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CHAPTER ONE


Danica
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“This is fantastic. Thank you so much, Danica,” Cameron Arendelle said as he unloaded the last of the wine barrels from the back of my utility trailer into his distillery warehouse. 

I closed the tailgate of the trailer and tucked a strand of my blonde hair behind my ear, smiling a little as I glanced down at the ground. “No problem. Happy to help, especially since you help us.”

Grunting, he set the barrel down next to the other seven I brought over and stood up to his impressive full height, tossing back his floppy brown hair while also dazzling me with a big smile. “Well, we haven’t helped you yet. But once the whiskey ages a little longer, then we will.”

Since the winery I owned and operated with my cousins on the island had been around a lot longer than the distillery Cameron ran with three of his friends, we had the wine barrels to give them to “finish” their whiskey in. But their distillery wasn’t that old, so the barrels they bought and started using in the beginning didn’t have enough whiskey flavor in them for us to do a “wine finish.” That was the plan for the future though. Just swap barrels with each other to help create better, more sought-after products. 

Tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans, he wrinkled his nose a little and stepped closer to me, and also into the spring sunshine, which only fell across the peppering of freckles on his cheeks and nose. “How’s Sam doing?” he asked, concern in his amber eyes. 

He didn’t have to elaborate because I knew exactly what he was talking about. My ten-year-old daughter, Sam, was putting me through the wringer with her anxiety and self-esteem issues. The poor thing had started self-harming, and I’d never felt more lost in my life on how to help her. 

Cameron knew a bit about what I was going through though, since his nine-year-old daughter Francesca was also incredibly anxious, and while he had never mentioned self-harm, I knew Cameron was really struggling. We actually started talking about it when we met in the office of the medical clinic when both girls had appointments with the new pediatric nurse practitioner on the island. 

“She’s doing … okay,” I said, giving a small nod. “We’re taking it day by day. Which is all we can do. The self-harm stuff hasn’t happened in a while—thankfully—but the low self-esteem is still a challenge.”

He frowned and offered an understanding nod. “It’s so hard when they don’t see themselves the way we do. The way most people do.”

“How’s Cesca doing?”

Rolling his lips inward, he continued to nod. “She’s doing better. Thanks. Do you know, uh … Tommaso, or ‘Tom’ Barone?”

Frowning, I shook my head. “Is he a child psychologist or something? I’ve read so many books on childhood anxiety and stuff that all the authors are blending together.”

His laugh was soft, and his smile small. “No. He lives here on the island. Keeps to himself, but he actually runs an animal rescue center.”

My jaw nearly hit the gravel. “Here? On San Camanez?” How had I not known about this? Sam was obsessed with animals. Had wanted to be a vet since she was two, and had been a staunch vegetarian since she was four. 

Cameron nodded. “Yeah. It’s actually the land right next to Bonn Remmen’s, on the other side. Since the McEvoys are obviously on one side. Big, beautiful chunk of property. He’s got a bunch of horses, ponies, donkeys, chickens, goats, ducks, and even a pig—which he lets live in his house with him.”

“Okay …” Where was Cameron going with this exactly?

He must have realized I had no idea of the destination of his train of thought, and he chuckled. “Cesca’s been going there to work with the horses. It’s been really great for her. Since horses need calm, she has to be calm and can’t be anxious. Tommaso has gotten her up on one of the older therapy horses a few times as well. Which she just loves.”

“Is he a trained professional?” I asked. 

“Not as far as I know. He’s a quiet guy. Doesn’t talk much. But he’s great with Cesca and the animals. I stay with her the whole time; however, she’s starting to make noise about me leaving her there.”

“Has Tommaso suggested that?” I racked my brain to see if I’d ever encountered Tommaso Barone or what he might look like. I’d been on the island for several years now, and while I certainly didn’t know everyone, I knew most. Well, maybe not as many as my cousins, Naomi and Raina, since they were quite a bit more outgoing than me. But I still knew people. Why didn’t I know we had an animal rescue center on the island?

Cameron shook his head. “No, which is why I haven’t allowed it. I’m just grateful to him that he lets Cesca come at all.”

“What do you mean? Does he not run a program, or isn’t it a business?” The more Cameron talked about this mystery man and his animal haven, the more confused I got. 

“Nope. I honestly ran into him on a fluke last summer at the kids’ school’s end-of-year funfair, and we got to chatting. He mentioned he had horses, and then I must have tucked that into the back of my brain. When things with Cesca started getting worse, I came across equine therapy and remembered he mentioned having horses. So I popped by his place and asked him if I could bring Cesca by.”

“So, it’s not a tourist attraction type thing? Or a certified therapy center? How the hell does he pay for …” I tossed my hands into the air, “life? The food for the animals and their medical bills? Is he like independently wealthy or something?”

His grin turned a little cheeky. “He was a former Italian pro footballer. Guy has millions. Oodles of money. Though, you’d never know it to look at him with his dirty jeans and ripped white T-shirts that he wears all the time. But, yeah. I Googled him after I first visited his property and had the same questions you did. He was very successful in his prime and must have just invested well.”

“And he decided to come to freaking San Camanez and open up an animal rescue center?” Something wasn’t adding up. “Is he laundering money? Trafficking animals? Running drugs? Do you think he has a meth lab under the barn?”

That made Cameron snort. “No idea. His online bio doesn’t say why he left Italy. Or how he got land over here. And I haven’t asked. He’s not exactly the kind of guy who is super chatty or forthcoming with information. However, I highly doubt he’s running a meth lab under the barn. While I can’t guarantee it, I’d bet my stake in my company on it.” His playful smile did actually ease some of the worry brewing inside of me.

“But the horses, and animals, and stuff are helping Cesca?” As long as the guy wasn’t running a meth lab under the barn, and Cameron’s daughter was benefiting, maybe I needed to pay a visit to Mr. Moneybags and see if my kid could come pet a horse or a donkey once in a while.

“So much.” He shrugged. “You want Tommaso’s number? He’s terrible at texting back, and never answers when you call, but you could try. Or you could just rock up to his place like I did.”

“I’ll think about it. I’m glad Cesca is doing better though.” I headed for the driver’s side door of my SUV. Cameron followed me a few steps, shielding his eyes from the glaring sun overhead. “Just out of curiosity,” I started, prompting him to tilt his head to the side, “the reason you haven’t left her alone with him isn’t because you don’t trust him, is it? He doesn’t give you like … creeper vibes?”

Cameron’s eyes widened as he continued to shield them from the sun with his big hand. Then he shook his head. “Absolutely not. He doesn’t give off those vibes at all. Honestly, I haven’t left her yet because I’m not sure Tommaso would be comfortable with it. I know he has a kid, but he’s grown and still lives in Italy. Leaving the poor guy with an anxious little girl would probably be his worst nightmare and traumatize him more than it would Cesca.” He chuckled and kicked a large rock into the nearby brush. “But no, the guy doesn’t give off creepy vibes. I would feel comfortable leaving Cesca there if Tomas said it was okay.”

Even more concern and worry dissipated from around my heart. After the shit I went through with my ex-husband, that thought was always at the forefront of my mind. Maybe I was a tad too protective of Sam at times, and perhaps that had contributed to her anxiety—in fact, I’m sure it had—but I’d rather she be an anxious person and protected, than the alternative. 

“Good to know,” I breathed. My phone vibrated in my pocket. Cameron’s did as well. 

Weird. 

Unless …

We each pulled out our phones and checked our messages. Mine was from my cousin Gabrielle,  the winery manager. 

Island Elders have asked to see ALL five parties that they heard extended proposals from. They want us there tonight.



I glanced up at Cameron. 

“I’m guessing you just got notified about the meeting tonight too?” he asked. 

I nodded. “What do you think it means?”

“I’m hoping it means that they’ve finally decided who they’re going to give Bonn Remmen’s land to and stop putting us all through the freaking wringer. It’s been exhausting and frustrating, and just plain annoying.”

I slid behind the steering wheel and exhaled. “Yeah, for us too.”

“They’re all retired hippies. They have nothing better to do than sit around and smoke peyote or dance naked around their monthly bonfire. Why has it taken this long for them to decide who gets the land?”

“Why’d you conjure that visual in my head?” I asked, pressing the start button for my vehicle. “I still haven’t been able to erase the image of a bunch of them nude sunbathing down at the beach below the vineyard. Abe Jefferies is a very pale, very wrinkly man.”

Cameron snorted and adjusted where he was standing so he wasn’t staring straight into the sun. “Thanks for that.”

“I’ll see you tonight, I guess. And hey, we’ll finally get to learn who the mystery fifth interested party is. You guys haven’t figured out who it is yet, have you?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Not for lack of trying though.” Then he patted the roof of my white RAV4 and closed the door, giving me a wave as I put the SUV in gear and drove off with an empty trailer. 

This time tomorrow, would we be the proud new owners of a new chunk of land? A chunk of land we now planned to share with the McEvoy brothers since my youngest cousin, Raina, and Jagger McEvoy had buried the hatchet of their long-standing feud with each other, and fallen madly, sickeningly, adorably in love. It helped that our visions for the land were very similar. So we just blended them to create something even more spectacular. 

However, we also knew that Cameron and his fellow distillery dads also wanted the land since they each lived in different places on the island, while their distillery warehouse was outgrowing the land they rented to have it on. And the women who owned Twisted Sister Cidery also wanted it. Though, none of us really knew why, since their land was bigger than the vineyard with its orchards and everything. 

Then there was the mystery party, who was also among the final five proposals the Island Elders narrowed the pitches down to. Nobody knew who this party was, where they were from, or why they wanted the land. Hopefully, they’d be there tonight and the mystery could be put to rest once and for all. 

I made a mental note to Google “Tommaso Barone” when I got home. The fact that this man lived on the island, and ran an animal sanctuary, and I’d never heard anything about it before not only sat oddly in my craw, but it also intrigued me. How was he able to stay that hidden from all the gossipy, meddling islanders who used rumors like their own personal oxygen tank?

I was halfway home when my phone in my back pocket rang. 

Hardly anybody ever called me. Everything was done through text these days. Leave a paper trail, and let people answer you when they can. 

This meant it was either a spam call, or something serious. 

Careful not to drive off the road into the ditch, I leaned over and grabbed it out of my pocket, getting hit with instant dread when I saw that it was the school calling. 

I hit “speaker” and set it in the phone holder on my dash. 

“Hello?”

“Danica?” Sierra, the San Camanez Elementary School secretary, asked. 

“Hi, Sierra,” I sighed, already knowing she was calling about Sam. 

“I’m afraid Sam is sitting here in the office. She’s had a bit of an … um … episode.”

The school, unfortunately, was not overly understanding or accommodating for children with any mental health issues or neurotypical diagnoses. This wasn’t the first time Sierra, or Principal Pickford, called about Sam shutting down when things became too overwhelming, or she started to experience anxiety; “an episode.” Sam’s teacher, Ms. Fitzpatrick, was a bit better. However, her hands were rather tied since Otto Pickford, the principal from Hell, kept her on a tight leash. It seemed like most of the parents on the island were crossing their fingers that the crusty old fart with the burst capillaries on his nose would either retire, or have a stroke in his sleep and just not wake up. I wasn’t entirely sure his wife would even miss him. 

“Can I speak with her?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 

“I’m afraid Principal Pickford would just prefer you to come get her. She’s already been very disruptive in her class today.”

“Put my child on the phone, please, Sierra,” I said a little sterner, as my body temperature went up. My voice shook, since I normally wasn’t one for confrontation. But for my child, I’d confront the Devil himself. 

I thought for a moment Sierra was going to comply, based on the way the phone rattled and the static over the line, but then a throat cleared and I rolled my eyes. “Danica, this is Otto Pickford. Please come pick up Samantha. Her outbursts and unmanageable behavior are becoming a bigger and bigger problem. She will be waiting outside for you.” Then the line went dead. 

Rage and worry filled every available crevice in my body as I pushed down on the accelerator and took a left at the next fork rather than a right. 

We needed to figure out a way to get rid of this man once and for all. The way he roamed that school with his hiked-up brown pants, yellow short-sleeved button-up with a gravy stain, and gross discolored mustache was enough to give the kids nightmares. But it wasn’t just his personal appearance that was frightening; it was his ego. His air of superiority. Like he was some kind of god, and all the children—and their parents—should revere him. 

I pulled onto the school road and slowed my roll. A sad, short figure with blonde hair stood at the top of the drop-off roundabout in front of the school’s entrance. My heart ached for my child. 

Sam wasn’t a bad kid by any stretch of the imagination. And I wasn’t one of those parents who thought their crotch spawn could do no wrong. I knew I had flaws, and I knew my child had flaws. But she was a good kid. She’s polite, she’s kind, she’s not bossy or rude. She didn’t talk back. She’s just shy, and suffered from low self-esteem and anxiety. And while I wouldn’t even consider those flaws, they are setbacks, and can make her life more difficult.

I pulled up right in front of her, parked the RAV but left it running. With sadness in her eyes, she approached the back passenger door and opened it. “I’m sorry, Mom,” she said, her bottom lip wobbling. 

“Stay here,” I said, climbing out and marching to the front door of the school, yanking it open, and not even bothering to address Sierra and her open codfish mouth, or Otto and his wide, soulless eyes. I made my way down the hall toward Sam’s closed classroom door and, with shaky breath and an even shakier hand, I gently rapped on the window. 

The lights were off as Ms. Fitzpatrick was using the overhead projector for something, but she glanced up, saw me, and smiled. Understanding dawned in her eyes. 

She murmured something to the class and joined me in the hallway a moment later, just in time for Otto to join us, his face a mottled array of different shades of red. 

“Danica St. Claire, you do not just march into my school and not let the secretary or myself know your purpose,” he said, hoisting up his pants and belt over his protruding belly, only for it to instantly fall again when he let go. 

I ignored him and smiled at Cheryl Fitzpatrick. “What happened today?” I asked as softly and gently as I could, even though inside I wanted to punch Otto, while at the same time also run outside and comfort my kid. 

“She had another episode,” Otto said, just as Cheryl went to open her mouth. “She’s a troublemaker, that child of yours. Nothing but trouble.”

I sucked in a deep breath through my nose and released it in a quivering staccato a moment later as I tried my best to rein in my desire to stomp on Otto’s foot hard enough to break every bone. Or at the very least, a few toes. 

“I’d like to hear it from Sam’s teacher, please,” I said through gritted teeth. “Since she was there and witnessed it.”

Otto huffed. 

“We had to partner up, and unfortunately, Sam got partnered with Clyde.” 

Crap.

Clyde was a real piece of work. He was relentless in his torment of not just Sam, but a few other kids as well. However, he wasn’t an idiot and doled out his torture in creative and sneaky ways. No wedgies or ponytail pulls. This kid went for the jugular. He was like a leech that grew bigger and stronger the more he emotionally and psychologically taunted his peers. The kid—in my totally non-expert opinion—was a sociopath and needed to be put on a government watchlist. An expert at figuring out a person’s weakness and exploiting it, he was well known for making several kids in his class cry by only muttering a few words. 

And Sam’s weakness was her shyness and low self-esteem. Or at least, that was what he chose to prey on her about. He would comment on how it took her longer to figure out math equations, and that she wasn’t a fast runner, or was a terrible kicker when they played soccer. He teased her when she was forced to read aloud—something she hated. Stuttering and lisping under his breath to throw her off. And while my kid had neither a stutter nor a lisp, she became increasingly self-conscious when he did this, believing there was something wrong with her speech. 

Clyde seemed to make it his life’s mission just to ruin her day. She came home in tears quite often because he said something nasty to her that hit a nerve, and my little love, who already didn’t think very highly of herself, didn’t have the strength not to believe him. 

“Why did she get partnered with Clyde?” I asked. 

Cheryl sighed. “She was in the bathroom, and Clyde was getting a bandage from the nurse when we selected partners. So it was a default thing since they were the only two left without a partner.” The remorse in her eyes eased my frustration a little. “I should have broken up another pair and reassigned them. I’m sorry.”

“Nonsense. Kids need to learn to work together,” Otto said. “There’s no special treatment at this school. And certainly not for disruptors like Samantha.”

Gritting my teeth, I did my best to lift the corners of my mouth a little while continuing to face Cheryl. “What happened exactly?”

“Sam wouldn’t say much, but from what a few other kids said, Clyde told her she was an idiot and couldn’t draw. Her writing was terrible. She was a horrible speller, and he hated that he got partnered with the stupidest person in the class. That if they got a bad grade, it was going to be all her fault and he wouldn’t let her forget it.”

My fists bunched at my sides. “And what did Sam do?”

“She put her head down on the desk and started using her scissors to destroy her white eraser.”

“And she made an enormous mess all over the floor,” Otto added. “A disruptor.” 

Cheryl glanced at him. “I used my hand-vacuum. Took fifteen seconds to clean up. Not a big deal. Or a big mess.”

“That was it?” I asked. 

Cheryl grimaced. “Not quite. He started to harass her, saying that she wasn’t helping. That she was useless, and—”

“Where were you during this?” I asked her. 

Guilt shimmered in her gray eyes. “I was trying to get him to stop. But as you know, Clyde is … difficult.”

Otto made a noise of disagreement in his throat, which Cheryl and I both ignored.

“Okay. Then what?”

“She had an episode,” Otto blurted out. “I told you that.”

“She lifted her head, got right up into his face, and just started screaming,” Cheryl finally said. “She backed him into a corner, yelling loudly in his face until I put a hand on her shoulder. Then she blinked and kind of snapped out of it, only to burst into tears and run out of the room.”

I nodded slowly and swallowed. “Thank you.”

“I’m really sorry, Danica,” she said. “It’s not an easy class, or group of kids. I really am trying my best.”

“I know you are,” I whispered, reaching out and giving her arm a squeeze. 

Cheryl’s head bobbed and she opened the door to her class, closing it a moment later. 

I didn’t even bother to look at, let alone address, Otto Pickford. I just spun around on my heel and stalked back down the corridor toward the front door. But he was right behind me. Like a wasp at a picnic. Buzzing and bothersome, and in need of a good swat. 

“Your daughter is a menace,” he prattled on, following me to the front door. “The way she yelled at that young boy. You should be ashamed.”

I continued to ignore him, yanked open the front door, and marched to the driver’s side of my RAV. 

“Did you hear me, Danica?” he hollered. “You need to get control of your child. Or she won’t be welcome here at San Camanez Elementary anymore.”

I considered meeting his gaze before I slid behind the steering wheel, but if I did, I’d probably say something I’d regret. I already knew it was going to take every ounce of self-control not to drive up onto the curb and run him over. 

So instead, I simply climbed into my seat, fastened my belt, and drove off, leaving his ruddy, flustered face in my rearview mirror. 

Neither Sam nor I said anything for a while as I drove. Not until I pulled up to Heaven’s Leap, a lovely little view spot on the top of a cliff. I turned off the ignition. 

“Up here,” I said to her, jerking my head to indicate she should climb into the front passenger seat. 

It was too cold and windy to sit outside, but we could still watch the seabirds ride the wind gusts like kite surfers and have our mother-daughter chat. 

She clambered into the front seat, watching me warily. 

I sucked in a deep breath, unbuckled my belt, and pivoted to face her tear-stained face. “All right, now let’s hear your version.”








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


Danica
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Sam’s recount of the incident with Clyde was pretty much the same as her teacher’s. Clyde became a sociopathic nightmare, taunting and belittling her. And my daughter snapped. 

I didn’t begrudge her snapping and screaming at him. It wasn’t like she hurt the monster. She just shut him up and scared him a little. Served him right. Even if she had hauled off and smacked him, I wouldn’t be chastising her; I’d be championing her. Because that little prick needed the smug smacked out of him and the empathy smacked into him.

Otto Pickford might call her a disruptor, but I just called her brave. 

“I’m so embarrassed, Mom,” she wailed, burying her face in her hands as her body shook with each wracking sob. “I can’t go back to school. Not after that.”

“Clyde is a menace. I don’t get how Pickford keeps defending that demon spawn. You’re not the only kid he torments.” I glanced out the window at the whitecaps on the water and the surrounding islands off in the distance, trying to find some words of comfort for my struggling child. “I’m not mad at you,” I said. “Do I think you should have screamed at him?” I shrugged. “Probably wasn’t the best idea. But it wasn’t the worst either. It got him to stop hurting you. And I bet it felt good.”

She still wasn’t looking at me. Her hands covered her face, and her body trembled, though less than before. After a few deep breaths, she lifted her head, her hazel-green eyes with white flecks around the irises watery and rimmed with red. “I want to homeschool like Damon does. Please.”

My cousin Gabrielle’s son, Damon, was fourteen and had recently started getting homeschooled because the atmosphere at the high school wasn’t good for his mental health. I wasn’t ready to give up on Sam going to school with her cousins and peers though. Damon’s situation was different, and while I wasn’t against homeschool for her, I wanted to see what other options we had before we went that route. 

I reached out and stroked my hand over her soft, blonde hair. “The year’s almost over. Then you’ll have summer break. And a break from Clyde.”

“But then he’ll be right back to torturing me in September because the island is small and we’re always in the same class with the same group of kids. I can’t do it anymore, Mom. Please don’t make me go back.” 

“You can stay home tomorrow,” I replied after a heavy sigh. “It’s Friday anyway. But I’m not signing you up for homeschool yet. I’ll see if I can get you a last-minute telehealth appointment with the counselor, and maybe an appointment with Brynn.”

Brynn Kellerman was a new arrival to San Camanez and, to all of our luck, a pediatric nurse practitioner. While the other two doctors on the island were great with kids, Brynn brought a new, more child-centric approach that I really appreciated. 

Sam sighed, and her shoulders rounded. “I screamed like a crazy person.”

“Because he was trying to drive you crazy. Because other people’s pain is that child’s fuel. He isn’t normal. Normal people don’t treat others like that.”

Clyde Whalley hadn’t been on San Camanez very long. He and his parents moved to the island last summer, and he joined Sam’s class in September. Right off the bat, he was a problem. For the most part, the island kids were all very welcoming and easygoing. It was a close-knit community with a big heart, and the residents looked out for each other. And that was how we were all raising our kids. Once in a while, a rotten apple tried to spoil the rest of the bushel, but that didn’t happen often. 

We were lucky in that way. 

Then Clyde Whalley arrived, and it was like all sense of peace and tranquility at San Camanez Elementary ceased to exist. At least, in Sam’s class. 

It didn’t help that his parents refused to acknowledge that their child was a problem and deflected all the blame onto all the other children. 

Nobody really knew what Avelyn and Jory Whalley did for work, or even where they lived. They probably did something on their computers at home. But we all just wanted them gone because they were harshing our island vibes. 

“Principal Pickford called me ‘troubled,’” she said, her eyes sad. “Am I troubled?”

“Oh, honey, of course not. You have anxiety. That’s real, and it’s not easy. And with you, it’s manifesting as low self-esteem and self-worth. But you’re not troubled. You know who’s troubled? Freaking Clyde Whalley. That kid’s the type of person who probably catches frogs and cuts them open while they’re still alive to see what a beating heart looks like.”

My daughter made a horrified face. 

The only reason I used that exact analogy was because my brother was a lot like Clyde when we were growing up, and loved to catch frogs, fish, and all kinds of animals to “dissect them.” Only, he wanted to see what the organs looked like while still functioning. So he would put the animal through unbearable agony for his own enjoyment. He did it to a baby rabbit he caught once when we were kids, and made me watch, threatening to give me a bloody nose if I didn’t. It traumatized me for months, to the point where I developed insomnia because I couldn’t sleep. I’d close my eyes and all I’d see was the rabbit’s eyes, wide and terrified. 

I pulled out my phone and called the island clinic to see if we could get an appointment with Brynn. To our luck, she had a cancellation in roughly an hour, and they could squeeze us in. Then I checked in with the telehealth counselor Sam was seeing, and while she couldn’t fit us in until tomorrow, my kid already seemed to be doing better when I confirmed the appointment with her counselor over text. 

“Kombucha?” I asked, rubbing her thigh. 

She picked a piece of lint from her navy leggings off her other knee and nodded. “Sure.”

I reversed out of the parking spot, even though we were the only people there, and drove back out to the main road, then to the town center. 

The Town Center Grocery Store didn’t just sell groceries. They sold a little bit of everything. Clothes, hardware, housewares, makeup, camping gear, exercise equipment—the works. And if the grocery store didn’t have it, you’d probably find it in one of the little kiosks located in the courtyard in front of the store. 

Booch and Bagels was an island staple. They made the best, unique flavored kombucha and incomparable bagels with an “outstanding chew,” as my cousin Gabrielle liked to say. 

I found a parking spot not too far away, then my ten-year-old and I stood in line as we perused the menu and its new flavors. “What are you thinking?” I asked, running my hand down the back of her long, blonde hair—a slightly lighter shade than mine. “That tangerine, mint, and chamomile sounds interesting.”

Sam nodded half-heartedly, her mind obviously still overthinking the incident today and embellishing it to an almost unbearable point—I was sure. Mine would anyway. 

It was our turn to order, so I went with the tangerine one. Then I turned to my kid. 

Siobhan, behind the counter, lifted her brows a little, waiting. There wasn’t a massive line behind us, but there were a few people waiting. One of Sam’s anxiety “quirks” was her inability to make a decision. She was incredibly indecisive, then would overthink her decision and ultimately, regret it. Which would lead to more anxiety. It was a vicious circle. Rarely would she try anything new either. She was a creature of habit and routine—something I was fine with—but would then sulk when people raved over something new that she couldn’t bring herself to try. 

“What’ll you have, hun?” Siobhan asked. 

“Uh … uh …” Sam said, shifting back and forth on her Converse sneakers and wringing her hands in front of her. “Um …”

Someone behind us huffed impatiently. 

I gritted my teeth. 

Sam glanced at me. “I don’t know,” she whined. 

Resting my hand on her shoulder, I applied a bit of pressure. “You love apples, so how about the apple, cinnamon, and vanilla?”

“That’s a really popular one right now,” Siobhan said. 

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know …”

“Watermelon-mint and the apple-cinnamon,” I finally said to Siobhan, feeling the eyes of the people behind us on the back of my head. I picked Sam’s favorite and the new one. If she didn’t like the apple, I’d drink it. 

Siobhan nodded, obviously grateful that a decision had been made. Then she got to work grabbing our order. 

We stepped to the side to wait, my daughter’s shoulders rounder than ever. “You’re not the only kid like this, you know. I happen to know Emme McEvoy is incredibly indecisive as well. And an overthinker. One time, Justine bought every flavor of kombucha for Emme so that Emme wouldn’t have to decide. But I don’t have that kind of money, kiddo. And life is full of making decisions. Sometimes big ones, sometimes small ones. But we make hundreds of choices a day. It’s part of life.”

Siobhan placed our bottles on the counter. I tapped my card, and then the next customer stepped up as we carried our booch over to one of the free benches in the picnic area.

“I know,” she muttered, unscrewing the top off her bottle as we sat down. “I just …”

“It’s fine. It’s just something you need to work on with Stephanie.”

Stephanie was Sam’s telehealth child psychologist. Right now, they met on video twice a month, but Stephanie had a cancellation list as well, which is how we were able to snag Sam an appointment for tomorrow.

“He’s just so mean,” she said after a few sips. “I’ve never done anything to him. And he’s just so, so mean. And not just to me. But it feels like he enjoys being mean to me.” She shook her head and glanced up at the cloudless sky. Bright green leaves, barely unfurled for the spring, rustled gently in the trees overhead as the wind zipped through them. Blinking a few times, she sniffed and swallowed hard, doing her best to steel her emotions since we were in public. 

I rested my hand on her thigh as we sat side by side. “You know he’s not doing this bullshit because he likes you, right?”

She glanced over at me. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t let anybody tell you that Clyde is being mean to you because he has a crush on you. That’s what they used to tell us, and it’s total crap. He’s being mean because he is a soulless demon and needs to be sent back to the depths of Hell whence he came.”

She snorted, and a ghost of a smile graced my beautiful daughter’s face. “I still can’t believe I just started screaming at him.”

My lips twitched to hide my smile. “I bet he nearly crapped his pants in fear. He probably thought you’d totally lost your mind and were going to beat the daylights out of him.” I kind of wish she had. 

“I don’t even remember doing it. My brain kind of … went into outer space or something.”

I simply nodded. “It happens. It’s a protection mechanism our brains do sometimes.”

Leaning into her until our foreheads rested against each other, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “For our own peace of mind, let’s pretend that Clyde actually did crap his pants, and he’s going through the rest of the day smelling like a dirty diaper and there is absolutely nothing he can do about it.”

Her giggle lightened the heaviness of my heart. 

While she felt better now, a chat and a kombucha were far from a solution. At the moment, they were no more than a Band-Aid on a bullet wound. And Clyde Whalley seemed like a bullet dipped in poison. Poison, I was determined to find the antidote to. Even if it killed me. 


      [image: ]At ten minutes to eight, the parking lot of the San Camanez Island Community Center was full of vehicles. Raina rode with Jagger since she and Marco were staying at his house. So Gabrielle, Naomi, and I drove together. The other four McEvoy brothers rode together in one truck, and the distillery dads came together in two separate trucks. 

That left the women who owned the cidery, who showed up in one big minivan. Four out of the five of them piled out of the vehicle. 

“Hey, Danica,” Ivy Ledger said, sidling up beside me as we all filed in to go hear the verdict about Bonn Remmen’s land. 

I gave her a small smile. “Hey, Ivy. How are you?”

She let out a deep sigh. “Nervous. Glad this will finally be over, one way or another.”

Nodding, I shyly thanked Clint McEvoy for holding open the door. “Yeah, us too.” 

“Myla is at home with all the kids. So hopefully this doesn’t take too long. She’s the only one of us without kids, and while she loves all her nieces and nephews, she’s significantly outnumbered, six to one.”

I blanched. “Oh jeez. Hopefully, she can use some of that police officer authority to keep them in line.”

Ivy barked out a laugh. “Her police authority carries no weight with those kids, I’m afraid.”

I snickered and smiled again as I followed Gabrielle and my other cousins off to one side. 

The McEvoys stood beside us, Jagger and Raina holding hands as they literally bridged the gap between our two families. Then the four distillery dads, beside them the cider sisters, and … where was the mysterious fifth party?

It seemed we were all wondering the same thing. Heads swiveled and eyes darted around the conference room as we stood there in front of the two empty tables with chairs behind them. 

Bennett McEvoy glanced at his watch. “For old hippies who dance naked under the full moon, they’re certainly drumming up the suspense.”

I checked my phone. It was now six fifty-five. 

The door behind the tables opened, and one by one, eight Island Elders filtered out—slowly—and took a seat on one side of the table. Hattie Granger, with her flowy multicolored skirts and long, gray hair in twin braids, sat in the center with the gavel in front of her. Abe Jefferies sat on her right with Keturah Katz on her left. 

Sunflower Patrick pulled a manila envelope out of her patchwork shoulder bag and handed it to Hattie. None of them said anything. 

However, as my gaze flitted across each of their faces, my pulse picked up tempo and my palms grew sweaty. Each of them—except for one—wore a blank, unreadable mask. I zeroed in on Jolene Dandy, also known as The Island Mouth, as her coppery-brown eyes glittered with excitement. Under the table, her leg bounced, and when she caught me looking at her, her smile widened. 

Did that mean something?

Cameron Arendelle at the end of the distillery dad group caught my attention and offered me a friendly wave. I gave one back, which earned me a gentle elbow to the ribs from Naomi. 

“What’s that about?” she whispered out of the side of her mouth. 

“Nothing,” I replied the same way. “We’re just friends.”

“Sure.”

I elbowed her back and made a point of not looking in Cameron’s direction again. 

“We’ll give the last party another minute to arrive,” Hattie said, her voice scratchy as her bony hands trembled a little when they reached into the manila envelope and pulled out a stack of papers. 

The sound of the front door of the community center banging closed echoed down the hallway toward all of us, and every single head turned halfway around, facing the open conference room door. 

Footsteps down the corridor preceded the latest arrival. 

The mysterious fifth interested party in Bonn Remmen’s land, and quite possibly, the winner of it. 

My heart crawled up my throat until my entire pulse felt like it was trapped in my neck. 

“Ah, Mr. Barone,” Hattie said just as the most handsome silver fox came cruising around the corner. Now my pulse thrummed, hot and heavy for a different reason.

“That’s the guy who performed CPR on that kid last summer at the school funfair,” Naomi murmured. “Who is he?”

Tommaso Barone. 

I forgot to Google him when I got home from Sam’s appointment with the nurse practitioner, and now I wished I hadn’t. That was the man who owned the animal rescue center? Mr. Moneybags Superstar Soccer Player Ultimate Recluse?

My mouth grew dry, and that’s when I realized my jaw had gone slack and hung open as Tommaso came forward and quietly shook the hands of each of The Island Elders. Then he nodded at a surprised-looking Cameron, then stopped and stood next to the cider sisters. 

“Who is that?” Raina asked. 

But nobody had time to answer her before Hattie banged the gavel and commanded all of our attention. She cleared her throat before she started speaking. “Right then. We would like to thank all of you for your patience with this. Bonn Remmen, as you all know, was a pillar of this community, and as the remaining council, we didn’t feel it right to just hand over the gift of his land to just anybody without doing our due diligence. There were a lot of interested parties, but you five had proposals that we liked the most. Each of them unique and wonderful in their own way. We also took into great consideration what we think Bonn would have wanted.”

The rest of the Elders down the tables all nodded in agreement. 

“Bonn was a simple man, but he liked a good gathering. He liked people. He liked community and, while he didn’t have any himself, he liked family. We were his family.” Her eyes grew a little misty, and her thin bottom lip wobbled as she took a moment to compose herself. 

Abe Jefferies reached out and grabbed her hand, giving it a little squeeze. She glanced at him and smiled. 

Clearing her throat once more, Hattie continued to speak. “It warmed our hearts to see the feud between Jagger and Raina finally end, resulting in a romance that we’re all certain will last.”

My cousin and the youngest, beardiest McEvoy brother glanced at each other and smiled. 

“And the fact that their families’ proposals were so similar just speaks to how aligned they already were.”

Out of the corner of my eye, the cider sisters and distillery dads all shifted awkwardly on their feet. 

“So, while we wish we could give the land to everyone, and have all of your visions come true, we have decided to award the gift of Bonn Remmen’s land to the McEvoys and Westhaven Winery.” Hattie banged the gavel again, and Naomi grabbed me and yanked me firmly into a hug. 

The McEvoys were hugging, then they hugged my cousins and me. It was just a lot of hugging. I thought about Gabrielle, who wasn’t a hugger or a touchy-feely person in general. She probably hated this. 

Out of the corner of my eye, as Jagger had my feet nearly dangling, his guns-for-arms wrapped around me, I spotted Cameron shaking hands with Tommaso and the two of them talking softly. Tommaso glanced over Cameron’s shoulder at me, only for a second before focusing his light-brown eyes back on the man he was speaking to. Jagger set me down and moved on to hug Naomi just as Cameron—without Tommaso—came over and offered me a handshake. 

“Congratulations,” he said, the loss in his eyes unmistakable. 

My smile was crooked and small. “It feels bittersweet, honestly. Like, I’m happy for us, but sad for the rest of you.”

“And to wish for more land to come available basically means wishing for one of those old buggers up there to croak,” he said, his chuckle soft. “I get it. We all had a twenty-five percent chance. And obviously, your guys’ proposal was the one they thought Bonn would have wanted the most.”

“What are you guys going to do now?” I asked. 

He shrugged a big, broad shoulder. “We’ll figure it out. It’s not that we’re without a place to live or run our business. We just wanted something like what you all have. A homestead where we can do it all in one place. We’ll get it. We just have to be patient.”

A flash of gray out of the corner of my eye pulled my attention from Cameron for a second, but only long enough for me to see Tommaso, in his gray hoodie and dark jeans, disappear back around the corner from where he came. 

“I mentioned to Tommaso that your daughter might benefit from the horses the way Cesca has, and he said you could come by.”

Once again, my jaw dropped. 

Come by?

“Uh …”

Another nonchalant shrug from Cameron the Confident. “Yeah. Just swing in there one day and go chat with him.”

I didn’t “swing in” anywhere. Certainly not without letting the person know ahead of time and coordinating with them that it was okay. I know older generations did the “pop in,” but not my generation, and certainly not me. 

I must have conveyed that on my face because he barked out a laugh. “He doesn’t bite.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll think about it. Thanks, Cameron, and … good luck. The right plot of land will come available for you guys. I’m sure of it.”

He kindly gave my upper arm a squeeze before taking his leave and following the rest of the distillery dads out of the conference room. 

Eventually, all that remained were the new landowners. The McEvoys, my cousins, and me. 

“Congratulations again,” Hattie said, now standing and slowly, carefully making her way out from behind the table to come and greet us properly. “Sunflower has all the necessary documents for you all to sign here.”

Sunflower, with her wooden bangles clacking, laid out ten identical documents. One for each of us, plus the master copy for the Island Elders. While Gabrielle wasn’t a real estate lawyer, something about the way she slowly read all the pages and wrinkled her nose said that while this might be legally binding, it was still odd. 

My hand cramped by the eighth time I had to sign my name, but I powered through and we all stood back, waiting for Gabrielle to finish. 

Her pen flared off the final page and she lifted her amber gaze, a small smile on her face. “There we have it.”

“There we have it,” Hattie echoed. “We all look forward to seeing your vision come to life and how you plan to honor Bonn’s legacy.”

We shook hands with the Island Elders and chatted a bit more with them. Then, finally, all nine of us filtered out of the conference room, down the hall toward the front door, and out into the brisk April evening. 

I longed for the summer, when it was daylight until nine o’clock and beyond. For evenings spent on my patio, overlooking the rows of grapevines, with a chilled glass of my favorite Moscato and a plate of cheese and fruit. It was something I’d earned after the first twenty-odd years of my life. A luxury I didn’t take for granted, nor wasted. It was something my cousins and I all knew we deserved, and we relished every moment of our “freedom.” Because that was what we were—free. Finally. 

I hopped into the back of Gabrielle’s SUV while Naomi rode shotgun. 

Raina gave us all a wave goodbye as she climbed her short little redheaded butt into Jagger’s enormous truck. 

Gabrielle pulled out onto the road, the silence in the vehicle between us thick with questions—but also bridled excitement. I think we were all still in a bit of a shock that we actually “won,” for lack of a better term. While we did increase our likelihood of “winning” Bonn Remmen’s land by five percent when we joined forces with the McEvoys, we still had three other very worthy competitors who just as easily could have submitted better proposals and been granted the land. It’d take a bit for it all to sink in for us, but the surrounding air crackled with electric excitement to get our plans for Bonn’s land officially underway. 

“Well, Mr. Barone is very handsome,” Naomi finally said, breaking through the quiet in true Naomi fashion. “What’s his deal? I’ve never heard of him. And this is only the second time I’ve ever seen him. The first time I saw him, I didn’t know who the hell he was.”

I debated only half a second whether I should fill them in. 

“He’s a former pro Italian footballer—or soccer player. Runs an animal rescue sanctuary on the other side of Bonn Remmen’s—or I guess, our—land. Keeps to himself. Totally funds the entire thing out of his own pocket.”

Naomi whipped around in the front seat with enough flare for two people. Probably because Gabrielle couldn’t since she was driving. “Excuse me? We have a millionaire living on the island and we didn’t even know it? Not to mention, a sort of famous athlete?”

“More importantly,” Gabrielle cut in, “what the hell did he want with Bonn’s land if he’s got a nice chunk of his own already?”

“I think that argument could be made for most of us who submitted proposals,” Naomi said blandly, which earned a shrug and nod from Gabrielle. 

“Fair,” our oldest cousin replied. “Still, though. Do you think he just wanted to expand his sanctuary? And also, what kind of animals does he have on it? Do we have like lions and tigers and—”

“Bears, oh my?” Naomi cut in. 

Gabrielle gave her a glare that, even in the dark cab of the vehicle, I could see easily. “Or snakes. What if a fucking snake got loose?”

“I don’t think he has snakes,” I replied. “Cameron said he has horses, goats, ponies, donkeys, maybe sheep, a pig. I think he mentioned an alpaca. Nothing that will slither into your underwear drawer and hide until you reach for a G-string and get a fang in the pinky finger.”

Naomi snickered. “Gabs won’t be able to sleep for a week now. And we all know Gabrielle Campbell doesn’t own a G-string.”

Gabrielle shook her head. “I still can’t believe I didn’t even know this place existed on the island. Or that he was on the island. Is he new?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Whose land is he on? Is he renting? Who died and sold their land? I have so many questions,” she went on.

“Clearly,” Naomi stated. “I think everyone in that room besides the Island Elders has a million questions about our mystery fifth party. We might know who he his, but we still know nothing about him.”

“I wish we’d been able to maintain that kind of anonymity,” Gabrielle murmured. “The whole island knows our dirty secrets now.”

Naomi and I simply nodded in agreement. 

The three of us fell into silence again as we drew closer to home, the towering evergreens on either side of the road turning the dark, streetlamp-free pavement into an almost-tunnel. I stared out the window, unable to banish the stirring thoughts or Tommaso Barone’s light-brown eyes from my mind. 

I’d already been unsure about just “rolling up” to his house to ask if Sam could hang out with his horses, because while I would absolutely fight for my child, I was also a shy person by nature and not one to “put myself out there” very often. 

However, I planned to do it—eventually. For my kid. Anything for my kid. 

But now that I knew what kind of handsomeness would be at the end of the driveway, I was more nervous than ever. And my family’s proposal had just beaten out his proposal, so maybe he’d be licking his wounds and less willing to help out of spite. 

I swallowed hard, catching a glimpse of myself in the window as I stared at the dissipating trees as Gabrielle took the corner, our endless rows of grapevines coming into view. I was nervous to see Tommaso again, and had no idea what I’d say to him, or how I’d even start the conversation. 

One thing I knew for sure though, was that no man had ever made me feel the way he did just by walking into a room, and as terrified as I was to see him again, it was also something I couldn’t wait to do. 

How messed up was that?








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


Tommaso
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I was just finishing up the breakfast dishes when there was a knock at the door. 

Portia grunted and trotted on her trotters from her princess bed in front of the fireplace to the front door. 

“Who is it, darling?” I asked her in Italian. 

Drying my hands on the tea towel, I met her at the door, peering out the window on the side onto the front porch to see a man in a suit with a manila envelope in his hand. The man appeared to have a stick lodged up his backside. Proverbially, anyway. 

I had a suspicion about what this was about and let out a deep sigh. “I wish you were an aggressive attack dog sometimes, little chop,” I said to my pet pig in Italian. “That way you could bite his ankles and chase him off the property.”

Portia grunted and glanced up at me, impatiently waiting for me to open the door. Unlike me, who preferred to be left alone, my pig loved people—and entertaining. 

I sighed again and opened the door. 

“Tomasso Barone?” the young man, who couldn’t be more than thirty, asked as the morning sun glinted off his heavily-gelled black hair. 

All I did was lift my eyebrows in response. 

He thrust out the envelope. 

“I’m here on behalf of Jansen, Johnson, and Jamieson Attorneys at Law. We represent Vincent Corcan.”

I didn’t move a muscle. The envelope remained between us, his arm up. Then he glanced down at my feet, where Portia stood, grunting and wagging her tail. 

“Is that a … is that a pig?”

Half a dozen smart-ass remarks landed like a splash of good Italian wine on my tongue, but I swallowed them down and simply held my hand down at my hip for Portia to stay where she was. 

I could tell she wasn’t happy about it, but my girl was a well-behaved pig and never went against my orders.

The blue-eyed kid shifted uncomfortably, cleared his throat, lifted his gaze from Portia, and more forcefully thrust the envelope toward me. “Mr. Corcan is filing a petition for land acquisition, stating that the land on which you currently reside rightfully belongs to him and his mother.”

I nodded slowly. “Mm-hmm.”

I enjoyed watching the man-child squirm. He wasn’t expecting this from me, and I certainly wasn’t going to make it easy for him. Sure, he was just doing his job, but it wasn’t my job or responsibility to make his job easy. 

He shook the envelope again, his eyes turning almost pleading, like he just wanted me to take the damn thing so he could tick “complete” on his to-do list and get the hell off the island. 

A soft whimper fled his throat, but he masked it with a quick grunt. “Please, just take this. You can obviously hire your own lawyer to fight it or whatever. I’m just the messenger.”

“You know what you’re giving me, right?” I asked.

His shoulders jostled a little in a half-assed shrug. “Petition for land acquisition.”

“This land legally belongs to my son. My late wife’s parents owned this land. Then, my wife died, so the land passed to her son. My son. And while he does not live here, because he is living his very best life in Milan doing what he loves with the man he loves, I have a right to be here. He has allowed me to live here and fulfill his mother’s dream of running a safe place for animals to live out their final days in peace. So, Mr. Corcan may think that he and his mother—the sister of my late father-in-law—are entitled to this land, but they are not. It belongs to my son.”

The kid’s cheeks took on some color, and the softening in his eyes told me he actually now felt a little guilty about what he was doing to me. “I … I’m just the messenger,” he repeated. “I’m just a first-year law associate doing what I was told to do. For what it’s worth, I hope you fight him and win.”

I could tell he meant what he said. So I finally put him out of his misery and took the envelope from his hand, jerking my chin toward the silver Hyundai sedan parked on the gravel in front of my farmhouse. 

He took the hint, gave me one last small but genuine smile, then turned to go. 

I closed the door before he’d even made it to the driver’s side and glanced back down at Portia, who seemed rather put out that I didn’t let her properly greet our guest and get some scratches. 

“Not someone worth knowing,” I said, taking the envelope into the kitchen and tossing it aggressively onto the island. Portia was at my feet, grunting and squeaking for some kind of good-girl reward, since she did as she was told and didn’t demand butt-scratches from the guest. 

I rolled my eyes and broke a banana from the fruit bowl in half, handing it to her with the peel still on. She chowed it down with enthusiasm, then her soft-brown eyes drifted to the other half in my hand. 

“Glutton,” I muttered, handing her the other half. She ate it with the same vigor as the first bit, then gave me those big baby eyes asking for more. “No,” I said, heading toward the front door. “You’ll get fat.” I yanked open the door and stalked across my yard toward the brays and whinnies coming from inside the barn. 

Portia happily trotted beside me, grunting with each step. I held the door open for her, and she stepped in first, going to each stall to greet the horses and ponies. Some of the lot were already out in the yard—they could mostly come and go as they pleased—but a few liked to hang out in their stalls in the morning until I came in to officially say good morning to them. 

I’m not sure how I ended up with such needy animals, but as much as I gave them all grief, I didn’t really mind. 

I went up to the first horse along the row, Galahad. It was hard to pick a favorite among all the animals, but gun to my head, I might have to say this old gent. Because he really was a gentleman who truly lived up to his name. A blue roan Quarter Horse x Tennessee Walker he got along with everyone. His best bud, however, was Conrad, another older man who could be a bit skittish. I rarely saw the Spanish Barbe with the white and brown splotches without his emotional support horse, Galahad, by his side. 

“Buongiorno, signore,” I greeted Galahad, scratching his neck as he hung his big gray head through the opening of the stable door. He closed his eyes and leaned to the side to rub his forehead against my head. 

Snorts and snuffs down the way said I needed to keep moving and greet the rest. 

I made my rounds, as Portia made hers. She was sure to give Kenny, the grumpy old bay roan Thoroughbred a proper hello. Kenny tended to keep to himself. He tolerated Monarch—the big gentle Percheron who had aged gray from black—but besides me and Portia, he didn’t want anything to do with any other animals. Portia stood at Kenny’s door, and the two seemed to be deep in conversation about something. Almost like she was filling him in on the morning’s intruder. 

I tried to give the last horse, Mouse—a very shy, small female Quarter horse—a kiss on the nose, but she jerked her head away at the last moment This wasn’t unusual though, as she rarely let anyone touch her.Then I headed over to the donkey barn to let those crazies out for the day. 

It was nearly noon by the time I’d completed all my daily farm chores. Feeding everyone, mucking stalls, collecting eggs, and being followed around by Cannoli the protection goose. I got him a few years ago from a farm that was looking to separate their geese that fought, and unfortunately, it was owned by an extremely religious family. Cannoli’s original name was “God is Love”. I quickly changed that. 

While he sometimes tried to nip my ankles, he did a good job protecting the flock of chickens and ducks from eagles and other predators in the sky. 

With about ten eggs in my basket, I thanked the ladies and went to check the duck house. There weren’t as many eggs there, and I wanted to hatch the ones that were. So I used my flashlight to check on them to see if they were viable, and left the ones that seemed to show a yolk with promise. 

All the horses, donkeys, and ponies were out in the field now, enjoying the sunny morning. Portia had found her way through a pig-sized hole in the fence and was catching up on all the daily gossip with Olive and Buddha, two of the donkeys. The other donkey, Piñata, was off doing what he did best, which was terrorizing the rest of the animals. 

“Piñata!” I called out, causing the big idiot with the gray coat and twinkle of evil in his eyes to lift his head from where he was busy chasing around the goats and causing them to charge him. “Piantala!”

Piñata was distracted enough by me, that Taco—the biggest male goat I had—took his opening and charged Piñata good, knocking the devilish donkey off his feet a little. Taco’s horns curled back toward his tail, So it wasn’t like he’d gore Piñata, but the donkey needed to be taught a lesson from time to time. 

I was halfway across the yard with my basket of chicken eggs when another vehicle, this time a white RAV4, came rumbling down my driveway. I didn’t recognize it, nor the blonde woman behind the steering wheel. That is, until she parked in front of my porch steps. Then, I realized she was one of the pretty women last night from the vineyard who won Bonn Remmen’s land. 

I set the wire basket of eggs on the top step of the porch and held my hand down at my hip to stop Portia from charging the woman as she stepped out of the SUV. 

Portia did as I commanded, but not without a bit of argument. She grunted and groaned at me as her entire back end wiggled in excitement and anticipation. 

As if she’d grown more beautiful overnight, the woman with the hesitation in her beautiful green eyes made my breath snag almost painfully in my throat. 

I exhaled deeply and evenly out of my mouth and waited for her to approach me. The morning sunlight glinted off her wavy, blonde hair until it looked like she wore a bonnet of spun gold. My body temperature climbed several degrees even though, from where I stood in the shade, it was chilly with that wind off the water. 

“Mr. Barone?” she asked, with a slight quaver to her voice. 

I held out my hand and nodded. “Si. But call me Tom.”

Blinking a few times, she held onto my hand with her soft one for a few seconds longer than I was sure was normal. But I wasn’t inclined to let go. 

Eventually, we had to, and she glanced down at the ground, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Um, I believe Cameron Arendelle mentioned to you yesterday about the … about my daughter, Sam, possibly coming to do the same thing as his daughter Francesca?”

I nodded. “Si. Yes. He did.”

Portia grunted at my feet, her butt and tail still wagging furiously. 

The blonde woman’s eyes dropped to my pig, then went wide. “Is she … is she friendly?”

“Si. Almost too friendly. She wants to greet you, but I am holding her back until you say if it is okay.”

Uncertainty flashed in her green gaze for just a moment before she dropped to a crouch and held out her hand like one might do for a dog. 

“Avanti,” I said to Portia, who gave a small squeal of glee before almost skipping over to greet our guest. I still didn’t know the woman’s name. 

Portia snorted and grunted as she soaked up the scratches and attention like the little ruffiana, or suck up, that she was. 

“Sei una piccola ruffiana,” I said to my pig as she grunted more loudly when the woman found the sweet spot on the top of Portia’s rump right by her tail and continued to scratch it. 

The woman giggled. “She’s adorable. And very sweet.”

I nodded. “Portia, in casa, bella,” I said to my pig. She grunted, then trotted up the steps and through the dog door. 

“She’s very obedient,” the woman marveled, standing up to her full height. “Have you had her since she was a piglet?”

I shook my head. “No. She was the runt of her litter, but someone got her expecting her to be a ‘teacup’ pig that would stay small like a Pomeranian forever. When she got big—as all things do—they said if someone didn’t come take this pig in twenty-four hours she was going to the abattoir.”

The woman’s jaw dropped. “Oh my god.”

I nodded again. “Si.”

“I’m glad you got there in time.”

“Si.”

Her gaze drifted back down to the ground, and she toed at the gravel. “So, um … about Francesca and my daughter, Sam. Is that something you would be okay with?” A swath of hair fell across her face as she lifted her eyes back up to me, and I had to clasp my hands behind my back to keep myself from leaning forward and tucking it back behind her ear. 

What was going on with me? I hadn’t had a reaction to a woman like this since Erin. 

Maybe her coming here wasn’t such a good idea. 

But before I could say no, she started speaking again. “My daughter, Sam, is ten. She has severe anxiety. Like, it’s scary. She was self-harming and talking about killing herself. She has very low self-esteem, and I don’t know what to do for her. She sees an online counselor via telehealth, and the new nurse practitioner on the island had prescribed her some anti-anxiety meds, but either they’re not working yet, or it’s a bigger issue than we initially thought. I don’t …” she swallowed and sucked in a stuttered breath from her mouth, “I don’t know what to do for her. Then Cameron mentioned you and your animals and how much it’s benefited Cesca. I’ll pay you whatever you want. I just … if being with the animals will help Sam, I’d … I’d really appreciate it.”

Merda. 

“I am … I am very sorry for what you and your daughter are going through,” I said softly as she carefully brought the sleeve of her olive-green sweater to blot the sudden dampness in her eyes. “It is not easy at all.”

She shook her head. “I just feel like a massive failure as a parent. That my child is … is hurting so much, and I don’t know how to help her.”

I’m sure it wasn’t easy for this woman to unload all of this on a complete stranger. It wasn’t easy for me to hear, but I empathized with her, and while I knew I wasn’t going to be able to get over my attraction to her if she kept coming around, I needed to ignore it for the sake of her daughter. 

My head bobbed. “She can come, yes.”

Her eyes lit up, and the smile that curled her full lips made my pulse race. “Really?”

I continued to nod. “Your daughter is Sam?” I asked. 

“Yes. Samantha, but we call her Sam. She prefers it.”

“I am Tommaso, but I prefer Tom.”

That made her chuckle a little. 

“And you are?” I prompted. 

“Oh!” A rush of pink filled her cheeks, only making her more lovely. She thrusted her hand out again. “Danica. Danica St. Claire. Sorry. I … I’m so silly. I didn’t introduce myself when I arrived.”

I took her hand again, eager for any opportunity to hold it once more. “Piacere. Pleasure,” I said. “Would you like to come meet the animals?”

She shook her head quickly and pulled her hand away almost like I’d just told her I’d mucked the stalls and forgot to wash my hands after. “No. No. Thank you. I should be going.”

“Okay.”

“Wh-when would be a good time for Sam to come by? What is your schedule?”

That made me smile. “I do this all day. Every day. She can come by when she feels ready. After school? Weekend? Whatever works for her. This is for her.”

The sudden gust of wind that ruffled her hair around her face like a flaxen halo seemed to carry away a considerable amount of Danica’s worry too, and her shoulders relaxed. Her smile in response seemed bigger too. “Monday after school?”

I nodded. “Si.”

“Thank you, Mr.—Tom. Thank you.”

“Prego,” I replied, watching her skirt around the grill of her RAV toward the driver’s side door. “Until Monday, Ms. St. Claire.”

“Danica,” she said, the pink back in her cheeks as she hauled open the vehicle door. “Please, call me Danica.”

“Danica,” I repeated as I picked up the basket of eggs and climbed the three porch steps to the top. “Ciao.”

“Uh … ciao. B-bye.” Then she waved awkwardly before climbing in behind the steering wheel and closing the door. 

I would have liked to stand there and watch her drive away, but the voice in the back of my head said it wasn’t a good idea. And I never ignored that voice. So I headed into the house as she did a U-turn in the driveway and made her way back toward the main road. 

Portia was in her bed by the fireplace and only opened her eyes, but didn’t move when she saw me come in and set the eggs on the island. 

She didn’t have to say anything for me to know exactly what she was thinking. The pig said a lot with her eyes. 

“Non dirlo. Lo so che è bella. Non significa che io debba farci qualcosa. Tieniti le tue opinioni per te, mia porcellina. Io terrò a bada i miei sentimenti e tu tieni a bada la tua lingua,” I muttered to her. 

Which was basically me telling her that I knew Danica was pretty, but that didn’t mean I had to do anything about it. Portia needed to keep her opinions to herself, and I’d keep my feelings to myself. 

All that earned me was some serious pig side-eye, and that was the absolute worst kind of side-eye. Because my pig was usually right.
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