

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Synopsis


			When scandal forces professor Mary Ellen Montgomery and her wife Addy to leave their glamorous San Francisco life behind, they find themselves starting over in rural New York. Their fresh start comes with a beautiful historic stone house and a talented contractor named Amelia, whose passion for restoration ignites more than just home improvements.


			 


			As the three women work to rebuild the house, they unknowingly lay the foundation for a complex web of emotions, desires, and secrets. But Mary Ellen’s past refuses to stay buried, and a mysterious disappearance in San Francisco soon escalates into a full-blown murder investigation.


			 


			With the walls of their new life threatening to crumble, Mary Ellen, Addy, and Amelia must confront their deepest truths and darkest temptations. Will their bonds strengthen under pressure, or shatter like the very home they’re trying to restore?
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Chapter One


			Would the small town of Endonford in the middle of Nowhere, New York, be small enough to hide us? Sitting in the front seat of a used Chevy truck, studying the placid scenery that resembled landscape paintings in paint-by-number kits, I hoped we’d done enough.


			I glanced at my wife. M.E. (short for Mary Ellen), who had been driving the past six hours. I yearned to take over. My butt hurt from sitting, and I was way past bored. I was reminded of the time I had to suffer through a psychology course at Stanford University. Every humdrum two-hour class made me want to tear my hair out by the time the professor announced, “Class dismissed.”


			Whoever decided students needed a psychology course for a degree in interior decorating needed to be drawn and quartered. At least, that was what I used to think. Then my first client turned out to be a narcissist. I found myself reaching deep into my brain cells to recall my notes on that chapter. It served me well. The client loved the finished product, which of course, was all about him.


			I’d hung portraits of him in different styles ranging from Surrealism to Abstract (I decided abstract art clearly defined this man’s psyche), on almost every wall. The furniture I suggested could only be approved by him sitting on it or lying on it followed by, “This feels good on my ass,” or, “Anyone laying down here beside me on this sofa (or bed) could not refuse me.” 


			I gagged at that one. What I put up with to satisfy my clients…


			“M.E.,” I said, noticing the different shades of greens in the passing landscape of hills, grass, and trees as if an artist had carefully chosen the colors for this landscape. They weren’t as vivid as the Irish countryside, but the multiple landscapes appeared to have their own hue, as if Mother Nature herself assigned each color to the sprawling vistas. Wooded areas had trees boasting darker green leaves, almost Christmas green, that fluttered in the breezes traveling in and around the branches. The subdued greens of the corn fields were a stark contrast to the golden greens, blanketing areas where there were no forests, lawns or plantings. On these sections of land, brilliant wildflowers pushed through the yellowish weeds and grasses. 


			It had been calming relaxing at first, but now I felt that if I saw one more stalk of corn, I was going to scream.


			“M.E.,” I said again, this time in my “If you don’t answer me, you will regret it” tone.


			M.E. shook her head. I knew the look she was trying to knock off her face. It was the same one she had when she was fired from her professorship position at Stanford University. It was where we met—both in college pursuing different careers. I smiled, remembering I almost turned down her advances when I discovered she was pursuing a degree in none other than, psychology. At the time I thought, Who does that? What would you even do with it?


			It wasn’t until our third date when she told me what could be done with a degree in psychology, that I began to look past the uninteresting course of study. I was not impressed with the first part of her list, that included jobs in business, education, research, and criminal justice. But when she got to the medical field, I became interested. With that little tidbit, I went home with her for what ended up being the best mind-blowing sex I had ever had. I was hooked despite the fact she told me afterward that she wanted to teach.


			It wouldn’t bring in the money I’d hoped, but she wanted to teach at the college level, her dream job being at Stanford. The university paid well enough, and if you combined the salary with the very intelligent and attractive woman, and the best intercourse I’d ever had…well, I decided I could work with that. And I did. For ten years. 


			Until she blew it.


			“I’m sorry, what is it, Addy?”


			“My turn to drive. I can’t sit here any longer.”


			“We’re almost there. Just a little more time in the platitude seat.” She shot me a sideways smile at the word I had come up with halfway through our trip to describe sitting in the passenger seat for longer than a few hours. 


			I sighed heavily as I let my head fall back against the seat. “Fine, fine, fine. But you owe me. Big time.” I adjusted my body, hoping to direct the ache in my bottom to either leave or find another body part to annoy for the remainder of the trip.


			M.E. reached out and took my hand, caressing my fingers with her thumb to placate me. “More than I can ever repay you, but I promise I will spend the rest of my life trying to do just that.”


			I managed a weak smile.


			“So, where were you?” I asked, my tone edging on apprehension most likely sounding as if I didn’t really care where she had been.


			“I’m right here. Driving.”


			“Ha, ha, ha. You were deep in thought.”


			“Did you ever think that driving might be just as boring as sitting in the platitude seat?”


			“If that’s the case, what does it matter which seat you’re sitting in? Let me drive. Please?” 


			“Look!” M.E. pointed at the windshield. She was bouncing in her seat with the enthusiasm of a little girl who had to go potty and was just told they were turning into a gas station with a bathroom.


			We passed a worn sign I couldn’t read because it blurred as we drove by at a higher rate of speed than the following speed limit sign imposed.


			“Slow down, babe. We don’t need a ticket on our first day in our new town. We’re also in the backcountry. The cops look for people like us.”


			M.E. glanced at the speedometer and then hit the brakes so fast, my seatbelt snapped in response to the vehicle thinking we had been in an accident.


			“Sorry,” she said sheepishly.


			“I will be so happy to get out of this truck,” I moaned, rubbing my shoulder and chest.


			“Are you okay?” my wife asked, as she glanced back and forth between me and the road.


			“I’m fine. Just keep your eyes on the road.”


			It wasn’t the fact we were in a car that made me miserable, but it was more the type of truck we were in. Our jobs in California gave us the luxuries and stability I had hoped for when I married her. After she lost her job, we had to sell both our Infiniti SUVs and our trendy San Francisco townhome in the upscale Pacific Heights neighborhood. We used the money to buy a home in Endonford, New York, purchase a ten-year-old Chevy Silverado to drive across the country, and pay for the subsequent move. The rest was put into stocks and bonds in hopes it would pay off and one day get us back to San Francisco, where I really wanted to be. I wasn’t so sure about my wife.


			If it wasn’t for the Endonford Stone House built in 1822, one year after the teeny, little town of Endonford was established, I wouldn’t have chosen New York as a place to settle. Taxes were way too high, and I wanted nothing to do with the rest of the state. Except for the big city. The only saving grace in my eyes was that New York City could rival San Francisco. We would be approximately a six-hour drive from there or a short plane ride from the minuscule airport outside of Ithaca. It was doable on a long weekend. It would have to do. 


			For now. Thank God my father was able to help M.E. land the job in Ithaca.


			Too many changes had assaulted us in the last few months and sitting in a ten-year-old truck only solidified the real truth: I was now a country dweller (a much-preferred title over country bumpkin or hick). We had lost so much, and I had to accept the path our lives had taken. Because of that, I had to make this work. 


			“So, what did the sign say? I didn’t see it.”


			“Endonford. Ten miles.”


			“Oh, thank God. Well then, you might as well drive the rest of the way.”


			She flashed her million-dollar, perfect, white teeth and full-lipped smile at me. A few strands of her soft, dark-brown bangs swept across her forehead, accentuating brilliant blue eyes outlined by thick velvety lashes. At thirty-three, her striking features were still enough to draw in any woman of any age. I not only knew this first hand, but I had seen it happen over and over again, and it was often a thorn in our marriage. But the feature that sealed a woman’s fate in my wife’s presence was her childlike dimples that softened the sharp lines of her jaw and cheekbones. Any woman subjected to those dimples became a drooling mess.


			God, I did love her despite her indiscretion that almost ruined us. I loved her broad shoulders and concrete ribbed abs. I would lay next to her and count the “six-pack,” and then boast to my friends that they were more like an eight-pack. I loved her slender hips and strong muscles that shouted to be seen when she wore tight shirts and pants that hugged her physique. And then there were the parts of her body that made sex with her more pleasurable than…well, there really was no describing it.


			But it wasn’t just the physical being that kept me chained to a relationship I probably should have left after her recklessness. She was often a kind, caring, thoughtful, and extremely romantic woman, and I knew with every fiber of my being that she loved me with all her heart. Then again, I was becoming mistrustful of my being’s fibers. After all, if she really loved me that much, why did she feel the need to have sex with one of her students?


			That thought stared me in the face more times than I cared to admit, forcing me to examine myself in the mirror. Who was I kidding? My biggest flaw was that I overlooked her biggest flaw that should have sent me packing—she was a flirt, and she was hormonally cocky about it because she was totally aware of how women responded to her flirting. She pretended to be oblivious to her shenanigans. She wanted to believe she could be friends with all women including the ones she made what she thought to be innocent sexual advances toward. It didn’t help that the women in turn always wanted more. Again. Who was she kidding? Me? Herself? The women she flirted with? More than likely it was all of us.


			M.E. was a woman who enjoyed feeling good. Flirting did that for her, but she never did it to pursue more than a fun, sexually suggestive friendship. That’s all she expected and wanted from her female friends: that every one of them would be her friend despite her improprieties. That made her stupid in my eyes. I tried to tell her that, especially after her infidelity. Flirting with a woman who didn’t know her libidinous ways always led to trouble. She insisted the definition of friendship was a carefree connection with someone with the capacity to sexually tease yet remain absent of sexual emotion. No matter what I said and the following arguments that ensued, she just couldn’t get it through her head.


			But when Raeann, a pretty third-year student in one of her classes, requested help with the unit on Human Behavior, M.E. learned that lesson the hard way. M.E. never told me the specifics of how it happened, but from what she said, Raeann wanted more than a passing flirtation. M.E. said no, making one naïve student a very angry woman who reported M.E. to Human Resources at the university. She got caught violating the Code of Conduct, and we both suffered the consequences of her continual actions she maintained were innocent. 


			I wanted to say “I told you so” so bad, it took everything I had to keep my mouth closed. Deep down, I knew that saying those words to her would only add salt to an already festering wound. I couldn’t do that to her. For whatever reasons, I still loved my wife.


			So, here I was, still married to her, with the worst ache in my butt ever. And here we were, void of our cushy San Francisco life, driving cross-country in a big ole truck, hoping to start anew. It was a chance she convinced me to take.


			Nine miles later, we came to a flashing yellow light at a crossroads. Fields covered three of the corners, but the plants pushing up from the dirt were unrecognizable to me because I had never been on a farm. I ordered meals online that came in boxes with the ingredients already cut and diced and measured. I never cared where the produce came from or what it looked like before it found its way onto my dinner table. Cooking was not one of my strong suits or lifelong desires. It wasn’t even on my bucket list. I just knew we had to eat. So, for me, a meal in a box was one of the best things that had come to the Internet.


			On the fourth corner, a dirty building with two run-down fuel pumps sitting on a lot of cement-like dirt stood out like a sore thumb. Pocket ruts larger than a car’s tire threatened to swallow your vehicle if you weren’t careful when pulling into the parking lot. Despite the sign on the building that advertised there was not only gas available, but in fact, a store inside, the beat-up appearance of the business was not very welcoming. 


			However, it made me happy I wouldn’t have to travel too far to get creamer for our coffee, but I fretted about the brands. They most likely didn’t carry Nut Pods, Califia Farms or Starbucks creamers. God, I loved Starbucks creamers. I would most likely be stuck with cow’s milk.


			I sighed as M.E. completed a right-hand turn. The first thing I noticed was Endonford Elementary School. It looked new, built out of red bricks with big windows and paved parking lots and drives. A simple playground stood off to the side, consisting of a few swings, two slides and a monkey gym all built from metal and plastic. Okay, the school bordered more on city than backwoods town.


			More farmland followed by—you guessed it—more farmland. And…well, you get the picture. Finally, more signs of possible life came into view. A long building with identical doors and windows running the length of it sat close to the road. It appeared to be some type of housing. There were ten units, each looking as dismal as the one next to it. A filthy white façade faded into the dirt-and-stone parking lot sparsely filled with dated vehicles. I frowned. 


			A few hundred feet down the road, a public building sat atop a small hill. It housed the Grange, the fire department and the town hall. Next to it was a church built in 1822, the same year the Endonford Stone House was built. The church was in bad shape much like the home we would arrive at shortly. Must have been a bad year for building. Chipped and fading paint, moss-covered front steps that were crumbling announced it was in desperate need of repair.


			I cringed, keeping my nose pressed against the window so my wife couldn’t see the distaste that I knew was surely written all over my face. The reflection of my downturned lips, squished nose, and dipped eyebrows in the window stared back at me as if to taunt me with the wrinkles the past year of stress had added to my thirty-four-year-old skin. I looked online for every miracle wrinkle cream, but deep down I knew no cream could erase what had happened or the path our lives were about to take.


			Why did I have to love her as much as I did? Was she worth giving up my elite job as a top interior decorator to the important people of San Francisco? Or my luxurious life in a plush townhome I had so lovingly enhanced and garnished to make my own? Did she really learn her lesson? She promised—no, she swore to me that she had—over and over and over again. She made me believe that this new start would be good for us. We could carve out a place where I could start my own upscale decorating business, keeping all the profits for myself and not for someone else. This could make the move remunerative at the very least.


			From the looks of this town, they needed some upscale decorating. I wasn’t blind to think I would get rich from it. But a woman could dream, couldn’t she?


			So, I accepted that even though her new position at Ithaca College in the psychology department didn’t pay like her previous job, it did have possibilities. It could open doors to the more prestigious Cornell University, and from there, maybe back home. That was my hope, and I hoped it was hers.


			A few more miles on my tired ass and I recognized the simple, large, rectangular, two-story stone building that came into view. I had looked at the pictures at least five times every day since I spotted the country residence on the real estate website. I smiled at the large red-and-white SOLD sticker plastered across the For Sale sign still on the front lawn, announcing a closure on the two-story home that was really in need of a makeover. 


			I felt a twinge of excitement fighting its way through the negative emotions that had become my normal. I had only seen pictures of the house until now. Yet seeing it in all its decayed and shabby state, the positive feeling it gave me wove its way through the trepidation that had taken hold of me since M.E.’s dismissal had upturned our very prestigious and comfortable life. 


			When we realized the only position she could secure was the one at Ithaca College, I began to search the surrounding area for a home or condo. One day, I stumbled onto the stone house while browsing real estate sites on the Internet. Possibilities immediately flashed through my mind. For the first time in my life, I could have something of my very own. I could turn it into a showplace for a new business. My business. A world-class interior decorating establishment excelling in vintage home styling décor (that would be antiques). What better place to forge this type of decorating enterprise than upstate New York where antiques were still a reputable business? And the stone house was most definitely an antique. The potential instilled a new hope in me.


			I marked the webpage and continued to search Zillow and Realestate.com for possible homes, but nothing caught my attention. That was because my thoughts kept floating back to the stone house. There was something about it that intrigued me. It was plain and simple, yet regal and mysterious.


			As I stared at the laptop screen, I began to imagine the changes I would make. I even printed pictures of the interior so that I could pen in these renovations that took form in my mind, like an elegant wallpaper in rich colors to enhance the dining room. I might even take out a few walls for a more open floorplan, but when I found out it was a historical home, I knew I might be constricted to their regulations in refurbishing a historical building.


			When M.E. caught me mulling over the photos several times, most likely catching the intrigue on my face, she suggested we look into it. Upon hiring a realtor in San Francisco to sell our townhome, we set her to work with the realtor for the antique home on three-and-a-half acres in Endonford.


			New York was complicated when it came to closing on property, but we made our way through it with the help of our realtor and an inexpensive lawyer. Soon, we became the proud owners of a historic stone house born in the 1800s. I still couldn’t believe it was ours despite the fact I carried the photos with me in my purse, taking them out every opportunity I got—just like a proud parent with a newborn. They were a reminder of what I had lost and now the possibilities of what I might find.


			The home and its acreage sat on a corner lot with a rutted dirt driveway on one side. M.E. steered the truck into the driveway and shut it off before facing me. “Are you ready?”


			“I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready,” I replied, my eyes focused on the grandiose structure standing like an age-old king.


			She took my hand. “Babe, we’ve talked about this. It’s a new beginning for us. We can make it what we want. We can do anything, be anything. Let’s go into our new home and start this next chapter.”


			I smiled at her and nodded. Then we got out of the car. She walked around to stand next to me, and as she put her arm around my shoulder, she said, “I can’t wait to see what you do with this place.”


			Neither could I.


			While we gazed at our new home, that would require an enormous amount of work that was beginning to feel overwhelming, we heard a car approaching. M.E. kissed me before we turned to see it slowing as it passed by our property. A middle-aged man and woman sat in the front seat, and there was no denying the disapproving looks on their faces: Disgust filled their expressions. We’d seen it before, just not in San Francisco. There would always be those who reprehended what they didn’t believe was right in their own minds. 


			I wasn’t quick enough to stop my wife from waving, smiling, shouting hello, and making a fool out of herself. I knew it would aggravate a burgeoning situation because my wife had a habit of acknowledging bigots with intentional satire. 


			The couple’s vehicle nearly stopped, making their wretched stares painfully evident, more so than they would have been if M.E. hadn’t goaded them. Then they turned into the driveway of the house across the street as the garage door opened.


			When the ugly faces in the car windows were out of view, I stepped away from my wife and faced her. “Was that necessary?”


			“Absolutely. No one has the right to treat us that way.”


			“You need to remember one thing,” I said as I walked toward the front door.


			“And what’s that?” she called from behind me.


			“We’re not in Kansas anymore.”


			









Chapter Two


			We stepped into our new home hand in hand. The front door creaked like it had been closed for decades and forgot how to open (which wasn’t far from the truth). I was prepared for what we’d see. I had looked at all the inside pictures online over and over again—planning, dreaming, rebuilding and reshaping the battered and broken-down interior of the magnificent stone structure.


			I hadn’t realized how unprepared M.E. had been until her jaw dropped and she took several full breaths as her eyes took in the peeling wallpaper, trying—and failing—to cover holes in the plaster, light fixtures hanging from the ceiling by one single wire, rotten trim on windows, not to mention all the dirt and dust.


			I jumped in front of her and smiled as wide as my cheeks would allow. “You just wait! It will be the most beautiful home you’ve ever owned, let alone lived in.”


			“Great,” she said sarcastically. “What do we do till then?”


			* * *


			It seemed the following two weeks flew by faster than one of the several airplanes that passed over our home every day to and from the small airport. The first few days were spent cleaning, cleaning, and then more cleaning followed by shopping, shopping…and more shopping. We had set money aside for groceries, cleaning supplies, tools, and a few pieces of furniture that would suffice until our belongings arrived from California. We needed a bed, sheets, blankets (we brought our own pillows with us), and a few more chairs for our lone card table. We made sure we picked out a bed that would match the décor of our other furniture arriving in a few weeks.


			This was the only time I was grateful for the ten-year-old truck because it enabled us to load up the purchases and take them home. Despite the fact we saved on delivery costs and wait time for the arrival of our purchases, my appreciation of the truck vanished when we had to carry everything inside. After lifting, tugging, and swearing at the mattress all the way up to the second floor, I swore I would never move another mattress.


			When the bed was set up in the master bedroom (we didn’t know if it was the master bedroom, but it was the largest one so we dubbed it the master bedroom), I opened the package of sheets. 


			“Really?” I looked at my wife and then at the bright orange sheets. “You couldn’t pick out white? Or a subtle blue? I told you I wanted everything about this place to mesh with my vision of it being a showplace for high-end interior decorating. Orange does not go along with that vision.”


			“I hope no one other than us will be looking at our sheets.” She slipped her arms around me. “Besides, orange is the new blue.”


			“No that would be Orange is the New Black and that’s a television show.” I shook the sheet to open it, tossing M.E. backward. 


			She tackled me to the bed.


			“Hey! We’ve got a ton of work to do. We can’t be messing around,” I said through giggles resulting from her tickling me.


			Then she kissed me. It was slow, moist, and oh, so pleasurable, and when I opened my eyes, her blue eyes twinkled and her dark hair tickled my cheeks. How could anyone resist that?


			“Shall we christen our new bed?” I purred.


			“I thought you’d never ask.” She kissed me again and gently lowered her body onto mine. 


			Over the next two hours, we got reacqauinted with each other’s curves, soft skin, limbs and faces. We touched every inch of skin, caressing the spots we remembered as being sensitive. We lathered kisses on each other’s neck, cheeks, chin, forehead, and lips, lingering there, wanting to remember the feelings that enveloped us before things fell apart.


			Undressing each other was still awkward, but we removed each piece of clothing slowly, as if hoping it would stir up the memories of how wonderful it felt to be naked in each other’s arms—to feel the skin of our breasts touching, nipples growing hard. I remembered the overwhelming need that would run through me every time I saw her glistening, satin skin. But part of me was afraid it wouldn’t be the same.


			M.E. was poised above me, breathing hard. Her eyes drank me in and a smooth smile melted my insides. I watched her watch me as her hand skimmed my stomach and nestled between my legs.


			She lowered her head and whispered, “Do you still want me?”


			How could I say no? “More than anything,” I forced out between heavy intakes of air.


			And with my acknowledgment, she slipped her fingers inside me. I felt the moistness suck her in, the emptiness that had been within me for months being filled by her presence as I moved with her thrusts. 


			I clung to her, not wanting to let her go just as I didn’t let her go after our world fell apart. When she started to slow, I placed a hand on her arm. “More, I want more.”


			I opened my eyes again to see a wide smile. “Keep them open,” she said in a hoarse voice that was barely a whisper. 


			I did so, my eyes locked on hers as our love crescendoed into a frenzy of long-lost need and want. When she was too tired to go on, and I was all but spent, we collapsed side by side on the bed and started laughing.


			“We still got it,” she said, sounding relieved.


			“Maybe we never lost it,” I offered.


			“We did lose it. You know it. I know it.” She turned on her side and placed a hand on my stomach. “But thank God, it was only for a while.”


			I kissed her. Despite the fact we were recovering from a bit of exercise, that feeling deep inside that ran from my vagina to my brain wasn’t ready to be done. I ran my fingers over her breasts, not having forgotten the caresses and squeezes that made her moan. I kept my lips on hers, pushing my tongue against them, encouraging them to open, to accept me. 


			She did.


			I moved my hand down her stomach to that small patch of soft hair that was moist and mixed with drops of sweat and desire. 


			“You don’t have to, babe,” I heard her say, and despite her words stabbing at my heart, I didn’t stop. For some insane reason, it only made me want her more. So I took every bit of her, and when I was done, when the screams of ecstasy quieted, I rolled off her and out of bed.


			“Where are you going?” she asked, surprised.


			“We have a lot of work to do. Come on, you lazy thing. Off the mattress so we can put on these god-awful orange sheets.”


			After pulling on my clothes, I turned to see her still on the bed. I put my hands on my hips. “Well?”


			“Are you all right?”


			“That’s an odd question. Of course I am. I’m better than all right. We just had a sexual liaison that could be one for the record books.”


			A grin spread across her face. “What record books?”


			“The one for the loudest screams during intercourse.”


			She threw her shirt at me. “I was not that loud.”


			“I think we both were and I wouldn’t be surprised if the nosy bodies across the street called the police because they think someone is getting murdered or something.”


			She grabbed her undergarments and began dressing. “I think even backwoods nosy bodies can tell the difference between screams of ecstasy and those of someone getting killed.” She jumped off the bed and put her arms around me. “Besides, it’s natural and none of their business.”


			I handed her shirt to her and she put it on. Then I slapped her butt. “Get to work, you lazy bum.”


			* * *


			M.E. worked with me to clean the rooms we would be using. We set the bed up along the front wall of the room, but decided after making love for the first time in our new home, it might be better on the other side of the room away from the road. We placed the table and chairs in the middle of the dining room. The card table with four metal, collapsible chairs blended in well with the dining room’s scratched and dented wood floors, crumbling plaster walls, and worn ceiling. 


			One of our stipulations in purchasing the home was that we had some leeway with decorating. I actually liked the layout of the house and I had lots of ideas. The realtor assured me I would be able to do what I wanted. I was aware of the Endonford Historic Society and I was willing to follow their guidelines as long as they were willing to work with me.


			The kitchen was bare, and I mean literally bare, but that never bothered me before. To my chagrin, we had chosen to save money by cooking instead of purchasing ready-made meals on the Internet. Someone would have to cook. That would be difficult to do since there was no working kitchen.


			So, back to the store we went and bought ourselves a microwave, a college dorm-size refrigerator, and a toaster oven. Those alone still limited our dining options, and we often found ourselves driving the streets of Ithaca looking for less expensive takeout. 


			By the end of the first two weeks, M.E. was ready to go to work. After attending some training sessions, she would begin preparing for fall classes. Despite my plea to take more time off and help me start the renovations, she insisted that we needed the money to pay for the renovations. She also pointed out that if she didn’t agree to start in the fall, as well as teach a few summer classes, they wouldn’t have hired her.


			Even though we had agreed I would take a set amount of our condo sale to start on the modernization of the antique house, I knew it wouldn’t be enough for everything I wanted to do. I starred at the worn and scratched wooden plank floors. They would be beautiful when finished. There was nothing like solid wood floors that shone from several coats of stain and polyurethane. What I loved about this house was its character, its history and its lifeblood that was embedded in the stone and wood fibers of the building. Restoring each piece of floor plank, chair rail, crown molding, frames, and decorative wooden ceilings would bring it back to life bit by bit. I hoped in doing so, it would do the same for me.


			But first, I had to attend to the staples, one of which was getting Wi-Fi. After the nightmare of waiting on hold for hours just to speak to a customer representative and trying to get them to understand what I needed (apparently houses built in the 1800s didn’t have Wi-Fi), I was successful in getting it installed. 


			I was finally able to use my phone and computer to search out qualified contractors. I hadn’t had much success until there was a knock on the front door that startled me. We didn’t have many neighbors, but not one of them attempted to approach us or stop by and introduce themselves. There were no welcome baskets with homemade cookies or sage advice on where to buy the best fruits and vegetables.


			Sighing, I got up from the table. I strolled to the double doors and unlocked the deadbolt on one side. When I opened the door, I found a tall, rugged woman waiting patiently with her hands in her overall pockets, her green eyes wide. Her red hair was tied back in a ponytail and her skin had all the signs of years working outdoors. Despite the rough appearance, she was quite attractive. I guessed her age to be late thirties judging by the smooth skin on her face with only a tiny hint of laugh lines.


			“Can I help you?”


			“Hi, my name is Amelia Lansing, and I heard you were looking for a contractor.”


			I studied her. “How did you hear that?”


			“Ithaca is a small town and Endonford is even smaller. People talk. I’m an independent contractor with my own business, but if I need help, I have no problem finding capable people to hire. I have a portfolio if you’d like to see my work. I know most of the contractors in the area and I know for a fact they’re all booked out through the winter. Besides”—she smiled—“I’ve had my eye on this baby for a long time, waiting for someone to come and bring her back to life. I’d really like to be a part of that.”


			“And you aren’t?”


			“I’m not what?”


			“Booked throughout the winter?”


			“I could be, but I really would like this gig, so I’ve been putting off jobs waiting for you to arrive and hoping you’ll give me a chance.”


			Gig, I thought. Who said gig anymore? But then the second part of her sentence stuck with me. “Why would you be waiting for me to arrive?”


			“Oh, this isn’t going very well. Can I come in?”


			Thoughts of being alone in a big, empty stone building in a small podunk town ripe for a robbery—or worse, a murder—raced through my mind. But there was something about her that convinced me to open the door and let her in.


			Her eyes went wide as they roamed the vast emptiness and dismantled the once prestigious home. She smiled at the card table in the middle of the dining room cluttered with my computer, phone, writing instruments, pads of paper and files. Then she set her eyes on mine.


			“Years ago, I did a little work for the previous owner,” she said out of the blue. “We became friends. Lots of good memories here. I’d stop by and Mrs. Edwards would be waiting for me with cookies and lemonade. Gosh, it looks so different. It’s sad that she wasn’t able to keep up with it. She really let it go. When I heard it was sold, I asked the realtor who bought it. He told me someone from California and he suspected they were going to live here because they requested information on New York State regulations, like for driver’s licenses, insurance. You know, all that crap. They also inquired about the historical society and what they might require to renovate it.” 


			“Why did the woman sell?” I asked, hoping to find out more history on the place than what I read in the meager articles I’d found online.


			“Her kids grew up and moved away. Her husband passed a few years ago and she couldn’t take care of it anymore. She’s in a retirement home. You have to understand, this is a real small town. You’ve probably noticed that even though the main part of town is not far from here, people are pretty spread out around the township. It covers a lot of area, but most are connected through the church. So, it makes this a perfect example of where everyone knows everyone and their business.


			“Anyway, she wanted to give it to the historical society, but they couldn’t afford to renovate it. Everyone was excited to hear the new owners were from San Francisco. That spelled money to them, so they hope the renovation will be done right.” Amelia leaned forward. “That means to their expectations, rules, and regulations.” She waited for my reaction.


			My heart sank a little. I was afraid the historical society might be a problem. “I am well aware of how, um, particular, historical societies can be. I think they will be pleased to know that I am an interior decorator. One of the best. I was well-known in San Francisco and I plan on making my niche here in vintage home styling décor.”


			“Antiques,” Amelia mused. “That could work.”


			“How versed are you in restoring old homes by their directives?” I asked knowing her answer would mean the difference between hiring her on the spot and looking for someone else despite the fact she told me there was no one else. I just wasn’t sure whether to believe her or not.


			“Very,” she answered. “I’ve done quite a few of the bed-and-breakfast mansions. Like I said before, I can give you my portfolio. It’s in my truck. But what I can tell you right now is that you’ll need to think about updating the heating system before the winter. It can get pretty cold up here since you’re on higher ground. It’s really old—uses propane. But it’s a boiler system and they’re not bad except that you can’t use it for air-conditioning. For that you should consider the wall units. There are some on the market that are really efficient and cool very well. But keep in mind, there’s a lot of good summer breezes if you don’t mind opening your windows.”


			I motioned to a chair. “Would you like to sit? I actually have some lemonade,” I offered, smiling.


			“That would be nice.” Amelia sat down and I went for drinks.


			“Sorry, we don’t have much else here right now. I just got word our truck is coming this week,” I said as I placed the glasses on the table. “On the one hand, I’m excited to get our stuff. On the other hand, it will put a wrench in starting the renovations if I have to move everything around to get things done.”


			Amelia took a sip and then asked, “I assume you’ve got ideas on what you want to do?”


			“I do. I’ll be honest with you. I hope to make this a show place. I know it’s far from major thoroughfares, but if I do it right, market it right, I think I can grow a really solid interior decorating business here.”


			“Did you have your own business in San Francisco?”


			“No, but I was the number-two person at the top interior decorating company. I’m tired of bringing money in for someone else. I’m ready to make a go of it on my own.”


			“Well, if you show me your plans, maybe I can help convince you I’m your person. I’m sure we can develop a good working relationship. I’ve got a few connections with the historical society as well.” She winked.


			I sipped my lemonade and sat back. I looked at this red-headed woman. I had known a few redheads in my life and every one of them was as bold as her. I didn’t know a thing about her, where she came from or if she really was a contractor, but there was something about her.


			“Why don’t you get your portfolio, your credentials, license, and a business card for me?”


			“I carry them with me everywhere I go.”


			“If I can look them over, maybe we can talk.”


			Amelia got up and started to walk out.


			“Amelia.”


			“Yes?” 


			“Why do you want to help me renovate this house so badly, especially if you’ve done so many others? I’m sure there are many more out there that need contractors.”


			“Like I said. A lot of good memories here. I want to see it done right. For Mrs. Edwards.” She turned and left before I could say anything else.


			For the next ten minutes, I poured over Amelia’s information. When I was satisfied, I pulled a red folder out from under a pile and opened it. “This is full of my ideas that I’ve been working on since we decided to buy the stone house.”


			“We?” Amelia’s green eyes looked at me with curiosity.


			I came from a large city where gay was a second language. Here, I wasn’t so sure how we would be accepted, especially after the close encounter with the nosy bodies across the street. Now I was finding out this was a rather religious community. I had no idea which religion, and I wondered if a system of high morals and values would make a difference to her in accepting me and M.E.


			“I, um, my spouse and I moved here.” 


			I knew if I were to hire this woman, she would find out sooner or later exactly what I meant by spouse. In San Francisco, telling anyone you had a spouse of the same sex was no different than discussing one of the opposite sex, but I wasn’t familiar with smaller towns. I grew up in Los Angeles then moved to San Francisco, and lived there since I entered college. I was all about the big cities.


			“So you and your wife moved here from California. I have to ask…”


			Oh God, here we go. She knows. Everyone is already talking. Here it comes.


			“Why would you move from a place with such great weather to here where you’re sure to freeze your ass off in the winter?”


			I stared at her for a moment and then broke out into loud laughter.


			Amelia watched me intently as if wondering what about her question made me laugh uncontrollably.


			“I’m sorry,” I said when I finally stopped laughing. “It’s just that, well, I thought…I wasn’t sure…”


			Amelia sat back in her chair. “Oh, you weren’t sure how you and your wife would be accepted here in small town, US of A,” she said in a very southern accent.


			I chuckled. “We were getting a little nervous because no one has extended a greeting to us and a rather rude couple were driving past our house…Let’s just say they could star in one of those movies where the neighbors turn out to be psychopaths and murder everyone on their street with an ax.”


			“Were they in a gold 1964 Chevy Impala with a black top and do they live across the street?”


			More and more, Amelia was surprising me. Pleasantly. “Honestly, I wouldn’t know the make of a car unless someone held up a really large sign with that information. But…” I thought a moment. “Come to think of it, the car was gold with a black top. And they did pull into the driveway across the street.”


			“That would be the Johnsons. What’s that saying? Their bark is worse than their bite.” She smiled. “It’s not who you are that has the townspeople a bit put off. It’s that you bought a beloved landmark and they’re afraid you’ll turn it into a den of sin.”


			“A den of sin? Are you kidding me?”


			“I’m sorry. That’s a poor analogy. They just don’t want to see the stone house be less than what it could be.”


			I picked up my glass and tipped it toward her. “You should have said that first.”


			She leaned forward. “I can have a wicked sense of humor.”


			I was really beginning to like this Amelia—not that I had met other Amelias, but this one was just what the doctor ordered. I much preferred working with a woman, so her sexuality was a plus. I knew she would understand my vision. But now, I knew she would work with me to make sure it came to be without pissing off the town.


			“Shall we go over what I would like to do? Then you can give me your suggestions. I think, Amelia, that together we just might make this work.”


			I took out drawings of the interior of the home, explaining where to put my office and showroom. I told her I wanted an open concept but I realized that taking down walls would have to be approved by the historical society. 


			She explained where the scant plumbing was and what would be needed to bring the bathrooms and kitchen up to date and to code—which was a lot. Really a lot. I was so into our discussions about literally renovating the rooms from the basement up—walls, ceilings, and floors that needed to be reinforced, and then refinishing floors and all woodwork—that I was surprised when I heard the front door open. I hadn’t realized that Amelia and I had been talking about the renovations for hours and we hadn’t even gotten to the outside of the house when M.E. walked through the front door.


			I quickly wondered which M.E. we would get—the skeptical one that would be suspicious and probably a bit jealous of another female sitting with me and laughing, or the one that would take the opportunity of an introduction to an attractive woman to form another one of those coquettish relationships. 


			I decided not to wait for one or the other to appear and jumped out of my seat. I went to her, drawing her close and placing a sensual kiss on her lips. 


			She pulled back and look around me. “Who have we here?”


			The lilt in her voice told me which M.E. Amelia was going to meet. Without turning around I answered, “This is Amelia. She’s a contractor interested in helping with the renovations. Amelia, this is my wife, Mary Ellen. If you’ll both excuse me for a few minutes.”


			I didn’t wait for either of them to say something. I trotted up the steps to the upstairs bathroom—the only one working in our new home. I shut the door and took several gasps trying to slow my breathing so as not to hyperventilate. My reaction to their meeting confirmed I was still not over my wife’s indiscretion and the destruction it brought to our lives.


			I sat on the toilet and looked around the rather spacious, yet far from satisfactorally functional bathroom. It had one toilet most likely from the fifties. There was a claw tub with a shower, but no curtain or rod to hang it on. Both M.E.’s face and mine had dropped when we saw it. So much for sensual showers. There was no counter space and no medicine cabinet behind the worn mirror that hung lopsided on the wall above a small pedestal sink.


			Yeah, if I hired Amelia, the bathroom would be the first thing to update—even before the kitchen. 


			If I hired Amelia.


			And if I was the wife I was supposed to be, that decision would have to be made by both of us. I headed back downstairs. Listening to them as I descended the stairs to the living room, I knew that wouldn’t be an issue. They were getting along just as M.E. wanted them to.


			I took a deep breath before I entered the room. M.E. sat in my chair engaged in a very animated conversation with Amelia, whose gaze was intently fixed on my wife’s. She appeared to be concentrating on every word that came out of M.E.’s mouth. To my chagrin, Amelia was totally being allured by my wife’s flirtations, almost as if she was starstruck. 


			I sighed and walked over to the table, putting my arm around M.E. “So, what do you think? Should we hire her?”


			My wife looked up at me. “We’d be a fool not to. She knows the structure. She knows the town and city. She knows competent people that will work for her if needed. Her portfolio shows expertise. The only thing we haven’t talked about is cost. Once we know that, if it’s in our price range, then my vote is yes.”


			I crossed my arms. “Well, Amelia, you’ve seen what I want. I’m sure there will be suggestions on your part and changes on mine. My last question is will you be able to sell my inspiration to the historical society?”


			Amelia swallowed hard. I knew this would be the ultimate test.


			“From our brief meeting, I believe you have a pretty good understanding about how historical societies want their historical buildings renovated. That being said, I know them well. I’ve worked with them on many structures in the area and every owner has been thoroughly satisfied. Their testimonials are in my portfolio. I can’t, however, guarantee that they will accept every inspirational change.” She air quoted with her fingers when she said, inspirational change. “But if we work together, I promise you’ll have a good chance for most of them to come to fruition. I’ve always been able to come up with an acceptable compromise.”


			I waited a moment before answering because I wanted her to know that I was the boss and not my wife. “I can work with that. How long will it take you to put together an estimate?”


			“Can you give me a few days?”


			“Yes,” I said, “I think we can do that. The truck is supposed to come soon, so we’ll be busy with unloading.”


			M.E. looked up at me. “Do we really want to fill this place with everything and then have to move it again to work on something? You know we’ll be the ones moving the furniture all over the place. I’m not so sure that’s a good idea for several reasons.”


			“She has a point,” Amelia said.


			“I don’t think we have the money to hold them off for the length of time it will take to finish everything.” I picked up my papers and pretended to study them for an answer.


			“I could clean up the basement, bring in a few dehumidifiers, and make some temporary pallets that we could put the boxes on,” Amelia offered. “The furniture that you don’t need right away could be stored in one of the rooms on the first floor that can wait until its refinished. Then as we finish, I have a few guys who could move the stuff to where you want it for a very reasonable price.”


			I smiled at her thinking she was just too good to be true.


			“Just put up here what you definitely need or want.” She looked at me and winked. “And make sure the movers stack things so that I can get to the furnace, electrical wires, plumbing, and the walls. I can show you the areas I need access to if you’d like. How long did you say before the truck gets here?”


			“In about a week,” I answered.


			“Give me a day or two to calculate an estimate and make some drawings to reconfigure plumbing, heating, and electric. Then I can tell you where to put your belongings.”


			M.E. stood. “Where did you find her? I’m not sure we’re going to be able to pay you what you’re worth.”


			Amelia got to her feet. “I think we can work it out. I’ll call in a day or two.” She proceeded toward the front door and then turned. Stepping toward me, she extended her hand. I took it. “And thank you for giving me this opportunity. If you have any questions, comments, et cetera, just call me. We’ll be in touch.”


			When she closed the door, M.E. stepped in front of me. Her face was filled with concern. I didn’t think the reason was the hiring of Amelia because they were practically drooling over each other. If anyone needed to be worried, it was me.


			“What is it?” I asked her.


			“I received a phone call from the San Francisco police before I left work. Raeann is missing,” she answered in a low voice.


			Great. That’s all we needed. 
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