

  

    

      

    

  




		

			When Love Comes Around


			Maya Sanchez never planned on starting over—not like this. After losing her wife in a tragic accident, she moves back to her Arizona hometown with her four-year-old daughter, determined to rebuild their lives. But their fixer-upper needs more than she can handle alone. Enter Nolan Wright—skilled contractor, ex-Army machinist, and exactly the kind of reliable help Maya needs. What she doesn’t need? The way Nolan makes her feel something she thought was long buried.


			Nolan is trying to move forward, too—one renovation, one day at a time. Helping Maya should be just another job, but from the moment they meet, the connection is undeniable. As attraction kindles, so do the secrets neither of them are ready to share.


			Falling wasn’t part of the plan, but love doesn’t wait for perfect timing. Can they trust each other enough to build something real, or will the past tear them apart?
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            Prologue








			December


			Maya Sanchez hesitated just inside the double doors of the middle school auditorium, wiping wet snow from the toes of her flats. The blast of heat hit her first, then the faint smell of cookies left over from the fifth-grade bake sale that still hung in the air like a hug that hadn’t let go. Parents and kids streamed past her toward the ticket table at the far end of the foyer. The air of rushed expectation was contagious, and Maya glanced at her watch, worried she was running late.


			Shit.


			She didn’t have much time. Digging blindly in her shoulder bag for her ticket, she edged her way through the mass of people. Fortunately, the line moved quickly, and a minute later she made it to the front, still riffling through her bag, hoping to find the rectangular bit of paper by feel.


			“Sorry,” she muttered to the smiling blond teen wearing a plain gray T-shirt that simply said overstimulated.


			She could relate. At some point while getting Emmie dressed for preschool that morning, reminding Dantas of the show time, and trying to eat a piece of toast in between blessed gulps of coffee, she’d put both her ticket and Dantas’s in their respective bags. She’d learned that if she didn’t, one of them would forget. Keeping the household organized had somehow become her job, not that she minded. Taking care of her family wasn’t work.


			“I know I’ve got it here somewhere.”


			“You can buy one if you need to,” the teen said helpfully. “They’re only seven dollars. And all proceeds go to the dance club.”


			The girl smiled as if having to purchase another ticket was the honorable and maybe even the preferred thing to do.


			“Just one sec…I put it in here this morning.” Maya ignored the slight bump on the shoulder as a burly guy reached around her to drop his ticket on the table. She shoved aside first her wallet and cell phone, then a sizable plastic container of wintergreen gum.


			“Aha!” She plucked the bent ticket out and handed it to the volunteer, who once again smiled, though this time with a hint of disappointment.


			“Enjoy the show,” the girl said. “And happy holidays.”


			“You too,” Maya said and rushed into the gym.


			Seats were filling fast.


			Maya threaded her way around clumps of milling parents eager to see their little ones dance to a selection of holiday hits and grabbed a chair near the front of the stage. Probably more anxious than Emmie, Maya set her purse in the next seat to save it for Dantas, who should arrive any minute. But it was hard telling with Dantas. She worked crazy shifts in the local ER and often stayed beyond her assigned hours tending to patients in need. Tonight, however, she had planned to leave right at six so she could make the recital starting at seven.


			Ten to seven. Maya scanned the few remaining people who hadn’t found seats, hoping to see Dantas scrambling her way down the aisle with her beautiful face tinged pink from the cold. Squelching the surge of disappointment, she focused on the little ones in tutus or velvet pants with glitter-sprinkled vests and ruffled white shirts who hopped up and down at the edge of the stage.


			She couldn’t find Emmie in the swirls of ruffles and color. Her heart swelled, imagining Emmie bouncing next to her friends, excited to go onstage. She wished that was the way it was going for her but suspected Emmie’s feelings were probably far different. Emmie loved to dance, but she was shy about performing. At almost four, that was understandable.


			Maya relaxed, knowing Emmie’s teacher would give her extra encouragement if she needed it. Mrs. Robbie had even brought the little ones to practice in the empty gym a few days earlier so they’d be used to the much bigger space than their small preschool.


			And if Emmie fled the stage like she’d done once before, who cared? She had plenty of time to gain confidence. After all, she wasn’t all that big on interacting with strangers. Maya smiled to herself. Dantas, who loved interacting with dozens of people all day long in the ER, called her a hopeless homebody. With love in her voice, of course. And Maya always reminded her that parenting was a real job, too. Which generally earned her a kiss. Or more.


			Speaking of…where the heck was Emmie’s other parent? The lights dimmed to signal showtime was nearing. Maya checked her watch again. Nearly seven. Where was Dantas?


			She pulled out her phone and checked the screen for messages. None. She dialed Dantas, pressing the phone to her ear to muffle the sound.


			It rang and rang. Then went to voicemail.


			“Damn it,” she whispered. “Where are you?”


			She checked the entrance to the gym once more, envious as the last of the parents filed in. They’d made it in time and could settle in and enjoy the show. Dantas was going to be late and would have to sneak in in the dark. She’d give Maya a cold kiss on the cheek and ask what all she’d missed. Maya would help her shake out of her coat, and they’d sit and look on, anxiously awaiting Emmie’s performance. If Dantas hadn’t already missed it.


			The lights dimmed, and the gym fell silent. The music came up, and a dozen children in bright costumes tiptoed out onstage. Emmie wasn’t in this group, but she’d be out soon for her short role. Maya’s heart raced. Would Emmie come out? Would she be okay or would she panic and run for stage right, never to come out to dance again?


			Maya needed Dantas next to her to cling to when Emmie’s turn finally came. Where was she?


			She grabbed her bag and, muttering, “Excuse me, excuse me, so sorry,” snuck out of the row and hurried to the back of the darkened gym.


			She dialed again, and after several rings, someone who wasn’t Dantas answered.


			“Hello?” a male voice said.


			Maya blinked and checked her screen to make sure she’d correctly dialed her wife. She had. She put the phone back to her ear.


			“Um, who’s this?”


			“This is Deputy Mike Billings. Do you know the owner of this phone?”


			Maya’s throat constricted, and her heart nearly stopped in her chest. Of course. Dantas had lost her bag somewhere. She was always putting something down and then walking off without it. She was probably still searching for it—with the ticket to the show inside. “It belongs to my wife, Dantas. I’m sorry, who are you again? And where did she leave her phone this time?”


			Silence.


			“You’re her wife?” he finally said.


			“Yes.”


			More silence.


			“Hello?” Maya pushed through the double doors into the foyer. Once she got out of the hot, dark room, everything would become clear. Everything would be okay.


			“I’m sorry, ma’am, but there’s been an accident.”


			“I’m sorry, what? Is Dantas there? Let me speak to her.”


			She must have raised her voice. One of the teens at the table was staring at her now.


			“Ma’am?” the deputy said. “We’ll need you to come to the ER at City General as soon as you can.”


			Maya closed her eyes, swaying as her head swirled. She braced herself against one of the double doors. Emmie. She couldn’t leave her behind. “I have to get my daughter. I’ll…I’ll be there in just a few minutes.”


			“Where are you, ma’am? We’ll send a patrol car to escort you.”


			Maya told him, her mind numb. Once she saw Dantas, everything would be fine. Whatever was wrong, they would fix it. Together, just like always.


			








	

			

    

            Chapter One








			March, fifteen months later


			“Will we be there soon, Mommy?” Emmie asked from the back seat.


			“Very soon now, baby.” Maya smiled at Emmie in the rearview mirror as she kicked her feet. They’d been driving for hours. All day, and the day before that. Emmie had been a real trouper, but she had to be aching to get out of the car by now. Maya was aching, too, her back sore and her mind stretched thin. Thankfully, their long trek was almost over.


			The memory ambushed her again, of Emmie in her tutu, the darkened gymnasium, and the deputy’s voice on Dantas’s phone. Maya gripped the steering wheel tighter, forcing herself back to the present.


			“What do you think about all these bumps?” She maneuvered the hulking U-Haul trailer down an isolated dirt road that carved through a dense forest of Ponderosa pines. Her GPS had promised a shortcut. Hopefully that would be true. “Kind of like that roller coaster ride we took at the fair one summer, remember?”


			“I do.” Emmie squealed and raised her arms as the car hit another pothole.


			Maya’s heart twisted at the first real sound of joy she’d heard from her in days. Emmie’s laughter was the only true barometer of her happiness, and her joy had been heartbreakingly absent for much of the last year. Losing Dantas so suddenly had cracked their world wide open, and for a while, Maya hadn’t been sure they’d come through it at all. They’d both sunk into a kind of endless quiet until Emmie had gone entirely silent. No words, no songs, not even humming. Just stillness.


			The silence had been a physical pain that lived in Maya’s chest, stealing her breath when she’d lie awake at night listening for any sound from her daughter’s room. Even now, months later, the memory of it burned.


			Seeing her baby suffer had mobilized Maya to drag herself beyond her own despair. She’d gotten up each day and wrapped Emmie in every ounce of love she could manage, even when she’d felt empty inside, as if love was a distant memory. With time, and the help of a wonderful child therapist, Emmie had begun to return to herself. She’d started talking again. Asking questions. Wanting to know where Mommy D was and why she wasn’t coming back.


			Maya always answered as honestly as she could, but Emmie still struggled with their new reality.


			Maya did, too.


			Sleepless nights, a chasm of longing for what she had lost. Tears shed in private. The grief lived in her body now—in her shoulders that never quite relaxed, in the hollow beneath her ribs that never quite filled.


			She shook away the dark thoughts once more. They were headed for a new start, if only for Emmie. She would create a happy life for her. She leaned forward slightly and squinted at the dusty road signs that hinted at their destination. There. Sycamore Drive.


			“Here’s our street, sweetie! We’re almost there.”


			She turned onto a quiet street lined with small, one- and two-story houses on big grassy yards, searching for 4117. A faded black mailbox displayed the numbers in peeling white paint, and she turned into the gravel drive beside it. She braked for her first view of their new house.


			The green bungalow stood at the end of the lane, quiet and pale and waiting. Beyond the house, tall evergreens formed a protective circle. She’d purchased it from afar after a handful of video walk-throughs and a whole lot of second-guessing. If it hadn’t been for Izzy walking through it in person, FaceTiming her from every creaky corner, she wasn’t sure she’d have had the nerve to follow through. But when she’d finally decided that Emmie—and her too—needed to start a new life somewhere that wasn’t filled with reminders of all they’d lost, she hadn’t wanted to wait. She wanted to go home. She wanted, needed, family—even if it meant making the most nerve-wracking purchase of her life.


			She exhaled, long and slow, and eased the old Toyota Land Cruiser up the drive. She glanced back at Emmie, now quiet in her booster seat, her big hazel eyes fixed on the house. A tendril of dark curl stuck to her cheek.


			“We’re here, sweetie. We’re at our new house.” Maya unbuckled and almost had to crawl out, every stiff muscle screaming, but she put on a smile as she opened Emmie’s door. “Wanna go see?”


			“It’s green,” Emmie said.


			“It is.” Maya’s heart thudded. Would Emmie hate it? Would she? Maybe this whole move was a mistake. She pushed down the rising panic and took Emmie’s hand, helping her down. “Let’s go explore.”


			“Our other house was yellow.”


			“Uh-huh. Do you like the green?” The question felt unbearably important.


			Emmie scuffed at the gravel with every step, her small face serious. “No. I like white.”


			Maya’s chest tightened. This was the first opinion Emmie had expressed in so long. Her therapist had said to encourage even the smallest choices. “White? Okay. We’ll paint it white, then.”


			Emmie beamed up at her. “Really? Like my unicorn?”


			“Sure. White it is.”


			“Yay.” Emmie bounced on her toes, her little pink-and-white high-tops lighting up at the soles. A comfort she’d insisted on, even though it wasn’t dark.


			Maya laughed and pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her as they studied the bungalow. The faded light green paint was peeling in places. The porch sagged a little at one end. But still, it had charm. Izzy had said it had good bones, and Maya believed her.


			She’d fallen in love with it on her screen, imagining lazy mornings on the porch with Emmie, coffee in hand, the woods curving protectively around them. Acres of trees, quiet trails, new adventures.


			But in her mind, Dantas would be there, too. This should’ve been something they’d done together. A house they’d picked together. Dreamed about together.


			She blinked back tears before they could fall and breathed deep. Not today. Not at the start of something new. There’d be time enough when she was alone.


			Cold, woodsy air filled her lungs. Bracing and clean.


			Early spring in Arrowvale, some fifty miles north of Prescott, still held the chill of winter, but soon the warmer weather would arrive. She’d have five solid months to work on the house before Emmie started kindergarten. Inside first. Emmie needed comfort and stability. A little softness after the hard last year. The outside could wait.


			The inspector’s report had indicated a few things would need attention sooner rather than later, but for now, she wasn’t going to worry.


			She couldn’t. Not yet.


			Emmie jumped on each of the front steps as they climbed to the board porch that spanned the front of the house. Plenty of room for rockers, a table, maybe a porch swing. Dantas could hang it—


			No, now all the chores, all the decisions, everything was up to her. A plank dipped and creaked beneath her feet, and she grabbed Emmie, suddenly afraid of losing her. “Careful.”


			“The porch is talking.” Emmie giggled.


			Maya laughed, lightness replacing the encroaching despair. Emmie always brought the sunshine. “It sure is.”


			She unlocked the door and stepped inside, the familiar scent of dust and time settling around her like a forgotten sweater. The old wood floor popped beneath their feet.


			“The whole house talks,” Maya said with a laugh.


			Emmie crinkled her nose. “It smells funny in here.”


			“It’s musty. The house has been closed up for a while.” Maya smiled despite the odor. That was something they could clean. Something they could change.


			Standing just inside the front door, Maya took in the small living room to her right with an old stone fireplace centered on the far wall and the dining room with adjacent kitchen to the left. The layout was spacious but manageable.


			“Where is my room?” Emmie tugged Maya down the surprisingly wide hallway.


			“Let’s find out.”


			They checked the two bedrooms, the larger hers with an en suite bath and a smaller one across the way for Emmie’s someday-room. Down the hall from there, a small den and tidy bath. All livable. Tired and a bit worn, but standing. The second bedroom clearly needed work. Peeling paint, stained carpet, and a closet door that hung at a tilt. Plenty of windows, though, to fill Emmie’s room with sunshine and fresh air.


			“What do you think?” Maya asked when they entered the room to be Emmie’s.


			Emmie cocked her head. “Can we paint it blue?”


			“We sure can.” Maya hugged her. “How would you like to sleep with Mommy in my room until we fix this one up for you?”


			“You mean like we did at the other house?”


			“Yep. Just like that.” Maya took her hand again. “Come on. Let’s see the kitchen.”


			Clearly the blemishes had not shown up on the videos she’d seen on Izzy’s walk-through. The white enamel sink carried stains and scars, the faucets displaying a patina of tarnish. To her relief, the water flowed clear when she turned it on.


			She lifted Emmie onto the countertop to keep her close while she checked the cabinets.


			“Look, Mommy. Freckles,” Emmie said, pointing to the speckled gray laminate.


			The counter was worn, a chunk missing along one edge where the particle board showed beneath. Functional but barely. The white cabinets showed cracks at the seams, and the wallpaper—pale yellow with faded flowers—curled at the corners. The linoleum floor was scuffed and bubbled in places.


			Still, they had water. And walls. And each other. She could work with that.


			A knock echoed from the front of the house.


			“Hello, hello! Anyone home?” Izzy’s voice rang out, bright and familiar.


			Maya smiled. “It’s your Aunt Izzy.”


			Emmie squealed, and Maya barely managed to catch her as she scrambled down. Then she was off running. Maya made it into the hall just in time to see Emmie leap into Izzy’s arms.


			“Heya, kiddo! How’s my little squirrel?” Izzy swung her around. “You’re twice as tall as the last time I saw you.”


			“I’m growing,” Emmie declared.


			“You are, so fast.” Izzy tickled Emmie’s sides until she shrieked with laughter, her gaze meeting Maya’s above Emmie’s head. “And how’s my little sister?”


			“Surviving.” Maya raised her hands, warding off tickles.


			Izzy laughed and hugged her. “It’s good to see you.”


			“You too, Iz.” When they were younger, they’d been taken for twins—the same dark curls and hazel eyes, but Izzy’s current close-cropped do and wire-rim glasses made them easy to tell apart. They’d been as close as twins, too. Still were. Izzy had been her rock after the accident.


			“Why didn’t you call when you got in?” Izzy set Emmie down and lifted two bags of groceries.


			“I got caught up trying to find the place. GPS went full cryptic forest fairy on me.”


			“Well, I figured you’d be here by now, so I came to check in.” Izzy tilted her chin toward the bags. “And to feed you.”


			“Good. We’re starved, right, Em?”


			Emmie’s brow furrowed. “Where are we gonna eat? We don’t have a table.”


			“On the porch,” Izzy said. “We’ll have a picnic.”


			Emmie’s eyes lit up, and she scurried outside and plopped down on the top step.


			From the doorway, Izzy murmured, “She seems happy.”


			“She’s doing a lot better…most days.” Maya smiled as Emmie kicked her feet in her glowing sneakers. She was so small, but so resilient.


			“And you?”


			“I’m…” Maya exhaled. “Okay. Just antsy over the move.”


			Izzy nodded. “What do you think of the place?”


			“I love it. But you were right. It needs work. More than I appreciated. The ceilings, the drywall…” She pressed her foot into a creaking floorboard. “The flooring.”


			Izzy slung an arm around her shoulder. “Bathrooms, too. But it’ll get done.”


			“I wish I’d had time to do it before we got here. But Emmie needed the change. And I…I did, too.” She glanced at Emmie and murmured, “I kept running into him in town.”


			“Him him?”


			Maya nodded. “He’d just look at me like he wanted to say something. Then he’d walk away.”


			“Coward,” Izzy said. “I still can’t believe he got off with so little jail time.”


			Maya held up a hand. “Don’t. Please. He took a plea. There’s nothing I can do.”


			“You’re right.” Izzy squeezed her shoulders. “You’re here now. You don’t have to see him again.”


			“Yeah.”


			They joined Emmie on the steps, and Maya handed out the sandwiches and drinks. Izzy had wisely thought to pack plates, napkins, and even forks for the potato salad.


			“When do the movers arrive?” Izzy asked around a bite of Reuben.


			“Should be within the hour. They weren’t far behind us.”


			“Good. Dad was worried we’d have to wait forever.”


			Maya wiped her hands. “Where are he and Mom today?”


			“The Grand Tetons. They want you to call once you’re settled.”


			“Settled,” Maya snorted. “Sure.”


			“You know what I mean.”


			Maya handed Emmie a juice box and smoothed her curls. “Good, Em?”


			“Uh-huh.” She nodded, chewing.


			Maya stared out at the yard. The grass was mostly yellowed from winter. Three trees in need of trimming. No landscaping to speak of.


			Izzy followed her gaze. “Just think what you can do with it.”


			“I was,” Maya said softly. “I was imagining it.”


			“The yard is going to be beautiful. The house, too. With your vision and a decent contractor?”


			“I was hoping to do a lot of it myself.”


			Izzy frowned. “I thought the settlement—”


			“It’s not about the money,” Maya said more sharply than she’d intended. She flushed when Izzy’s brows rose. “Sorry. I just meant I want…I need to be busy.”


			“Well, then,” Izzy said gently, “your wish has come true. You can make this place into whatever you need.”


			“The sky’s the limit,” Maya murmured. Dantas used to say that. She could almost hear her voice.


			She blinked up at the clouds as the moment passed, quiet and bittersweet.


			“Yeah, Iz. You’re right. The sky’s the limit.”


			








	

			

    

            Chapter Two








			Nolan Wright sighed with relief as the music in the overcrowded bar died down. Between the blaring bass beat and the shouts of the after-work crowd trying to be heard above the din, she’d grown a killer headache.


			“What’s wrong with you?” asked Gruff, one of her longtime subcontractors and close friends. “You look like you’re either gonna keel over or punch someone out.”


			“My damn head hurts.” She rubbed her temple, which helped not at all.


			“That mean you’re gonna bail on me?” He slurped from his glass of Miller Lite. The foamy head stuck to his mustache, and it took him a moment to notice. He swiped it off with a brush of his hand rather than licking it. “Because you bailed early last week, too. And the week before that. What gives?”


			Nolan considered explaining, but the words dried up before they formed. She’d started hitting the Roadrunner with the rest of the crew to blow off steam after a long, hard day. Now she said yes more out of habit, just to make everyone else happy. It wasn’t their fault she was often uncomfortable. After all, they weren’t the recovering alcoholics—she was. And if she didn’t want to go, she should’ve just said so. Only saying no still made her feel like the broken one.


			Gruff studied her closely and glanced down at his now half-empty glass. “Is it the beer? Because I can drink it at the bar.”


			Nolan followed his line of sight. The bar as well as the billiard room and dining booths was full. The Roadrunner was the place to go, and everyone in town seemed to know it. With its dark walnut interior and live sports on huge flat screens, it had become the main draw for people looking to unwind before heading home. Cheap drinks and greasy food didn’t hurt the appeal either. Not with this bunch.


			“You don’t have to do that, Gruff. Not on my account. I’m just not a hundred percent tonight. No big thing.”


			That was the truth. Most nights, she could fake it. Tonight, she just didn’t have it in her.


			His usual jovial face fell, and he slumped in his seat, stroking his long beard. Music from the old-fashioned jukebox played Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’ ” through the overhead speakers—a song that used to make her smile. Now it just made her jaw tighten.


			Nolan winced as the pain drilled into her skull.


			“I just wish you could relax and enjoy yourself,” Gruff muttered. “You’re not the same as you were before.”


			“That’s because I was a drunk, Gruff.”


			“Not all the time.”


			“A lot of the time.”


			“Yeah, but you smiled. You laughed. Times seemed…better.”


			“They weren’t better for me.” Nolan kept her tone mild. Gruff meant well, even though her hackles rose at his remarks. As if appearances indicated what she’d felt back then, before she got sober, when nothing had been fun or easy. Most of the crew likely felt the same way Gruff did. Alcohol was part of their culture, an accompaniment to every celebration, including after a long day’s work. So…she tried not to get defensive, and she tried even harder to remember exactly why she had to keep saying no to the next drink. Every day.


			Memories of flashing blue and red lights surfaced, along with the hard pinch of tightening cuffs and the way her mouth had gone dry as she tried to remember what she’d done. She forced the thoughts away, but the nausea came anyway, sharp and cold. Remembering the aftermath of episodes like that, the self-loathing, remorse, and the fear of turning out just like her father, kept her sober. Tim—her longtime sponsor—and the meetings kept her on the right path.


			“I guess not.” Gruff cupped his glass and stared into his beer.


			“Hey.” Nolan cuffed his shoulder lightly. “I’m okay. Really. All this,” she waved her hand, “is sometimes a lot for me to handle.”


			Sometimes she wasn’t sure why she still came. She didn’t even like the Roadrunner anymore, but there was something about showing up, about trying, that made her feel less alone. She wanted to be with her crew, but it was hard to sit and watch them drink and shoot the shit when she couldn’t.


			“I get it,” Gruff said. “So if you want to leave, I’m good.”


			“You sure?” She wanted to stay a bit longer to prove she still belonged, but mostly to put him at ease and erase his faint flush of guilt. But that was part of the problem, wasn’t it? Her worrying about him, while her head split open, and she’d really like a beer.


			Gruff frowned, looking like he’d just lost his best dog. “Yeah.”


			“I’ll see you tomorrow, then?”


			He nodded. “I’ll just go hang with the rest of our guys.”


			“Thanks.” She slid from the booth and tossed some cash down on the table for her two Cokes and another round for Gruff. “Next one’s on me.”


			She said goodbye to a few people as she wove through the crowd and pushed out into the crisp night air. The pain in her head instantly receded to a distant pounding.


			“Thank you, Jesus,” she muttered as she climbed into her Silverado. Leaning back, she sighed. That had not been fun. She needed a good night’s sleep to purge the rest of the headache, but her nerves jangled in a way that signaled she’d be lying awake staring at the ceiling if she went home now.


			She needed a meeting.


			She checked the dash clock as she started the truck. If she didn’t hit much traffic, she could still make the late evening meeting at the Lutheran church in time for the shares. A few minutes later, she hurried down to the meeting room in the lower level and quietly eased inside. The faint scent of mold and baked goods in the dimly lit, hushed space was exactly what she needed—the familiar. Comforting and safe for the moment. The kind of stillness that calmed something deep inside her.


			She poured a cup of strong-smelling coffee and found a seat near the back, nodding to a guy named Billy.


			She knew most of the others in attendance, a few since childhood. Growing up in a pretty small town left little room for privacy—although probably plenty of secrets. She sensed a kinship even with the strangers in the room, though. They all suffered, and with them, she didn’t need to explain. She didn’t have to justify or pretend.


			Here, she just had to show up to feel she belonged.


			And that was enough.


			She sipped her coffee, listening to the quiet words of the speaker, and truly relaxed for the first time that day. So much better than the Roadrunner. She closed her eyes and listened to the person sharing. Their soft voice, like a metronome, eased her further.


			She’d heard the story before. It was her story. His story. Everyone’s story.


			They all could relate.


			Her friends would say they understood—but they didn’t. Not really.


			Why should she have to avoid going out with Gruff? With any of her friends? The distance stung—a constant reminder of what she’d lost.


			Maybe if she kept coming here, she could rebuild her life without the craving chewing at the edges. Maybe someday not drinking with them wouldn’t bother her. Wouldn’t make her feel so apart. So…alone.


			If she kept working the program, kept showing up, maybe it would get easier. She had to believe that. That’s why she’d come.


			The speaker finished, and everyone softly applauded. The leader, a longtimer named Jo Beth, came to the podium and asked if anyone else wanted to share. No one raised a hand.


			She asked again.


			Nolan cleared her throat and stood. “I do.”


			Jo Beth brightened. “Nolan, come on up.”


			Nolan set her coffee next to her chair, walked to the podium, and gripped it with both hands. She probably looked much like the faces turned to her—tired and solemn, but eager to listen.


			“I’m Nolan, and I’m an alcoholic.”


			“Hi, Nolan,” the group said in unison.


			“I hadn’t planned on sharing tonight, but something inside told me I needed to.”


			A few people nodded.


			“I was out with friends, and they were drinking. Everybody seemed to be having so much fun. Laughing, cutting up, winding down from a long day at work.” She lifted her hands. “Well, I worked hard, too. I broke a hard sweat for a solid twelve hours. Shouldn’t I be able to do the same as all of them?”


			Murmurs of agreement.


			She shook her head. “I didn’t drink. You know why? Because I can’t drink to just unwind. To just shoot the shit and kick back. When I drink, it all goes to hell. I end up doing things I don’t remember. Winding up in places I don’t recognize or don’t want to be.”


			The flickering of flashing lights in her mind caught her off guard, but she sucked in a breath and kept going.


			“Drinking isn’t fun for me. It’s dangerous. It beats me down and ruins my life. So why would I want that?” She drew a breath. “Why do we want that?” She tapped her temple. “Because that’s the disease, right? It’s sneaky. Whispering all the time about how one drink won’t hurt. About how you’ve earned it. That tonight’s different.”


			She paused. Met eyes. Felt the weight of their silence within her.


			“But I’ve learned better. I’ve seen the end of that road. It’s not freedom or fun. It’s a goddamn freight train, and I’ve been hit by it before. I’m not interested in doing that again.”


			A breath.


			“I left the bar and came here. I thanked my higher power the whole drive. Because this”—she gestured at the room—“this is where I stay on the rails. One day at a time.”


			She stepped back, throat tight.


			“Thanks for letting me share.”


			Applause came warm and soft. She sat again, wrapped both hands around her coffee. Two others shared before the meeting closed.


			She refilled her cup, shook hands, gave a few hugs, and stepped out into the night, still tired but steady.


			“Hey, Nolan, wait up!” Johnny Sanchez, a guy about her age who worked one of the other construction crews, trotted toward her from the church.


			“What’s doing?” Nolan said.


			“I tried to catch you inside.” Smiling, Johnny brushed a thick lock of jet-black hair off his forehead and grinned sheepishly. “Jo Beth needed a minute.”


			“Uh-huh.” Nolan grinned. Johnny was good-looking, if deep dark eyes, dimples, and loose-limbed swagger were your thing—which they weren’t, for her at least. But he was a steady guy, trustworthy, and she liked him. “What’s up?”


			She leaned against her truck, coffee in hand.


			Johnny mirrored her, sticking a toothpick in his mouth. “I got a favor to ask. You know my cousin Maya, who lived in Chicago?”


			“Not sure. Don’t you have a bunch of cousins?”


			“Only a dozen or so.” Johnny laughed. “Anyhow, she was a little younger than us in school. I told you last year about her wife being killed in a car wreck.”


			“Oh, right.” She sighed. “Effing tragedy.”


			“Yeah.” He looked away for a second. “Well, she just moved back with her little girl. Bought a nice house that needs some work—more than she can handle. I took a look the other day, and she needs someone trustworthy and good. So I thought of you.”


			“You trying to flatter me?”


			He held up a hand. “God’s truth. She’s family, Noe.”


			Nolan shifted. “I don’t know, Johnny.”


			“I thought you wanted to get into home reno?”


			“I do. Eventually.”


			“Then this is perfect.”


			“Where’s the house?”


			“Bungalow at the end of Sycamore. The one with all the acreage.”


			“No kidding? Pris’s family’s place?”


			Johnny pointed a finger at her chest. “That’s right. You dated her back in high school, didn’t you?”


			Nolan nodded. She wasn’t getting into that disaster with Johnny. “I always liked the house. I even thought about buying it when it came on the market, but it sold fast. Now I know why. Your cousin, huh?”


			Johnny removed the toothpick. “Think you can call her? At least walk through it?”


			Nolan hesitated. Her current job was wrapping. Maybe it was time she started making her dream happen instead of just thinking about it. “Sure. I’ll call her.”


			“Great.” Johnny gave her the number, shook her hand, and headed off.


			Nolan slid her phone into her pocket and climbed into her truck. She drove with the windows open, enjoying the silence, thinking about the house. Pris’s parents weren’t big on home maintenance even a decade ago. She could only imagine what it needed now.


			Well, she could look it over and give Johnny’s cousin an honest estimate. If there was one thing she knew, it was building. Her father had made sure of that.


			She snorted. He hadn’t been much of a father. Showing her the ropes had been about the only useful thing he’d done. The rest of the time, he was either tanked or cruel—or both. Bitterness and bourbon. A poison cocktail that had tainted her childhood.


			They’d done better when they stayed out of each other’s way.


			She pulled into her driveway, shut off the engine, and sat for a moment. She didn’t have to deal with him anymore. She couldn’t conjure up much more than distant sympathy for the man who’d raised her. He’d told her at every opportunity she’d never amount to anything. That she was a millstone around his neck, and that when she hit eighteen, she was on her own.


			She’d taken his edict to heart—maybe too much of the rest of it, too. But she’d walked out at eighteen and never looked back.


			He’d died alone.


			And thinking of him was a waste of her time. She dumped the rest of her now-cold coffee and walked to her house. The house she’d bought with her hard-earned money.


	At the door, she paused and looked up at the sky.


	Tomorrow held possibilities. She just had to leave the past behind.


	Maybe one day she’d be able to.


			








	

			

    

            Chapter Three








			The house was eerily silent as Maya unlocked the front door and stepped inside. Izzy had taken Emmie to the village playground to give Maya a few uninterrupted hours to meet with the contractor Johnny had recommended.


			She dropped her keys on the small table by the door and paused. Even with the furniture delivered, the place still didn’t feel quite real yet. It needed so much work—everywhere she looked, a new reminder, but at least the boxes were no longer threatening Emmie’s safety at every turn. She’d spent the last few days sorting and stashing what she could into corners Emmie couldn’t reach.


			Still, the enormity of the renovation hovered over her like a low-pressure system. Finding a new preschool for Emmie was first on her agenda after she got the reno contracted. Emmie needed a structured space and a way to make new friends, and she needed a few precious hours of sanity for herself every day. Not to mention childproofing the house was going to be a joke once demolition started.


			She flipped on the coffee machine in the kitchen, breathing in the faint scent of grounds left over from her last cup. The drip began its slow, sputtering rhythm as she leaned against the counter and looked outside. A big white extended-cab truck pulled into the drive.


			Wright Contracting, written in black script on the door panel, identified it.


			Maya checked her watch. Ten minutes early. A promising start.


			She pulled open the front door just as the contractor reached the porch steps—and blinked, pleased to find a woman. A tall, broad-shouldered one with short-cropped blond hair, sharp blue eyes set into a surprisingly gentle face, and obviously plenty of muscle beneath her navy button-up. Johnny had only mentioned “his buddy” Nolan, and she’d just assumed he meant “guy.” Dantas would have called her on that, and the thought made Maya smile.


			“Maya?” the woman asked, her expression quizzical.


			“Yes.” Maya stiffened. She didn’t mean to—her body just did it. Wary, on edge.


			“Hi, I’m Nolan Wright.”


			Maya shook the extended hand. Nolan’s was rough but warm, firm without posturing. The kind of grip that said she knew her work and didn’t have anything to prove. Maya forced herself to relax. “Please, come in.”


			Nolan sidled past her with a polite nod. As she did, her shoulder brushed Maya’s. The contact, so unexpected, so foreign, had her jumping away so quickly her back hit the door. Other than Izzy and Emmie, she hadn’t touched anyone since…before.


			“Oh, hey. Sorry.” Nolan took a big step back and jammed both hands into the pockets of her tan canvas work pants. “If this is a bad time—”


			“No.” Maya felt the heat rush to her face. “This is great—I mean, you’re right on time.” She cleared her throat. God, Nolan must think she was a flake. “I’m not sure where you want to start.”


			“Here’s just fine.” Nolan gestured to the living room. “I see you’re already moved in.”


			“For the most part.” Maya motioned vaguely toward the hall. “I’ve still got a mountain of boxes to unpack—hopefully with no more unpleasant surprises.”


			Nolan regarded her intently. “Problems?”


			Her serious expression somehow made Maya think Nolan was what her mother always called a fixer—the kind of person who wanted, needed, to solve everyone’s problems. Maya mentally chided herself. Her imagination had joined the GPS in full-on fairyland. “My great-grandmother’s clock didn’t survive the trip.”


			“Sorry. Losing something like that’s tough.”


			“Yes,” Maya said as Nolan unslung a camera from the case at her hip. “Can I get copies of the photos?”


			“Sure. Once I’ve done the walk-through and taken measurements, I’ll draw up my recommendations, and we can go over everything. No surprises.”


			“Good. I don’t like surprises.”


			Nolan paused to study her again. Had she sounded as uptight as she felt? Who knew interacting with a stranger would be so hard?


			“Then I’ll try my best to be sure there aren’t any.”


			Maya laughed. The sound, the feeling inside, startled her. When had been the last time she hadn’t pretended to laugh, for Emmie’s sake? For Izzy’s? “Probably you’ll need to see everything.”


			“That’s the plan.”


			Nolan smiled. A very nice, warm smile that reached her eyes in a way that made Maya’s chest tighten unexpectedly. She folded her arms around her middle and swallowed hard. “I’ll just follow you. Go anywhere you want.”


			Nolan pulled a pencil from behind her ear and a small spiral notebook from her back pocket. She measured the entryway, making notes without comment, not needing to fill the silence with unnecessary chatter. She moved efficiently, quietly, in an oddly calming way—shoulders set with purpose, fingers precise, eyes missing nothing.


			Caught up in just watching her, Maya slowly relaxed, the tightness in her shoulders easing for the first time in days.


			Nolan photographed the foyer, then crouched to inspect the flooring, running her palm over the worn wood—caressing it almost—as if reading its history through touch.


			“Normally I’d try to restore wood like this,” she said, bouncing slightly as she stood, “but there’s too much flex. You’ve got underlying damage.”


			“I agree. I’d prefer new flooring throughout.”


			“Have you picked a style?”


			“Hard flooring, everywhere. Emmie—my daughter—she just turned five. Spills are a daily occurrence.” Something about saying this aloud—this mundane, parental concern—struck her as strangely intimate.


			Nolan chuckled softly. “Got it.”


			In the living room, Nolan ran her hand along the wall, apparently checking for warping, and glanced up. “You’ll need a lot of drywall repair. And some ceiling patching.”


			“I figured.”


			“Anyone look at the roof?”


			“Johnny. He said it needs some attention.”


			“I’m sure he’s right, but I’ll double-check.”


			Maya wasn’t surprised. Nolan obviously left nothing to chance. Her whole approach seemed methodical, thorough, and solid. “I was hoping I could do a lot of the work myself.”


			Nolan’s eyes widened for an instant. “Really?”


			“Why not?” Maya’s shoulders stiffened at her tone. Slightly incredulous. Did she look helpless, like just another fragile widow who needed rescuing?


			“These kinds of projects eat time,” Nolan said evenly. “And the heavy lifting parts take a team.”


			“I know. That’s why you’re here. But I still want to be involved.” She needed this—needed to build something with her hands, create spaces that were fully hers. Not inherited, not shared with ghosts.


			“Let’s finish the assessment, and I’ll have a better idea for you.”


			Nice diversion.


			Maya nodded. That would be a battle for another day. “Fine.”


			Nolan walked around, checking the windows. “These look newer. Good shape.”


			“That’s a relief. Something I won’t need to worry about.” Maya smiled, and Nolan returned it—quick and soft, almost like she wasn’t used to smiling. Then, as if suddenly uncertain, she looked away with a flicker of vulnerability that vanished as quickly as it appeared.


			Maya tilted her head, trying to read her. Was she shy? Reserved or just focused? Hard to tell. Something about her stillness felt deliberate—a practiced containment, holding something back or inside.


			“I know a lot needs to be done,” Maya said. “Johnny said you’re good. And honest. That’s what I’m counting on. That, and preserving the house’s original design elements.” She glanced toward the dining room. “That means a lot to me.”


			“I’d want to keep all of this, too.” Nolan gestured to the crown molding, and her gaze met Maya’s—a long second that turned strangely warm. Too warm. Crackling with electricity that had no place here, no place in her life. Not now.


			Maya turned to look out the window, breaking the connection. “I’ve always loved this neighborhood—and this house. I wanted a quiet, safe place for Emmie to grow up. I was so lucky to get it.”


			“That explains it,” Nolan said.


			“Explains what?”


			“Why it sold so fast.” Nolan’s gaze flicked to the crown molding above them again. “I was interested.”


			Maya blinked. “You were going to buy this house?”


			“I thought about it. But I’m glad you got it.” A pause. “Seems like it’s in the right hands.”


			Something about the way she said it—the certainty in her voice—made Maya feel momentarily visible in a way she hadn’t been in months. Which just showed how the absence of adult company for over a year had her off balance. Mentally shaking off the odd discomfort, she said brightly, “Where to next?”


			“Kitchen. Need to check your plumbing.”


			Maya leaned on the counter while Nolan pulled a slim penlight from her back pocket and crouched to peer under the sink. How long since someone else had moved through her space like they belonged, so confident and controlled? And stranger still, her noticing the precise movements of Nolan’s hands and the flex of muscle beneath her clothes was beyond her recall. And seriously discomforting.


			“Pipes look okay,” Nolan said, sliding back out and standing. “You’ve got good water pressure, but this faucet’s on its last legs.”


			“I think the master bath is where you’ll find the bigger problems.”


			Nolan jotted notes, then surveyed the cabinets. “What’s your plan in here?”


			“New everything. Sink, faucet, flooring, countertops—simple stuff, nothing over-the-top.”


			“Cabinet style?”


			“I’ve got some links I can send you.”


			“Perfect.”


			They moved down the hall and into the master bedroom. Maya flipped on the bathroom light. Nolan walked in and rotated slowly, taking everything in, clearly assessing and calculating. Planning.


			“Missing tiles, chipped sink, and that toilet’s got attitude.” She knelt and checked beneath the vanity. “Corrosion here. This needs replacement.”
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