
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series, Book 10: Hell Hath No Fury

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

 

 

By Karen Wiesner

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series, Book 10: Hell Hath No Fury

Copyright 2024, 2025 Karen Wiesner

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com 

 

Cover Artist: GermanCreative

 

ISBN: 978-1-922548-70-2

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

 

Contents



Part I: Physiognomist's Praedictio

Prologue George

Part II: Erogo

Chapter 1 Bella

Chapter 2 Marsh

Chapter 3 Bella

Chapter 4 Marsh

Chapter 5 Bella

Chapter 6 George

Chapter 7 Marsh

Chapter 8 Bella

Chapter 9 Marsh

 

Part III: Quiesco Intermissus

Chapter 10 Bella

Chapter 11 Marsh

Chapter 12 Bella

Chapter 13 Marsh

Chapter 14 Bella

Chapter 15 Marsh

Chapter 16 Bella

 

Part IV: Experrectus

Chapter 17 Bella

Chapter 18 George

Chapter 19 Marsh

Chapter 20 Bella

Chapter 21 George

Chapter 22 Bella

 

Part V: Uada

Chapter 23 Marsh

Chapter 24 Bella

Chapter 25 Marsh

Chapter 26 George

Chapter 27 Bella

Chapter 28 Marsh

Chapter 29 Bella

Chapter 30 Marsh

Chapter 31 Bella

Chapter 32 Marsh

Chapter 33 Bella

Chapter 34 George

Chapter 35 Marsh

 

Part VI: Mortifico

Epilogue Bella

 

About the Author

2-in-1 Romance Books

Adventures in Amethyst Series

Angelfire Series

Arrow of Time Chronicles

Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series

Cowboy Fever Series

Denim Blues Mysteries

Falcon's Bend Series with Chris Spindler

Family Heirlooms Series

Friendship Heirlooms Series (Family Heirlooms spin-off)

Gypsy Road Series

Incognito Series

Kaleidoscope Series

Peaceful Pilgrims Series

Woodcutter's Grim Series

Wounded Warriors Series

Miscellaneous Single Titles

3D Fiction Fundamentals



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: The Native American tribe and their history and traditions in this book are fictional, specifically tailored just for my Erie "eerie" County (though some of the language and rituals used may be similar to other area tribes).

 

 

 




Part I: Physiognomist's Praedictio 

(Latin: "physiognomist": one who foretells destiny;

"praedictio": foretelling)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

"'Are these the shadows of the things that Will be, or are they shadows of things that May be, only? ... Men's courses will foreshadow certain ends, to which, if persevered in, they must lead...'" ~"A Christmas Carol" by Charles Dickens

 

 

Prologue

George

 

T


hursday, January 29th

 

Within the dream--not slumber's reverie, not the sacred vision of a medicine man, not reality--a heartbeat filled George Maulson's ears until he could hear nothing else. The throb was so fierce in his chest, he closed his eyes in pain. When he opened them again, nothing but darkness remained. His entire body spasmed. This time his eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed against the cramp turning him inside out. 

Where am I? But that wasn't the path to wisdom. No, the better question was, Who am I? 

No longer was he the leader of his people, the Mino-Miskwi Nation. No longer was he a protector of those few left, as well as a defender to the town of Bloodmoon Cove, Erie County. 

A soft voice spoke in his ear. "In this place, you are nothing more and nothing less than the foreteller of destiny, Atohi."

George's eyes flew open at the sound of his true name, and he found himself fully within the vision.

Blackened mass contracts, pulsing strongly...wetly... Heaving...

The hand of the offspring now free...reaching weakly, grasps wildly now for any hold, any purchase. Another hand loosed... 

Nails on both hands dig into slimy flesh imprisoning it... 

Pull...hard... 

A splash... 

The head emerges with thick, matted hair, clumped with slime and filth that cover the sickly white face. Gasping, agonized without oxygen, the offspring suffocating as it's birthed...

The mass flexes once more, violent now, eager to expel, convulses, hurling the form out of its mouth. A gush of afterbirth vomit spills over the insensible creature that lay unmoving on the floor below. With release...shock, horror, screaming... 

"Here..." George whispered hoarsely, wanting to howl the words but unable to find the strength. "She's here."

As though knifing through the fleshy membrane of darkness, he sat straight up. Huddling into a ball, he shivered against a cold like nothing he'd ever experienced before. He was little more than a naked newborn greeting the chilly, bright world for the first time. The abrupt change from the warmth and tender care of the womb was a violation like no other. A wail ripped out of his throat...

"What?! What is it?" Beside him, Chenoa woke and gasped at the sound of his unmuted abhorrence.

George fell back, icy sweat covering him, as the names, "Bella, Marsh..." tumbled insensibly from his dry lips. 

"You had a nightmare," Chenoa murmured, stroking his face with gentle fingers. "It's okay." 

The next morning, before they parted ways, she asked him, "When you woke screaming last night, you said 'Bella, Marsh.' Who is that? We don't know anyone by those names."

George shook his head, his mind a complete blank--even on having had a nightmare. He didn't remember sleeping, period, the night before. What he did recall was being unsettled to the core of his being, for a reason he couldn't understand. 

Chenoa looked at him with concern he didn't need or want, even from the one he loved best. He shrugged, grunting, "No idea." 

 

 




Part II: Erogo 

(Latin: disburse; bequeath)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

"What is freedom, in the end, but that no one cares any longer to try to restrain us?"  ~Naomi Alderman

 

 

Chapter 1

Bella

 

S


even months later...

Saturday, August 29th

 

"Come to the house on Saturday, Bella. Lunch? We need to talk," Antonia had said following the light luncheon served after Belladonna Mateo's mother's funeral. 

Antonia Delfin had become a fixture in Bella's life, and also one in her half-brother Lucas's, while they were growing up. Following the death of Bella's dad when she was only five and then, only a handful of years later, Lucas's father's death, Bella and Lucas's mom Maria's never good health had quickly deteriorated. Maria's best friend throughout her life, Antonia, who'd already been a widow herself, had taken her in and become a caretaker to both Maria and young Lucas. Six years older than her sibling, independent Bella had officially started working in a nearby bakery at the age of 14. What would they have done without Antonia?

As the days slipped past and her mind refused to rest concerning Maria's final lucid moments, Bella was well aware that her mother had been keeping things from her for years. Bella had wondered if she'd unconsciously projected an unwillingness to hear, the way her brother had often as a child. Did Mom sense that? Or did she have more to hide than she disclosed even in her last, fleeting hours?

Once her mom went on dialysis four years ago, they'd known her kidney disease was advancing quickly and, while the frequent procedure would improve the quality of her life, she would also be living on borrowed time. A few weeks ago, Bella had gotten the shock of her life. She'd unceremoniously become aware when her mother's doctor initially gave them an estimate for her projected life expectancy, she must have only heard the longest prediction. Ten years. I thought I had so much more time. But Mom didn't even make it to the lowest guess of five years' survival.

Bella would probably never forget getting the text from her mom not even two weeks ago, asking her to drop by after work and to collect Lucas on her way. While that wasn't an unusual request, something about it had given Bella pause. She'd gotten busy, though, as the bakery always did early every morning with a line going out the door and down a few blocks. Once she'd picked Lucas up after her shift, he'd shrugged, saying he didn't know why their mother wanted to see them. The disquiet claimed her on the drive, though she'd initially tried to keep up a normal conversation with her brother. He'd been uncommunicative as well, and he'd later said he also felt like something was wrong. 

Their mother had been waiting just inside Antonia's usually neat living room, her expression as grave as her best friend's. For the first time, the order had been disrupted--with the ugly presence of a portable hospital bed. 

Bella couldn't have said later if she was grateful their mom had never been the type to beat around the bush. She explained almost calmly, though her pale, anguished face gave her away, that she'd been unable to receive the regular dialysis she'd been having several times a week because her blood pressure was far too low. Both Bella and Lucas had started firing off questions Maria had quickly quashed with the words, "There's nothing more that can be done." When a new slew of inquiries was instantly issued concerning alternatives, she'd met those with, "Nothing that will significantly prolong my life, and all will mean spending the last days of my life in a hospital. I don't want that. I want to be here, home, with those I love around me."

Lucas had begun to speak, but Bella had interrupted at hearing her Mom's words replay in her head a second time. "Wait...last days? Surely..."

But her logical mind had reminded her that her mother couldn't live without dialysis. If she couldn't get the treatment...

"They're saying a matter of days..." Maria had said on a shrug. "Maybe weeks."

Weeks... Mere days...? How can this be possible?

When Bella had been able to sort through the emotional overload, she'd called her boss, taken time off, called her closest friends who knew and loved her mother, too. Her brother had done the same. 

That first night had been like old times. Maria had seemed her old self. They'd made dinner together, played games, laughter flowing freely while they enjoyed life as if it was in abundant supply. Maria had gone to her own bed that night while Bella and Lucas took up their old bedrooms. The end sped by after that. Her mom had been moved to the hospice bed at the end of the next evening, and, though she'd been lucid enough to talk for a short time about things Bella had barely been able to process, it was over before another day could pass. 

What followed had been a blur of unreality. Luckily, Bella's mother had been prepared, exactly as if she'd planned for it, which she had. According to Antonia, Maria had spent the last few years making sure the final details of her life and her death were wrapped up. She hadn't wanted to be a burden on anyone, and her arrangements had ensured that situation--as jarring as the pre-planned events had felt to both Bella and Lucas following their mother's death. 

By the time the family visitation and funeral came scarcely a week later, Bella had begun to feel like the wound she'd sustained from the loss had opened and closed and opened and closed so many times, she might never heal properly. Antonia's hug after the funeral luncheon and her parting words hadn't really impacted until another week had passed, culminating in the Saturday her mom's best friend had requested to see her again. 

Antonia had texted her the previous evening, asking if she'd be coming around the next day. Bella hadn't forgotten, but the reminder had her asking Lucas if he'd received the same invitation. He hadn't. Which bothered Bella more than she could calculate, increasingly more so in the middle of yet another sleepless night and into the following morning. While it wasn't unheard of for Antonia to extend a meal invitation, something about the time it'd been issued didn't sit well with Bella, nor that she alone had been invited.

Mom rendered me all but mute, shell-shocked, during our last conversation when she told me things that stunned me--a revelation cut short because she simply didn't have the strength to answer a million questions, and I couldn't ask her to...which meant I would find out the details later, when she was already gone, and secondhand.

That Lucas hadn't also been summoned to a potential bombshell implied one of two things: 1) Antonia was trying to protect him by going through Bella first with whatever her news might be. Lucas had been born with a form of Down Syndrome that allowed him to be high functioning for someone with his condition. Since his high school graduation at 17, just last year, he'd been supporting himself independently in an assisted living facility and employed full-time on a farm owned by the parents of his best friend who'd died as a teenager. 2) What Antonia had to say only pertained to Bella, not her half-brother.

As she pulled into the driveway of Antonia's small but comfortable home, Bella drew in a shaky breath, recalling painfully the confessions her mother had made from that hospice bed. I didn't want to hear them. They were too much when Mom was lying there, dying, her hand in mine so frail, I might have been clutching a ghost. 

Antonia hugged her, easing her over the threshold almost as one action instead of two. "How much do you know?" she asked without preface, arm around Bella's waist as she led her to the kitchen. "How much did your mother tell you?"

Bella swallowed. I don't want to hear anything else. It's too soon. I'm still grieving. But she also realized her thoughts were knee-jerk. She had to know, and it would do no good to push away something that would come as a blow whenever it landed.

"Something about a house I inherited somewhere in northern Wisconsin. Can't remember much of what Mom said about that," Bella said as she moved to the counter near where Maria had begun dishing up a cold pasta and fresh veg salad in the vintage pink mushroom bowls Bella and Lucas had grown up using. "But that was apparently just easing Mom into telling me about Dad's trust account he left for me being depleted. She said she used it when Lucas was 12. There was no other money to send him to the facility he needed 'cause we couldn't care for him ourselves anymore, with Mom's health being so bad. I assumed back then that Mom found some kind of state or Federal aid that paid for his care."

"She did that as long as she was able."

Antonia had started law school but never finished. Bella bit her lip, then said carefully, "You must have helped Mom...as the executor of that trust Dad set up for me--helped Mom get the money for Lucas." 

Since her dad's death, Bella had known of the trust fund he'd left to her. She'd been told her father put Antonia in charge of it because he'd never wanted Maria to have the burden of managing it--what with her chronic health issues, it was the last thing she'd needed.

Antonia set down the bowl and turned to face her. Her dark eyes were sad, rimmed with red, and loving. She brushed Bella's white-blond hair back behind her ears. "Let's be clear, Bell my dearest: I encouraged her to use that money. I only did it because there was no other alternative. We couldn't care for Lucas the way he needed at that time, and the aid your mom was getting wasn't enough to cover the expenses. Her own health was getting worse. And she wanted you to live your own life, make your dreams come true. Not be bur--"

"Don't," Bella insisted, her throat closing instantly on the sob cramming itself into the small space.

"You wouldn't have considered her or Lucas a burden, I know, but she wanted you to be free, my sweet." Antonia leaned close, her hands cradling Bella's face. 

"It was the only way," Bella whispered her forgiveness as impulsively and wholly as she had when her mother spoke her confession in a hoarse, shamed tone while on her deathbed.

"Your mother always intended to pay it back, if not with interest, at least dollar for dollar. But...well, you know she never got any healthier, and Lucas managed to care for himself while having access to the assistance he needed. The very second he did that, your mom stopped taking from your trust fund. So it was only a few years of drawing from it."

Five years, Bella had figured out. During the same five years I was drawing from the trust to pay for my bachelor's degree. I only ever took out what I didn't get from scholarships and grants, which mainly covered my tuition. I've worked full-time since I was 14 so I could pay for my own living expenses and books easily while in college. By all rights, my educational requirements wouldn't have done much toward depleting that trust fund. But Lucas's 24/7 care and medical bills were astronomical. Mom had a full-time job just applying for every bit of financial aid she could eke out for him--and that was all she could handle when it came to physical labor. Her health has been in decline since she was in her late 20s. She married again quickly after Dad died, Harv--a man she met in our church. I couldn't begrudge her, and my stepdad took good care of her and Lucas, when he came, of the union. But Harv and Mom were never healthy. What would we have done if Antonia hadn't taken us in after he died?

Bella suspected she would have taken on a lot more--both caring for her mom and brother, as well as being the sole breadwinner. Finishing college might not have been an option for Bella if she'd known the truth, though she'd taken longer to get her degree because she'd had to keep a steady job all that time to pay her living expenses. There'd been little to spare, but she'd had the trust fund her Dad left for her, saved for her future goals. 

Even when Bella had turned 21, she'd allowed Antonia to manage the trust. With the experience Antonia had had early in her marriage as an accountant, and then later, after her husband died and she'd decided to go to college, only ever fulfilling the requirements for a paralegal, she was in the best position to handle the fund.

Antonia stepped back, picked up one of the full bowls, and handed it to Bella with a fork. She got her own and followed Bella into the dining room where a pitcher of raspberry iced tea waited with circles of lemon floating on top. When Bella sat, she saw the paperwork from her trust fund occupying the placemat. Instantly, her gaze absorbed the amount left in her account circled in a pink highlighter. Setting the bowl aside, she pulled the papers toward her. The dollar amount left her winded, her brain frozen as if she'd eaten ice cream too fast. Her hands crawling into her hair on both sides of her head, clutching as the jarring truth was brought home to her.

Less than half the amount I believed I had--the amount I counted on. Her best friends and business partners Ori and Marsh were relying on this fabled money right now to invest in the retail shop they'd been planning to open together. Mom knew this. Antonia knew it. For years! All the times me, Marsh, and Ori talked to them about our plans... We were one breath away from plunging everything we've all saved into this already precarious investment. 

Dear God, we're well and truly screwed this time! I've been inadvertently deceiving the two people who've been my best friends since I was nine years old because I just assumed all the money I had for my share of our investment was still there, waiting for me to use. And now most of it is gone. I no longer have enough to make our plans come true, especially since we figured out that the retail space we need will cost us so much more to rent than we'd hoped.

When her mother had recently ventured into unspoken territory to tell Bella this, Maria had only admitted the first step to what some would have considered an outright fraud and an act of thievery. She's known for years she destroyed my future plans with Ori and Marsh with her actions, but her shame was so overwhelming, I couldn't force her to admit the full truth when she finally disclosed it. I also couldn't hold anything against her. She was dying. But...damn...

"I'm so sorry, Bell," Antonia murmured, not bothering to eat or drink as she watched her absorb the full ramifications of the past, present, and future.

Bella swallowed, trying to find the will to take a deep breath and move on. It wasn't easy because she kept realizing exactly how far she, Ori, and Marsh had gotten in their pursuit of their dream. One step away... I have to call Marsh and Ori!

"Is that all?" Bella burst out. A stunning question came to her. "Is there even more owed than this...?" Financial devastation. My mom just died, and with death there's always unfinished business. Debts. Costs...

Antonia's expression said it all. This depleted trust fund was, again, just the tip of the iceberg. She had more to tell Bella, more weight of long-withheld confession to crush her under. Nodding, Antonia pursed her lips, then sat up straighter. "You may not fully realize, but the last several years, your mom has actively been doing everything she could to divest herself of anything that could be construed as an asset. She knew because we talked about it frequently that debtors tend to swoop in in an attempt to take everything they can get in the end."

"You advised her?" Bella asked. In the past, she would have said that was a good thing, the very best, because her Mom had never been very good at managing anything on her own. 

"Yes. I advised her to get rid of anything she didn't absolutely need, anything that could lead to complications after she was gone. She really has nothing by way of assets, and, as a result, nothing by way of debts, other than hospital bills. She didn't have credit cards, didn't buy anything that a loan might be needed for. She didn't own a house, she lived here with me, and she never had any property or jewelry or investments to speak of. Her car is worthless, paid off long ago by Lucas's father, and she hasn't even used it in years, so it's a matter of simply getting rid of it in whatever way you choose, though you won't get much of anything for the sale, I'm sure. I told her to make me executor and advised her not to make a will since she had nothing as lofty as an estate anyway. There would have been far too much involved that way, and it would have been a burden for anyone else--namely, you and Luc."

"So...her medical debts...?"

"You and Lucas are adults. You can't be forced to pay for those."

"So...it's just...over? That's it? The hospital can't collect..."

"If there's anything of an estate, they can try. But she had nothing to speak of, so there's no reason to think they'll get their hands on anything."

"What do you mean?" Bella asked in surprise.

"The hospitals that are owed debts for her medical bills over the years would most certainly make a grab for anything they can get from her. However, if I delay the probate process, say for six months or so..."

"That's allowed?"

Antonia lifted an eyebrow. "Well, it's frowned upon, of course, but I think there's a way I could legally delay the process."

"Why six months?"

"There's a hard six-month limit for debtors to file claims. If I'm able to delay the process for at least that long, they won't have time to collect on the debt they're owed. Which allows you and Lucas to claim any inheritance jointly."

Bella stared at Antonia, her mind fatigued by all that was involved. She'd always been able to understand her mom's unwillingness to be made responsible for anything, especially legal and financial issues. She hated the side-stepping, guess-work, and cold, calculated maneuvering needed to achieve a fair outcome in matters such as those. In fact, Ori was the one Bella and Marsh trusted to handle both aspects for their upcoming business plans. Ori loved stuff like that. She excelled in those areas. 

"How would we go about doing that? It sounds...overwhelming."

"It can be, I won't lie to you. And that's why your mom made me executor. The burden will fall on me. It's the least I owe you for my part in helping your mother take so freely from your trust fund."

"I don't look at it that way, Antonia."

"I'm glad you don't, sweetie, but what we did wasn't right. Certainly wasn't fair to you, especially now, when you and Marshall and Ori were so close to getting your boutique up and running. But I'm confident I'll be able to get something back for you in the end. I need to do more research first...talk to the lawyers at the firm and call the insurance company to make sure I understand the finer details. I can't promise either of you will get much if anything, but I'll do everything in my power to make sure any inheritance goes to the two of you."

In six plus months' time. And, by then, the one halfway acceptable space me, Ori, and Marsh were going to rent for our shop will be long gone, taken by any one of the others who are already vying to lay claim to it. We're days or even mere hours away from Ori securing the additional funding we needed to outbid the others. I need to call her and get her to stall, but I don't even know how I'm going to bring this up with her and Marsh. All the plans we've made to turn our dream into reality have become like so much waste, being flushed away.

"That's not the only thing, though. Your mother did have a life insurance policy that's not subject to seizure of that kind. Though I'm sorry to say it's not much, it may be something of a decent inheritance for you and Lucas."

"Is that all now?" Belle asked. "There's nothing more you need to tell me?" About the stuff mom brought up to me at the very last moment? Once I told her I forgave her, not to worry about it anymore, that was my last chance to find out the full truth. I had to forgo that. What else could I have done?

Bella knew it was why her mother had waited so long to reveal the bad news. What would Bella have done if her mom confessed years ago, before death closed in, coming so near that the chill on the backs of their necks could be felt palpably? Would Bella have been angry with her mother, unwilling to forgive so quickly and easily? 

Mom couldn't get herself to take that chance. Maybe she already knew she only had a short few years left, and she wanted us to be on speaking terms all that time, not fighting or worse--estranged from each other.

"That's the last of it, Bell. I didn't know anything about property though. I would have known if she held anything that substantial as an asset."

"She told me she signed it over to me long ago. It was no longer her property but mine. I'm not sure how long ago she did this..."

"It must have been before four years ago, when she decided she had to get her end-of-life stuff sorted. I don't know anything about it. But there are still things you need to go through in her bedroom. Maybe there's something about it in there."

"Why wouldn't I have known about this long ago, when she gave me the house in whatever legal way was necessary?"

Antonia shrugged, but offered, "You may have been a young child when it was done. Rey and I met your parents after you were born. Maybe before you leave today, you could poke around and see if you can find something about this property in her things."

Bella could feel that task drop out of the sky on top of her like a suffocatingly heavy blanket. "Honestly, I don't know if I have it in me, Antonia. Not today. Not yet."

"Do you want me to gather things and, when you're ready, you and Lucas can go through it? I can't imagine there's a whole lot. A couple boxes. No more."

"I'm sorry I'm putting everything on you--"

Antonia reached for her hand and squeezed it. "I don't mind. If it makes it easier for you, I'm happy to do it."

That Bella would have to talk to Ori and Marsh about another death none of them were ready to face felt like the decisive crippling blow. Don't they say dreams die a slow death...
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Saturday, August 29th

 

Grief led Bella to the rental space she and her friends had recently been stalled from securing with the entry of other potential renters who'd cropped up, requiring their bid to be driven higher. Ori had scrambled, forced to throw together additional capital. Bella's mother's abrupt decline and passing had also thrown a monkey wrench in the works. Chances were, they would already be signing the papers now if not for the dual delays. 

With her car parked, engine off and windows open to the sweltering hot, late summer day, Bella stared at the building that, admittedly, wasn't perfect. The eclectic boutique they'd been talking about opening for as long as she could remember was aptly named Tinker, Tailor, Baker Boutique. There, they would offer a little bit of everything with their unique skills. Marshall Crichton's handmade wood and metal gifts and furniture would be offered in the retail section of the space alongside Victoria "Ori" Williams' designer items--one-of-a-kind clothing, jewelry, shoes, perfume and makeup, art, and miscellaneous accessories that ran the gamut. Bella's bistro would offer a daily selection of yummy sugar- and gluten-free, organic, and mostly vegan-friendly finger foods, bakery treats, and gourmet coffee and tea. She envisioned it as a place people could just hang out in all day or evening. Additionally, she would offer catering and event services.

This particular rental space wasn't nearly large enough. All aspects of their talents would have to be cropped back to allow them each sufficient, albeit small, places to sell their items in the store. They would have to share a very small office as well as a cramped space in the basement they'd hoped to be able to work out of instead of being limited to only filling it with essential inventory and stock. In the back of their minds, they'd all also hoped to have individual, personal apartments on another level of the building. The last had always been a wish they hadn't expected to be able to fulfill. 

Of all the rental buildings they'd been looking at over the course of the last year in Madison, Wisconsin, none of them had been ideal. With each one, something had to be compromised or even surrendered altogether. This one, there'd been less of each of those, but still it wasn't perfect. Ori had spoken of making a go it for five to ten years, forging success during that time, enough to warrant building exactly the space they needed. The downside of that was that the hopefully loyal customer base they'd built up during the years would have to be willing to travel a bit farther to gain access to their goods. There was currently no affordable, ideal space for building inside the busy, bustling city.

Bella's phone beeped at her, far from the first time since she'd left the house near the college she, Ori, and Marsh rented. She'd told her friends the concerns she had about speaking with Antonia. She bit her lip, recalling that she hadn't wanted to admit her mom's confession about taking Bella's trust fund to pay for Lucas's care. Instead, she'd talked about what her mom's will--if she'd even made one--might bring, and about the house Bella had apparently inherited. 

"My dad passed it down to me when I was young, and his mom handed it down to him when he was," Maria had told Bella. "I've never been there. Never wanted to go there. I'm not sure where it is, even. My dad just said, 'keep it in the family--don't sell it, don't live in it'. Nobody's lived there, not since my father was a little boy."

"Why?"

Her mother had shrugged, leaving Bella to assume it was a piece of crap property no wanted to buy and so they hadn't been able to sell it, let alone live in it. What else made sense?

"Your mom doesn't...didn't...strike me as the will type," Ori had commented when Bella moved on to talk about what (presumed unpleasant) surprises might be in the document.

"What would happen if she didn't have a will?" Bella had asked.

Ori had shrugged. "Probate, I think. Same as if she did have a will."

The word "probate" meant little or nothing to Bella, beyond being something legal that happened after someone died. She hadn't thought about it much until last night, when she was trying to sleep--the time her brain usually decided to analyze everything she otherwise put off considering. 

Bella glanced at her cell phone from the building they'd been investing all their hopes in to see she'd received texts from both Ori and Marsh. 

At 24, Bella was the "baby" of the group and treated as such by both her "mothering" friends. Marsh was two years older than her, Ori a year older than him. They'd all read the same international magazine as kids, with invitations for pen pals in the back. Bella had always lived in Wisconsin, while Ori moved around a lot until she became a teenager and her parents--both ex-military--joined an aeronautic/astronautic business and finally settled indefinitely in Redondo Beach, California. Marsh hailed from a very large family in Wallasey, Cheshire, England. Her best friends tended to be protective of her, as if her age dictated the need to take care of her.

"I have to tell them." She spoke the words out loud as if to spur herself not to procrastinate until she got home. They'd been waiting until Ori secured the additional funding needed from her many sources before moving forward with the rental. If she got that today or tomorrow, she'd follow the plan, and they'd be signing papers ASAP. I have to tell them we can't before that happens.

With her bottom lip between her teeth, Bella set up the three-way video communication they often used on their cell phones. Closing her eyes, she let her thumb depress the button to initiate the call. She wasn't sure who responded first because in seconds they were both saying her name, overlapped. She opened her eyes to see her screen divided between the two of them.

"I'm on my way home now. Let's talk then, okay? But...first..." Deep breath. This has to be done. Sooner, not later. "Ori, whatever you do, hold off on sealing the deal on the rental building."

The big, beautiful, sapphire blue eye that was visible through the parted curtain of Ori's bold, pinkish red hair opened even wider than normal. "What? Why? Did something...?"

"I'll tell you as soon as we're all together."

"Okay, but when you say hold off, do you mean for a day or two--?"

"No. I mean...indefinitely."

Ori's mouth formed an O before she was off and running vocally again, searching for another available lane. "The deadline is--"

"Don't do anything, Ori, okay? 'Cause we'll all regret it if you do. I'll be home soon. We'll talk. I promise I'll tell you without delay when I see you both."

She wrapped up the call, deflecting more of Ori's panicked questions, while ineffectively trying to avoid Marsh's solemn, very concerned expression as he looked at her out of hooded sage eyes, his full lips flat-lined within the tidy nest of abundant facial hair that made up his thick beard and moustache. 

From the first time they'd exchanged photographs, Marsh's face had made an impression on Bella. She couldn't remain unmoved by anything articulated there. He was the one obstacle to voicing what she needed to within their group setting. If she got home and Ori wasn't there yet, still attending a class or off handling one of the countless things she micromanaged every hour of every day, Bella knew she'd have trouble holding back a flood. 

What is it with these two people? I grew up friendless. I was uncomfortable with everyone physically around me in school, so much so that I rarely spoke some days unless my mom decided her "darling mute" had had enough silence. Was it because Ori, Marsh, and I only got together through written letters that I eventually opened up and let them see who I am? In person, I was a locked vault with nearly everyone. Before our written correspondence became the highlight of all our lives, I was only close to my parents, Antonia, and Lucas. No one else knew me, beyond superficial recognition, at school or church. I still sometimes hold myself back from Ori, which isn't easy because she's such a big personality--and I suspect that is the reason for my reticence with her. In the general sense of the word, Ori is a talker and a doer. Marsh is a listener, a 'sit and wait to act' sort of person. He'll remain in stasis until I'm ready, and somehow that patience makes me want to talk to him immediately instead of holding back.

As Bella settled back deeply into the hot leather seat, she saw another text on her phone, this one from Lucas. He wondered what Antonia wanted to talk about. Instantly, Bella realized he already suspected it had something to do with him, however inadvertently. He knew her well enough to know she'd try to keep it from him, not wanting him to feel any of the burdens life gave everyone without prejudice. Lucas was extremely capable, but that didn't mean he'd had an easy time of it with his condition. It also didn't mean he was removed from feeling a sense of responsibility. He didn't like it when the people he loved tried to protect him, keeping bad stuff hidden from him. He'd fought hard to become self-sufficient when he'd somehow discovered the sacrifices that were being made to care for him. His victory had come after graduating high school. It was then that Bella fully realized just how badly he'd needed to prove to himself, as well as to them, that he could live independently. 

I wish I could protect him from this truth: That Mom took away the future I was working so hard to create for myself to make sure he was taken care of in the present. It's what I would have wanted her to do back then, if she'd told me the full situation or even asked me for the money outright. But, regardless of how okay I am about what she did, it won't make it any easier to tell Lucas. If I try to hide this from him and he finds out anyway, he'll be furious. Ugh! I don't want to tell him. He'll be devastated. He'll want to "pay me back" when there's no way he could afford that. Even being high-functioning and self-supporting, his medical bills and care will always be expensive, alarmingly more so the older he gets.

Bella sighed deeply, knowing she had to include her brother when she told Ori and Marsh the situation. The sooner they were aware of where they stood, the faster they could begin dealing with it. She wasn't sure hope existed for finding ways around her inability to invest an equal share in their business plans but, as Ori was fond of saying, giving up was the surest means of defeat.
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Damn that life can't just let her grieve without piling on, Marsh Crichton texted to Ori. He'd been perched at the edge of the sofa during the video call. Within twenty seconds after Bella disconnected, Ori had written to him privately. They'd been texting back and forth since Bella left the house earlier, unsure what Antonia wanted with her. 

We all kind of guessed there was something, Ori sent back, always shocking him with how fast she typed. Living together, along with Bella, he'd seen her on her cell phone. She's a blur. 

Nearly everything Ori Williams did was head-spinning--fast and flighty...in a good way. She never sat still or let her heels cool before she was off in another direction. He suspected that was genetic, passed down from her overachieving, Mensa folks who'd somehow still managed to be good parents to their only offspring. 

Bella was the exact opposite. Compared to Ori, she was darn near lethargic, always hemming and hawing indecisively, waiting to be entirely sure before jumping in and settling down. Once she rooted, she bloomed, regardless of the season, harsh as it got. She's strong. She'll get through this. I still can't help wanting to hover, be where I can catch her if she falls. 

As soon as Marsh moved to Madison about a year ago to be close to the best friends he'd ever had, he silently set his internal chronometer to match Bella's pace.

Marsh texted: Whatever it is, we deal. Based on what little Bella had said during the video call, it was obvious to both something definitely not good had been revealed during her visit with her mum's oldest friend. More specifically, something sure to change the plans they'd actively been making for their shop in the last year, inactively for most of their lives since they became pen pals as kids. 

Ori fired back: Of course. Let me know when she gets back. I should be home soon.

Marsh reassured her of what she already knew because Ori always required triple checks for everything: She won't talk 'til you're here.

Four little words showed up ten seconds later: See that she doesn't.

Surprised though he shouldn't have been by the comment, Marsh chuckled. What Ori meant, naturally, was that he better not do anything to encourage their friend to open up to him before Ori arrived to hear it firsthand, too.

For a handful of seconds after Ori went back to whatever busywork her schedule dictated and she'd set for herself that day, Marsh sat hunched over his phone. He'd deliberately not taken a freelance construction job that could have been lucrative because he wanted to be where Bella needed him, if she reached out, at a moment's notice. He tended to be a hard worker, always choosing to keep his hands busy, his mind active, but not in the same way Ori did. She was a person who didn't need sleep, grazed instead of eating proper meals, and usually juggled a dozen things at once simply because she could and didn't seem to need to rest and relax like other people did. That explained how she ended up getting a triple major in college. She'd started single-mindedly down one path, realized she wanted more diversity for the future; struck out at another fork, nearly got to her destination; by then, she'd homed in on what she considered her true path, and now she was very nearly done with that third area of focus. If she didn't find something new, she'd graduate with degrees in design studies, general business, and marketing after the fall semester--which started in a week or so. Bella had already gotten her degree in art, recently, something she employed in her baking and cooking skills, though she'd taken longer than the norm to get the rank despite that Ori had started college a few years before her.

Marsh had grown up in a close family, and all of them worked in the family construction/carpentry/engineering business, Crichton Construction Company (CCC) out of Wallasey. He'd started there himself at a young age, learning more as he grew up than most college students were taught in four years. The only formal schooling he'd ever had beyond secondary had been the short welding and soldering programs he'd completed at a nearby tech school this past year. Both had practical uses in his life, useful for construction jobs as well as his handmade woodworking and metal crafted furniture and gifts.

When he sprang up from the couch and went out to the front porch of the house where he occasionally sneaked an infrequent smoke, feeling restless, he wished he'd asked Bella when she might get back. But doing something like that was one of the very few roads their tightknit group had been reluctant to venture onto together, which had always struck Marsh as slightly odd. 

He, Bella, and Ori talked and did everything together, for the most part, as best friends, but the two women didn't like being hemmed in or accountable to anyone else. Not to say they weren't flexible and reliable, available to their family and friends when needed. Just that there was an invisible line that couldn't be crossed for both of them, making them independent in a way he'd never seen in other people. He'd wondered the first time he'd sensed their similar barriers if it was an American thing. When he'd come to the United States after he and Elsie's whirlwind marriage when he was only 19, he'd figured it was a Wisconsin thing. After Els had passed away more than a year ago and he'd come to Madison to live, he'd decided it was a Bella and Ori specific thing.

Ori's background, moving all over as a military kid, surely contributed to her feeling that she didn't belong anywhere. Even when she settled, as she had in Madison when she was 17, she was never still or idle. Not with her interests or her romantic relationships. He couldn't deny that for all her unquestionable physical attractiveness, he'd never had a single moment of wanting to be anything but a good friend to Ori. His head hurt sometimes thinking of how often she fell in and out of love, how many hearts she'd broken and yet never fully cut the ties with any of those temporary fascinations. Her lovers learned real fast that her life was her own. They were tourist attractions in her travels, ones she occasionally returned to...always left again.

Bella didn't have a million paramours. She didn't even have one. Now or ever. She seemed to have no interest in anything of the sort. Making friends had been hard for her all her life. He'd learned that during the long years they were pen pals and the only glimpses they'd had of each other were infrequently exchanged photographs. He suspected she'd worried she'd be judged on her appearance, but he'd come to love her in that regard just as surely he had in all others. 

While it wasn't pleasant to see himself in such a light, he was honest enough with himself and others to admit part of Elsie's appeal for him had been that she was an America citizen. From the start of his pen-pal relationship with Bella and Ori, he'd wanted to leave England--much as he loved it--behind and go there, wherever Bella and Ori were. While he hadn't married Els to gain US citizenship per se...had genuinely fallen for her, he'd eagerly gone along with her whirlwind approach to everything in life. She'd been in England on vacation, they met, she proposed, he agreed. From there, after a little more world sightseeing, they returned to her hometown in Nome, Alaska, where she was a commercial pilot. He'd found construction work quickly, instantly aware he didn't fit in with the place or people around him, and he rarely saw his wife during the six years that followed, during which time he became a legal citizen. Even when Els found out she was pregnant, he couldn't get her to slow down or curb her recklessness. 

She'd been killed in a bungee jumping accident far away that left him with questions because he didn't know the man she'd been with at the time. Left him with grief for an unborn child that shouldn't have been so cruelly overlooked as a consideration. Left him with undeniable regrets about the direction of his life, past and present.

With little or no effort, Bella...and Ori but mainly Bella...convinced him to come to Madison and live with them. Even before he agreed, he knew he'd fall in love with Bella again eventually, the way he had secretly growing up, wanting desperately to meet her, be with her in person instead of through letters or even computer screens as they'd later done regularly before he transferred to Madison. But he'd never been any good at romance. Before Els, he'd had a few awkward dates that never went anywhere. His wife's aggressive personality had removed--at least at first--the need for him to be any good at love, giving and getting. He'd found that to be the case again once he arrived in Madison, where he'd wanted to be for most of his life, close to Bella. He didn't know what to say or do to make her see him as a potential love interest. She seemed to have no wishes in that regard with anyone, guy or gal. 

Ori, on the other hand, seemed to flirt with everyone--including him and Bella--as easily as breathing. She'd made a play for Marsh after he'd moved here, but he'd learned his lesson about reckless, flighty women from his wife. He treated Ori's passes at him as good fun, as he was pretty sure she intended them. Ori wouldn't be tied down or grounded by anyone for anything. But that didn't mean she didn't want to have fun. Marsh plain couldn't figure out what Bella wanted in a romantic relationship.

With Bella, there's a more defined line. Ori's only barrier is her choice to remain free and unfettered. I don't know what Bella's is. It's an invisible one she doesn't talk about, but I've felt it every time I get too close to her. Hell, yeah, she's as awkward and tight-lipped as I am about my feelings. But this is something else. I've got ideas about what might be contributing to it, but I've never been entirely sure. And that's intimidating for a goofy old dope like me, who's as likely to dance like a graceful fool for everyone to see as to end up flat on my back with both feet in my mouth.

Not knowing how to turn the tide with his secret crush on Bella, he'd thrown himself into establishing himself in the construction trade on a freelance basis and honing his artistic craft. In the meantime, he pined night and day for the person he considered his one true love. How Bella and Ori didn't see it, he'd never know, but Bella's mom, her brother, Antonia, all saw it like a beacon in the darkest night. He hadn't fooled them for longer than five minutes. Luckily, they hadn't outed him, because he suspected that would have been worse for him than if he spoke his heart outright to a conceivably uninterested party.

During the past year, he, Bella, and Ori had also talked deliberately and energetically about opening a retail store together, something they'd conceived of as kids, but his marriage had put that on hold for a long time. With Ori in their group, there was no idle talk about dream-spinning. Once he made the move to Madison, she'd started crunching numbers, scoping out locations, and making concrete plans to roll out their shop on a very definite timetable. 

To make it work, they all needed to contribute a certain amount of investment. Marsh had worked most of his life, saving for the prospect of coming to the USA. Life in Alaska, nose to the grindstone since it kept him from dwelling on his shambles of a marriage, had only added to that. Sadly, Els's death had also provided him with more capital to work with, though he hated to think about it that way. 

Ori's share had been the easiest to procure, of course. She came from a wealthy family, always looking to invest in the right endeavor. Anything Ori backed was a given for them. After securing their business registration, licenses, and tax identification number, she'd also started an online store for the boutique, allowing them to make money in the meantime while they secured an on-site, physical location for them. Entrepreneur and seductress that she was, she'd also convinced a couple dozen college students with a variety of marketable skills to help her with managing the online store, commerce, and mailing requirements. None of them were paid but volunteered to work freely, contributing their time and expertise mainly because Ori had sweetly asked them to. Marsh had seen her work her magic over people before. She was a master of convincing others to see her side. No one could refuse her anything, nor could they get themselves to demand compensation, in part because she never asked too much of any one person at a given time. Also, she had her professors in cahoots with her, providing academic incentives to the students to help her.

Bella's contribution would come from a trust fund her father had set up for her while he was alive. Working at the bakery, she'd had enough to live on during the years she put herself through college with it and all the scholarships and grants she qualified for. But that trust was her main asset. Without it... 

Marsh leaned over the worn railing of the student rental house not far from the university, lighting the first cigarette he'd had and would indulge in today. 

Ori and Bella had lived here all the years they'd attended college, and Ori had charmed the owner into letting Marsh live there, too, though he hadn't been a student, other than the few months he'd taken soldering and welding courses at the tech college. The building they rented for retail space was supposed to provide them with living arrangements and workshops as well, but nothing they'd looked at in the Madison area met their requirements. They also all needed storage areas too much to compromise with the available basement space. Working out of the cramping, dark basement in this rental house, producing his handcrafted pieces was a stretch. Bella had taken over the kitchen and dining rooms, naturally, for her part-time catering business that she juggled with her long hours at the bakery. Ori's designer items filled most of the rest of the house--living room, her bedroom, and the garage, which also held a lot of the mailing components needed for online endeavors.

The only way to keep their hold on the building they'd all agreed on had been the promise of coming up with more capital. That'd set them back a bit... But the delay might be a good thing after all, Marsh conceded something he'd turned over and over in his mind in the past month. 

More than once, he'd wanted to say they should let the building go, let someone else get it. It wasn't what they needed, not exactly. Ori insisted they were never going to find what they wanted in Madison, unless they built it, something they couldn't afford. That meant finding a good amount of land in just the right location. Once that hurdle was overcome, Marsh himself could head the construction crews, knew just where to play it safe and where to gamble on cheaper routes. But Ori had a mile thick document with all the pros and cons of this rental space that he couldn't argue against because the advantages of her personal preference far outweighed the ones in his favored idea to build what they needed from scratch.

More to the point, he wasn't a leader. He was the sort of guy who went when and where he was called. So he was willing to let Ori do it her way. But that might not be enough if Bella's contribution had fallen through. 

We might be back to square one. 

Marsh drew the nicotine deep in his lungs, enjoying the rush even if his mind was far away from the physical setting. He was waiting on Bella. No question about that. 

Right now, I don't give a damn about dreams in jeopardy. All that matters to me is that Bella's hurting. I'm here for her. Whatever way she turns, I turn. Simple as that. 

So why did the potential roadblocks about to be erected feel anything but simple?
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Marsh heard Bella's old car long before he saw it. She kept the thing running on spit and determination. From an early age, she'd been taught to be handy around the house and garage. She didn't need to hire someone to keep her things in good repair. She could do whatever she needed on her own, or she could teach herself how to fix anything. There were very few things she conceded defeat on learning to do on her own by sending away for help. 

Hard to be what she needs when she doesn't have any, really.

Bella parked, and Marsh had to exert strong force over himself not to react physically by straightening up or rushing to her side the way he wanted to. He continued smoking, leaned over the railing, never letting her out of his sight as she parked, then got out. 

He responded as fiercely to her physical appearance as he had from the first time he saw her photograph, something she'd been terrified to send to him and Ori when they were nine. Back then, she'd been uncomfortable with her body. Her efforts to hide had the opposite effect she'd intended. Marsh had no doubt Ori had encouraged her to embrace what wouldn't change, whether Bella actively made any attempt or not. Like her mother before her, she was full-figured, though the curves were mainly from the waist down. Her bust wasn't large or small, but somehow what she had fit perfectly above her hourglass shape. She did a good job of making sure no one saw too much of it either way. These days, she wore fashionable skirts, shorts, pants, and dresses that flattered her, making the most of what God had given her. Maybe she'd never truly be comfortable with her size or appearance, but she was the first to point out that, as much as she enjoyed her own cooking and baking, she should and could have easily been twice as large.

Marsh had never been immune to the whole package. Far from. He watched her approach, her face impassive though, once she got close enough to see them, her striking, heather gray eyes were stormy seas he wanted to jump into headfirst. She wore denim cutoffs with a sleeveless camisole top that ruffled over her waist. Despite the heat, she'd left her long, straight hair down. She decided when she was 14 that she'd look better as a blond, and Marsh had agreed once he saw the white-blond color she decided on. Against her dusky skin, her mane of hair, without bangs, framed her face and emphasized her big, almond shaped eyes and equally big, metallic pink glossed lips.

"I could use a smoke," she murmured as she joined him at the railing. 

I could use a kiss, luv. All Marsh's effort went into keeping his thoughts out of his expression--not an easy thing for him.

Bella had always hated the idea of lighting and puffing on a cigarette. But she didn't mind a transfer from mouth to mouth. Marsh took a long draw from the cigarette, then turned, their lips all but met, opened, and he exchanged the smoke for her raspberry flavored air. 

Close as I can get to a kiss anyway.

Internally, he laughed, thinking, Close but no cigar...ette.

He watched her exhale the smoke through her nose, her shoulder resting against his so he was partially taking her weight. 

Bella was by no means short at 5'11, but, when they were both standing up straight, he towered over her at 6'3. When he'd first come over from England, he'd been just under 75 kg, or 200 pounds as he'd learned quickly to rephrase. He'd maintained that steadily the six years in Alaska. Since coming to Madison and regularly eating Bella's incredible home cooking and treats, something he hadn't indulged in growing up, with his mom as involved in the family business as everyone else, he'd gained nearly 20 pounds. Given how much labor filled his days, though, most of it was still muscle. 

"You okay, luv?" he asked gently, making sure by his passive posture she knew he wasn't pressuring her to spill all. 

She made a little sound he translated as she didn't want to talk and turned to him again. He drew in another pull of the cigarette. When he turned to her, she put her hands on his cheeks and held him against her, their lips touching this time. He could taste her lip gloss, felt sure he was wearing it when she did draw back, closing her eyes in bliss, but he made no move to dislodge the silvery balm from his mouth. 

Bella rested her head on his shoulder, and he couldn't stop himself from wrapping an arm around her waist and cradling her between him and the railing. 

Even as he tried to keep his brain filled with oxygen, he worried he would embarrass the h-e-double-hockey-sticks out of himself as he felt all the life and energy in him plummet toward his nether regions. 

Marsh chaffed at the profanity curbing he'd learned almost immediately after arriving in Madison because of Lucas's intolerance concerning cursing or vulgarity. That's the damn thing about knowing. You know. He'd been a virgin when Elsie inducted him into her already detailed history of lovers. Before that, he often wondered if he'd missed the infusion of testosterone other guys got in a flood at an early age. While he had occasional morning surprises and late-night fantasies that reached out into the real world, he'd been basically okay without sexual activity until he was nearly an adult. Did he fall in love with the sex afterward? Mistake true love for physical gratification? Maybe, but he'd loved Els, too, even during the long years when her job kept her so far away, she was little more than a memory in his life on a daily basis. The worst parts, he supposed, were all the times he wondered if she was effing around on him while she was away. Yet she came back eventually each time, and the two of them made up for lost time in ways that became bodily anguish. He never doubted she really loved him, even if she appeased her sexual appetites with others when they were apart. After she left, if nothing else, there was physical relief from all their relentless exertions. 

The past year had been difficult in ways he'd never considered, let alone experienced, before. Maybe he'd been on his own a lot during their six years of his marriage, but when his wife was gone, he didn't think about what he was missing, for the most part. In fact, when Els missed him, she came back, and that was often enough to keep him satisfied. 

Alone again, coming to live with Bella so close that he saw her on a daily and nightly basis was a form of torture. Emotionally and physically, he wanted her like a sickness that never went away. Ori's spontaneous offers would have included something as physical as he might wish for. But he didn't. With her, not at all. She wasn't the only woman who'd solicited him in the last 12 months, of course, but he never had any trouble refusing. 

Bella or no one. His heart made the decision that he clung to. His head only occasionally and traitorously wondered what he'd do if it eventually became clear she had no intention of being anything but his best friend. He was nowhere near ready to decide one way or the other. Not when there was an atom of hope.

"You know what I thought of today?" she asked softly, her arm over his at her waist, her head and entire body leaning back into his with such trust, if he backed away, she'd fall for sure. "It's months away, but Mom would have been 40 this year."

"God," he muttered. "Too damn young."

"I know."

From what he knew about her mother, Maria had done everything too soon in her life. Lost her father as a young girl; gotten pregnant the first time at 15 with Bella; married at 16; first husband died at 21; gotten pregnant and married again too soon; widowed a second time, leaving her all alone to care for Bella and Lucas. Her son had been born with a form of Down Syndrome his father had carried a gene for but had never manifested in him, only in his sole offspring. 

Bella's reason for avoiding romance might have been within her mom's abbreviated biography. For as long as Marsh could remember, Bella had said she wasn't going to get pregnant and have her whole life happen to her in the space of nine measly months. She'd despised the mere idea of "not being able to live alone". Above all, her mother couldn't stand loneliness, and she'd done anything and everything to avoid it until her entire life came down to making sure her children were cared for because her own health forbade her from seeking out another life companion.

Bella sighed and asked, "Any of that cigarette left?"

He took a final pull, turning his body slightly so he could lower his mouth to meet hers. All his effort went into holding himself back, contenting himself with the intimacy she might consider anything but that. Getting used to what Bella considered off-limits had been tricky to navigate, but he'd learned her ways in the time they'd begun conversing and melding their lives together no matter where they were--thousands of miles apart or inches. He'd found following her lead to be second nature.

After he stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray on the railing, he settled himself behind her again. "Your beard tickles," she murmured, her tone a hundred percent upbeat. She clearly liked it and snuggled deeper against him. 

Eventually, she asked when Ori would be home. His response was as vague as she might have expected, as were their friend's whereabouts. 

"Probably getting ready for the new semester."

"Probably," he agreed. "Sure hope she doesn't find a new major before she starts it."

"Even if she did, she'd be able to handle everything."

He couldn't deny that.

The August summer day was sunny, hot as hell, but neither of them seemed to mind. It was also peaceful. 

"I feel like a cat in the sun. I just want to take a nap." 

He might not have heard her words if he hadn't dropped his head so his ear was in something of a line with her mouth. "You sleep last night?" he asked her.

She laughed like he was joking. His chest hitched in sympathy. "Come on, luv. The sofa's the most comfortable piece of furniture in this house--if Ori's random five-second, power naps are any indication."

"I don't want to move."

"Far as you need to go is into the house," he promised.

He urged her in that direction with his arm still around her, and she complied until they were five steps from the couch, when she asked, "Did you eat lunch?"

If he hadn't been so focused on getting her to grab the shuteye she badly needed, he might have realized honesty would alter the course. Instead, he said, "Didn't really think about it." She'd filled his thoughts so nothing else mattered.

"You haven't eaten anything since that egg white burrito I made you at 7:30?" she asked in alarm. 

"You put a lot into that. And I ate half yours."

Nothing he said after that convinced her to put in a nap until Ori got home. She made straight for the kitchen. He couldn't cook so much as a piece of toast on his own, despite her efforts to teach him otherwise, so he settled himself with a cuppa and more than one of the madeleines she'd made a few days earlier and frozen so they could have leftovers. Ori had thawed the last of them last night when she wanted a snack. If she hadn't been called away, she would have eaten them all, too. Bella had hidden a few for Marsh, just in case Ori's urge hadn't been extinguished when she returned.

Instead of making him something like a sandwich, Bella decided to start dinner and include a savory quick bread and custard dessert into what turned into a veritable feast. As usual, Marsh tasted everything multiple times. They talked a little, but about nothing serious until he asked if she'd contacted Lucas. Her brother didn't like being left out of the loop.

"I told him we'd talk tomorrow." 

Most every Sunday, Bella and Marsh went to church with Maria, Lucas, and Antonia, then shared a potluck brunch afterward with Ori either here at the house or at Antonia's. 

Until Marsh had met Bella's family a year ago, his idea of a close family amounted to once-a-month phone calls to catch up. In their own way, his family was close. Having him leave the family business and England hadn't been easy for them. None of his other siblings had ever struck out far from where they were born, bred, and trained. All continued to be actively involved in CCC. All things considered, he supposed he'd gotten off easy. They'd all seen his yearning to find his own way somewhere else, America specifically. Some of them still assumed he'd only married Elsie to get there, and he couldn't blame them for believing it. Appearances did make it look like that. 

With Bella's family, he'd learned what it really meant to be so close to other people that keeping a heart beating became a group effort. Maria had been a mother to him. Antonia the same. Lucas was his brother. Ori was his sister, a role she was fine with as long as he knew she also wanted to sleep with him regularly--in jest anyway. In truth, he didn't think she wanted anything of the kind with him. Their relationship mattered to her as much as it did to him. She wouldn't risk jeopardizing it with a bad outcome, although previous experience had taught her she could easily move on from a romantic fling and still get along with a former lover as if nothing had changed between them. Marsh wasn't so sure he was capable of that, but he didn't have the slightest interest in any woman but Bella. 

They both heard the whine of the only garage door just after the cheese and olive quick bread was tucked into the oven. Marsh didn't have a vehicle, and Bella had often said hers wasn't worth protecting in the not the worst, equally not the greatest neighborhood they lived. Ori's sports car, custom painted to her favorite bold, brilliant color, deserved the safest parking location. 

When the twiggy, uniquely fashioned bulldozer of a personality came into the house, exclaiming, "Bells!", Marsh remained sitting at the breakfast counter with his tea, Bella removed her apron, but otherwise stood her ground. Ori went straight to her, throwing her arms around her, and Marsh wasn't surprised in the least when Bella ended up gulping back sobs. She'd handled the last few days, the flurry of activity over the week that followed the passing, without a single tear; nevertheless, she hadn't been sleeping, doing her grieving in the middle of the sleepless nights, he knew. This breaking point was inevitable. 

He got up then and wrapped his long arms around both women, but mostly Bella. She turned so she was facing him, and he could easily encompass both of them at that point. 

"It's about time," Ori said almost savagely. In the same way she was a hummingbird always in flight, her emotions were as volatile as a spring storm. She'd cried enough in the last week for all of them. The big difference was that Ori found tears cathartic and Bella hated them, calling them doom and gloom bringers. 

Tears stung Marsh's eyes, too, not for the first time during their loss, when Bella laughed out loud, forestalling her weeping.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

Bella
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aturday, August 29th

 

"There's no way we can afford the rental as we'd planned," Ori said as soon as Bella showed them the balance in her trust fund. "Even with all the capital I've been pulling in in the last few weeks to up our bid, there's no way."

"I'm sorry," Bella said. 

"This wasn't your fault. You couldn't have known, luv," Marsh insisted, what she knew logically but the situation was hard to accept because it was so final.

"The more I think about it, the more I should have known. Mom was always saying there wasn't enough aid for Lucas, but I just assumed she found something somewhere. And she didn't seem to want me to ask too many questions." That alone should have raised a red flag. Yet it hadn't.

Ori tore away an edge of the savory bread loaf instead of cutting another slice. "She always said it was covered when you asked her about it."  

Bella nodded, looking at the feast she'd prepared almost without thinking about it. Marsh ate like he'd been starved, and the primal part of her that reveled in feeding and providing for her family experienced great satisfaction. She reached over and brushed breadcrumbs out of the thick, silken beard that reached almost to the v of the tight t-shirt he wore. He'd braided two thick strands from the outside that came to a point at the bottom center of the beard, something she loved because it made him look like both a Viking and her fantasy favorite--a muscular dwarf with more hair than height. In Marsh's case, he was anything but a dwarf--more like a giant. Despite the anomaly, he'd become her Dwarven Viking, and she'd take that over a svelte elf or rangy human anytime. 

"It's a done deal," he said through a bit of a mouthful. "We just have to figure out what we're gonna do now."

Bella cobbled together a vague explanation for Antonia's belief that delaying probate would ultimately help the two of them. "It's not ideal. Mom was never well enough to care for herself and paying her own debts wasn't within her means..."

"Nor is it in yours or Luc's," Ori reminded. "Antonia's right. It's not ideal, but it's the best way to handle this situation. She'll hold off on probate for six months, and the hospitals won't have time to file their claims--"

"There's a life insurance policy, but it's not much. Not enough. Mom didn't work. Unless Antonia paid the monthly premiums, I can't imagine the money in it would amount to much more than a pittance. And I would share whatever it is with Lucas." Bella murmured, feeling dirty. "I hate talking about this." She didn't care about inheritance. Her mom was gone. If it would bring her back, she'd forgo millions of dollars, billions.

But no bargaining would resurrect her. 

"Of course," Ori said, her plate all but empty. For the most part, she only ate before and after a meal--while it was being prepared, as leftovers were being put away, and when she got the munchies between meals, which was frequent. She picked and nibbled during actual meals. Sometimes she even stole off other people's plates, saying she only wanted a bite. They'd long gotten used to her habits. 

Bella was only picking at what she'd put on her plate. "Even if there is something of an inheritance from that, it won't be available soon enough, unless we're all okay with also delaying the start of opening our boutique for another six months, at least. So...what else can we do?"

"I have a lot of irons in the fire--" Ori started.

"I can kick in more than my share--" Marsh offered, as a part of Bella had realized he would at the first available opportunity.

"We can't afford that building," Bella insisted, seeing by the grimly conceding set of Marsh's mouth in response that he at least agreed with her. 

"Wasn't really what we needed anyway," he injected. "We were compromising left and right, settling for far from perfect, and we would've had problems sooner or later with it. Sure as hell couldn't've afforded separate housing with the astronomical monthly rent on that place. It's unfortunate, but I can't help thinking we dodged a bullet, this coming when it did."

He'd been against this building almost from the first. Ori had been the one who'd fought tooth and nail, trying to find alternate ways to make it work. Standing up to Ori and her eternal optimism was always a challenge. Marsh was usually the one who went head-to-head with her, but even he'd been swayed by Ori's can-do attitude. She'd been willing to fill the obvious gaps herself. Financially, she could have done it, too, if Bella's investment had remained a part of the pot. Later, when they were forced to try to make do with something so flawed for their needs, they would have suffered, and Marsh surely would have been the one to find ways of getting around the physical shortcomings. 

"So we're letting it go?" Ori said, quiet disapproval in the eye not covered with a waterfall of brilliant hair. Being a tireless pit bull, she almost never gave up without scaling every wall to see if there was a hidden foothold she could use somewhere previously unnoticed. 

Bella sighed. "I don't see any other option. My share of the investment is too substantial to do without more than half of it. Even with all the alternatives and maybe getting the property owner to wait until maybe the life insurance pays out, we can't come up with what we'd need to really start the boutique in time. We'd probably be out of business in a year or less, with debt accumulating even after that short time. But we already know the owner won't wait. The deadline for us to either have the money or to let someone else get the rental is coming right up, and your most persuasive sweet talking won't delay it this time, Ori. Even if we can meet that first payout, we're not in a good place financially to start our business, given my shortfall."

Ori looked from one to the other. "We're not giving up here, are we? Tell me we're not giving up altogether. This is a temporary setback. We'll let the rental go, and we'll figure out another way. Agreed?"

I knew Ori would be the hardest to convince. Carefully, Bella said, "I think the only way is to delay any kind of a launch. We have to start from scratch finding the right location. And we know now that Madison probably isn't going to be an option for us. As perfect as it is for this kind of boutique, we can't afford the startup costs. Not yet anyway."

"I agree with Bell," Marsh said almost without pause.

"Of course you do," Ori murmured without any scolding. "But we can expand the website. Do more aggressive marketing, really find our audience..." 

Bella marveled that their tenacious friend was taking this better than she could have ever hoped.

Ori rushed to assure them, "Those are things we can do now. And I can easily do it without spending a dime." She had whole droves of college students under her thrall. She'd finagle them into donating their time and expertise to drive up their online presence and, in the process, increase their profits. Meanwhile, those students could look forward to extra credit and better grades from professors. Ori couldn't lose on that count.

Bella could almost see the wheels and cogs that powered the brilliant brain inside Ori's head going full speed ahead. Along with ways to make up for Bella's investment deficiency, she'd also be on the lookout for any ways to keep the rental space available to them, though Bella believed that endeavor was doomed to failure.

"You won't do anything without our approval?" Marsh asked Ori, pausing to add, "luv" as he periodically did when speaking to their vibrant friend. Sometimes Bella wondered if he did it, hoping no would notice how often he called her that. Not that it meant much. In England, she supposed, everyone called everyone "luv" in a gender-free, non-specific, non-intimate way.

Marsh's question was one Bella hadn't been sure how to word herself, let alone speak out loud. While Ori could be trusted to be loyal to them, she tended to believe she knew best. At times, that meant forging ahead where she'd strictly been forbidden.

"No, of course not. But there's no reason we have to call it off unceremoniously. We don't know what will happen between now and the deadline--"

Marsh leveled a hard look at Ori. "You're not planning to bother telling the owner we probably can't take the property, are you?"

Ori sat up a little straighter. "When I have no other choice but to break the news to them, I will. But not a single second before that time."

Bella stared at her in shock. Tenacity? Stubbornness? A violent unwillingness to let go? 

Without warning, Ori leapt lightly off the bar stool and left the room like a magical sprite, throwing over her shoulder, "I need a hot shower."

While most people took one after a long, hard day to unwind, Bella knew it was how Ori plugged into her brainstorming reservoir. Bella sighed, aware the conversations with her friends had barely started. She straightened from the breakfast bar she'd been leaning over to eat next to Marsh, who'd been sitting across from Ori. She moved to the kitchen sink and started filling it with hot, soapy water to ensure she'd be able to clean up before Ori stole all the hot water. Their friend also avoided manual labor whenever possible, so the shower would keep her away long enough to miss the work. Bella and Marsh were the two who cleaned most of the house. Ori at least kept her own room passably clean, albeit hopelessly cluttered. 

Marsh got up with his empty plate. "She's gonna be all about getting the ball rolling again," he commented as he stacked his dishes with hers next to the soapy water. 

"She won't do anything to bind us though," Bella said, at least sure about that. "She's looking for a miracle, but I don't think there's one to be had this time. There's just too much missing from my investment."

"How long have you known about this?" Marsh asked carefully, his voice gentle, lacking any accusation. He brought the leftovers from the breakfast bar to the counter where they kept storage containers.

Bella wasn't sure what made him suspect, as he obviously did, that she'd had an inkling before Antonia broke the bad news earlier today. "After Mom went to the hospice bed permanently, she told me a lot of things I wasn't in a good place mentally to understand. She admitted she used some of the money from my trust fund to help Lucas move into the 24/7 facility when he was 12. She was broken up about it. She could hardly talk. At the time, I told myself I had...time...to ask her more about it. So I just told her it was okay, I wanted her to. I forgave her. I would have wanted her to do exactly what she did, if I'd known it was her only option at the time. I didn't realize then that she meant she not only had Antonia take money out of the trust fund to get Lucas set up there, but also used it to make the monthly installments due. 

"I was stupid. I shouldn't have just assumed anything about that trust fund. I never bothered looking into it. I believed the only money coming out of it was for my tuition every semester. I trusted Antonia to take care of it, as the executor. Even after I turned 21 and it was my responsibility, I didn't want to deal with it. I just let her continue, and she just...agreed."

"They both should've been more honest with you. What they did wasn't right. Your dad wanted you to have that money. The fact that he set up years before he died to ensure the money would be safe and intact for you to use when you started college implies it mattered a lot to him to see you were provided for."
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