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      In the fading daylight of an early May evening, Amy Parker paused outside the front door of A Perfect Rise Bakery and studied the underside of the awning. An exact replica of the original green and white striped material, she spotted the crisp seams and sharp colors and frowned. Preserving history was her passion. She hated to see old things tossed aside, even if the threadbare fabric had lost its practicality decades ago.

      A delicate jingle sounded. The heavy glass door swung outward, missing her nose by an inch. She hopped back and held the entryway open.

      A woman in a suit stepped onto the sidewalk. “Ah-Choo!”

      Amy jumped and raised her free hand, covering the lower half of her face. Getting sick was definitely not on her checklist for her short homecoming trip. She met the slightly glazed stare of go-to realtor, Leslie McDonnell. A petite woman in her late fifties, Leslie was a known workhorse. With her red-nose and flushed cheeks, however, she was anything but operating at her best.

      “Oh, sorry, Amy.” Leslie held a large brown bag in her arms.

      “It’s okay,” Amy replied.

      “Just allergies. Promise. Spring fever gets me every year.” Leslie shifted her bundle and produced a tissue, loudly blowing into the square.

      The honking sound didn’t fit the typical hay fever symptoms Amy occasionally experienced. Arguing with the town’s best negotiator, however, was a pointless activity. “Sure. I’ll get out of your way. You’re probably heading to a listing.”

      “Yeah.” Leslie nodded, and her whole body swayed.

      Amy propped the door with her foot and reached her hands to either side of the realtor’s elbows.

      Just before impact, Leslie caught herself and straightened. “A listing. Yes. I have somewhere to be…”

      Uh-oh. Leslie wasn’t one to waste a single second. Amy scrolled through her mental record for Leslie’s nearest kin and came up empty. Since graduating high school, Amy only spent a few months at most in her small town and then focused her time on her dearest friends and family. “Can I call someone to pick you up? Do you need a ride? May I help you home?”

      Leslie frowned and tilted her head to the side. Squinting several times, she scanned Amy. “I can manage. What about you? I hadn’t heard you were coming home.” She sniffed. “Are you back for good?”

      “Just a couple weeks.” Amy didn’t like the wobble in Leslie’s knees. “Can I accompany you to your office, at least?”

      Pulling out a fresh tissue, Leslie blew her nose with another loud blast. “I have an errand to run first. Nice to see you, Amy.” Leslie bustled past and continued down the sidewalk.

      Amy wiped her palms on her jeans and followed Leslie’s retreat. When the realtor disappeared into an office at the end of the street, Amy turned and strolled through the front door. While people hardly changed, the landscape had been reinvigorated in recent years. Her friend’s family business, A Perfect Rise Bakery, was a prime example.

      The bakery retained its original entry with glass cases displaying a variety of treats and expanded into the storefront next-door with café seating from its former neighbor. Nearly every table was claimed in the bustling space. The smell of sugar, spice, and yeast mingled with the buzz of conversation to welcome her home. Filling her nostrils with the heavenly scents, she sighed. The changes were unexpected and not as strict to the 1930s style of the original building as she would have liked, but she appreciated the care in repurposing something already existing, rather than tearing down and building from scratch, probably the easier option.

      Wish I could stay here forever. Everyone in the community knew her past, saving her the awkwardness of recounting her family situation. If she’d found another place that fit her half as well, she would have stopped pining for home at thirty and settled somewhere else before the latest job offer. She had two weeks and not a second more. If she wasted time on tears, she’d drive a car full of regrets to her new job in Delaware. She hadn’t stopped in to the bakery on impulse and returned to her study of the additional dining room, crossing the original black and white tiled floor to the join between the two buildings.

      “Amy.” The cool tone echoed through the space with the efficiency of a single reverberating hit to a gong.

      She turned her head and spotted tiny Samantha Holt with both hands on her hips. Amy’s friend since preschool, short-statured Sam never let anything—or anyone—hold her down. Amy had been glad to let someone else be the boss and put others in their place. Leaving Harmony for college—immediately followed by grad school and a string of short-term contracts—was done with Sam’s approval. Despite the distance, and Amy’s seasonal-only returns to town, their friendship remained strong.

      Dodging patrons, Amy darted through the room to the table. “Hey, girlie.”

      Sam gave Amy a tight squeeze. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      “Me too,” Amy agreed.

      The words rumbled deep in her chest, starting from her heart and echoing out. She nibbled her lip to stop adding the conditions of her visit. Studying historic preservation, she wasn’t surprised at how restrictive her niche degree proved in the job market. If the job in Delaware is something I really want, I’ll have no problem leaving. No, she couldn’t pin her frustrations entirely on work. Harmony accepted her without question. She’d never find such unconditional love anywhere else.

      With a shake, she sat in the chair next to Sam, her back against the wall. She didn’t want to be caught by surprise. “Thanks for the welcome home dinner.”

      “Of course. You know I’ll take any excuse to sneak out of the office.” The corner of Sam’s mouth tilted up as she slid into her seat.

      Amy reached for her water and sipped. Sam’s dedication to her parents’ auction business bordered on fanatical. Pushing aside her long-held goal to become a museum curator, Sam had returned home after college. Eight years later, she ran Holt Auctions. Despite several opportunities at the various historical sites Amy had worked at over the past few years, she’d never convinced Sam to chase her dream.

      I’m not exactly living mine. “So, any news? Any big sales?”

      Sam crossed her arms. “No. Nothing exciting ever happens here. How are you? How was your drive?”

      “Long and boring. I’m dreading the fourteen plus hours in a couple weeks.”

      A redhead approached their table, bearing a breadbasket. As always, every head turned in her direction. The stunning woman might as well have been a queen bestowing jewels. As the daughter of the bakery’s owners, she’d worked at the shop every day from sunrise to sunset, but still she commanded attention. No one ever quite adjusted to Hannah Beacon’s movie-star good looks.

      Hannah deposited the basket in the center of the table.

      Amy stood and pulled her into a hug.

      Sam scrambled to her feet and joined the embrace.

      “It’s so good to see you,” Hannah whispered into Amy’s ear. She pulled away with a smile.

      Everyone sat.

      “What’s the scoop?” Hannah propped her elbows on the table. “Are you home for good?”

      Amy shook her head. “Not yet. I have seventeen days until my job starts. I’ll be home for two weeks.” Her upper lip curled. She covered the slight grimace with her hand.

      Her good fortune was nothing to sneer at, even if it didn’t align with her career goals. While working on her first preservation contract, she’d stepped up and drafted a proposal to secure necessary funding for the project. On each subsequent job, she was given more grant writing and administrative assignments. She had a talent for the business side of the work, but she wanted to be hands-on. The salaried role waiting for her on the east coast would be the final push out of her passion for working with the materials into strictly management and fundraising. She was grateful for the opportunity to work in her field, even if only adjacent to her dreams. Her heart squeezed inside her chest. She wanted something more.

      “What about the MacKinnon mansion?” Hannah asked, grabbing a roll and tearing off a bite.

      Amy’s jaw slackened, and she furrowed her brow. Hannah couldn’t so cavalierly throw around the very inspiration for Amy’s entire professional life without explanation. Turning to Sam, the petite woman shrugged, mirroring Amy’s bafflement. “What are you talking about?”

      Hannah held up a finger and sipped her water. “Leslie was in earlier ordering soup to-go. Poor thing. So sick.”

      “I know,” Amy said. “She sneezed on me.”

      Hannah shuddered. “She mentioned listing the old mansion. She had to hurry up and get over to the property. I assumed you had an internet alert set up about that house. You are sort of obsessed with it.”

      Heat crept up Amy’s neck, and her throat went dry. She did, in fact, have a search saved on her laptop’s internet browser. The MacKinnon mansion had sparked her passion for old buildings and connected her with the parents she’d never known. The grand home had been boarded up and abandoned her entire life. Why was the town’s owner listing now?

      “You really didn’t know?” Hannah grinned. Leaning back, she folded her arms over her chest.

      As the town’s aspiring actress, Hannah could embellish any moment to a heightened emotional state. Not even her dramatic skill could pierce through Amy’s whirring thoughts as possibilities pieced together.

      “I could buy the house and restore it.” Amy pressed her fingers to her lips. Had she said the words out loud?

      “How?” Sam frowned.

      “I still have my parents’ money. I never spent a dime. I’ll buy the property, restore it, and use the project to launch my business.” Amy rubbed her hands together. If she did this, she could stay forever, achieving her dearest wish. She glanced at her two best friends.

      Since graduating high school, they’d lived a lot of life without the others. Could she really come home for good? Now or never. Her contagious positivity brightened every sad face and hopeless word she had ever encountered. If she wanted to stay, she’d have to focus her efforts on happy thoughts. “I can’t wait to get started. You two have to help me.”

      “Of course. If you’re staying forever, I’m in.” Hannah grinned. “Whatever you need. I can paint, drop-off food, anything.”

      Sam scrunched her face.

      The pinched expression was one Amy recognized. Sam was the boss, Amy was the big picture thinker, and Hannah was the worker bee. As a unit, they complimented each other. Sam reigned in Amy, and Hannah completed any task with her head down in determination. Amy needed both. “Okay, Sam. What am I not seeing?”

      “Everything.” Sam held her hands palms up. “What will you do with the building after it’s done?”

      “I don’t know. Office space?” Amy asked. “Maybe I’ll rent out the rooms or something? I’m dreaming on the fly here.”

      “You can’t run a boarding house or timeshare or whatever you’re planning.” Sam shook her head. “That’s a hard job with a lot of hours that none of us can dedicate. I’m full-time at my parents’ auction business. I can help you part time, but I can’t run anything unless it’s going to replace my income.”

      Amy nodded and let her friend’s words sink into her brain. Everyone had a family business in town, at least the people with families did. She sipped her water and washed away the dull taste. Raised by her aunt and uncle alongside her cousin Zoey, she’d been luckier than most orphans and had always known love and security. The mansion had also been her late parents’ dream. She considered the property a tangible connection to the family she would never know.

      Sam leaned back and folded her arms over her chest. “I’m not trying to crush your dreams. I want to understand your goal. Can you really turn down a good job to stay here?”

      Amy drew in a deep breath. Sam urged her to temper her joy and think rationally. Another reason Amy needed her friend’s support. “I have half an idea. Let me get more information.”

      Sam nodded and dropped her arms. “Okay. I want you here but not at the expense of your future. Do you need the building? Wouldn’t finding clients and taking on someone else’s job be a better start?”

      Taking a deep breath, Amy swallowed her retort. Restoring the house would take a lot of time, money, and energy. Sam was right to caution her. Unfortunately, if she didn’t buy the mansion now, she might never get another chance. The mansion had been vacant for nearly thirty years. She couldn’t brush off the timing as mere coincidence.

      “What about…” She reached for her water and sipped. The pause forced her to double check the logic in her thoughts.

      Hannah leaned forward.

      Sam held her gaze.

      Make this good, or she’s not onboard. Nothing works without Sam Holt. Amy returned her glass to the table and clasped her hands together. “A historical society slash office space for my business slash museum and gallery.”

      “Keep talking.” Sam nodded. Her open features and smooth brow were good signs. She was listening.

      If Amy’s lifelong dream had been restoring the house, she appreciated Sam’s passion burned just as strong for the old things inside. She’d grown up around antiques at her parents’ auction business. Primarily dealing in estate sales and land, the Holts had seen their share of collectibles and knickknacks through the years. Sam had declared she’d run a museum before thirty. After a failed internship in Chicago during college, she never mentioned the deadline again.

      “Well, why not?" Amy asked. "We could turn the whole house into a local museum.”

      Sam nodded, and the corner of her mouth lifted.

      Across the table, Hannah leaned back in her chair.

      Some of the color drained from Hannah’s face at the practical talk. Long ago, Amy had learned how difficult balancing a three-sided friendship could be. If any of them needed a dream to come true, Hannah did. Giving everything to her daughter, Hannah needed something for herself. Could Amy help?

      Amy sat straighter as an idea popped into her brain. “What if we host living history events?”

      “Continue.” Hannah sipped her water.

      “Last year, I interviewed with a firm hired to restore an entire town. They wanted to become a tourist destination.”

      Sam widened her eyes.

      Amy waved her hands. “I don’t have such large scale plans in mind. After the restoration, we start small. We could host tea parties and holiday events. Wouldn’t it be fun if we featured our very own Maude MacKinnon?” Amy pointed a finger at Hannah.

      Hannah grinned. “This, I like.”

      “Great. You two are on board. Now I have to tell my aunt and uncle, buy the property, and get started. Easy peasy.” Amy brushed her palms back and forth.

      A look passed between Sam and Hannah.

      Amy waited a breath. “What?”

      “We want you to succeed.” Sam adjusted in her chair. “But, Amy, take it from us. Life isn’t just about you dream it, it happens, everything works out.”

      Amy nodded. “I understand. I’m ready to work.”

      “Great, because what you’re proposing will be a major endeavor,” Sam said.

      With her arched eyebrow, Amy held eye contact until her friend glanced away. She wasn’t going to give up so close to her goal. Her path forward held a lot of work and planning. She never backed down from a challenge. What wasn't Sam saying?

      “Should we order?” Sam glanced at the menu.

      “I already put in your usual meals.” Hannah stood. “Let me check if your dinners are ready.”

      Amy sipped her water. With the mansion, she was focused on a project bigger than her desires. She had the opportunity to change all their lives and keep them united in the town they loved. If she could come up with a solid plan, she owed herself the chance. In the midst of a revitalization, Harmony wouldn’t have affordable real estate for long. If she didn’t put down her roots now, permanently, she might be forced out forever. She would drive by the property on her way home. What was the worst that could happen from further investigation?

      “Hannah? Can I get mine to go?”
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      Amy drove her four-door sedan to the crest of the highest hill in Harmony. Founded during the bustling steamboat era of the nineteenth century, the town overlooked the Mississippi River. At the top of the tallest peak, the most prominent man in town, a riverboat captain, had built a grand house with a clear view of the town and the river below. Amy slowed the car as she neared the nineteenth-century Queen Anne mansion rising over its nearest neighbors by a story. Faded paint and missing shingles on the three-story building inspired every scary story in town. For Amy, the soaring turret, dormer windows, and covered porch sparked her imagination about the earliest days in the town history and the connection to her own.

      Parking at the curb, she pulled the keys from the ignition and hopped out of the car. She crossed the cracked sidewalk and stood in front of the rusted wrought-iron gate. Her imagination supplied the soundtrack for the squeaky hinges. In high school, she had dared to push the supposedly locked entrance. When the gate swung inward at an odd angle, she’d quickly pulled the wrought-iron gate into its original position. Under the universal rule of break it and buy it, she hadn’t had the capital to pay for a repair or the property. Now I do.

      Through the overgrown shrubs, she spied the dental trim under the eaves. Every inch of the property needed love, and she had plenty to spare. Folding her arms over her chest, she breathed deep. The overgrown lilacs released a frothy, delicate scent in the warm spring evening. She loved that smell. No matter how many perfumes or room sprays she purchased, she never found anything close to replicating the light but pervasive scent surrounding the mansion. She was home, where she was meant to be.

      Scanning the fence once again, she stepped back and walked along the perimeter. Where was the for-sale sign? Too good to be true. On a heavy sigh, she shut her eyes, crossed her arms, and scrunched her nose against the burn in her nostrils. If wanting something bad enough made a wish come true, how different would her life be? Hannah must have misheard Leslie. Instead of thinking rationally, Amy had listened to her heart and jumped to the wrong conclusion. The mansion had always been a far-out-of-reach dream. Delaware was reality.

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice said.

      Her eyelids fluttered open.

      A tall man dressed in a dark suit approached.

      She stepped to the side.

      He held something rectangular in his hands.

      As he attached the corners to the gate with zip ties, she rose on tiptoe. A delighted giggle bubbled up in her chest. For Sale. She rocked back to her heels. If she didn’t plant her feet firmly on the ground, she’d float away.

      With his attention focused on attaching the sign to the wrought-iron gate, she studied him. Something in the broad shoulders and confident stance tickled a memory. Not surprising, she was home. A hint of woodsy clean aftershave lingered in the air. Leaning forward, she swayed toward the man and froze. Sniffing a stranger like a blood hound? She gave herself a firm, mental shake and stepped back.

      The man finished his work and dusted his hands on his jacket.

      The property was officially on the market. A prayer she’d sent up every night answered. She was a natural optimist, but even this heaven-sent moment was too rose colored to be believed. “The house is for sale?”

      “It is. Are you interested?” He scanned her from head to toe.

      Standing still, she fought the urge to smooth the wrinkled tee over her old, worn jeans or smooth the tendrils that had slipped free from her hasty topknot. At least she hadn’t eaten yet. Hannah had added a fresh-from-the-oven brownie to the order. Amy was incapable of eating chocolate without smearing it all over her mouth.

      The longer he studied her, the more convinced she became that his tilted brow indicated skepticism. Something about the man was familiar but different. Beyond holiday visits devoted to her family, she hadn't spent much time in her hometown since graduating high school. “I am interested.”

      His features hardened.

      Her cheeks burned. She coughed. “In the property.”

      He nodded, dusted his palms together, and extended his hand. “Jake Grant.”

      She tilted her head to the side and crossed her arms. “Jake?” In the fading light, she squinted.

      Shadows obscured the details of his face and expression, but his red bowtie flashed like a beacon. The same one he’d worn to prom? She couldn’t remember the exact details. When he and Noah had posed for pictures with her cousin and another girl on the front lawn, Amy had peered through the break in her bedroom curtains. As a ninth grader to his senior in high school, she understood her crush was utterly one-sided. She hadn’t trusted her trembling knees to carry her downstairs and bid them a good night. Once again, her heart hit the front of her rib cage, and her palms tingled.

      “Do you know me?” he asked. His tone was gruff, understandable given her immediate familiarity.

      Do you remember me? Heat crept up her cheeks. I had a crush on you for years.

      “It’s me. Amy Parker. Zoey’s li—” Her ears burned. Had she really been about to refer to herself as the little cousin? She had a master’s degree. She could let go of the school-age labels. Coming home made falling into old patterns—and identities—too tempting. She cleared her throat. At least in the darkness he wouldn’t spot her bright red face. “Zoey Wright’s cousin.”

      “Oh.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s been a long time. How are you?” His words were oddly flat, and he didn’t extend his hand for a shake. Or open his arms for a hug.

      Both greetings would be standard with their long history. His perfect posture was stiff.

      “I’m good. Things are great. I’m just back home. Today, actually.” She nodded toward her car and the backseat window stuffed full of boxes.

      “For a visit?”

      She opened her mouth and froze. Less than an hour ago, the answer would have been yes. “No.” With a grin, she scanned the old house. She believed in the power of positivity, and she was determined to stay. “If I buy this house, I’m here for good.”

      The lines on his forehead deepened. “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you around.” He delivered the sentiment in a monotone.

      Did he blame her for everything that happened between his best friend and her cousin? If she had a choice, she would have the pair married and living happily ever after. Admitting such, however, was disloyal.

      She bit the tip of her tongue and nodded. “Good to see you.”

      He jogged down the street and disappeared around a corner.

      She drew in a shaky breath and wrapped her arms around herself. He hadn’t said any of the typical pleasantries. She never would have imagined a cold reception, especially not from someone she’d known most of her childhood. Jake was lumped into the group of Zoey’s friends Amy could count on if she ever got in trouble. Not that she, the kid with her head permanently in a book, was ever involved in anything questionable. She did her best, in everything, always with good cheer. She never wanted anyone to regret her. Did he?

      Standing on the corner, she watched him retreat. The Victorian mansion built by Captain J. and Matilda “Maude” MacKinnon marked the unofficial border between downtown Harmony and the residential district. Without a backward glance, Jake strode away, probably to his office. Was he still a lawyer?

      She’d been there the night he’d announced his acceptance into law school. She cheered and jumped into his arms. The embrace had been impulsive. When she stepped out of his arms, she was chagrined. She still remembered the flutter in her belly from his hug. The evening breeze tickled her skin, and she rubbed her upper arms hard.

      He was different from her memory. How much had changed? If he was a realtor, he had some work to do on the charm side of the job. She rubbed her clammy hands together. She didn’t like the inauspicious start to her welcome home. Jake hadn’t glanced at her. Was he banned from speaking to her? She shivered. Across the state in Chicago, Zoey only returned for very brief holiday visits. She’d ceded claim of the town to Noah, Jake’s best friend, and his burgeoning design empire.

      Amy turned her attention back to the mansion. With the property finally up for sale, she could buy the mansion, restore it, and use it as the calling card for a historic preservation business. As far as plans and timing, she couldn’t have asked for better. Jake Grant would accept her because she wasn’t going anywhere.
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      Jake buttoned his suit jacket and studied his loafers as he strolled down the front walk of the Kidwells’ home. A pair of discarded gardening gloves lay on the edge of the flowerbed next to a trowel and a flat of hostas. He stopped. With one hand, he smoothed his hair and flattened his bowtie. He stuffed the other in his pocket. He’d meant to stop by and help clean up the garden. As a teen, he’d devoted hours to helping Ma with landscaping with her guidance. Last week, he’d forgotten to ask when he should weed. Another example of his current state of ineffectualness. He sighed.

      With the sun firmly under the horizon line, the sky turned inky. The house lights invited him to continue up the front walk at a slower pace. He tucked his hands into his pockets, climbed the steps to the covered front porch, and took in a deep breath. He had to calm down. Home cooking mixed with the faint scent of blooming flowers. He loved this house and family. Long ago, he’d vowed to protect them as his own.

      What am I going to tell them?

      He studied the floorboards of the front porch. What sort of cruel twist had Amy Parker returning to town on the decade mark of the accident she caused? He vowed never to forgive or acknowledge her. Yet she seemed utterly unperturbed by bumping into him. He almost demanded her immediate departure, like ten years ago when she’d left after Patrick’s funeral without a backward glance. She should have no trouble finding the road out of town again. Only his promise to Leslie stilled his tongue.

      His cheek twitched. For a second, he' shared in her contagious good humor with a flicker of happiness. She was simultaneously familiar and foreign. She’d grown from the cute kid and gawky teen into a woman.

      The friendly moment faded.

      He could handle her reappearance. At one point, he’d almost liked her. When he’d started law school and she was in college, the age gap didn’t matter. But then everything had changed.

      Now, he was concerned about the family she’d ripped apart ten years ago. How would the Kidwells react? If he had good news, like the charity had been established and documents filed, he could sneak in the information about Amy. As things stood, he didn’t have any change in status to announce. Patrick remained a memory to those who loved him.

      “You beat me here?” Noah called.

      “Didn’t you get a head start?”

      Noah shrugged. “I stopped at the office and got roped into a meeting.” He brushed past Jake and opened the front door. “Ma, we’re here,” he called on entry.

      Jake stepped over the threshold and shook his head. Noah arrived at the house with the subtlety of a grizzly bear. Jake shut the door and followed his friend down the hall to the kitchen.

      Ma stood at the stove. With a wooden spoon in one hand, she embraced Noah with her other arm.

      Jake froze. The sweet gesture wasn’t an uncommon sight but again hit him in the center of his chest. The Kidwells were the sort of tight-knit family almost too good to be true. They never suffered any estrangement, even during Noah’s wild days in college. They should all be here.

      Mr. Kidwell rose from the already set kitchen table. Crossing the room, he pulled Jake in for a one-armed hug. “Good to see you.”

      “I’d never turn down an invitation for dinner,” Jake said. If his delivery was stiff, Mr. Kidwell didn’t react.

      Mr. Kidwell stepped aside to hug his son. “Come on, Noah. You get the drinks, and then we can eat.”

      The two crossed to the refrigerator and cabinet, respectively.

      Jake approached Ma.

      She opened her arms for a hug and squeezed him tightly, kissing him on the cheek. “Glad you came.”

      He nodded and swallowed the lump in his throat. Instead of easing the rush of emotions, the embrace threatened to unleash a torrent. He stepped out of Ma’s arms. The day had been devoted to Patrick, and then he’d run into Amy. He was overwrought. He needed a night to process the information, and he’d tell the Kidwells about Amy another day. He had time.

      “I wouldn’t miss your cooking.” He tilted his head toward the stove. Several plastic containers were lined up. With the lids off, hot meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans released steam from their respective packages. “You’re already packing up the food?”

      “This is for you for later.” She winked and waved him to the table.

      Pulling out his chair, he joined the Kidwell family and clasped his hands with Ma on one side and Mr. Kidwell on the other. As Mr. Kidwell said grace, Jake bowed his head and said his own prayer for the son the family had lost, Jake’s other best friend. A man who had done so much good in his short time on earth and left them all focused on continuing to do so in his memory.

      “Amen,” they said in unison.

      Ma squeezed Jake’s hand.

      He glanced up to spot her winking at him and then her son.

      Ma stood and began to dish full plates from the spread set family style in front of them. “Anything interesting happen today?”

      Jake gulped and reached for his water.

      “Trevor threw out my old sweatshirt,” Noah replied.

      Mr. Kidwell chuckled. “About time.”

      “Can’t say I blame him.” Ma resumed her seat.

      Trevor, Noah’s fresh-from-college personal assistant, was forever bemoaning Noah’s wardrobe. Although, Jake suspected Trevor had help in finding the beloved ratty gray hoodie that was never quite clean or sweet smelling, even fresh from Ma’s laundry.

      For several minutes, no one spoke. Knives scraped and forks scratched the plates in a soundtrack to a satisfying meal.

      “Delicious as always, Ma.” Jake dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “I actually learned something interesting. Leslie listed the MacKinnon mansion.”

      “Really?” Ma tilted her head.

      Something else happened, too, but Jake didn’t know how to bridge the subject.

      “Wow. I can’t believe the house is on the market.” Ma shook her head and turned to her son. “Are you going to buy it?” With her index finger, she poked Noah in the shoulder.

      Better him than Amy Parker.

      Noah shrugged off her touch. “Don’t I own enough of this town? I’m not interested in becoming a titled, land-owning gentleman.” He grumbled and ate another bite.

      Jake chewed. If he could convince Noah to buy the property tonight, he’d draw up the papers, and Amy Parker could be back on the road to someplace else in the morning. He might avoid ever having to tell the Kidwells about her sudden return to town. Her reappearance would be a quick visit, and, like every other trip over the past ten years, she would focus on her family without disturbing his peace.

      He reached for his water and sipped. “Why not purchase the house? It’s the biggest piece of land in town. You owning and restoring the mansion would be the ultimate symbol of how far you and Harmony have risen. It would solidify your status.”

      Swallowing, Noah wiped his face. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why not?” Jake kept his face as still as possible. He hardly dared breath. Any hint of his desperation might clue Noah into something amiss.

      “I’m too busy to deal with a big project. And I’m happy in my rental.” Noah sipped his water. “Besides, if I did, I’d insist you address me as my lord. Do you really want that?”

      Of course not. But pledging fealty to Noah, the man whose business had kept the law office’s bills paid for the first few years, was a small price for Jake’s peace of mind.

      “You know who should buy it?” Mr. Kidwell asked.

      Ma shook her head and lowered her gaze to her plate.

      The movement wasn’t subtle enough to miss. Were they trying to protect Jake from something? He speared a bite of meatloaf on his fork and considered. He didn’t think he had any enemies in town. Who were they not discussing?

      “What else is happening in town? Any new fashion trends coming from your line, Noah? Or should I ask Trevor for an update?” Ma reached for her water.

      Noah lowered his fork to his empty plate. “Nothing for you, Ma. I’m not branching into ladies wear, yet.”

      “But when you do?” Ma asked in a sweet tone.

      “When I do, you’ll be the lead designer.” Noah leaned back and stroked his beard. “Maybe I should take you to fashion week. I’ve never been, but Trevor got another round of invitations. What do you think about visiting New York in September?”

      “Me?” Ma poked herself in the chest with a finger.

      “And Dad. We haven’t taken a family trip in years. It could be fun,” Noah said.

      Mr. Kidwell nodded. “I’d like that.”

      Jake frowned. When had he last taken a trip? Vacation wasn’t a real concept when he had so much work to do. Too bad the Kidwells couldn’t go away now, and he could handle Amy in their absence.

      “Settled. I’ll let Trevor plan everything. He’ll be thrilled.” Noah sat straighter and turned to Ma. “May I have seconds, please? Or do we have to save leftovers to pay the lawyer?”

      Ma chuckled and stood. “I’ll serve, or you'll take too much.”

      Jake glanced at his still mostly full plate and ate a forkful of meatloaf. Focused on helping his clients and the charity, he wouldn’t believe Amy’s return or timing held any significance.

      Nor would he drop his guard around her. Her pretty smile couldn’t erase the past. He had no time for nonsense. When he had good news to share about Patrick’s legacy, he’d tell the Kidwells about her return. He really couldn’t spare another second to hemming and hawing over the articles of incorporation and approaching prospective board members. If anything, her return solidified the absolute immediacy of finishing the documentation. She might be home, but he didn’t intend to let her off easy for her actions ten years ago.
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