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Chapter One

[image: ]




“How do you do it, Becky? Come on, confess! See those firemen over there? They said this is the only place they’ll eat from now on. Give me the recipe!”

Milly’s voice drifted over the roadside diner in Newark. Rebecca had been working there for several months, but the same refrain kept repeating every day with slight variations. She couldn’t explain to Milly that the patty recipe hadn’t changed—the same one she shared with everyone at the start. Yet, people swore they tasted better when she made them.

She was a waitress at The Cedar and only went into the kitchen when the cook couldn’t come in. Turner, the cook and owner, rarely left for longer than a week. Regulars stopped at the diner for something warm and tasty on their daily routes between home and work in the city.

“Becky, someone’s asking for you,” Milly’s melodic voice carried through the steam. She was serving the elderly couple who always sat at the corner table by the bar.

Rebecca wondered who wanted to see her. She had no relatives in town, so she assumed it was a mistake. Becky wiped her hands, took off her apron, and stepped into the dining area. The man waiting wore a strict dark suit. The knot of his tie was flawless; he looked like he had stepped out of the Wall Street Journal.

“Miss Miller?” the man nodded and reached out his hand. “My name is Will Beckman, from the firm Beckman & Hill, representing the municipality of Buchanan Dam. I’m glad we found you. You are Donald and Sarah Miller's daughter, correct? May I see your ID, please?”

Becky’s ears suddenly rang, just as they had twenty years ago when a similar man in a suit came to her college to tell her of her parents’ death. She took a breath and tried to control the rising panic. It felt as if waterfalls were roaring inside her head.

“Unfortunately,” the lawyer continued after checking her documents, “due to an error in the municipal registry, you were marked as deceased together with your parents in the same accident. As a result, the house was left unattended, and property taxes have accumulated. The auction is scheduled for the 15th of this month. Since your name resurfaced in time and you are a living heir, we filed a request to stop the sale. You have one more month to decide whether to pay the taxes and keep ownership of the house and land, or to let the property be sold to cover the public debt. We will, of course, request a reduction of the interest. We have a legal basis, since you were never properly notified.”

Rebecca nodded, trying to process his words.

“I understand you’ll need time to review the documents. Here’s a folder with the copies. The originals are in our office in Burnet City. You’ll find a business card on the cover with our exact address and phone numbers.”

Becky’s hands were still trembling as she took the folder—she felt she might drop it.

Behind the bar, Milly stood wide-eyed while the fries in the deep fryer burned. Slowly, the customers' chatter pulled them back to reality.

“So, you’re leaving us?” Milly asked.

“I doubt it,” Becky said.

“Why not? You’re a rich heiress now. You can finally go back to college. Your dreams are coming true.”

“I don’t think so, Milly. If I understood correctly, the house has been uninhabited for twenty years. I don’t know if it’s even livable. And the taxes from all those years would devour almost everything. My life’s turning upside down again. I thought after the divorce I could start fresh.”

Milly picked up her tray and went to serve the orders. The couple by the bar exchanged loving glances. Becky stuffed the folder into a plastic bag and put it away in the wardrobe. She thought about fate’s surprises. She had been convinced that her parents had sold that house when she was a child. She had never expected to inherit property in Texas, so far from her life now in New Jersey.

Rebecca’s phone rang. She slipped in her earpiece and kept shaping patties.

“Becky!” Rosie’s voice chimed. “Gleb and I decided not to book you a hotel. Everything’s here in one building—you’ll sleep in Alex’s room, and he’ll move in with his brother. We’ll be so happy to have you as our guest! Can’t you come two days earlier so we can catch up a bit before Gleb senior’s anniversary?”

“Oh, Rosie, unfortunately, plans have changed. Something unexpected came up.”

“Don’t tell me you’re not coming! I can’t bear it. We haven’t seen each other in so long. What’s going on?”

“I inherited property in Texas. I have to go quickly, before the state swallows it up.”

“Yee-haw!” Rosie squealed so loudly that Rebecca nearly lost her hearing. “So you’re going back to college! I knew it!”

“Hardly, Rosie. It’s too late for that. And the inheritance isn’t enough to support me,” Becky answered, lining up the patties on the grill.

“Becky, don’t give up on your dreams again! You already did that once because you believed that windbag. Chris’s promises were a mirage, and only you believed he was working for the family.”

Yes, Rebecca thought bitterly. Back then, she had no idea he was building his own future — with the new family he had been secretly preparing for.

“We’ll talk again when I have more clarity about the house,” Becky said.

“What house? Don’t tell me it’s the one in Armadillo Valley.​[1] Where we used to hide in the attic as kids and steal your grandmother’s jam?”

“It seems to be that one. I still haven’t found the courage to look at the photos. I can’t know — I’m surrounded by stoves and knives.”

“Is Turner out fishing again? He’d better be paying you properly. Whenever you take his shift, the place is full.”

“Don’t exaggerate. It’s a roadside diner, and there’s nothing else around.”

“Ha! As if I don’t know how you cook! Now I’ll suffer twice as much, because I won’t get to taste your steak anytime soon. Call me tonight so we can talk. Hugging you, darling!”

“Me too, Rosie. Bye.”

The rest of her workday passed like a dream. Two days later, Rebecca was already on her way to Buchanan Dam, trying to remember details about her grandmother’s house.

***
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Although she hadn’t been to Texas since childhood, Rebecca knew the distance from Newark, New Jersey, to Buchanan Dam was about two thousand miles. For a woman travelling alone, such a three-day drive across Pennsylvania and Arkansas would be exhausting and more expensive than a plane ticket. So she chose to fly.

There were no direct flights from Newark to Killeen–Fort Hood, so she bought a ticket to Austin, planning to rent a car from there to reach the dam where the house was located. Through the airport website, she booked a Ford Escape—reliable and within her budget. She had no money to spare and wanted practicality over show.

Rebecca landed at Austin–Bergstrom International in the early afternoon. The Texas heat left a taste of dust in her mouth. In the distance, a haze rose—dense and dry, so different from New Jersey’s humidity. The Ford smelled of new leather.

With every mile, Becky felt how dry and desolate this land seemed compared to the East Coast. After Burnet, though, green fields and leafy trees returned. The road climbed gently through the hills. From time to time, a pickup loaded with tools or bales of hay passed her. She drove as if in a trance. Long fences marked the ranch boundaries, gates adorned with metal stars or family initials.

In her mind appeared the gate of the ranch she was heading to—the six-pointed star and the little nine-banded armadillo.​[2] In the centre. She had no idea why her father hadn’t sold the property. And if it was still theirs, why had they stopped visiting years before Donald and Sarah’s death? Her heart tightened at the thought she would never embrace them again.

Memories washed over her. She was in her final year of college, with offers from several prestigious universities. The death of her parents threw her into financial despair. With no close relatives—her only uncle had vanished somewhere in South Africa—she had no way to continue her studies.

Unable to pursue her dream, she agreed to marry Chris, the man she had trusted blindly. She couldn’t believe how blind she had been, not seeing his double life with yet another mistress. For years, she suffered because they had no children, but now she understood—it might have been for the best, so no one else had to share the pain of their divorce.

With no profession and nearly forty, starting over alone was hard. Without Rosie’s help, Becky might have ended up homeless. Rosie’s husband worked as a geologist in Alaska, and their financial support helped Becky rent an apartment. By luck, she quickly found a job as a waitress.

The road narrowed and twisted between mesquite.​[3] And cedar trees. The sinking sun was almost unbearably bright. Suddenly, it looked like it was dipping into the water ahead, where the lake gleamed gold. Becky’s heart raced. Somewhere past these quiet roads was the house she hadn’t seen since childhood—a house holding the key not to her lost past, but to a future that made no sense. Hope filled her heart.

Sunlight reflected from Lake Buchanan, flashing through the tree crowns along the twisting road.

Maybe that’s why Rebecca saw the armadillo too late. She swerved to avoid the animal while slamming the brakes.

She didn’t know that only moments earlier, the Richardson ranch’s sprinkler system had sprayed part of the road. By day’s end, fine dust had settled on the asphalt. When mixed with water, it turned into a slick film. When she braked in the middle of the curve, the tyres lost grip. The Ford skidded, burst through the brush, and flipped into the water.

Rebecca blacked out.
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Chapter Two 
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Paul Richardson glanced at his reflection in the mirror and smiled, rubbing his rough stubble. His property was perfectly placed for expanding the private pier and turning it into a small yacht club. He had already included the neighboring vacant lot in his plans—the one whose owners had died in a car accident—and expected to buy it soon at auction. With regret, he pulled his thoughts back to the upcoming night shift. He slipped off his robe and stepped into the bathroom.

Just as he turned on the shower, he thought he heard a crash near the yard below the house. Paul reached the window just in time to see a silver Ford sinking slowly into the water. He hurriedly pulled on his shorts and ran outside barefoot. Just as he was about to dive in, the surface of the lake erupted with bubbles. A woman’s body surfaced, clearly unconscious and limp, cradled in the arms of her rescuer—a man in a grey wetsuit, thoroughly equipped for diving. Pulling the snorkel from his mouth, the swimmer shouted:

“Good thing you’re here. I think she’s alive.”

Paul recognized Ben Garcia, the engineer who lived up the road and had spent the past week circling the dam on his jet ski, inspecting the wall. He rushed to the woman and helped drag her onto the shore.

“I’ll go back and check if anyone else is in the car. You know what to do,” Ben said, then dove back into the water.

The woman wasn’t breathing. Paul began mouth-to-mouth and chest compressions.

“How is she?” Ben’s voice came from beside him. His yellow-green fins glowed by the wet handbag he had set on the ground. The woman coughed and spewed water. Paul rolled her onto her side and pressed his fingers to her neck to feel her pulse.

“She’s coming around,” he said.

“Should I call an ambulance?”

“No need. They’d take her to Burnet. I was heading to Georgetown anyway—I’ll keep her under observation through the night. Stay with her while I get dressed.”

Ben sat by her and brushed a strand of hair from her face. Something about her features tugged at him. Maybe he’d seen them in a dream, because he could have sworn her eyes were almond-shaped, a sharp contrast to her fair hair. But why did he assume she was blonde? In the dusk, the wet strands fanned dark around her head. She was breathing in shallow gasps.

Paul reappeared with his doctor’s bag in one hand and a huge towel over his shoulder.

“Help me get her to the car,” he said, spreading the towel on the seat. Ben lifted her carefully, wrapping her like a cocoon. Paul waved once and drove the Cherokee down the road. The gate slid shut on its rails with a harsh scrape.

Ben slipped his fins back on and dived smoothly from the pier toward the jet ski rocking nearby.

The woman’s lucky I was here, he thought. But where had we met before?

***
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In her dream, Rebecca woke up again when the water reached her waist. She tried to open the door, but the pressure made it impossible. Kicking furiously, she tried to smash the windshield with her feet, but the car turned out to be sturdier than she had thought. Climbing into the back seat, she struggled against the rising panic. She managed to roll down the window while it was still above the waterline. She did it—just as the car suddenly lurched downward, and the water began to rush in so fast it shoved her back with every attempt to get out. Panic grew at the thought that she was going to drown. She tried to stay calm and hold her breath until the pressure inside equaled that outside so she could swim up—but darkness came over her again, and she lost consciousness for the second time.

She dreamed that someone was opening the door, and she heard the hiss of oxygen. A large hand caught the back of her head. The strong flow of air from the mask pressed against her face, sweeping the water from her mouth but not from her nose. Something bubbled in her throat, and she began to drift away.

Her ears rang. Darkness closed in again.

Rebecca had no idea how much time had passed when she finally breathed again. The nightmare gradually gave way to a blurred memory of being carried like a baby, nestling into the embrace of mighty arms. She opened her eyes and blinked at the sunlight pouring through the window. The blanket had bunched into a soft ball against her chest, and she was clutching it in her sleep.

“Wonderful!” said the nurse, appearing at her bedside as if conjured. “Dr. Richardson will be glad to hear you’re awake.”

“Where am I?” Rebecca croaked.

“At St. David’s Hospital in Georgetown,” the nurse replied with a smile. Her angular face reminded Rebecca faintly of Cher.

“What happened to me?”

“Don’t you remember? Your car went off the road into the lake. You nearly drowned. Luckily, Dr. Richardson was nearby.”

So it wasn’t just a nightmare—it really happened, Rebecca thought.

The nurse slipped the cuff from her arm. “Wonderful!” she repeated, scribbling something on the chart before heading for the door. But it swung back open.

A tall, broad-shouldered blond man stepped inside, a mask hiding his face except for a pair of blue eyes that smiled as he adjusted the stethoscope looped around his neck.

“Hello, Miss Miller. How are you feeling?” His baritone was the kind singers would envy.

“Happy to be breathing,” Rebecca said.

“I’m just as happy you are. If you’d drowned, my life here would be unbearable.”

“So the fence I crashed through was yours? I’m sorry for the trouble. I hope the insurance covers the damage.”

“Forget the fence,” the doctor said with a smile. “What matters is you. We spent all night fighting the effects of secondary drowning. I’m glad you’re fever-free, but you’ll need antibiotics to prevent a lung infection. Any allergies?”

“None that I know of.”

“Good. If things go smoothly, we’ll discharge you tomorrow. Where are you staying?”

“I’m not sure yet... I need to pick up the keys for a house in Buchanan Dam from a woman named Jenny Lopez. The office in Burnet left them with her. Her address is in my bag... but my bag—”

“Don’t worry. It’s in your locker. A little wet, but everything important should be fine.”

“I can’t thank you enough, doctor. You saved my life. I owe you, Dr...?”

“Dr. Paul Richardson. Sorry, I forgot to introduce myself.”

“Thank you, Dr. Richardson,” Becky whispered with a cough.

“Don’t strain yourself. No need to talk more.” Paul poured a glass of ice water, held it out, and guided the straw to her lips. “And don’t worry—I’ll drive you to Jenny’s house. I’m glad we’ll be neighbors.”

Rebecca handed back the glass and let her eyes close. Sleep folded over her again, and she sank into the same warm embrace from her dream—those strong arms holding her as if she were a baby.
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Chapter Three
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The paint on the old iron gate was peeling in places, streaked with rust. The grass in the yard had overgrown last year’s fallen leaves. The key turned heavily in the lock, and the gate opened with a creak.

With its broken attic windows, dusty porch, and dried, creaking steps, the house could easily pass for the set of a ghost film. Rebecca sighed with relief that the day was bright, the sun blazing in a cloudless sky. Careful not to fall through a rotten board, she walked past her childhood favorite—the rocking chair—and pushed the key into the front door lock.

The key didn’t fit. She tried again, but it wouldn’t even go all the way in. Her pulse quickened. Why did the key not fit? She was about to give up when, almost instinctively, she pressed the handle. The door opened with a sigh, one fit for a medieval castle.

In the next instant, something furry shot past her legs and darted outside. Her mind managed to recognize a tomcat, not a raccoon. Since childhood, she had feared raccoons, but cats, thankfully, never startled her.

Becky stepped across the threshold and stopped.

That step carried her back in time—into the atmosphere of boundless childhood happiness, into the shafts of light where dust motes danced and cast translucent shadows on the walls.

She turned around. The furniture stood in its place, just as she remembered. But something was strange. Something was missing... or perhaps there was too much? Suddenly, she realized what it was—the house was clean!

The cleanliness gave the sense of someone’s constant presence, as if the owner had only stepped out for a moment. It clashed sharply with the broken windows and dusty porch outside. Could someone have moved in? The Mexican border was about two hundred miles away in a straight line—far, but not impossibly so.

“No!” Rebecca pushed the thought away. It made no sense for a stranger to care for the house and maintain it like a museum piece. But her relief was mixed with a trace of unease. And the unlocked door only deepened her fear.

She pulled out the keys to the Cherokee, Paul Richardson’s somewhat thoughtless loan. His surge of generosity had been encouraged by the fact that the keys Jenny Lopez was supposed to give her weren’t for a rented villa but for this very house, next to his ranch. And she turned out to be the owner of the property Paul himself had planned to buy at auction.
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