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      “All of your money is gone.”

      Thinking there must still be water in her ear from taking a shower that morning, Jillian Hart tapped the side of her head. “I’m sorry? I didn’t catch that.”

      “Your money is gone.” Her late husband’s lawyer, Jay Daggett, spoke slowly, as if she were a half-wit.

      Sadly, Jilly often had to act as if there wasn’t a brain in her head. Men liked that, especially older, wealthy men. Her specialty.

      “My money has gone where?”

      “Into someone else’s bank.” Daggett, a short, stout, balding man of indeterminate age, shuffled his papers and put them in his briefcase. “Actually, several some-ones.”

      “Get it back.”

      “I can’t. Henry owed everyone in town. His reputation kept them from collecting while he was alive and there was a possibility of his recouping the losses. However...”

      Jilly was drawn to the peaceful, panoramic view of the ocean visible from her house on Laguna Beach. “Now that he’s dead, they want their money.”

      “Yes.”

      Her fourth husband, Henry Duvier, had died of a heart attack only a week ago. Considering he was eighty, that wasn’t a surprise.

      They’d been married five years—longer than any of her other marriages. Jilly had been fond of Henry, enjoyed his company and that of his friends. She’d hoped his assets would allow her to remain a widow for at least a year or two—something she’d never been able to do before.

      Jilly turned her back on the ocean. “So you’re telling me Henry’s money is gone.”

      Daggett shook his head. “Everything. You’ll need to be out of this house by Friday.”

      Not her beautiful beach house. She loved the sand, the surf, the endless expanse of blue. How would she sleep at night if she couldn’t hear the soothing cadence of the water nearby?

      “This makes no sense. Henry was a very wealthy man.”

      “Until he decided to become a movie mogul.”

      Jilly had known Henry’s fascination with Hollywood would bite him on the butt someday. Unfortunately, she seemed to be the one feeling the teeth.

      Henry’s ancestors had begun Duvier Publishing back when Gutenberg was a pup. Henry had spent his life making the family business even more successful. Then, when he was in his seventies, he’d sold out to a German conglomerate and retired to California.

      But a lifetime of being a workaholic did not a good retiree make. Never having spared the time to create a family, Henry was not only bored, he was lonely. Which was where Jilly came in.

      Some called her a gold digger; the society pages referred to her as a woman of means; the tabloids had long ago labeled her a serial bride. Jilly was both all and none of the above.

      “There was just that one movie,” she said.

      Daggett peered at her over the rims of his glasses. “There were three.”

      In the manner of trophy wives, she was not expected to meddle in Henry’s business affairs. She’d been in charge of his loneliness; his Hollywood friends had taken care of the boredom.

      Henry had always wanted to be a producer. All he’d produced had been bombs.

      “He used his money on Aliens Are Easy,” Daggett continued. “Mortgaged everything for Gunfight in Cleveland. Your funds went into the Beverly Hillbillies Return.”

      Annoyance and disappointment flooded Jilly. She and Henry had made a good marriage, one based on trust and affection. But she should have followed her mother’s advice and stashed her personal hoard in Switzerland. Instead, she’d let Henry manage the fortune left to her by husbands one, two and three. It had hardly seemed fair to deny him access to her money when she had access to his.

      Fair? When had life been fair?

      She’d been dragged from town to town as a child, on the whim of her mother’s husband of the moment. Genevieve Hart had married once for love. Love had gotten her a child and poverty when her husband skipped off with every penny they had. He’d gambled it away, then promptly gotten himself shot by someone he couldn’t pay.

      Jilly had been five at the time, but she remembered the overwhelming sense of panic that pressed down on them, the countless times they’d had nowhere to sleep but the street, nothing to wear but the clothes on their backs, not a thing to eat but what they could beg or steal. She would not be in that predicament again.

      “Is there anything left?” she asked.

      “Just the Inn at South Fork. In Arkansas.”

      “Arkansas?” Her voice reflected the horror that was no doubt all over her face. “Why on earth would Henry buy something there?”

      Daggett glanced at the single paper he’d left out of his briefcase. “The inn was supposed to be the setting for the hillbilly movie.”

      “And?”

      “They never used it.” He tilted his head. “I’m not sure why.”

      “The vultures couldn’t leave me the villa in Tuscany?”

      “They devoured that first. I suspect the inn wasn’t worth the trouble.”

      “Great,” she muttered.

      Daggett shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

      Jilly snatched the paper from his hand. “I’ll take it.”

      What choice did she have?
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      Jilly sold the engagement ring and wedding band from her third—or had it been her second?—marriage and bought a plane ticket to Little Rock. Then she rented a car and drove northwest—for a helluva long time—over roads that looked like something out of Deliverance. She kept expecting to hear banjos strumming behind the thick, green foliage that lined what passed for an Arkansas highway.

      On the map, the drive to South Fork appeared to be a pleasant three-hour tour. In reality it took six hours over twisting, hairpin curves. She nearly ran over a skunk, two opossums, a raccoon and what she hoped was a dog but had a sneaking suspicion was a very large and well-fed coyote. She could have sworn she saw an alligator in one overgrown, flooded ditch. But she was too far north for alligators, wasn’t she?

      Jilly shuddered. She wouldn’t last long in a place like this, and she knew it.

      She might have been born poor, but she hadn’t spent a night outside a mansion or a five-star hotel since her mother had discovered her one true talent. Genevieve Hart was a very good wife. She was beautiful, street-smart and savvy. She could be whatever a man wanted her to be.

      Her first husband had been a traveling salesman, the next a lawyer, followed by a doctor, then a CEO. At the moment, Genevieve was in Belgium on her honeymoon with a Polish count, and unavailable to help her destitute daughter.

      “The one time I call her, and she’s off becoming Countess Blah-blah-blah.”

      Well, she’d just have to handle things on her own. Drive to the inn, take a quick peek, then find a real estate agent, sell the albatross and use the money to fund another husband hunt.

      Jilly sighed. She’d been anticipating some time alone. Since the age of twenty-two she’d been a wife. Before that she’d been preparing to become one.

      Jilly had left her mother’s house to attend the top boarding schools, then gone on to Vassar, every move calculated so Jilly could make the best possible marriage—over and over again. Because there were three rules the Hart women lived by:

      Never, ever marry for love.

      Poor men are for play; rich men are for keeps.

      Old men are like fine wine. Once tasted, they don't last very long.

      Jilly didn’t believe in love. Love was for suckers and imbeciles. She’d never met a man she needed anything from beyond the answer to two important questions. How much was he worth and what decade had he been born in?

      A sign popped up at the side of the road. Squinting against the descending sun, Jilly could just make out the faded letters: South Fork, Arkansas—Unincorporated.

      Were those bullet holes in the sign post? It flashed past too fast for her to tell.

      “Couldn’t be,” she assured herself. “What did that sign ever do to anyone?”

      She had no more time to ponder as South Fork seemed to appear out of nowhere. She was reminded of the musical Brigadoon, one of Henry’s favorites. The town had popped magically out of the mist every hundred years.

      Jilly had never cared for that movie. She didn’t understand magic or mystery. Why waste time on something that wasn’t real?

      However, South Fork had the same mythical aura as Brigadoon. At the foot of the Ozark Mountains, the sleepy little hamlet was frozen in a bygone century.

      Jilly slowed her rented Volkswagen Beetle—her mother would have a cardiac arrest if she saw Jilly driving such a bourgeois vehicle, but Jilly thought it was cute—and meandered down what appeared to be the only street in South Fork.

      About ten buildings composed of graying wood made up the town. Each one had a sagging porch with a hand-painted sign perched on top that stated its purpose in the scheme of life.

      Hillburn’s General Store. Joe’s Barbershop. Washington Primary School. The Main Street Tavern. United Baptist Church. The South Fork Jail.

      She found it amusing, or maybe just sad, that the tavern stood right next to the church and the jail bordered the school. Perhaps the folks of South Fork merely found it convenient.

      The only people on the street were a trio of old men gathered around a barrel on the porch of the general store. A game of checkers appeared to be in progress.

      Were they kidding with this? She felt as if she’d stepped into Henry’s hillbilly movie.

      Jilly parked in front of the store and clambered out of the car, which wasn’t easy, since she’d worn her best summer suit and favorite Italian shoes. The three-inch slings and knee-length, sea-green skirt were not conducive to exiting a compact car gracefully. Without air-conditioning, her suit jacket, though stylish, was far too heavy. Thankfully, she’d worn a gray silk shell underneath. When she became desperate she could always ditch the jacket.

      The two men playing checkers didn’t even glance her way. The third, who had been observing them, now observed her.

      Jilly plastered on her most charming smile.

      The old man smiled back. He had no teeth.

      Jilly’s expression froze.

      “Oh.” He cackled. “Forgot ’em agin.”

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a set of dentures, popped them into his mouth and clicked them together with a wink. “We don’t get many visitors round here.”

      “Uh, yes, well . . . I’m wondering if you can direct me to the inn.”

      That got the attention of the checker players. The one on the left jumped up so fast he knocked the board off the barrel.

      “What’s that?” He cupped a hand to the side of his head.

      “The inn!” her toothless friend shouted. “Turn on your hearin’ thingee!” He slapped his own ear for emphasis.

      “Damn thing makes the flies on the wall sound as loud as semi trucks,” the man grumbled, but he fiddled with the plastic in his ear just the same.

      “Did ye knock over the board?” The second checker player squinted and began patting the top of the now-empty barrel. His Coke-bottle glasses remained perched on top of his shiny dome.

      “If ye put on your spectacles, ye could see.”

      “Haven’t been able to find ’em since this mornin’. I swear they walk away on me sometimes.”

      “They walked onto the top of yer head today.” The denture wearer rolled his eyes at Jilly. “No fool like an old fool.”

      “I can beat him with my eyes closed.” The sight-impaired man retrieved the glasses and settled them on his beak of a nose. He glanced at Jilly. The thick lenses magnified his eyes like Mr. Magoo’s. “Well, ain’t you a sight?”

      She wasn’t sure if that was a compliment, but she beamed at him, anyway. Couldn’t hurt.

      ‘The inn?” she repeated. “I’m afraid I only know that it’s near South Fork.”

      The three men peered at one another, then back at her. Their smiles became frowns. “You don’t want to go there.”

      “Why not?”

      They exchanged glances again.

      Jilly was starting to get nervous. Had a tornado carried the place away? What would the land be worth? From what she’d seen so far, not much.

      “You just don’t.”

      “I own the inn. I need to take a look before I put it on the market.”

      “You’re going to sell?” Toothless asked. “Good luck.”

      “Is there some sort of problem?”

      “You might say that.”

      Exasperated, she sighed. “What is it?”

      “No one’s been able to stay there overnight for years.”

      Jilly had visions of bats in the bedrooms, skunks in the kitchen, holes in the roof.

      “Sorry to tell ye this, ma’am, but the inn is haunted.” They nodded solemnly, as if they’d just said her best friend had died.

      Jilly burst out laughing. Towns appearing from the mist, ghosts at the inn. What next? Unicorns playing peek-a-boo behind the trees?

      Their grave expressions gave way to confusion. “What’s so funny?”

      “There’s no such thing as ghosts!”

      The old men’s eyes met, and together they shrugged.

      “Well,” the one who did most of the talking drawled. “She is from out of town.”
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        * * *

      

      The three were brothers—Larry, Jerry and Barry Seitz.

      Jilly stifled jokes about Larry, Curly and Moe. Somehow she didn’t think they'd find her funny. Hardly anyone ever did.

      Being funny was not something her mother approved of, and she’d squashed Jilly’s attempts at humor very young. On the husband hunt, being pretty, attentive and vapid were important. Being smart and amusing were not.

      When Jilly insisted that she had to see the inn, even if it was haunted, the men climbed into her Beetle without an invitation. They instructed her to head north out of South Fork.

      “This here car—” Barry nodded at the dash of her bright-red Volkswagen “—it’s foreign, ain’t it?”

      Larry and Jerry tsked in the back seat. She could see them in the rearview mirror, shaking their heads.

      “Um...” Jilly considered. “German. Yes.”

      “We don’t hold with that here.”

      “Germany?”

      “Foreign cars.” He pointed at the selection of automobiles parked in front of the buildings they passed on their way out of town. Every one was American-made.

      “This isn’t mine,” Jilly said. “I rented it.”

      “And I bet they were glad to see it go.”

      Actually, she’d nearly had to arm wrestle another customer for possession of the last Beetle on the lot. The dome-shaped Volkswagens were in high demand.

      “How much farther is it?” She noted the fading sunlight.

      “A mile or two.”

      She’d be able to take a quick look around and be halfway back to Little Rock before dark.

      They passed several houses. Coming into South Fork, Jilly had glimpsed a few mailboxes, but the residences had been too far back from the road to see. On this side of town, the homes were set on cleared land. The better to show off their horses, it seemed.

      “Is there a reason people keep their horses in the front yard?” she asked.

      Barry blinked, then frowned. “Where else would they keep ’em?”

      “The barn?”

      “Why would you have a barn at your house?”

      Why would you have a horse at your house? she thought, but kept the comment to herself.

      “Turn here!”

      The shout came from right behind her, and Jilly jumped so high she nearly banged her head on the ceiling. A quick glance in the mirror revealed Jerry pointing at an overgrown dirt trail.

      “Almost missed it,” Barry said. “That’s the one.”

      Jilly spun the Volkswagen onto the side road. Dust flew up and coated the hood of the car. Dense foliage slapped against the doors and windows. The sun disappeared behind a cloud and cool, gray shadows settled over the forest.

      “You’re sure this is the way to the inn?” she asked.

      “Think so.”

      What if they didn’t know? What if she went off a cliff? What if they were mad killers bent on taking everything she owned, then dumping her body in the backwoods?

      The Deliverance banjos began to play again in her head.

      Suddenly the trees parted, and her Volkswagen shot into a clearing.

      She almost ran over the horse.

      “Watch out for Lightning!” Barry shouted.

      Jilly hit the brakes and glanced, flinching, toward the sky. The sun was out once more, not a cloud to be seen. “What lightning?”

      “Lightning.” Barry pointed at the ancient horse placidly cropping grass next to her right bumper. The animal hadn’t even glanced up when she skidded to a stop near his nose.

      “Did he used to be fast?” she asked.

      “No.” Barry got out of the car, pulling the seat forward so his brothers could follow. “He used to get hit by lightning a lot.”

      “He weren’t exactly the smartest animal.” Larry tapped his head. “Stood under the trees. Never did learn.”

      Jilly contemplated the chestnut horse still grazing in front of her car. His back was swayed, his mane was going gray and he had streaks of white hair, almost like scars, in three separate places on his rump.

      “They oughtta call him Lucky,” she said.

      Since the horse didn’t appear to be moving anytime soon, Jilly turned off the car and got out. She took her first look at all she had left.

      She was in big trouble.

      The Inn at South Fork had seen better days—probably in 1865. The three-story structure was composed of peeling, yellowed paint and weathered wood. The porch steps had several holes, as did the windows. She didn’t even want to consider what the inside was like.

      Jilly turned to speak to the brothers but the clearing was empty—except for her and the horse.

      “Guys?” she called.

      The only answer was the whisper of the wind through the trees.

      “Fine.” Jilly started for the inn. “I can do this myself.”

      The grass tickled her ankles. Wildflowers snagged her panty hose at the knees. Before she’d taken five steps, her heels had picked up enough mud to make walking difficult, and her jacket was smothering her.

      She yanked off the coat and the shoes. She considered losing the panty hose, too, but when she glanced up, a shadow flitted behind the one unbroken pane of glass on the third floor. A sudden shiver raced down her spine.

      A ghost? Or something worse?

      “Ridiculous.” Tossing her shoes and jacket onto the porch, she left her panty hose right where they were. “There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

      The chill had been nothing more than a cool breeze across her bare shoulders, the shadow merely the sunlight flickering against the windowpanes. She hadn’t seen anything, because there was nothing to see.

      Jilly marched up the steps and into the house. Planning to take a quick tour and get out, she stopped dead just inside the door.

      The place was much worse than she’d thought. Dust, broken boards, broken glass—was something living in the corner?

      Standing in the center of what had once been a lovely foyer, Jilly fought the urge to cry. What was she going to do? The inn was all she had, and it was crap.

      A shuffle overhead had the hair on the back of her neck tingling. Something was up there. Or maybe someone?

      She glanced into the yard, hoping the brothers had come back—though what those three could do, she wasn’t sure. Lightning stood at the bottom of the porch steps, staring at her.

      “I don’t suppose you want to go upstairs and check it out?” she asked.

      His answer was a snort of air through his nose, which sounded suspiciously like equine sarcasm.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Jilly pulled her cell phone from her purse. She wouldn’t be able to afford it much longer, but for the next two weeks her bill was paid. She peered at the display.

      ‘“Searching for service,’” she read. “The story of my life.”

      Picking up a good-size stick, Jilly headed upstairs.

      The second floor consisted of bedrooms—a lot of them. She’d just decided she had no choice but to search each and every one, when a thump sounded above, reminding her of the shadow she’d observed from outside.

      Standing in the hallway, Jilly considered her actions. What was she thinking, coming up here with a stick in her hand? She should go downstairs, get into her car, drive to South Fork and send the police.

      She’d taken one step toward the stairs when a man’s voice began to belt out a rousing rendition of “Under the Sea.” What kind of thief or murderer sang selections from the soundtrack of The Little Mermaid?

      Even though she’d deemed her stick worthless, Jilly took a firmer grip on the end and climbed the second flight of stairs.

      By the time she reached the third-floor landing, the singing had stopped. Had she really heard it at all? The brothers had insisted the place was haunted. However, she doubted a ghost would know a Disney ditty any better than a criminal.

      Gauging the direction of the room where she’d seen the shadow, Jilly tiptoed to the door and burst through.

      “Aha!” she shouted, lifting the stick high over her head.

      The place was empty.

      “Were you looking for me?”

      Jilly spun. Her mouth dropped open. Her eyes seemed to bug out.

      All she could think was, Oh, yeah!
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      The setting sun shone through the shattered windowpane behind him, creating a halo around his head. Jilly couldn’t see his face, but she didn’t need to. The rest of him was quite spectacular.

      Long legs encased in scruffy, faded jeans... His work boots were equally worn and dirty. Dry wall dust stuck to his bare chest.

      Jilly had never seen a more spectacular specimen. Of course, she’d never had the opportunity to view, in the flesh, a male body under the age of sixty.

      “Ma’am? Are you going to hit me with that stick or just think about it?”

      He spoke with a flat Midwestern accent, obviously as out of place in this Southern town as she was.

      “I . . . uh . . . who are you?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “Jillian Hart. Duvier,” she added. She always forgot that last part. It was much easier to go by her maiden name when she’d had so many others.

      “Duvier?” He cocked his head, and his face came into the light.

      His eyes shone like blue neon against the sun- bronzed shade of his skin. His hair, which she'd thought short, was merely gathered into a ponytail at his nape. The elements had burned auburn highlights into the dark brown strands. She had a sudden and inexplicable urge to run her fingers through the locks and loosen the rubber band.

      He was speaking to her. Jilly shook her head and the strange urges receded, though they didn't completely go away.

      “Checking up on me?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Your...” he stared at her a minute “...grampa? He hired me to fix this place up.”

      “Henry?”

      The man nodded.

      “That’s my husband.”

      His eyes widened, showing off incredibly long, dark, thick lashes. They belonged on a girl. Didn't that just figure?

      “Husband? Huh.” He shrugged and her gaze was pulled back to his chest.

      What would it look like with water running over the ripples and dips, soap washing away all the sweat and dust?

      “Is he here?”

      “Who?”

      “Henry.”

      Jilly forced her eyes from the man's stomach to his face. He wasn’t exactly handsome. The angles and planes didn’t add up to a movie star, but there was something about him that made her both hot and cold all over. Probably too much smooth skin and sweaty muscles for her deprived brain to handle.

      What on earth had gotten into her? She was not the kind of woman who swooned over a well-made man. She couldn’t afford to. Besides, she believed in lust even less than she believed in love.

      Out-of-control need for sex? Ha. Never heard of it.

      “What did you say your name was?” she asked.

      “I didn’t.”

      He reached for a powder-blue T-shirt that hung on a nearby ladder, then pulled it over his head.

      Jilly treated herself to a last ogle of his six-pack abs.

      When the cotton covered him from neck to waist he was still impressive. The tight material seemed to accentuate the firm, strong lines of his body—he must stand at least six-four without his boots. And the color made his eyes deepen to the shade of the Pacific at dusk. For an instant she missed the ocean very badly.

      He held out a hand. “Evan Luchetti.”

      Jilly placed her palm in his. Another shudder went through her, but this time it was caused not by a chill wind but by his calluses flicking against her life line. When he released her hand she folded her fingers inward in an attempt to keep the tingling sensation alive.

      “Sorry.” Evan offered her a rag. “I’ve been working all day.”

      She took the cloth with the hand he hadn’t touched, leaving the sweat and dust right where it was. “When did Henry hire you?”

      “Last month. Sent me a list of what he wanted done, and an advance. Though I’ve used most of that money for supplies. I don't suppose he sent a check with you.”

      “Um...” She wasn’t sure how to say what he obviously didn’t know. “Henry died last week. Heart attack.”

      Evan scrubbed a hand over his hair, leaving a streak of dust behind. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Did you know him well?”

      “Never met him.”

      “Then why...”

      “Did he hire me?” Evan shrugged. “Said I was recommended by a friend.”

      “You’re from California?” He didn’t seem the type. All the handymen there resembled actors or models—probably because most of them were.

      “Illinois.”

      Which made no sense at all. She doubted Henry had ever heard of Illinois. In his world, the place didn’t exist if it wasn’t near New York or L.A. Of course, Henry had managed to buy an inn in Arkansas.

      “How did Henry hear about you in California? Are you some kind of handyman savant?”

      He laughed. “You might say that. Word gets around. Henry talked to someone, who knew someone, who knew me. With enough time, I can fix almost anything.”

      Jilly wondered if he could fix her.
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        * * *

      

      She was staring at his hands again. Evan wasn’t sure what to make of her.

      Not that he wasn’t used to women staring. But they usually stared at his body, his hair, his eyes. She’d done that, too. However, she seemed to have a thing for his hands.

      He glanced down, spread his fingers wide. They were just hands. More beat up than most, probably stronger, too. Scarred, hardened, chapped. A working man’s hands in a lazy man’s world, which only proved he didn’t fit in anywhere. Never had and doubted he ever would.

      “I don’t suppose you have a check?” he repeated.

      “I’ve got plenty of checks. Just no money to cover them.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Me, too.”

      The urge to touch her arose at the sadness in her voice. As if that were anything new. He’d made an art out of comforting lonely, sad women. Next to fixing things, it was his one true talent.

      Back in his hometown of Gainsville, Illinois, Evan was the closest thing to a ladies’ man they had. Even his brothers called him a gigolo.

      They thought the term was a compliment. He’d never had the heart to tell them it made him feel dirtier than a pig in a shit puddle and not half as happy.

      He liked women—all kinds. Their skin was soft, their hair smelled sweet and the sex . . .When Evan was having sex, he could almost convince himself someone loved him.

      Which was what had gotten him here in the first place. Before he’d come to South Fork, he’d actually asked the woman he’d been seeing for months to marry him. Ashley had laughed in his face.

      “As if I’d marry a man who’s slept with three quarters of my friends. I have to live in this town, Evan.”

      Mortifying as her words had been, Ashley was right. So when Henry called the very next day, Evan had decided to change his life.

      In Arkansas.

      He shook off the self-pity. Most guys would kill to be him. Women throwing themselves at his feet, begging for a one-night stand, and all he could think about was a wife, five kids and a place to call his own.

      “What do you mean there’s no money?” he asked.

      “Funny, that’s just what I said.” The woman took a deep breath. “According to Henry’s lawyer, the only thing left is this place.” She glanced around the room. “I know I'm excited.”

      Having been raised with a mother and a sister who excelled in sarcasm, Evan couldn’t help but smile. Until he remembered that Henry owed him money, and Henry was dead.

      “If you don’t mind my asking, ma’am, why are you here?”

      “I want to sell the inn.”

      “So did Henry.”

      Her cool green eyes swept over him, her gaze flickering like a feather across his face, his neck, his chest and, again, his hands.

      She was a very beautiful woman. Average height, curvy in all the right places—she probably thought she was fat. Her hair was a rich, dark red. Most likely long and wavy, right now it was coiled into a fancy knot at the back of her head. She had freckles on her nose.

      Evan found himself wondering if she had freckles anywhere else.

      “He did?” she asked.

      He yanked his mind and his eyes from her chest. “What?”

      She lifted an eyebrow. She’d no doubt been stared at a thousand times before, but still Evan was embarrassed. The woman had lost her husband a week ago, and here he was thinking about the peaches-and-cream shade of her skin and the scent of jasmine that surrounded her.

      He ran a hand over his face. Was it hot in here? She appeared cool and serene. He was sweaty, needy, exhausted. The usual.

      “Henry planned to sell the inn?” she repeated.

      “Yeah. I guess it was supposed to be used for a movie.”

      “Do you know why it wasn’t?”

      “The ghosts.”

      “Come now, Mr. Luchetti, you don’t believe in ghosts.”

      “I didn’t say I did. But the crew that was sent to check out the place had some odd experiences. Hear tell they didn't last one night.”

      “And you? Have you seen anything odd?”

      “No rattling chains, no moaning at midnight—” He broke off. That had sounded a bit suggestive.

      Mrs. Duvier’s cheeks had turned pink. “Well.” She cleared her throat. “Why did Henry think anyone would buy this . . . uh, lovely establishment?”

      “It will be lovely when I’m done with it. Or it would have been. Henry wanted me to restore the inn to its glory days.”

      “Which were?”

      “Mid-nineteenth century. Before the Civil War, this was a high-class stage stop.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but the stage no longer comes through here.”

      “The new highway will.”

      Her head cocked. “What new highway?”

      “The one Henry planned to cash in on with a restored nineteenth-century bed-and-breakfast.”

      “Henry always was a clever man.”

      “Too bad it won’t happen now.”

      “Too bad,” she murmured, but he could tell she was thinking of something else.

      She moved to the window, stared out at the setting sun. “What’s with the horse?”

      “He comes with the house.”

      “Is that an Arkansas tradition?”

      “Looks like.”

      “You take care of him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who did it before you came?”

      “The Seitz brothers.”

      “See, hear and speak no evil?”

      A burst of laughter escaped him. “I guess you could say that.”

      “I brought them out here to show me the place, then they disappeared.”

      “Scammed you for a ride.” Evan crossed the room, then leaned past her to point out the window. “They live on the other side of that hill.”

      “Together?”

      “They’ve always been together. Never been married. Never left home.”

      “Weird.”

      Evan still lived at home. Kind of. He’d taken over the threshers’ shack on the back forty of his parents’ farm. He was twenty-nine years old, never been married, and the address on his driver’s license was the same one it had been at sixteen. More people than Jillian Hart Duvier would call him weird, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

      He’d come to Arkansas to change his life. So far he’d only changed his zip code.

      Three out of the six Luchetti children were married. His sister had a little girl, his brother Aaron a teenaged daughter and a child on the way, and his brother Colin had just added a baby boy to the mix. They’d named him Robert after the Luchetti brother in the Special Forces—the one who’d been missing on and off for far too long.

      Evan understood why Bobby wasn’t married—his life was too dangerous. Even Dean had a good reason for not taking a wife. He was genetically crabby.

      However, Dean had managed to adopt a child. He and his son, Tim, made a family. Of the six Luchettis, only Evan was the eternal loser.

      As he straightened away from the window, his forearm brushed Jillian Hart’s bare shoulder. The catch of her breath made his belly tighten. He fought against the familiar shot of lust and the little voice that taunted, You’ll never change.

      She tilted her head so she could see into his face. “I’ve got an idea.”

      Evan took several steps back until he could no longer feel the heat of her skin or smell the jasmine rising from her shiny red hair.

      “Don’t you want to hear it?”

      He could imagine very well what her idea was. Lonely widow. Studly carpenter. He had the tools; she had the time.

      The exhaustion returned in a dizzying wave. He was so damn tired of his life.

      “Henry owed you money.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t have any money.”

      “I got that.”

      “So I have a proposition.”

      They always did.

      “What if we work together?”

      He’d never heard it put quite like that before.

      “You do the physical labor.”

      Which was usually the case.

      “And I’ll help.”

      Uh-huh.

      “Although I’m not very good at it.”

      He let his gaze wander over her centerfold body and lush lips. She had to be kidding.

      “But I’m willing to learn.”

      That was new. Most women of his acquaintance wanted to teach him what they liked. He couldn’t complain. He was a very fast learner and always open to fresh techniques.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said. “You want to⁠—”

      “Fix this place up. Once I sell it, I’ll pay you back for your time and trouble.” She stuck out her hand. “Deal?”
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        * * *

      

      Jilly held her breath, hoping he’d agree. She had nowhere else to go.

      “Mr. Luchetti? Deal?”

      He lifted his incredible blue eyes to hers. “I’d agree to becoming partners.”

      “Partners?”

      “You own the inn. I do the labor. We split the material costs. When we sell, it’s fifty-fifty on the profits.”

      Jilly wasn’t sure fifty percent would be enough.

      “Eighty-twenty,” she countered.

      “That’s hardly fair. You do own the place.”

      “I meant eighty for me, twenty for you.”

      “In your dreams. Sixty-forty.”

      “Seventy-thirty.”

      “And you pay for the materials?”

      Jilly considered the offer. She had a feeling it was the best she was going to get, so she nodded.

      Evan slapped his hand into hers. “Deal.”

      She jolted—not only at the crack of flesh against flesh, but at the odd tingling that had begun again where their skin touched. Jilly jerked away and surreptitiously rubbed her palm against her skirt. “Now, Mr. Luchetti⁠—”

      “Mr. Luchetti is my father. If we’re going to be partners, you’d better call me Evan.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Mrs. Duvier.”

      “And Mrs. Duvier is...not me. My friends call me Jilly.”

      Which was a joke. She didn't have any friends. The wives of Henry’s associates had loathed her, seeing in Jilly their greatest fear—being replaced by a younger model. She'd never had the chance to meet any women her own age. In school she'd been an outcast, the stepdaughter of wealth plopped into a world of those who had been born to it.

      “Jilly,” he repeated. “Pretty name.”

      Why his words started a warm glow in the pit of her stomach, she had no idea. But then most of her feelings about Evan Luchetti confused her. She had a sneaking suspicion staying here was a bad idea, and staying here with him was an even worse one, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do.

      The money from the sale of a broken down inn would not take her very far. The money from the sale of a showplace was something else entirely. She could unload the rest of her rings to raise enough funds for the materials. She never wore them, anyway.

      Her mother considered wearing diamonds from a dead man the height of gauche behavior. In this case, Jilly agreed with her

      “Where should I stay?” she asked.

      “In town.”

      “There isn’t a hotel, even if I could afford one.”

      He frowned. “You don’t want to stay here.”

      “I’m not afraid of ghosts.”

      “What about outdoor facilities?”

      Jilly’s chest went tight. “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.”

      “There has to be a bathroom.”

      “Why? The place was built in 1855.”

      “Well, put one in.”

      “I’ll get right on that, but it’ll take more than an hour.”

      “You’ve been here how long?”

      “Two weeks.”

      “I’d think you’d put in a bathroom first.”

      “Maybe you would. I figured electricity would be a nice perk. It’s a little hard to do anything without power.”

      “There’s no plumbing and no electricity?”

      “No water or heat, either.”

      “Terrific.”

      “I shouldn’t say there’s no electricity. At one time someone started to put it in, but the wiring’s iffy— needs updating. The kitchen has a few workable outlets, but the appliances are so ancient I had everything hauled away but the stove. Still want to stay?”

      “I never said I wanted to. I have to.”

      “Suit yourself. There’s one other room that isn’t a disaster.”

      Jilly followed him across the hall and glanced inside. “No bed.”

      “Which makes it just like all the others.”

      “What am I supposed to sleep on?”

      “Sleeping bag.”

      “Never heard of it”

      “I’ve got an extra,” he said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to finish what I was doing before the light goes.”

      “No problem. I’ll just …” She wasn’t sure what she’d do.

      “If you want to clean up, there’s a creek out back and down the trail.”

      “A creek?” Her lip curled.

      “Water’s water around here. You might want to change, too. That outfit’s gonna get ruined.” He headed into the other room and seconds later the rhythmic sound of hammering commenced.

      Jilly glanced at her clothes. Dust on her skirt, dirt on her panty hose, Lord knows what on her shirt... She could use a wash.

      Making her way downstairs, she took a tour of the second floor and then the first. There were eight rooms on the third floor, ten on the second. The ground level consisted of a kitchen, dining room and what might once have been a parlor near the front of the building.

      As she went to the car, still parked on the far side of the pasture that doubled as the front yard, her mind clicked with ideas for turning the inn into a showplace.

      Jilly excelled at decorating. Maybe because decorating was the one thing she’d been allowed to do in each of her marriages.

      She’d almost reached the Volkswagen when plodding footsteps sounded behind her. More than two feet.

      She spun and nearly got a face full of horse.

      “Hey!” She jumped back.

      Lightning sneezed all over her shirt.

      “Thanks.” Jilly held the soaked silk away from her skin. “I was wondering what I was going to do with this thing. It’s pretty much junk now.”

      The horse threw his head up and down as if he was agreeing with her.

      “This blouse cost a hundred and fifty dollars!” Jilly yanked her suitcase out of the car. She could have sworn Lightning snickered.

      Opening the case, she squinted in the fading light. If she wanted to get to the creek and back before darkness fell, she’d better move.

      She contemplated the silk, rayon and linen, the high heels, short skirts and long-sleeved blouses. The only clothes she possessed that were even close to acceptable were those she wore when she did yoga—gray sweatpants and a plain white T-shirt. Even her athletic shoes were out of place—lime-green with silver shoelaces.

      Jilly gathered the things together. She’d have to make do.

      As she headed toward the grove of trees Evan had indicated, Lightning followed like an obedient puppy. She stopped at a fork in the path. “Which way?”

      The horse butted her to the left.

      She stumbled and nearly fell. “Watch it!”

      Lightning stared at her with innocent brown eyes, as if he hadn’t done a thing.

      “This way?” she asked.

      He sneezed all over her skirt.

      “You really need to do something about those allergies.”

      Jilly headed to the left. The path disappeared into the trees and sloped downward. Seconds later the babble of water drifted to her. She must be going in the right direction.

      Lightning followed more slowly, his hooves sliding on the smooth-packed dirt.

      The trees grew closer together. The path was barely wide enough for her to pass through. She could no longer hear the clip-clop of the horse behind her. When she glanced back, she couldn’t see him, either.

      But she could smell the creek, almost feel its cool caress on her skin. Sweaty, dirty and sprinkled with horse snot, Jilly couldn’t wait to hit the water.

      She picked up her pace. The downward slope became steeper. Jilly’s nylon-covered heels slid, and suddenly, she had a hard time slowing down.

      The trees parted, the path ended and there lay the creek, about twenty feet below. Jilly dropped her clothes and her shoes on the trail as she pinwheeled her arms. Heart pounding, chest heaving, she curled her toes over the edge.

      Though she seemed to perch there for hours, it must only have been a few seconds before her center of gravity righted. She took one step backward, then another, until every inch of both feet rested on solid ground.

      “Whew.” Jilly took a deep breath. “That was close.”

      A thud was her only warning before the horse shoved her over the edge.
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