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      “I heard it pop, so I knew right away it was bad.” Jordan shuddered, remembering the sickening sound and the searing pain of his Achilles rupturing.

      “Just a sec. I want to find your mom. She’ll want to hear this, too.” David Kyler carried the phone to the kitchen and sat next to his wife, maneuvering on the stool next to her as he reached out to hand her the phone. “FaceTime call from your favorite son.”

      “What a nice surprise.” Rita set aside the paperwork she’d been working on, thrilled over the unexpected interruption. But with just one look at her son’s face, she immediately registered concern. Something wasn’t right.

      “Football injury, I’m afraid,” David told her, taking the phone from her and leaning it against the napkin holder so it would stay upright, allowing them both to see the screen. David and Rita Kyler sat side-by-side at the kitchen counter staring into a face etched with pain. Although the nineteen-year-old was far from the little boy she cuddled with all those years ago, to Rita, this was still her baby, and the FaceTime call was a poor substitute for being in the same room as her child when he was clearly hurting. While Rita was grateful for the technology that allowed them to see their son’s face, the emotional impact of whatever the injury would have been evident in his voice alone. Rita pulled the phone closer to her, an innate need to be as close to him as possible, then leaned it against the napkin holder again.

      Her voice sounded loud in her own ears as fear gripped her. “What happened? What’s going on?”

      Jordan turned as someone came into the room, speaking momentarily to him as his parents waited.  David used the time to quietly give his wife a quick summary, leaving out some of the details Jordan had shared with him, and whittling it down to the basics. “He ruptured his Achilles.”

      “No!” Rita’s hand flew to her mouth. She couldn’t begin to imagine where this would leave Jordan physically or emotionally. “What does that mean? Will he need surgery?”

      David answered, still watching his son. “That’s generally the course of action for a torn Achilles.” When Jordan turned back to them, David continued. “I was telling your mom a rupture usually requires surgical repair. Is that what the trainers told you?”

      A football player for the University of Wisconsin, Jordan had managed to make it through his middle and high school seasons and two years of college without any significant injuries. But today, on the second day of spring practice, he suffered his first major one—and it was clearly season-ending. The road to recovery loomed large, and by the look on his face, that realization was slowly sinking in.

      “I’ll be heading in for X-rays soon.” He winced as his mother fought to hold back tears, clearly overwhelmed with how helpless she was to do anything for him. “It just sucks,” he sighed, looking at his dad, because if he watched his mom, he’d probably start crying, too. Jordan would have given anything to go back a day—when he was whole, in prime form, and ready to prove himself in spring practice. It was supposed to be his year to shine, and one wrong move meant no season ahead.

      “We can drive down tonight and get you.”

      “No, dad. You might as well wait until tomorrow so we know what’s going on for sure.” A trainer came over just then with a pair of crutches, handing them to Jordan. “I’ve gotta go now. I’ll call you as soon as I have more information.”

      His face disappeared from the screen, but David and Rita continued to stare at the device until Rita finally broke the silence. “I want him to come home for the surgery. He needs to be here. We should go get him now.”

      Although he wanted to do the exact same thing, David took her hand in his, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “He asked us to wait. He’s an adult. Let’s do what he asks us to do.”

      David understood exactly how his wife was feeling, and she was a mama bear through and through, so of course she wanted to race down to Madison and wrap her arms around him. A former college football player himself, David knew how devastating injuries were to a player, but he also knew the team would rally around Jordan, helping him through the path ahead. They had to let that play out for their son. He wasn’t their little boy with a skinned knee; he was an adult facing the real world. He would be fine.

      “It’s so unfair. This is supposed to be his year to start. You know how hard he’s been working.” She wiped her eyes, not wanting to cry, but aching for her son. “Now what?”

      Shrugging, David released her hand, rising from the stool. “Now we see what the doctors say. If it’s surgery, he won’t be playing in the fall.”

      Rita didn’t try to stop the tears that streamed from her eyes at that assessment. All four kids had excelled as athletes, but no one had ever faced a season-ending injury. Rita wasn’t sure how to process any of it.

      Wrapping her in a tight hug, David offered his wife reassurance. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. After surgery, he’ll rehab and a year from now he’ll be back at spring practice. He can keep the year of eligibility as long as he appeals.”

      “Explain that,” she sniffled, taking a napkin from the holder to dab under her eyes.

      “When a player sustains a significant injury, he can request the opportunity to have that year back.” He stretched his arms over his head, releasing the tension he’d been holding in during the conversation with their son. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      He tried to sound confident for her sake, but inside he was far less so. It was all coming back to him in a rush, as though decades hadn’t passed. Any injury could end a football career. He knew that all too well. It was possible Jordan wouldn’t play again, but that possibility was still quite remote. It would be up to them to keep their son’s spirits high throughout the coming months. If anyone could work through the injury and rehab, it was Jordan.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you?”

      Aubry could tell something was wrong as soon as she heard her mother’s voice come over Bluetooth in her car. “I’m on the road—driving back from Door County.”

      “Door County? What were you doing there? Were you checking on a new listing?”

      Aubry wasn’t quite ready to share her secret—even with her mother—so she simply said, “Possibly. We’ll see.” She quickly changed the subject. “You sound upset. What’s wrong?”

      “Jordan hurt himself at practice. He tore his Achilles.”

      “No!”

      “I know. He’s devastated, of course. Your dad and I will probably go get him tomorrow and have Dr. Spencer take a look. We’d rather have him here for surgery than leave him in Madison.”

      Madison had amazing healthcare, but that didn’t matter. Rita needed her baby close to home. That made perfect sense to Aubry. “Let me know if you need me to do anything.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I called. I’m supposed to show the Telulah Park house tomorrow at ten and the condo in Menasha at one. Any chance you can step in for me?”

      “Don’t give it another thought. I’ll figure it out.” She stopped at a red light, giving her a moment to jot a note on the pad she kept nearby. “Is Jordan handling it okay?”

      “He’s obviously upset—and of course he’s in pain—but this is Jordan we’re talking about. He bounces back.”

      “That’s very true. I’ll give him a call later. Thanks for letting me know.” She disconnected, mentally cataloging her schedule and adding a call to Jordan to her to-do list.

      The news put a damper on the day, but Aubry set it aside momentarily, returning to the reason she’d traveled to Door County. A smile crossed her lips, and she reached for the radio dial, a rare moment of pure joy filling her. She was about to do something really special for her sister, and even the news of Jordan’s injury couldn’t squash that excitement. She needed a little time to square away a few details, but then she’d be ready to spill the beans. Thank goodness her mother had been preoccupied with Jordan, otherwise she probably would have ended up telling her everything, and she wasn’t quite ready.
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        * * *

      

      The papers she had been grading were stacked in a neat pile next to the plate of leftover lasagna she’d warmed for her dinner. Only one bite into it, her phone sang the familiar tune that meant Alex was calling. She pushed the food away, answering the call. “Hey you.”

      “Hey you, right back. How was your day?”

      “Oh, you know, the usual. Turned uninspired teenagers into brilliant scholars. And you?”

      His sigh gave away just how exhausted he was. “Oh, you know, the usual. Turned a pile of uninspired lumber into a luxurious new laundry room.” He laughed at his own joke, but she knew the pain behind his words.

      It was less than two years ago that his world had completely unraveled and although their wedding was a matter of months away, some things still felt as unsettled as they had then. “You won’t be working with your dad forever, sweetheart. This is temporary.” Her voice held all the love and trust of a future wife, having traveled the rollercoaster ride of his life right along with him since that fateful day. “You’ll find something you love doing and you’ll throw yourself into it heart and soul. I know you, baby. It’s coming.”

      “I like your confidence.”

      “It could be worse. You could be facing surgery.” She took his mind off his own troubles by telling him about Jordan’s injury. It seemed to work.

      “That is a tough break. Hopefully, he can get another year of eligibility so he doesn’t feel like he wasted a whole year.” He laughed a humorless laugh to himself, knowing he had felt like the last two years had been wasted. Although he didn’t say this to Carissa, he suspected she knew what he was thinking. She had an uncanny way of doing that, but she didn’t go down that path now, keeping the focus on Jordan instead.

      “Mom and dad are driving down to Madison tomorrow to get him and bring him home. If he’s having surgery, they want it to be done here.”

      “I would expect nothing less from your parents.” He certainly didn’t mean it to come out as a negative thing, but as the words echoed in his head, he realized there was a bite to them he hadn’t intended. This time Carissa paused, and he knew he’d gone too far.

      “I’m trying really hard to be positive here, Alex. It would help if you met me at least halfway.”

      Would she ever understand how emasculated he felt? Possibly. But it was still a passive feeling for her if she did. He lived it every day. The future he had planned with his beautiful girlfriend had been all but destroyed, and he wasn’t sure how to claw his way back to something as perfect as it had all once been. Taking it out on her or criticizing her family, who had been nothing but wonderful to him, was totally unfair.

      “Sorry. I’m just tired. Talk tomorrow?”

      He disconnected, feeling terrible for having upset and disappointed the most important person in his life. She had believed in him all along. He wasn’t sure if he could ever believe in himself again.

      It struck him that perhaps he could take a lesson from his future brother-in-law. He could already picture how the year would go for Jordan. He would have surgery and then sail through rehab like a champ. Yes, he would have to figure out how to channel his inner Jordan.
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        * * *

      

      Living at home again had some perks, Hannah had to admit, but this was not one of them. Her mother needed help “spiffing up Jordan’s room,” because they would be bringing him home the next day.

      With a drawn-out sigh that perfectly expressed how she was feeling about the intrusion into her free time, Hannah finished putting a pillowcase on her brother’s pillow, flinging it onto the bed. She wasn’t about to wait on him hand and foot when he came home but it wouldn’t do much good to say anything to her mother as she was all aflutter with worry over her baby boy. Hannah rolled her eyes and then sighed once again before straightening and then placing the pillow where it belonged.

      “Hannah, grab two extra pillows from the hall closet, please,” her mother shouted up to her.

      If his coming home was causing this much of a stir, she could hardly wait to see what living with Jordan would be like after his surgery. This was one of those days she missed having her own apartment. Her face reddened as she realized she was the only one to blame for that particular situation. She imagined her mother was doing cartwheels, ecstatic over this latest turn of events. She’d gone from being an empty nester to having two of her kids back under her wings.

      “Did you find them?”

      “I’m coming,” Hannah shouted, almost stomping her way to the closet to grab the pillows.

      “And make sure they have fresh pillowcases on them.”

      At this, Hannah was ready to throw herself out the second story window. She had a funny feeling this would be her entire existence while Jordan recovered from his Achilles surgery. Lucky her, she decided. Lucky, lucky her.
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      “I don’t understand.”

      Carissa handed the document to Alex, shaking her head, not sure she was fully comprehending what she was seeing or hearing. She looked at her fiancé.

      Alex’s confusion mirrored her own, his hand shaking as he stared at the paper before setting it down between them on the desk and then picking it back up to re-read it, as though the contents had somehow changed in those seconds between viewings. In unison, they both looked at Aubry who was trying her hardest to hide the smile that threatened to spread across her face. The big reveal was turning out exactly as she’d expected.

      “You bought this?” The words came out slowly as Carissa tried to make sense of what Aubry was telling them. “This? For us?” The thought of it was too far-fetched to be in any realm of reality Carissa knew.

      “I just told you that. It’s yours.”

      Again, those words…words that didn’t quite penetrate the surface to reach the part of Carissa’s brain that could make the pieces fit together. She pushed her hair behind her ears—a habit when confronted with a situation that required deep thought. This situation definitely called for deep thoughts…and probably a whole lot more, including what appeared to be a complete change in lifestyle. It was too much to take in. Carissa reached for Alex’s hand, as if that might help ground her.

      Aubry couldn’t hold back the laughter this time, the reaction exactly as she’d predicted. It felt good to be able to share this special moment with her sister. This was a life-changing gift, and she expected every big emotion she was witnessing.

      “We can’t⁠—”

      “This isn’t negotiable,” Aubry stated firmly, pursing her lips and shaking her head. “I’m not asking if you want it.” She picked up the piece of paper, holding it with both hands. “This is your future. It’s time to move forward and if anyone deserves a fresh start, it’s you two.” Aubry’s face changed, now smiling broadly at the couple, her heart filled that this moment had finally arrived. She repeated, “You deserve a fresh start.”

      It was true. Carissa and Alex had been put through the wringer. But that was behind them now—as much as something like that can be put behind someone—and they were slowly making their way back to some semblance of what life would become for them.

      Clearing his throat, Alex finally found his voice. “We can’t accept this, Aubry. I mean, it’s incredibly generous, but it isn’t right. It’s too much.” A flush started around his collar and crept up his cheeks, turning them pink with his embarrassment.

      “I knew you’d say that.” She leaned forward, her face registering how important this was to do for her sister and future brother-in-law. The last thing she wanted was for him to think this was some kind of handout to a charity case. “We can work something out as a lease or maybe a land contract. I’ll do this whatever way you’d like, but it is going to happen. You’ll be just like that couple you met at that resort on Laurel Lake. You loved everything about them.” She rolled her eyes in mock annoyance, remembering how they’d talked about the experience ad nauseam.

      It was true, Carissa had to admit to herself. They loved their weekend getaway at the Scandinavian-inspired cottages, soaking in not only their time away and the gorgeous setting on Laurel Lake, but also the love and commitment they saw in the faces of the married couple who ran the business. Madison and Sean had been an inspiration and perhaps they had talked about them more than just a little bit since then.

      Carissa squeezed Alex’s hand as she stared at her sister, unexpectedly finding herself in a difficult balancing act between two distinct universes. In one she was desperate to reassure her future husband that he was fully capable of being the ultimate provider; in the other, she wanted to embrace the pure joy she saw on her sister’s face. That kind of happiness was a rare gem for Aubry. As the emotions battled within Carissa, she couldn’t disguise the tears in her voice. “You don’t have to do this. We’ll be just fine.”

      As much as Carissa wanted that to be true, sometimes even she had some doubts, especially when Alex hit one of his low points. Nothing had been easy for the two of them since… She couldn’t stop the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach any time her thoughts went there. She and Alex met during a new teacher orientation and started dating shortly thereafter. They had two things in common: They loved one another, and they loved teaching.

      Then Ella Strausser did the unthinkable, maliciously taking the latter away and completely derailing him—and them. When the troubled student accused Alex of sexual misconduct before he’d finished his first year of teaching, he spiraled, even taking back the marriage proposal that happened just weeks before Ella’s accusation. Alex could not and would not drag Carissa through the mud with him and did the only thing he thought appropriate, calling off the engagement.

      Even though the case against him collapsed quickly as the troubled girl admitted she’d made up the whole thing, the damage had already been done. Alex had already been arrested and made several court appearances before his innocence was declared. Going back into a classroom with that specter hanging over him wasn’t in the cards. He gave up his teaching career, vowing to never go back. His struggle to find footing again was real, and Carissa did everything possible to protect his heart and assure him he was the man she planned to spend the rest of her life with. Aubry meant well, of course, but Carissa could tell the whole situation was making his feeling of inadequacy rise to the surface, threatening to spill over again.

      “I know you’re fine. Consider it a wedding gift.”

      “You’ve already outdone yourself helping with the wedding,” Carissa reminded her.

      “I’m just being an uber maid-of-honor, that’s all.

      “It’s too much,” Alex said, rising from his chair and running his hand through his hair. “It feels like... No! We can’t—” Carissa took his hand, encouraging him to return to his seat.

      “Look. This is supposed to be exciting,” Aubry quickly reversed the flow of the conversation, her own frustration starting to build as this was not going the way she anticipated. They were supposed to graciously accept the gift for what it was. Alex had to see she wanted nothing but to make them happy and whole. “This is your new start. It’s a dream come true.” She pushed the document toward them once again. “Look at this place! It gives you time to start working on your future together before the big day.” It was time for a bit of tough love. The couple needed a boost—a gentle kick in the behind—or they would continue down this road of spiraling and then rising, only to feel beaten down again. She didn’t blame them a bit. Alex’s future had unraveled in the blink of an eye. He called off the engagement, on the brink of losing everything, and just as quickly he was pulled back to solid ground again when the case was dismissed. But the damage was done. Her voice softened. “You are going to love this place. I promise. This is your new dream.”

      Did they need this new dream? Carissa glanced down at the document Aubry had given them. The picture of the magnificent old Victorian house on the cliff overlooking the pristine waters of Lake Michigan sucked her back in and she had a clear vision of what their future could become.

      “We could be just like Madison and Sean.” Carissa’s voice was a mere whisper. “We loved their place on Laurel Lake. Maybe we can do this. You know, create something as wonderful as that in Door County.” She looked into Alex’s eyes, still noting roiling emotion there.

      His silence continued and then he looked from one sister to the other, struggling like a trapped animal. They’d had no idea why Aubry asked them to meet at her office on a Sunday afternoon, and despite throwing out guesses between the two of them, they’d certainly had no idea it could be something so life-changing. Alex felt pressure in his chest and a need to escape. Murmuring an “Excuse me,” he opened the office door, ready to flee, to get someplace he could breathe again.

      It was the fact that he was unable to provide for his soon-to-be-wife without the assistance of her sister that was causing him to feel out of sorts and fighting off demons he couldn’t seem to escape. How had it come to this? He’d done absolutely nothing to deserve the accusation and arrest, but he also wasn’t a charity case who needed a handout. He tried to draw in a deep breath, feeling a panic attack about to send him reeling. A comforting hand on his back grounded him. He turned, drawing Carissa to his chest, breathing her in as he willed his heart rate to slow.

      “It’s a lot to take in, I know.” Her voice was muffled; her nose pressed against the solidity of his chest. She could feel his rapid heartbeat. “She’s trying to help.” Reading his mind was one of her superpowers. Carissa knew him well enough to know he was feeling inadequate and had been for the past 18 months. She understood why he’d broken off the engagement during the whole nightmare of the arrest and impending trial and having him return to her had been nothing short of a miracle, but it hadn’t been smooth sailing.

      Once “re-engaged,” he couldn’t commit to a date, changing his mind multiple times. As soon as the charges were dropped, he took off, spending that summer working on a fishing boat in Alaska. She thought he was joking when he announced his plan, but now she understood he had needed that opportunity to get far away from the rumors, gossip, and stares that had come with the accusations—regardless of how false they had been. When he returned, he’d started working for his dad’s construction company in Wausau, just over an hour from her apartment in Appleton. She’d had to give him free reign to do these things as he struggled to find his new identity, which no longer included being a teacher. That dream was gone. He still didn’t have a new one.

      “Is this what you want, Carissa?” He waited for her answer, looking for any reason to tell Aubry they didn’t want it. She could easily sell it and not lose a penny on the deal, he was sure.

      She pulled back, needing to look into his eyes. “She’s right. It would be our fresh start. We can make this something really special, Alex. It’s a beautiful house—and it’ll be our business.”

      He continued to look at her, knowing he had found his soulmate in this beautiful woman and wanting more than ever to give her the sun, the moon and the stars. And there would be no more delays. She would soon become Mrs. Alex Zastrow, which meant he was responsible for taking care of her—of providing for them. One last shadow of doubt crept in, making his heart palpitate in his chest. “What if we…what if we fail?”

      “We won’t,” she replied adamantly. When he still looked doubtful, she added, “And if we can’t make a go of it, we walk away and find a new dream—whatever that might be—together. We’re young and smart and determined, Alex. We’ll find a new dream.” She took his face in her hands. “But we won’t fail. Not if we do this together.”

      For the first time in a long time, Alex felt something change deep inside. Was she right? Was this the moment when things would finally start going his way? He knew one thing for sure. Nothing could go wrong when he had someone in his corner who believed in him as much as Carissa did. The money was a drop in the bucket for Aubry, but he still wanted to figure out a way to pay her back. Maybe the three of them could be partners in the endeavor. But the more he thought about it he knew what he wanted. He wanted this dream for just the two of them.
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        * * *

      

      In the silence surrounding her, Aubry finally gave in to the emotions she’d held in check while in front of her sister and Alex. She had sent them on their way, allowing them the needed time to digest the news before he hit the road, returning to Wausau and another week of work he despised—and another week away from Carissa. That would be in the past once they gave themselves up to the idea of starting over.

      Endless possibilities awaited them, and she’d made a list to share with them. They could stay in the owners’ suite on the first floor while they finished any remodeling they wanted to do, or they could travel back and forth from Appleton, staying in Carissa’s apartment. She could continue teaching or she could devote herself full-time to running their new business. It could be any number of things. It could be a bed and breakfast; it could be a motel; it could start out as a restaurant and nothing more. It was already set up for that.

      They could take as long as they needed to decide if any of those ideas might be a fit for them. Aubry told them they could share the details with family and friends whenever they thought it appropriate. She would leave that to them. Something told her they wouldn’t be ready to mention it today when they stopped by the Kyler house before going their separate ways for the week. As much as she wanted them to be as excited about the opportunity as she was, she knew they still had a lot of questions.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting alone in her office, but with a shake of her head, she finally rallied. It was time to go somewhere and do something. What that was, she wasn’t sure, but she was not going to sit around all day falling into thoughts that would only lead her to sad places.

      Glancing at her electronic calendar on the screen before her, she knew there was one important reminder there. At some point she needed to stop by her parents’ house to wish Jordan luck on his upcoming surgery. It was good that he was at home instead of down in Madison, away from all of them. Aubry still couldn’t believe her little brother, even more of a star athlete than she had ever been, tore his Achilles during spring football practice, putting an end to the fall season he had so looked forward to. But she knew her brother well. He was never the type to let any situation get to him. He would find a way to muscle through and come out bigger, better and stronger in the end. That was simply Jordan’s nature. Anyone else would be completely devastated by an injury like his.

      Although she never suffered a sports injury of note, she knew plenty about feeling devastated. Then again, so did her sister and Alex. She was aware of her heart beating a steady rhythm in her chest. That heart had been shattered, yet it still beat on, doing its best to remind her to wake up each morning and find purpose in her life. Aubry contemplated what she’d just done for the couple.

      When Jerome was shot, she was convinced any possibility of happiness was over. Although they hadn’t experienced a death, she imagined that same kind of devastation and hopelessness was what Alex felt after the whole incident with the troubled girl and her accusations. Aubry knew how difficult it was to climb from the abyss of such tragedy, so doing this for her sister and future brother-in-law was a no-brainer.

      Aubry spun in her chair, looking out at the city of Appleton. She could see the Fox River from here, the early afternoon sun making it sparkle. She stared for several minutes, realizing she’d seen another kind of sparkle today—it had been in the eyes of her sister. Finally. That had been missing for quite some time, but it was back, and Aubry sent a thank you heavenward to Jerome, knowing it was only because of the gift he’d left her that she could help her sister in this way.

      The unexpected fortune willed to her by her beloved Jerome had meant nothing at first. Of course, if she had a choice, she would take her boyfriend back in a heartbeat, even if they were destined to live a life of poverty forever. That wasn’t possible; nothing could bring Jerome back, so the money sometimes felt like a burden she didn’t want to carry.

      There were all kinds of wonderful things she could do with the money he’d left her, and soon, she planned to start a foundation in Jerome’s name, making a difference and making him proud. In her heart, she knew helping her sister was the right thing to do now and it was using just a tiny fraction of what had been left to her. Most of the money was with Jerome’s attorney, untouched, not exactly collecting dust but definitely collecting plenty of interest.

      For a moment, she could sense Jerome’s arms around her, holding her close and reassuring her everything would turn out for the best. The sensation was comforting, albeit brief. Maybe this was her destiny. She would carry on where Jerome left off, giving a little of himself here and there—whether he was working in the emergency room in Los Angeles or serving the poorest of the poor in Zimbabwe while he was with Doctors Without Borders.

      Aubry picked up the detail sheet once more. The stately Victorian would be perfect for her sister and Alex. They raved about the cute place they’d visited on Laurel Lake where the proprietors, a young couple, worked side-by-side to make the business run. With Alex unable to face stepping into a teaching position ever again, they had to find a new dream. She had the means to give them that.

      A smile crossed her face as she thought about the exciting new future she was able to give them, thanks to Jerome. “They can make this work, baby, right?” Aubry reached out a hand, desperately wishing she could feel Jerome take it in his own, but all she felt was air—and foolish. Thank goodness it was a Sunday so nobody else was in the office to witness her talking to a ghost.

      As she pushed away from the desk to stand, she surveyed her surroundings. Out of the ashes. Yes, she had been like a phoenix rising, finding her way out of the depression that left her unmotivated and scared of her own shadow. Now she had her own business. And she had the means to give her sister a future. That was enough. She didn’t need anything else in her life.

      Even as that thought flashed through her mind, she wondered if she meant it. Could she live her life without a man by her side? The answer had to be yes, because there was no other choice. Under no circumstance could she fathom the possibility of finding someone who could live up to the man Jerome was. She straightened her back, held her head high, and walked out of the office, closing the door firmly behind her. It was easier to live alone than to waste her time searching. There was no doubt in her mind about that one.

      Her phone chimed. Her first thought was her sister was already calling with questions, but an unfamiliar, out-of-state number was displayed on the screen. Although tempted to ignore it and let it go to voicemail, she changed her mind, answering it, and wishing she hadn’t.
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      Rita smoothed the sheet across his chest, then gently rested her hand on Jordan’s cheek, wishing she could climb into bed and wrap her arms around him, reassuring him everything would be fine, but knowing how embarrassed Jordan would be if he awoke at that moment. The almost 20-year-old strapping football player looked young and vulnerable in the hospital bed, and he was still her baby.

      “He’ll be fine. The surgery went well. Now he’ll focus on recovery. As long as he follows the rehab orders he’ll get back on the field before you know it.” The torn Achilles repair would mean no football for many months—which was a devastating hit to Jordan’s college football career for the time being. He knew his son well enough to know Jordan would do everything in his power to rehab and rejoin his team as soon as possible.

      “It’s not just his recovery, you know. I hope he doesn’t have any trouble making up the missed classes. I mean, so close to the end of the semester, I don’t see why they didn’t simply wait to do the surgery.” Rita shook her head. “At least he’ll be home for a couple of weeks before he has to go back and tackle coursework.”

      “And you’ll fatten him up with all your good cooking, I’m sure.” David gave her shoulder a squeeze. “We’ve had enough to worry about around here. This is not at the top of the list. It’s a setback, and Jordan has a lot of work in front of him, but if anyone can handle all of that, it’s him.”

      “I know you’re right, but he’s still my baby.”

      So many things had gone wrong prior to this, that it was easy to consider Jordan’s injury a minor blip in the big picture of things. Jerome’s death and Aubry’s grief had been quickly followed by the death of David’s father. Shortly after that, Alex and Carissa went through their issues from the false accusations that almost resulted in his conviction and their breakup. And Hannah had her share of…well…situations they’d had to contend with also. Put into perspective, Jordan’s injury and recovery didn’t feel like a major setback. “Injuries happen. We know that. And a lot of things are going right for us now.” He gently took her chin in his hand, turning her face to his. “The real estate market is in a good place, you and your sister are getting along better than ever, my mom is happy in her new place, and I will finally have help at the office.” He pulled her close, hugging her tightly.

      A soft groan from Jordan interrupted their conversation.

      Rita returned to his bedside, rubbing his hand gently as his eyes opened. The nurse appeared as if on cue, moving to the other side of the bed.

      She checked the bag feeding fluids through the tube that ran to Jordan’s IV and then let her hand rest comfortingly on his arm as she spoke to him. “Can you open your eyes for me, Jordan? Hello. Can you open them? I talked to you earlier, when you first came out of surgery. Let’s see how you’re doing.”

      Jordan’s eyes fluttered open, attempting to focus and then shutting again. Rita squeezed his hand, saying, “We’re right here, honey. Everything went well.”

      He had been in and out of consciousness since returning from the surgery ward, and Rita was anxious to have him awake and alert, associating that with being on the road to healing.

      “I want you to tell me your pain level, Jordan.” The nurse continued her routine, moving quietly about the room, making notes on the computer and checking his vitals. “Time to wake up, Jordan. Come on,” she gently urged.

      Jordan responded by groaning and opening his eyes again, this time keeping them open long enough to spot his mom at his side. “Hey,” he croaked quietly, his throat sounding raw. His lids fluttered, threatening to close again. After a bit, his eyes opened again, and this time he seemed more awake.

      “There you are. I knew you could do it. Can you tell me your pain level, Jordan? Remember what we talked about before your surgery? I need a number between one and ten.”

      Jordan stared straight ahead for a moment and then whispered hoarsely, “Six. I think it’s a six.”

      “That’s high, isn’t it,” Rita asked, worry lines creasing her forehead. “Why is he in pain?”

      “It’s not unusual at all,” the nurse answered, turning her attention back to Jordan. “I’m going to increase the pain medication a bit. You’ll notice a difference soon.” She adjusted something on the unit feeding fluids into Jordan’s system. “I’ll be back to check soon.” She stopped at the whiteboard attached to the wall near the door, marking a bold six after pain level and then noting the time. The door closed automatically behind her.

      Jordan groaned softly and shifted his shoulders.

      “Do you want me to fix your pillow?” Rita was at his side, eager to help in any small way possible.”

      “It’s okay mom.” He was already sounding stronger and more like his old self.

      “Your mom loves to fuss over you, kid. Let her do it. You’ll be up and about soon enough.”

      Managing a weak smile this time, Jordan gave them a thumbs up and then let his eyes close again. They let him rest a while longer, relieved that he was out of surgery and they could take him home before dinnertime.

      David reached for his wife’s hand as they watched him sleep. He was a tough kid. He’d be fine.
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      “It really is gorgeous, isn’t it?”

      He was slow to respond, but Carissa knew it wasn’t because he didn’t agree with her, but because he was maneuvering through traffic and needed to concentrate. They had been having this same conversation for days now.

      His voice, when he answered her, held a new excitement that had been missing for a long time. “It has a lot of potential. The more I think about it, the more I believe we could make it into something really special.”

      Carissa was almost floating, her relief too big to measure in words. She had every reason to believe the old Alex was finally coming back. She could hear it in his voice, see it in his eyes, and sense it in the way he was no longer hesitant to talk about the house. Aubry told them this would be a perfect way for them to start over, and they were beginning to believe she was right.

      They’d spent every possible moment talking about their ideas for running a business together. The Door County property felt like some magical place, but with every passing hour it seemed as though they inched closer to it as a reality. Since leaving Aubry’s office Sunday afternoon, the dream had continued to blossom. Logistics were still a serious matter. Since he no longer had a teaching job, Alex had been spending weekdays in Wausau at his dad and stepmom’s house and weekends in Appleton with Carissa. He felt unsettled, a grown man without a place to call his own. She could sense how anxious he was to go look at the property in person and really get a feel for what they could do with it.

      “And if we don’t think it’s a fit for us, we’ll tell Aubry, right?” This was Carissa’s way of making sure he didn’t feel railroaded into this offer.

      “Deal,” he answered. The late afternoon sun was in his eyes as he drove to his dad’s house after a full day of working in the family construction business. “I did more digging into its history.”

      Carissa wasn’t surprised he had done his homework, studying the property’s history and current state. For two days now he had been sharing everything he could find out about the house. The stately Victorian house had served as a bed and breakfast since the late 1990’s when Gloria and John Henry bought it. Prior to that, it had been a family home, built in 1912. When the Henrys bought it, there was a bathroom on each end of the hallway in a traditional bed and breakfast set-up. They put a great deal into the house, it appeared, adding a bathroom to three of the upstairs bedrooms. But there was still plenty of work Carissa and Alex would have to put into it, since they’d already talked about making it a ten-bedroom inn, adding a bathroom to each of the remaining upstairs rooms. Most vacationers were not interested in the shared bathrooms of earlier years, which might have seemed quaint at one time, but was far too outdated a concept now. Until they walked into it, though, they couldn’t be sure of any of their dreams and plans.

      “You are such a nerd,” she laughed. “Once a history buff, always one, I guess.”

      “The good news is that working for my dad this past year has actually been the perfect warmup for this.” Construction wasn’t his passion, but he could appreciate everything he’d learned under his dad’s tutelage because it would come in handy for the projects he would have to tackle at the house. “I’ll email you everything I found…and some ideas I’ve had. I think you’ll like them.”

      Later, Carissa read through the email, jotting some notes of her own in response. According to the detail sheet from Aubry, the kitchen was updated not that long ago, so they wouldn’t have to do anything with that right away. The owners’ apartment was conveniently situated on the first floor. He was most excited to see the third floor. He closed his email message by asking Carissa to find out when Aubry could take them up to see the place in person.

      Laughing, Carissa threw herself back on the sofa, holding the phone to her ear as she waited for Alex to connect. “I love your ideas. We can do this, babe.” A hopeless romantic at heart, she envisioned it in all its perfect glory, complete with smiling guests enjoying tea on the lawn. “Maybe we can set up a spot for lawn games, like a proper countryside estate.”

      “And tea and crumpets every afternoon, too, I assume? You’ve read too many of those English novels you love so much,” he scoffed, his voice softening as he added, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need to figure out if the rooms will be rentable as is and then add the extras on from there. Baby steps. I think we’ll know once we walk in the front door.”

      “You’re right.”

      They’d been having variations of this same conversation, circling back to the one thing that made them pause each time: They needed to see it in person.

      Despite that minor detail, Carissa remained optimistic. Aubry wouldn’t have bought the place had she had any doubts about its viability as a business for them. Of that one thing, she was certain. She didn’t blame Alex for having doubts. Uncertainties and insecurities were bound to creep in after what he’d experienced. In his new existence, she saw him approach with wariness a lot of things he used to take for granted. Walking into work one day and being arrested will do that to a person, she assumed.

      But for the first time in almost two years, she could envision the bright, happy future she and Alex deserved.

      “Are you still telling your parents tonight?”

      Anxious to get their parents’ feedback, they decided they couldn’t wait until they were together to share the news. She was heading over to their house shortly to see how Jordan was doing and to tell them about the house. “I am. It’ll be interesting to see their reaction.”

      “Okay. Then, I’ll tell my dad.” His stepmom might or might not be home, but he didn’t want to wait any longer either. “Tell Jordan hello for me.”

      “I’ll do that. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Carissa. More than you’ll ever know.”

      She disconnected with a smile. He was wrong. She knew exactly how much he loved her.
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        * * *

      

      “What a relief. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to talk him into sleeping on the sofa one more night.” Rita worried that if Jordan used his own bed, she wouldn’t be able to hear him if he needed something during the night. “He can sleep upstairs tomorrow.”

      David laughed, pulling back the covers and climbing into bed. “Until you decide he should be nearby just one more night.” He could readily recognize her mama bear mode, which she slipped into rapidly, deeply and unashamedly over causes large and small.

      “We’ll see,” she answered coyly, shrugging her shoulders. When it came to her kids, she liked to be in control. It didn’t always happen, but this was an easy win.

      “Okay, next subject. Door County? Where did that come from? And I’m surprised Aubry didn’t mention it to us.”

      Rita could hear the hurt in his voice. There was a time when their kids shared everything with them—and especially big decisions like this. She reached out, patting his arm. “It’s a beautiful place and a great location. I just hate the thought of them moving up there.”

      “It’s not the distance that concerns me.” He rolled toward her, his hand gently rubbing a pattern on her bare shoulder. “What do they know about running a business? I mean, will she keep teaching? What will they do in the winter when Door County isn’t exactly a vacation paradise?” Rita was nodding along with him. He sighed. “We’ll support their decision in every way possible, I guess.”

      “It’s what we do,” she agreed.
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