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        Dedicated to my Mom.

        You have always cheered me on, buying every book and sharing.

        But more than that, you’ve never made me feel like I was reaching for the impossible.

        I love you so much.
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      November

      

      Adeline

      

      “Adeline, why are you just standing in this corner?” The voice at my side is full of thinly veiled contempt.

      Hilary’s mouth presses into a thin line as she grips my elbow, pulling me toward a group of people I don’t know. People Scott probably didn’t know, but Hilary felt they should be at his funeral.

      “These are clients of mine who wanted to pay their respects for my loss. It’s unseemly for my daughter-in-law to be hiding in a corner.”

      My neck tightens as I’m dragged along. This isn’t what Scott would have wanted, but before I even had a chance to breathe, Hilary informed me she booked the conference room at the MacTaggert Hotel for her son’s funeral reception. Despite my protests, here we are. Stuffy food with people who had no importance in Scott’s life.

      Her tone and face morph into a pleasant mask as she loosens the grip on my elbow, introducing me to one person after another who is meaningless to the life I shared with Scott. People I won’t be able to pick out of a lineup by the end of the day. Pulling my arm away, the faces blur as I shake their hands and listen to empty words of consolation before the conversation shifts to business.

      How did my husband’s funeral turn into some sort of fucked up meet and greet? Hilary hadn’t even deigned to call Scott in the last eight months, but his death is an opportunity for her to boost her business.

      A gentle hand comes to rest on my arm, a comforting voice cutting in. “Adeline, let’s get you some food. I don’t think I’ve seen you eat today.”

      My mom wraps her arm around me, guiding me away as I swallow hard and look up at the ceiling to clear my gaze.

      “Thanks, Mom, but I don’t think I can eat.” Pulling at the high waist of my black dress, it snaps back into place, gripping me relentlessly. Crossing my arms over my stomach, I try to ignore the waves of nausea that keep hitting me.

      She grabs a plate, tsking me, as she adds some fruit and a slice of bread and butter. “Sweetheart, you need to eat, please. This is almost over and then you can take the time you need to grieve in your own way.” Her low voice is hard as she glares at Hilary. “If she wasn’t Scott’s mother, I would kick her and those people out.”

      That gets a chuckle out of me as I take the plate from her. “She sure knows how to make any occasion an opportunity to network. Even if it’s insanely inappropriate.”

      We sit down and I nibble at the food, gazing around at the many people who came to celebrate Scott’s life.

      “I’m going to get you a drink. When I get back, I hope to see most of that gone.” Mom kisses the top of my head and disappears to where they’ve laid out the drinks.

      People are talking and laughing all around me, the noise an endless assault on my frayed nerves.

      Stabbing my fork into a slice of pineapple, my hand freezes when I hear my name mentioned behind me. The feminine voices unfamiliar as they speak in hushed tones. “Adeline didn’t even cry at the funeral. How can you not cry at your husband’s funeral?”

      “Right? I don’t think I could act like it’s just another day. I heard she’s his only beneficiary, and he left her a lot of money, so she’s probably not even sad.”

      They walk away, my ears filling with a ringing sound as I drop my fork to the plate, the nausea boiling to the surface as I race to the bathroom.

      Thankfully, it’s empty, but I head to the last stall, locking it before crouching down. Clutching my fist, I press it into my chest and try to breathe the way my therapist taught me until my head stops spinning.

      How dare they speak about something they have no knowledge of. Anger simmers under the grief. I would give up all the money Scott left me to have him back at my side.

      Another wave of nausea hits, but it passes as quickly as it came. Opening my purse, I pause when I see the pregnancy test in there. My period is several days late, but I haven’t been able to bring myself to check because the idea that Scott was ripped out of my life only to find out this latest round of IVF worked would be too much.

      Shaking my head, I start to close my purse, but the test calls to me.

      I need to know. Opening the test, I take a breath and prepare myself.

      It doesn’t matter how many times I do this, somehow peeing on the damn stick never gets any easier, but this time Scott isn’t waiting on the other side of the door, ready to either celebrate or comfort each other depending on the outcome.

      My eyes blur as I glance at the time and turn the test over.

      The door to the bathroom creaks and voices fill the room as I press a hand over my mouth, the private moment interrupted. This day couldn’t get any worse. My chest is tight, each breath laborious as tears threaten to fall.

      “I can’t believe Adeline.” Hilary’s voice is snide. “She disappeared again. My son gave her the best years of his life and she can’t even behave properly at his funeral.”

      Someone responds, but the sound of running water drowns their voice out.

      “All Scott ever wanted was to be a father and now he’s gone and will never get the chance. If he hadn’t married Adeline, he would probably have a couple of children and still be alive.” Hilary’s voice comes closer, and I hear her go into a stall.

      A tear falls, the anger I feel at her mixed with the grief of where I am. How dare she say this shit about me and Scott when she doesn’t even have a clue. She had no interest in being in her son’s life.

      “I know. He wanted it so bad, shelling out who knows how much money for IVF. And he refused to give up on her, even though he could easily find someone who could give him what he wanted.” The second voice is clearer, and I almost drop the pregnancy test.

      Lizzie?!

      My best friend of nearly eight years—and this is what she’s saying?! The woman I confided in, cried to about negative pregnancy tests.

      The woman I thought would always have my back. And she knows Scott said this round would be our last with IVF, saying he was happy with how our life was and that we didn’t need a baby to be fulfilled.

      I push my fingers through my hair and pull on the strands until the tears stop. Smoothing my hair as I hear Hilary leave the stall, I tuck the pregnancy test in my purse, stand and open the door.

      They turn, gasping as they see me, their faces draining of color. At least Lizzie has the grace to look ashamed. Hilary quickly puts on a front, but before she can say anything, I hold my hand up and shake my head. After washing my hands, I walk straight out the door.

      Finding a quiet alcove away from all the people, I move to pull the pregnancy test from my purse, dropping it to the floor.

      Glancing down, the face is up, a negative result glaring up at me.

      Grabbing the test, I stuff it in my purse. My lungs feel restricted, the stuffy air of the reception hall too much. Sneaking out the back door, my eyes burn as the constant ache in my chest pulses, relieving only slightly when I get to my car and sit inside and allow the torrent of tears to fall from my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      June

      

      Adeline

      

      Swerving as a horn blares, my phone flies out of my hand and I barely miss the truck parked on the side of the road next to a tractor with steam flowing from its engine.

      Heart pounding, I stare out my windshield as a man gets out of the truck and walks in front of my car before making his way toward me.

      The low baseball cap resting on his head shadows his gaze. My eyes lock on the firm line of his full lips. Lowering my eyes, I clench my fists, my heart pounding. He reaches my door, towering over my car as he bends down and signals for me to lower my window.

      I hit the button as I look up at him, my breath catching as I take in his face. He is striking despite the roughness of his appearance. Dark stubble covers his jaw, which is all hard lines. His lips are full, but there is no hint of a smile. Despite this, he has a kind face with the beginnings of laugh lines at the corners of his eyes. From those lines, it looks like he may have a good sense of humor. Not that there is any hint of humor in the amber depths of his eyes holding me in their glowering power.

      “Texting and driving are going to get you killed. Or worse, you will kill someone else.” His tone is censuring. My hands loosen their vise as I shiver. Despite the rough edge, his rumbly voice is turning the knots in my belly into a whirlwind that sets my heart beating even faster. “Tourists.” That last bit is under his breath, but I don’t miss it.

      “I’m not a tourist, I’m just lost. I bought a farmhouse around here, but my GPS is taking me in circles.” My voice shakes a little, mortifying me as he continues to stare. I never look at my phone when I’m driving. This situation is a perfect example of why. Clearing my throat, I search for my phone. After finding it on the floor, I pull up the address and turn the screen toward him. “Do you know where this is?”

      He holds my gaze a moment before glancing at the screen. His lips purse even more as he points up the road. “Second driveway on the right. But if I were you, I would turn that car around and head back to the city.” He looks me up and down, taking in my strapless sundress and strappy sandals. “You’re not cut out for that house.”

      Jerking my hand back, I narrow my eyes and glare at him, annoyed by not only the words and disdain in his voice but also by the heat flowing through my body at his appraisal. “You’re wrong. But thank you for the directions.”

      Closing my window as I stare straight ahead, I drive away. Unable to help myself, I glance back at him in my rearview mirror. It’s hard to tell, but it looks like he’s laughing.

      “Jerk.”

      The second driveway on the right boasts a gravel road leading to a set of rusted gates. Even with my relatively untrained eye, I can still see the years of neglect in the overgrown entrance to my new home.

      Shifting my SUV into park, I take a deep breath as I try to catch my first glimpse of the house, but I can’t see it through the trees. Saplings are sprouting up amongst the overgrown grass on the driveway, further blocking my view of the property. I knew I was in for some work, but the state of even the driveway is shocking. Despite this, something about the land calls to me.

      “Come on, it’ll be an adventure.” Scott’s voice is full of humor as we drive away from the house we just viewed. If you can even call it that. “Think of all the skills we will learn.”

      With a shake of my head, I point at the next house on the list, the one that I’m really excited to see. “No, that place is barely standing. This next place, we can move in and just enjoy.”

      He smiles at me indulgently and I know we will get the house I want, because Scott will always make sure I’m happy.

      My lips twitch when I look at the worn piece of paper with the listing for my new home—a rundown farmhouse with one photo of the house from the outside, the price, and a phone number. Not long after Scott’s funeral, I called the number and made my offer. Sight unseen.

      I’m sure if Scott could see me now, he wouldn’t believe it. My heart aches. Thoughts of my husband are always a mixed bag of joy and sadness. He was everything to me, my love, my partner, and my friend. And even though we had ten wonderful years together, it wasn’t long enough.

      Shaking my head, I open the door and swing myself out as a dusty black pickup pulls onto the driveway next to me. An attractive woman in a bright purple button-down and jeans hops out of the truck, her smile warm as she waves in greeting before pulling a folder of papers and a set of keys from the cab.

      “Adeline! It’s so nice to finally meet you in person.” She reaches out to shake my hand; her brown eyes are friendly, the wild curls of her hair accentuating the natural beauty of her makeup free face. Something about her energy drew me to her when we first chatted and I feel it even more now, in person. Something about her feels like I’m seeing an old friend that I’ve reunited with.

      “I must admit, I didn’t know what to think when you said you wanted to buy this place without coming to see it, especially considering the amount of work that needs to go into the house and property. You’re not what I expected.” Her tone is matter-of-fact, with no judgment behind the words.

      My lips twitch at her directness. The curiosity in her eyes is refreshing compared to the pity I’ve grown accustomed to seeing in my friends and neighbors. Pity mixed with judgment. Apparently, the fact that I didn’t visibly fall apart after Scott passed away makes me a terrible person. It’s mind-boggling to me how people think they know everything at a glance, and I will take curiosity over the critical gazes I see any day.

      Shrugging, I reply, “I wanted a project, a house that felt right, but one I could make into a forever home. Plus, I think Willowbrook Lake looks like such a nice town. Much better than the city.”

      The mantra is one I’ve repeated so often to everyone asking about why the hell I would buy a rundown farmhouse on fifteen acres of overrun land. Especially when my only experience with country life is visiting my grandma on her farm when I was a young girl.

      What they don’t see is the potential. The property may need a lot of cleaning up, but the inspector said that the house and the barn are safe, and, with a lot of TLC, he can see it being the dream home I’m looking for.

      “A fresh start for you and a new life for the house.” Raelynn’s voice is knowing. “I’m sure being in the house you shared with your husband wasn’t easy. I can only imagine seeing him in every room.”

      Since making the offer on the acreage in November and getting everything ready to sell in the home I shared with Scott, the past seven months have been a bit of a blur. Living without Scott in the house we bought and dreamed in as a couple was emotionally draining. I couldn’t handle the silence where there had once been laughter and love. A space filled with the man I was supposed to grow old with.

      “Exactly. Something to create new memories in.” Something that doesn’t feel haunted by what-ifs. “It’s nice that you understand. Not everyone gets why I need to move. They keep saying they can’t imagine parting with a space that holds so many memories. But I don’t need a house for that, and it was too big for just me.”

      She smiles softly. “Well, I’m excited to see what you do with the place. It has so much potential. I’m also pretty handy because I hate relying on anyone, so if you need anything, give me a call. I’m happy to help out, but I also have the card for a contractor if you decide to seek professional help with the house.” Raelynn’s voice is like sunshine, and I feel the excitement bubbling up again. “Anyway, I have the key to the gate, but the former owners informed me it can be a little sticky, so let’s get the paperwork out of the way and then I can head in with you to do the walk-through.” She looks pointedly at the overgrown driveway.

      She’s efficient as she goes over the details we held off on until we met in person. Everything has been signed, but she managed to get a detailed property history for me to help with the work ahead. The property was a steal, even considering its condition, as the previous owner’s children wanted to dispose of it in a rush.

      Taking a deep breath, I bundle the papers back into the folder and dump it on the back seat of the car. While Raelynn struggles with the lock on the gate, I grab my purse and phone.

      Locking my car, I join Raelynn, where she’s wrestling to open the gate. It sticks and screeches as she shoves it enough to create a space to slip through, and we start the long trek to the house.

      The grass tickles my bare legs, so tall it reaches my knees. I feel the remnants of gravel amongst the grass, and I think with a good mowing and the proper tools to work up the existing driveway I could get it in tip-top shape within a few days.

      We round a bend, the first glimpse of my new home peeking through the trees. The siding has hail damage—significant hail damage—and needs to be replaced. The roof looks fairly new, but I can see baby trees growing in the gutters, gutters that likely need to be replaced as well. A few trees are too close to the house and must come down before they topple during a summer storm. All the windows are old and need to be replaced. Some have cracks in them from who knows what.

      Underneath all that, though, the house is perfect. It’s quaint, with a porch that wraps around one side. The little dormer on the second floor adds charm and interest to the design of the home. The feeling I got when I found the house online is even stronger now that I’m standing in front of it.

      Biting back tears, I smile. This is home.
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      Adeline

      

      Raelynn leads the way up the rickety steps to the covered porch. It creaks under our weight, some boards shifting. Inhaling a deep breath, I wipe my palms on my legs. One step at a time, this house will reach its full potential.

      Raelynn must see something in my expression because she pauses at the door. “It’s a lot, I know. How are you feeling now that it’s here in front of you and no longer abstract?”

      Licking my lips, I meet her eyes briefly before taking in my surroundings. The house. The green landscape that surrounds us. The overgrown animal pens. It’s overwhelming and peaceful all at once. Scott didn’t leave me destitute, so the magnitude of the work doesn’t worry me financially, but a small part of me wonders if I bit off more than I can chew.

      “Despite feeling a little overwhelmed seeing the work up close, I also feel at peace for the first time in seven months. I can do this. One step at a time.” Proud of the confidence in my voice, I smile at Raelynn. “Let’s see the inside.”

      She grins back at me and turns the key in the lock. Raelynn pushes at the door. It jams in place, so she shoves her shoulder into it until it finally gives. The floor is filthy, with years of dirt and dust caked on it.

      “Let’s leave our shoes on,” Raelynn suggests with a grimace.

      I move past her, ready to explore. The front half of the main floor boasts an office, bathroom, and laundry room. Fairly basic but functional for the time being. The back half is an open-concept kitchen and living room. The kitchen takes up the entire right side of the space. The cabinets and counters make an L shape. The patio doors are adjacent to the kitchen, perfect for grilling outside. It’s not huge, but I think there’s a ton of potential with space for a table or island in the center to create more countertops.

      In the center of the back wall is a massive wood-burning fireplace. I picture sitting in front of it in the winter, watching the flames flicker and enjoying the comforting smell only a crackling fire can provide.

      On the left-hand side of the room is a spacious living area that’s a blank slate.

      While I explore, Raelynn quietly trails behind me, allowing me time to take everything in. We do a quick tour of the basement. It’s unfinished and in decent condition. The insulation looks newer, the plastic covering it is new, and the concrete floor is actually cleaner than the floor upstairs. Aside from a small cold room at the front of the house, there’s not much to take in. The utilities are next to it, with the roughed-in plumbing adjacent.

      The second floor boasts a landing that looks into the living space below. At the back of the house is one bedroom. The entire front is the primary bedroom, with a shared bathroom in the middle across from the stairs.

      “The living space up here is really cozy. I think, with some work, it has so much potential.” My words gush out, excitement filling me as ideas start to flow.

      Raelynn nods. “Agreed, it’s a fairly clean slate for changes.

      “I am going to put in a primary ensuite along this wall, with a soaker tub, huge shower, and dual sinks with storage.” Gesturing over to the small closet, I open my mouth to continue when two mice scurry under the doors.

      “Oh my god!” My voice is shrill as they run along the wall and into the hall. Shuddering, I cringe at the idea of sleeping here tonight. Who knows how many more are lurking. Turning to Raelynn, I start laughing at the humor in her eyes. “I need to stay somewhere else until I can get an exterminator here. I can handle a lot, but furry roommates are not on that list.”

      Raelynn chuckles, handing me a card. “I suspected you might need this.”
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        * * *

      

      The inn before me is adorable. It looks like a gingerbread house from a fairy tale. The cute kind, not the scary ones. The grounds around the inn are meticulously landscaped, with a pond, beautiful flowers and shrubs, and picturesque benches scattered about. If this is the front, I can only imagine what the back looks like.

      After Raelynn left, I got a call from the moving pod company to say they were delayed for a few days, so I hiked back to my car and ended up here. It doesn’t seem like a bad place to be while I wait for my things and the uninvited guests to be dealt with.

      “Hello, welcome to Willowbrook Inn. Do you have a reservation?” The girl at the desk is pretty, her hair cut in a sleek bob accentuating her delicate features. Her makeup is subtle in a way I only wish I could accomplish.

      I glance at her name tag. Ari. Her name is as pretty as she is.

      “Hi, I’m sorry, I don’t. I just moved to town, but my house has mice, and Raelynn Gaetz recommended I stay here.” Giving her a small smile, I set my bag down. The long day is catching up to me, my stomach growling loudly in the room.

      She covers her mouth as she coughs, but I’m pretty sure she’s trying to hide her smile. “Of course, Raelynn let me know you were coming by. Let’s get you checked in quickly, and welcome to town! I’m sure you will love it here.”

      Glancing around the space, I admire the cozy couches next to a fireplace that is currently empty. Shelves of books and photos of the Inn and its surroundings cover the walls. It’s simple, inviting, but also chic.

      “It’s really lovely in here.” I turn back to Ari as she pulls out a key card.

      The smile that crosses her face is one of pride. “Thank you. My parents bought the inn when they moved here from Korea, and now that they’re getting close to retirement, I’m slowly taking over.”

      She goes over the details of my stay, handing me my key once I pay.

      My room is just as cozy and welcoming as the foyer. Small but functional, with a double bed, a chair, and a small desk. The TV is mounted to the wall but extends out, which is a nice feature. I make a mental note to add this in my house.

      The bathroom is glorious, and as soon as I see the deep, jetted tub, I immediately change my mind from having a nap to taking a bath. Everything gleams, it’s so clean.

      Turning it on, I add some of the bubbles provided and settle in as I call the exterminator. By the time I sink into the bath, I have everything put away and an appointment for the next day.

      Closing my eyes, I breathe in the fresh, tangy scent of the bubbles. My chest tightens, the scent drawing up a memory of my first weekend away with Scott. We’d gone hiking all day, and when we got back to the hotel, our bodies were so sore we decided to enjoy the double jacuzzi tub. The bubbles they had there smelled almost exactly the same as the ones enveloping me.

      Sitting up, I rub my hands over my face and push back tears. I wish he was here with me, crammed in the tub because his six-foot-three frame would’ve barely fit. Instead, I’m navigating a life without him, all because of a drunk driver and unfortunate timing.
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