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Chapter One




Abby Foster didn’t want to like the town of Jewell Cove. It was just her bad luck, then, that the place appeared annoyingly cheerful and quaint; a postcard-perfect sea town on the Maine coast dotted with colorful buildings nestled above the pristine inlet of Penobscot Bay. In response to her irritation, she cranked up the radio and rolled down the window. The breeze blew her hair back from her face, and she gave her head a toss as she continued into the town, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel along with the music. She had to be here. She didn’t have to like it. 

She couldn’t put the trip off any longer. Something had to be done with the house. The estate was paying the taxes on the damned place but her Aunt Marian’s lawyer kept pestering her about the condition of the property and what she was going to do about it. The constant correspondence made it impossible to pretend the house didn’t exist. So she finally put in for a deferred leave from her job as an elementary school teacher and decided to deal with the family mess once and for all. 

Family, heh. Abby gave a short laugh to herself. Up until a year ago, she hadn’t realized she actually had any family. And if it weren’t for Ian Martin, Marian’s pesky lawyer, she’d happily ignore the connection altogether. It was easy to resent a family she’d never knownl; a family who could have reached out to her at any time over the last twenty-five years and hadn’t. Ever since she received the so-called “happy news” that she was practically an heiress, she refused to use her inheritance from her great-Aunt Marian for anything. She considered it somehow tainted, like guilt money sent too late to make amends for past transgressions. Not that she knew what those transgressions were other than years of silence. Abby’s Gram had staunchly refused to talk about her childhood, and Marian certainly hadn’t reached out. All that Abby knew was that Gram had been raised by her grandparents who’d died right before she’d gotten pregnant with Abby’s father. In many ways, it was like Gram’s life hadn’t existed before the Prescotts took her in. 

Abby frowned and picked up the slip of paper with directions scrawled on it. Now that she was here, they didn’t exactly seem to make sense. She couldn’t tell if she was facing south or east, the way the road twisted around. 

Seeing a gas station up ahead, Abby made a sharp turn and pulled into the broken paved lot. Situated at the edge of town, the old gas pumps and faded sign definitely gave a vintage feel—if rundown could be considered vintage. She needed to fill up with gas anyway, and she could 

ask for directions to Foster Lane. She blew out a breath. For Pete’s sake, there was even a road named after the family… a side of the family, she reminded herself bitterly, who’d apparently been as rich as Croesus and left the rest of them to be poor as church mice. 

A grizzled man in a navy shirt came out of the shop, wiping his hands on a rag as she pulled up to the gas pump. “Afternoon,” he called out,; and when he smiled, she saw he was missing a few teeth. 

“Hi there,” she answered back pleasantly, determined to be friendly. Gram had always said you could catch more flies with honey than vinegar, and the smoother this went the faster she’d be out of here leaving nothing more than a vapor trail. “Fill it up, please.” 

“Sure thing,” he replied. He went to the pump and opened her gas cap. “Nova Scotia plate. On vacation?” 

“Um…sort of.” She pasted on her biggest smile. “I was wondering, can you tell me how to get to Foster Lane? The directions I have aren’t very clear.” 

The old man’s head snapped up. “Foster Lane? Only thing up there is the house on Blackberry Hill.” 

A little zing of excitement that she didn’t expect coursed through her. The House on Blackberry Hill sounded much more evocative than plain old Foster House. “Yes, that’s it. The Foster mansion, right?”

The pump clicked off and the man put the gas cap back on and came to her window. “No one’s lived in the Foster place for years. Not since Marian got sick and had to go to the home.” He pushed his cap back on his head. “Heard some distant family member inherited it, but we’ve never heard a whisper from him. It’s a wicked mess up there after being left so long.” 

Unease settled on her again, erasing the tingle of anticipation she’d felt. How much of a mess was she walking into? Maybe this grand mansion was nothing but a derelict disaster after all. The joke would be on her if she inherited a run-down money pit. “Could you give me directions to it anyway?”

He peered at her keenly. “Hey, you ain’t that relative, are ya? The one she left everything to?” 

Abigail held in a sigh and tried to relax her shoulders. “That would be me. I’m Abigail Foster. Marian was my great-aunt.” It felt strange saying the words. 

He tilted his head and squinted at her. “You Iris’s blood, then? No one from Iris’s side’s set foot here since ’45.” 

Her smile faltered at the reminder. She had to be here to do something about the house, but as she sat in her car, Abby realized that perfect strangers knew more about her family history than she did. It wasn’t exactly a comfortable feeling. 

“The directions, please?” 

He stepped back at her sharpish tone. “Sure, sure, right enough. Follow this road through town, then go another few miles and you’ll find Blackberry Hill Road off to your right, starting up the mountain. Foster Lane’s about halfway up, to the left.” 

“Thank you so much.” She took some cash out of her wallet to pay for the gas and started her engine. Before she could drive away, the man—Bill, his pin said—leaned his elbows on the window. 

“You’re gonna want someone to have a look at the place, Ms. Foster. It’s going to need repairs for sure. I can give you some names…” 

 Abby forced a smile. “Maybe some other time, once I’ve had a chance to look around. But thanks for the directions, Bill. You’ve been a real help.” 

He got the message and stood back, his lips pursed at the polite but clear indication that she wanted to be on her way. Abby lifted a hand in farewell as she pulled away from the pumps, knowing that she couldn’t hide forever. Sooner or later—probably sooner, once Bill started the proverbial ball rolling—the people of Jewell Cove would know that the Foster mansion and the bags of money that went with it all belonged to her. And if Abby knew anything about small towns, they’d all want to know what she planned to do with it; all would have suggestions and would want their piece of the pie, wouldn’t they? 

She rested her elbow along the open window as she slowed coming into town limits. It had been foggy until she’d reached the New Brunswick border, but now there was nothing but blue skies overhead as she crawled down Main Street. 

Her first impression of the town was that it reminded her of the seaside villages on Nova Scotia’s South Shore—a cheerful kaleidoscope of colorful homes and businesses above a small but vibrant harbor. That was fairly accurate, she realized, as fishing and pleasure boats bobbed on the surface of the cove. She slowed to watch a restored schooner slide effortlessly into the harbor to dock. The water glittered in the summer sun and the tangy scent of the sea filled her nostrils. 

She paused at the one and only traffic light. The town looked like something off a brochure, complete with patriotic flags along storefronts and pots of cheerful geraniums, white petunias, and trailing lobelia. She snorted. Nothing was ever as perfect as it seemed on the outside. Especially innocent-looking, quaint towns with well-tended flower beds and wreaths on the doors and little girls in pigtails walking down the sidewalk eating cones of ice cream. Abby couldn’t help but think these little towns were painted so cheerfully as a form of defiance against the tragedy that always seemed to surround them.  

Fishermen lost at sea, that sort of thing; resilience in the face of adversity. She’d seen enough of that growing up, moving from small town to small town.

Bill’s directions had been to follow Main Street to the end and turn on to Blackberry Hill Road, and from there up the mountain to Foster Lane. The only problem was Main Street didn’t end until it met the coastal highway again. 

She’d have to guess at how far a “couple of miles” was and hope she didn’t miss it. 

She lifted her chin and let out a breath of relief as the sign for Blackberry Hill appeared. If she had her way, the house was going on the market and the sooner the better. She’ could be clear of this mess and free to go back to Halifax with a clear conscience. No more nagging lawyer invading her inbox and voice mail every few weeks. 

She flicked the blinker on and made the turn. 


      [image: ]Tom Arseneault put down the phone and sat back in his chair, his brow wrinkled in what was, lately, a constant state of worry. That was the second job he bid on recently that had fallen through.

Everyone said the economy was rebounding, but he was waiting to see the proof. A man needed to make a living and people simply weren’t spending. As it was, he was nearly finished with a basement reno project and the only thing on the immediate schedule was Jess Collins’s back deck at her shop. Seeing as Jess was family, Tom didn’t stand to make a lot of profit from that deal. 

When the phone rang again, he almost didn’t answer it. It seemed the only time it rang lately was to give him bad news. But on the third ring he couldn’t stand hearing the incessant chime of Beethoven’s Fifth—his assistant Cassidy’s attempt at office humor. The assistant who, at the moment, was taking yet another sick day. He picked up. 

 “Arseneault Contracting,” he said. 

“Tom. It’s Meggie.” 

His aunt. He relaxed in his chair and crossed an ankle over his knee. “Hey, Aunt Meggie. What can I do for you?” 

Meggie didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “I have some news about Josh.” His stomach clenched. His cousin Josh was still living in Hartford, but Tom wasn’t sure how long that was going to last. Josh’s wife, Erin, had been killed in action overseas on her last tour as an army medic. There wasn’t a lot of reason for Josh to stay in Hartford anymore.

The last time Tom and Josh had been in the same room together, Tom had come out of it with a split lip and Josh had sported a few bruised ribs. “Is Josh okay?” Despite the bad blood between them, his heart squeezed a little at the thought of anything happening to his cousin. They had too much history.

“He’s coming home, Tom. To stay.” 

The air went out of Tom’s lungs. He’d known this day would eventually come. Jewell Cove was Josh’s home. His family was here. He never belonged in Hartford, going into practice with Erin’s father. Josh, like the rest of the Collins family, was a small town boy who needed to be close to the water. He wasn’t a city-dweller. 

And yet knowing Josh was coming home made the dull ache of Tom’s grief threaten to swell up again and he swallowed thickly. Josh was a constant reminder of all the things Tom didn’t like about himself; despite how much he loved his cousin, he couldn’t stand to look at him. 

Tom had been in love with his cousin’s—with his best friend’s—wife. And he still felt like shit about it. 

“Tom?” 

Aunt Meggie’s voice came gently over the line, cutting him with its understanding. He took a breath and closed his eyes. “I’m still here. Sorry, Aunt Meggie.” 

“No need to apologize. I thought you should hear it from me. It’s not like Josh is going to call with the happy news, is it?” 

Tom chuckled at the wry tone in Meggie’s voice. Despite being Josh’s mother and naturally biased, she’d always been fair. Meggie and the girls had never despised Tom the way Josh did. 

“When’s he coming?” 

“Soon. He’s going to take over Phil Nye’s practice. He’s sharing the space with Dr. Yang until Phil retires in July.” 

It was a done deal, then. In a way, Tom was relieved. Things had been unsettled for too long. If Josh came home they could at least sort out how they meant to go on; hopefully resolve it without fists. More likely it would be with stonewall-type silence. Josh was really good at keeping his true feelings hidden. 

“That’s good, Meggie. You must be real happy. He doesn’t belong in Hartford.” 

“I’m glad you agree, Tom. And I’m calling for another reason, too.” 

 He should have known there was a hitch. 

“We’re having a barbecue on the long weekend. I expect you to be there. Your parents and Bryce and Mary have already said they’re coming. It’s time to let bygones be bygones. For both of you. There’s nothing left to fight over.” 

Tom ran his free hand over his face. No one seemed to understand that there was more to the situation than two cousins fighting over the same woman. 

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The last time…” He paused, unsure of how much to say. It wasn’t the fight he couldn’t let go of: it was grief. Erin was his cousin’s wife, yet Josh wasn’t the only one mourning. Tom was grieving too, only he was never able to show it. He didn’t feel entitled to his grief. 

“The last time you both were stupid. You’re cousins. You have to start somewhere. And if either one of you starts any trouble, I’ll kick your asses. You know I can do it.” 

He respected her far too much to let her down now. “I’ll be there. On my best behavior, promise.” 

 “You could always bring your hot wings as a peace offering.” 

He laughed. “You’re pushing it, Aunt Meggie.” 

“I know.” The line went quiet for a minute, as if she were deciding on her next words. “He needs you, Tom. He needs all of us right now.” Tom’s heart thumped. He wanted to ask what about me? What about what I need? But he had no right. Erin hadn’t been his wife. And through the bitterness was another tangle of emotion. He and Bryce and Josh—they’d all been like brothers. He’d missed his cousin, too, but he knew it would never be the same between them again. 

“Hot wings it is.” 

“Good. I’ll let you go now. Hope I didn’t keep you from anything important.”

“Another cancelled job is all. Looks like Jess’s decking will be getting my full attention.”

“Oh! That reminds me. I was down at the grocery store this afternoon. Gloria told me that Bill at the service station said that the new owner’s finally showed up at the Foster place. Marian’s heir, and with Nova Scotia license plates.” 

Tom sat up straighter in his chair. The Foster mansion. For as long as he could remember, he’d wanted to get inside and get a good look at the old monstrosity. Well over a century old, he’d bet any money it was gorgeous. They just didn’t build houses like that anymore. But it had been closed up since Marian took ill. Now that it was in new hands… 

He recognized an opportunity when it hit him in the face. He enjoyed his work as a developer, but the idea of restoring an old place like that… it wasn’t work, it was a privilege. 

“Thanks for letting me know,” he said casually, trying to hide the excitement in his voice. “I’ll have to pop in one of these days.” One of these days, hell. He’d be up there within the hour. 

“See you at the barbecue, Tom,” Meggie answered. 

“Bye.” 

He hung up the phone and stared at it for a minute. Josh, home. Family gathering. Recipe for disaster. But the house up on Blackberry Hill? He pushed his chair back and grabbed his keys. This was his dream project. First thing he had to do was meet the new owner and get inside. Word would spread fast and he didn’t want another contractor swooping in and stealing the chance away from him. There was no one else in the area as qualified for the job as he was.

It was just the thing he needed to keep his mind occupied. Idle hands meant an idle mind.

And with Josh coming home, he needed to find a way to forget about Erin. For good. For all their sakes. 








  
  
Chapter Two




Whatever Abby expected, it was not the massive Georgian-style home that greeted her at the end of the lane. White and imposing, it was both majestic and intimidating. With the unpruned shrubs around the yard and a tangle of ivy grown over several of the windows, Abby couldn’t shake the idea that the house looked a bit, well, eerie. 

Abby slammed the car door, then started up the uneven pathway to the front porch. As she got closer, she saw the chipped paint around the trim and rungs missing in the railing that ran between two scarred pillars of the verandah. 

It really was neglected. For a moment she felt almost sorry for the old home. It was a shame that something that had once had been so grand and beautiful could fall into such a state. 

The boards of the stairs creaked wearily beneath her feet as she climbed the three steps to the covered porch and took a key from her purse. Walking carefully, Abby silently prayed that the floor was termite-free and structurally sound before fitting the key into the lock and pushing the solid wood door open with the groan of long-unused hinges. Hesitantly, Abby stepped inside, searching along the wall for a switch in the dim light. She found it and flipped it on. Thank goodness the power had been reconnected before her arrival. 

The place was strangely silent and her shoes made hollow sounds on the hardwood floors as she went further inside. She shivered. With the house shut up and all the curtains closed, it reminded her of a tomb. 

The first thing she needed to do was get some natural light into the dreary rooms. The dim glow of the wall sconces barely penetrated the dust and stale air. She entered the room on her right—what appeared to be a formal dining room—and went directly to the window, spreading the heavy brocade curtains wide and tying them back with silky tassels. Sunlight spilled in through the gap and she went to the next window, and the next, until the room was flooded with warmth through the dusty windows. 

Turning around to finally get a good look at the room, Abby gasped. The antique dining table and chairs, which she’d only seen in outline, were now clearly visible and utterly magnificent, ornately carved and even under the layer of dust she could see they had to be real mahogany. It could easily seat a dozen. A set like this would have cost a fortune. Worth even more now if it was as old as she suspected. 

Who on earth were the Fosters, and why had this all been kept a secret from her side of the family? At times, her grandmother had barely made ends meet. 

A fireplace with a white mantle graced one end of the room, but the mantle was empty except for a single, framed portrait. Abby went closer, her fingers gliding over the silver frame as she examined the face behind the glass. The woman was beautiful, perhaps in her twenties, with long dark hair and full lips. Her dress appeared to be chiffon, cut in a V at her throat; a necklace of oval stones embraced her neck. Even in the black and white photograph her skin seemed to glow as she sat in a wing-backed chair with a baby dressed in unending ruffles cradled in her arms. 

Abby turned the frame over and slid the old photo out, careful to keep her fingers on the edge of the paper. There was nothing written on the back, no indication of who the woman was or when it was taken. Disappointed, she put the picture back inside and placed it precisely in its spot on the mantle. Was this Marian? Perhaps Marian’s mother, Edith? Abby frowned, feeling a brief surge of anger at being left in the dark about her own family. She and her grandmother had been very, very close. How could Gram have kept something as big as a family mansion from her only granddaughter?

Shaking off her melancholy, Abby turned her attention to the rest of the room. A gilt-edged mirror hung above the fireplace and it reflected an unlit chandelier over the table. For a brief moment she imagined the clinking sounds of silver on china and crystal. She figured out that the Fosters had been well-off when she’d seen the value of the estate. But this… this was living on a grand scale. 

Eager to explore now, she made her way back to the wide hall. There was another chandelier here, prettier than the last. It would be gorgeous all lit up, but on closer examination she saw that the lights within were oil and that it hadn’t been wired for electricity. It seemed a shame to waste its beauty simply because it was stuck in the past. 

Across the wide hall she found what could only be called a drawing room. She opened the curtains in this room too, feeling an irrepressible need to let light into all the dark corners. There was an odd feeling about the house. Something heavy and dark, like a terrible secret. 

It was just her overactive imagination, she chided herself. She turned her attention to the fireplace, identical to the one in the dining room, idly wondering if each room had one and if they still worked. It probably wouldn’t be safe to light a fire anyway. Birds or bats or something likely lived in the chimneys, she thought, her blood running cold. She hated bats. 

Abby returned her attention to the space around her. Too formal for a parlour or mere sitting room, the warm yellow walls were in dire need of a fresh coat of paint. The furniture was old and frayed around the edges but she could tell it had been opulent in its day. An upright piano was pushed against one wall and she went over and lifted the cover, her fingers pushing a few keys as she played an arpeggio. A tinny, twangy sound erupted from the instrument, crying out for a good tuning. She shut the cover again with a shudder as the dissonant notes echoed uncomfortably through the air. 

According to the records, Marian had put in central heating in during the sixties, and the house was completely rewired only twenty years ago. As Abby’s gaze took in the scarred floors and dingy rugs, not to mention the faded and chipped paint, she was at least thankful for that. Maybe the mansion had been grand in its day, but right now it looked as if it had been forgotten. Discarded. It would take a lot of work and a lot of Marian’s money, she thought with dismay, to get it into marketable shape. It was worse than she’d feared. It didn’t just need tidying up. It needed fixing. 

Abby went back to the main hall. Past a small powder room was a kitchen with modern appliances—modern compared to the rest of the house, at least. There was a four-burner stove and a refrigerator that sat quietly. The fridge and stove were the only concessions to modernity. There was no microwave; no dishwasher. The tile floor was faded and the walls were painted in a very dated—and dowdy—avocado green. 

Uck. 

Next to the kitchen was a door leading to what Abby could only surmise was the basement. Abby put her hand on the latch but then drew it back as a cold feeling skittered down her spine. She’d leave exploring the cellar for another time. 

She recalled visions of the basement in Gram’s old house—stone walls, damp and cold, and the dreaded spiders. She hated them with a passion, even more than she hated bats. When she was a child, going down in the basement for a simple jar of jelly had felt like a penance. 

The uneasy feeling she had touching the door was even stronger as she crossed the hall, pausing to look up the grand staircase. She shivered, cold again, as her gaze settled on the upper landing. Abby knew it was ridiculous, but something about the staircase unnerved her and made the little hairs on the back of her neck rise with apprehension. She shook her head and tried to laugh, the sound mocking in the silence. This was foolish. There was nothing there. Maybe the odd sensation was simply because the house was so huge and, well, quiet. Everything echoed, even the sound of her breathing. It wasn’t the sort of house meant for one person. It was meant for parties and socializing, with men in dashing suits and women in long dresses. For the popping of champagne bottles and maids in white aprons serving canapés off silver platters. 

Shaking off the heavy feeling, she entered the room beside the stairs, her uneasiness evaporating as her mouth dropped open in wonderment and delight. 

Tattered or not, the old room was gorgeous. There were solid mahogany cases on each wall crammed full of old books, their spines faded and dusty. Their dark width was broken only by the dirt-smudged windows looking out over the vast gardens and peeking into what had to be an add-on sun porch at the back of the house. The drapes were faded and dirty but had once been a marvellous wine-and-tan striped brocade. 

She stepped into the center of the room, completely enchanted. In addition to the bookcases, there was a gorgeous roll-top desk and a sewing table next to a pair of stuffed armchairs. And yes, another fireplace, backing on the same wall as the one in the drawing room. The walls that were visible were golden yellow, like burned sugar. The color set off wide white trim and wainscot. The dark cherry hardwood floor was utterly stunning—or used to be. It was quite scarred after years of use. But in its heyday… 

It was the first room she’d visited that felt anything like a home. She could imagine herself curled up in one of those chairs with a Jane Austen novel and a pot of tea, a fire blazing in the fireplace… 

She turned herself around in a circle, gave a huge, contented sigh, and choked on a puff of dust stirred up by her movement. 

The romanticism of the moment was shattered by the harsh sound of her coughing as she doubled over, effectively raising an even bigger cloud. She was a fool to let herself be seduced, even for a moment. 

The coughing fit eased and she gasped for air, holding herself very, very still to keep from disturbing more dust. She wasn’t sure how long this place had been locked up, but Marian’s lawyer had mentioned something about a few years. Considering the grime and neglect she’d witnessed just on the first floor, she guessed it was closer to “several” rather than “a few.” 

Despite the dirt and grime, though, the library was glorious. She could almost smell the redolent tang of cigar smoke, the bite of brandy mingled with the scent of leather and paper and ink. She closed her eyes, imagining for a moment what it must have been like during the glory days. Another time and place. 

She opened her eyes, watched a mouse scurry into the corner, and raised an eyebrow. Rodents—and God knew what else—were not romantic. The mouse disappeared behind a wing chair and she sighed. In reality she knew this was just a room. What she needed to do was stop daydreaming and find the name of the nearest pest control company. So much for being in and out of Jewell Cove within a few days. Her first order of business was going to be looking into contractors. And to do that, she was going to need either the yellow pages or an internet connection—neither of which could be found at her current location. 

A crash followed by the sound of muffled yet spectacular swearing from the front of the house propelled Abby out of her thoughts and sent her rushing to the front door with her heart pounding. Judging by the frustrated, not pained, language coming from the porch—she had to admit it was really quite inventive—she figured whatever was happening outside wasn’t an emergency and at a particularly creative curse, she couldn’t help but choke back a giggle. Still chuckling, she flung open the door. 

The man on her verandah was big and he was burly, with blazing black eyes and matching hair a touch too long as it curled around his collar. He looked like a lumberjack, if that lumberjack happened to be on the cover of Sexy Outdoorsman magazine. His jeans were faded but clean, and he wore a white button-down shirt rolled up over tanned and muscled forearms. His very civilized attire seemed slightly out of place against his rugged good looks. Abby wasn’t much into facial hair, but a day’s growth of stubble framed his jaw and the total package was so completely sexy that something hot and forbidden wound its way through her abdomen. She scrambled to put together a coherent thought but couldn’t seem to make the connection between her brain and her tongue. 

“Are you Miss Foster?” 

She nodded her head quickly in response to his sharp demand and realized one of his feet had gone through the floorboards of the verandah. Now the splintered fragments settled around his boot like jagged teeth. “You broke my verandah.” Brilliant, Abby, she chastised herself. She crossed her arms in an old habit and bit down on her lip. Sex on a stick shows up on your doorstep and that’s what you come up with? You broke my verandah? 

 “Me? The damned thing is rotten through. You’re lucky I didn’t break my neck.” 

Abby wasn’t sure how to respond. A part of her felt the need to be polite and apologize—after all, he was standing ankle-deep in splintered wood. At the same time, he was a stranger, uninvited, and he’d already damaged the property she’d was in possession of for only a scant hour. She was tired and his abrasive tone rode on her last nerve. 

“I beg your pardon, but it appears you’re trespassing. I don’t know you and I certainly didn’t invite you here, Mr…” 

“Arseneault,” he answered. He gave his boot a good yank and pulled it from the hole. He planted both feet on the verandah after testing the strength of the boards, then looked up at her with a grin that melted the edges off her annoyance. “Tom Arseneault. And from the looks of this place, you’re going to be seeing a lot of me.” 


      [image: ]Tom looked down into Abigail Foster’s astonished face as he issued his declaration. She was a pretty thing, if you took away the coating of dirt that seemed to cover her from head to toe. Her mouth was a little too wide for the daintiness of her nose, and her hair was mousy-brown, coated with dust, and fell limply to her shoulders. But she had good eyes—a nice clear blue, kind of like Penobscot Bay on a clear summer’s day. She wore faded, ripped jeans that seemed perfectly shaped to her figure and a plain cotton T-shirt. She was the kind of woman he probably would have given a glance to on the street—but not a second look. Until he saw her feet. She wore silly little flip flops, the strappy bit that ran across the top of her foot crusted with sparkly gems—and her toenails were painted hot pink. Sexy as hell. 

Shaking off his sudden foot fetish, Tom tried to gather his thoughts. So the dusty little mouse had pretty feet. So what? She certainly didn’t embody what he imagined Marian’s heir to look like. He’d expected a man, actually, and older than the snippet of a girl before him. More regal, perhaps, in keeping with the family name and fortune. He frowned, not liking feeling off balance. Abigail looked as if she’d fit in at his cousin Jess’s craft shop stringing beads on hemp bracelets rather than having a head for business. 

He had to get back to the task at hand, which was snagging a contract to fix up this place. He wouldn’t do that by glowering at her. It wasn’t her fault the floor was rotted through and it wasn’t her fault she has sexy feet. He took a breath, slapped his best “trust me” smile back on, and prepared to make nice. But her uptight little voice cut him off before he could begin to argue his case. 

“I have never heard of you, Mr. Arseneault,” she replied, as if oblivious to his smile. The pert nose lifted a little higher into the air. “But you can take your big boots and your bigger attitude and leave the way you came.” Had he really just thought she wasn’t regal? The proclamation was delivered in such a dismissive tone that he laughed. He couldn’t help it. She was going toe to toe with him like she was the Queen of England. Maybe there was a good dose of Foster blood in her after all. She looked so serious it was very nearly adorable. 

“Honey,” he said smoothly, “we started off on the wrong foot.” He chuckled, looking down at his foot recently freed from the porch. “Why don’t we just talk and…” 

Her cheeks colored. “I’m not your honey. I asked you to leave, and I am not afraid to call the police.” 

“You don’t want to do that,” he replied, his smile sliding away. All he needed was for Bryce to answer the phone. There’d be no end to the teasing. God knew Bryce didn’t need any more ammunition. It was already too easy for Jewell Cove’s Chief of Police to get beneath Tom’s skin. 

“Oh?” Her gaze brightened as if she sensed a victory in her grasp. “And why not?” 

“Trust me, I’m doing you a favor. You’ll look ridiculous.” 

She pursed her lips. “Do I look like the kind of woman who worries about looking ridiculous?” 

She raised an imperious eyebrow. Impressive, he thought, with a glimmer of respect. Abigail Foster had a glint of challenge in her blue gaze that intrigued him. He was willing to call her bluff just to see how it would all work out. “Go ahead,” he prompted. “Ask for Bryce Arseneault. That’d be my brother, by the way.” 

She looked as if she wanted to stomp her foot and he marvelled at how cute she appeared just then. Immensely satisfied, he hooked his thumbs in his jeans pockets. The sooner this mess of an introduction finished, the sooner they could get down to business. 

A sound of frustration escaped her lips. She went inside and surprised him by slamming the door in his face. He checked his watch. One minute. He’d give her one minute before knocking. He was pretty sure she’d come back out. When she did, he’d make a better case for himself. He’d gone about it the wrong way, trying charm and humor. It didn’t usually fail him. Twenty seconds. Ten. 

The door opened, precluding the need for him to knock and make nice. She stood in the gap, clicking her cell phone off. “Right. Bryce says hello and that Mary expects you for dinner at five-thirty.” 

He could rub it in her face but decided not to. The blush tainting her cheeks right now was satisfying enough. He looked around the sagging verandah, caught sight of the crumbling chimney, the cracked paint around the windows. “You’re lucky it was me who put their foot through just now. Someone else might have been right angry. Maybe would have sued. It’s a litigious world we live in.” 

Her lips puckered like a drawstring bag. “I feel so fortunate,” she replied and the sarcasm washed over him. He liked it. It leveled the playing field. She might be tiny, but he guessed that she’d make a worthy opponent if given the opportunity. 

Despite her quirky toes and ripped jeans, he just bet Abigail Foster liked to dot all her i’s and cross all her t’s, the complete opposite of his more laid-back approach to business. And looking at those pursed lips and the challenging glint in her eyes, he felt a shiver of anticipation that had nothing to do with the house and everything to do with the client. 

Abigail might be the Type-A organizer, but things just weren’t done that way in Jewell Cove. They were normally settled over a pint at The Rusty Fern followed by a handshake. If she stayed, she’d soon learn how things were done. And how they weren’t. 

Besides, Jewell Cove could use some new blood to stir things up. It was awfully dull lately. The gossip mill needed a new topic of conversation. Why not Abigail Foster and her family’s mansion? It was a damned sight better than ruminating Josh’s return and reviving long memories.

She tucked the phone into her back pocket. “Remind me who you are again?” 

He smiled, determined to get it right this time. “The best contractor on the midcoast. And the answer to all your troubles.” 








  
  
Chapter Three




Abby couldn’t stop the peal of laughter that bubbled up from her chest and out her mouth. The situation was all so surreal. She looked at Tom Arseneault’s expression—puzzled and then annoyed—and laughed some more. It felt good. Tom Arseneault had pushed her buttons with his scowl and God’s-gift attitude and it was liberating to push right back. 

This really took the cake. Hadn’t she just been thinking she needed to find a contractor and poof! Here he was. Didn’t he look like just the kind of man who could make her every wish come true?

It was like the universe suddenly plopped everything in her lap, including a gorgeous man, and then sat back, rubbed his hands, and watched the show as she decided what to do with it all. God, she decided, had a warped sense of humor. She was willing to play along. To a point.

“I don’t need a handyman for this place,” she joked, catching her breath. “I need a demolition crew!”

He looked so horrified at the idea that she giggled all over again.

“That’s not remotely funny,” he said shortly. He took a step forward and she felt a little thrill as she looked up into his rugged face. He was over six feet tall and from the looks of his arms in his shirt, solid muscle. She swallowed. Lumberjack Man was very…virile. She caught her breath as he towered over her. Funny how she didn’t feel as threatened as she should by his size and proximity.

“The condition of this place is a travesty,” he admitted. “But it’s also town history and needs to be preserved, not knocked down. What are you planning to do with it, then? Don’t tell me you’re seriously going to tear it down. Because I’ll have something to say about that.”

He was dead serious and looked genuinely upset. It was just a house, albeit a magnificent one. She thought back for a minute to the walls of books in the library. Well, maybe not just a house, but why on earth would Tom Arseneault take it so personally? 

“What’s it to you? Last I checked it was my name on the deed. And I don’t recall my lawyer mentioning any Arseneault having a claim to the property.”

“Are you serious? Have you been inside yet?” His eyebrows lifted so that they nearly touched the black curl of hair that dropped over his forehead. “In its heyday, this house was the center gem of this town. The old gossips still talk about the Roaring Twenties parties that happened before they were ever born. Jed Foster imported most of the furniture from his journeys around the globe.”

Ah yes, of course. All the mahogany inside was impressive, to be sure. She was tempted to make a comment about ill-gotten gains and colonialism except Mr. Arseneault seemed to take the house quite to heart. Besides, it all belonged to her now, didn’t it? It wasn’t an entirely comfortable feeling.

“I haven’t had time to examine everything properly.”

He took another step forward, encroaching on her space. “There are even rumors about it being haunted since the war, at least if the old timers down at Breezes Café are to be believed. The mansion is a town icon.”

She took a step back, alarmed by his assertion of it being haunted, especially after her strange sensations at the cellar door and stairs. “If it’s such a relic, then why did it ever fall into such disrepair?”

He shrugged. “Marian Foster turned it into a home for unwed mothers, and then she lived in it alone for years. Rumor has it she spent a fortune maintaining it before closing it up when she could no longer care for herself.”

“How long ago?”

“Ten years, easy. It’s stayed vacant since then as Marian insisted that it remain untouched. Some say she was a little…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Dementia, probably,” he said, quieter now. 

“And now she’s left it to me.”

“Seems that way.” The tone of his voice made it sound like the fact only confirmed her aunt’s precarious state of mind.

She met his gaze honestly. “Believe me, I’m just as confused as you are. I never met the woman. In fact, my grandmother Iris, Marian’s sister, never even mentioned having a sister. The Fosters never saw fit to give her a red cent when she was alive, so leaving it to me now is confusing to say the least. I didn’t even know Gram came from money. God knows we could have used a bit of it from time to time.”

“You could be the one to come in and restore the house. Bring her back to her former glory. I’m pretty sure her bones are sound. She just needs sprucing up…”

“With your help, of course.” She injected a fair dose of sarcasm into the words. It didn’t escape her notice that he referred to the house as “her”. Good grief.

“Come here,” he commanded. Tom reached out and gripped her wrist, tugging her through the still open door and into the foyer.

She shook his hand off. “What are you doing?” She put her fingers on the skin he’d touched. His hands were so big, his fingers had dwarfed her tiny wrist. What was worse, she found it exciting, being tugged along in his wake. She hadn’t exactly felt threatened. She’d felt… exhilarated. That was more surprising than anything else that occurred today, and that was saying a lot.

Their gazes clashed and she felt the strange swirling again. There was something in the dark depths of his eyes, some sort of awareness that made her breath catch in her throat. Finally he stepped forward, picking up her hand in a gentle way that sent her heart knocking against her ribs. “Trust me, okay?” 

She watched, fascinated, as Tom’s lips formed a sexy half-smile that did nothing to remove the heat in his gaze. With her hand cradled in his, Abby had the sensation of being enveloped completely and utterly. It wasn’t just his size, but the sense of the muscled physique beneath the cotton shirt and his control over it. All that manual labor had honed his physique, but there was something honest about him as well. And standing there in the ruined foyer of her newly inherited home, Abby suddenly realized that she did trust him…to a point. She may not know Tom Arseneault, but she knew he wouldn’t harm her.

“We really did get off on the wrong foot,” he continued, as the moment stretched out. 

“Pun intended?” she asked, softening when his smile grew. Their gazes met for a few seconds more while things between them seemed to settle. “All right,” she granted softly, removing her hand from his and looking around the room. “Now, if you’d care to explain what you mean without hauling me from pillar to post, I’ll listen.”

“I haven’t heard that particular tone since I was in fifth grade and was caught running through the school library by Miss Haines.”

“Apparently the lesson bore repeating. What did you want to show me?”

Something—amusement, respect, perhaps a combination of the two—gleamed in his eyes. “All right. For starters, look at this.” He reached behind her and ran his fingers over the dark wood of a Grandfather clock. “This clock is over a hundred and fifty years old.”

Abby dutifully looked and tried to ignore the way his long, capable fingers caressed the dusty wood. Instead, she focused on the clock face. She wondered what had been happening at the house at the time that the hands had stopped moving. They sat precisely at three twenty-six. “It doesn’t work.”

“Maybe it can be fixed. Even if it never keeps time again, the actual construction is in fantastic shape.” He gestured to the right, to the dining room. “And this room. It’s full of antiques. Look at the mantels on the fireplaces—all the wood trim is original to the house. The dining table and chairs were shipped from South America to Captain Foster himself, made from mahogany out of the Amazon.”

“Stolen, you mean.” She couldn’t resist. “And anyway, how do you know that?”

“Everyone knows that.” He regarded her curiously. “You really don’t know anything about the house, do you?”

Tom did, apparently. Her annoyance at her own ignorance warred with a very real curiosity to listen to what he knew.

“Did you think I was lying?”

“Well no, but…”

“Scout’s honor.” She lifted two fingers. “I never knew anything about this side of the family. Nothing about the house, nothing about the money, nothing about Marian. My grandmother never spoke of it.”

Silence filled the hall. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. It appears the two sides of the family were completely estranged.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “I wish I knew. I’d like to find out, though. It makes no sense that there’s a whole history I never knew about. A whole family.” And it hurt that the person she’d trusted most never trusted her in return.

He paused. “I don’t know what to tell you. There might be a few old timers left who could help, if you really want to know. No guarantees, but it’s worth a shot.”

She looked up at him. “Do you think?”

He shrugged. “It’s possible. But for now, I can give you a basic history of the house if you’d like.”

“That would be nice.”

He smiled. “Right. Well, let’s go back to the beginning. Captain Jedediah Foster built this house in the late nineteenth century. His father, George, was one of the first English settlers of Jewell Cove, along with Edward Jewell and Charles Arseneault. The Fosters made their fortune on the seas. Jed built himself a mansion for his growing family. Both his sons were killed in WWI, so his grandson, Elijah, took it over when he married Edith Prescott. Marian and Iris were their daughters.” 

He walked further into the foyer, gesturing above them. “This chandelier was brought over from France by Elijah Foster before the start of WWII. While Jed had been a Captain, the family fortune was really built on shipping, until Elijah sold the company in the late fifties. He died within two years of selling the business, leaving everything to Marian.”

And nothing to Iris. Abby didn’t like Elijah already.

“Is the chandelier electric?” she asked, changing the subject.

“No, that’d be whale oil. It’s much older,” he explained. “You can actually raise and lower it so it is closer to the table for dinner lighting.”

“Dinner? In the hall?”

“Haven’t you noticed how wide it is?” He turned back to the hall and they both looked up at the light hanging from the ceiling. “The Fosters were rumored to be great hosts. The dining room seats twelve. Out here you could easily seat fifty. Then when dinner is over, up go the lights, out go the tables and you have a space large enough for dancing.”

“How do you know all this stuff? Were you here a lot?”

He shook his head. “Not since I was a little kid, and Marian hosted some picnic or something. But the house on Blackberry Hill is stuff of legend in this town. You’ll find everyone knows something about it.”

It was the second time that day someone had called it that. It gave Abby a little thrill… and a jolt of apprehension. She was the outsider here. And while she was the owner of this mausoleum, she was fully aware that not “everyone,” as Tom put it, might appreciate a stranger coming in and taking over. She was just a name on the deed. She understood that in some way, the house represented the town, too. Certainly it was part of the town identity and colonial history.

“So, what you’re saying is don’t be surprised if someone decides to barge in, boss me around, and then proceed to share his rather forceful opinion about what I can and cannot do with my house?” Abby asked with a pointed stare.

Tom chuckled, understanding her completely. “Exactly. If that happens, you should also definitely listen to him. He sounds like he knows what he’s talking about. Now, have you explored yet?”

She angled him a wry look. “I just got here. There hasn’t been time to see anything besides dirt,” Abby said, as she pointed to her now-dusty outfit to prove her point.

Tom gave her clothing a slow perusal and her cheeks heated beneath his scrutiny. Not only was the house a mess, but Abby knew that after her earlier exploration, she was as well.

Lifting her chin, she treated him to the same overt examination—looked at his boots, up the long length of his faded jeans, past every button on his cotton shirt and into his darkly handsome face. She nearly shivered with pleasure. If she looked in the dictionary for “rugged, sexy, and capable,” it would have a picture of Tom Arseneault. What a dumb idea it had been to give him the slow once-over. All it did was highlight his yumminess while she felt drab and dowdy in comparison.

He put his hands on his hips, the movement emphasizing the impossible breadth of his chest and shoulders and grinned, displaying a mouth full of perfectly white teeth. Abby was suddenly unsure if she was standing in front of the woodsman or the big bad wolf. That grin was lethal. It was the charming grin of a man used to getting his own way. She might not be a pushover, but she discovered she wasn’t quite as immune to that smile as she should be.

Abby sighed. “I take it Jewell Cove is like any other small town? No privacy whatsoever?”

His dark gaze settled on hers. “None whatsoever,” he echoed. “Listen, Miss Foster, you know as well as I do that you can’t sell it the way it is.” 

“Who said anything about selling?” she challenged.

“You’re going to stay here? Live in it? By yourself?”

He sounded so surprised she wanted to say yes just to enjoy his reaction. But she couldn’t, not when she wasn’t planning on staying a moment longer than was necessary. She knew he wanted the job of fixing this place up and he wanted her to hire him on the spot. Well, despite her earlier whimsical moment in the library, her good sense hadn’t totally abandoned her. 

“I didn’t say that, either. I realize it needs work, whether I stay or if I put it on the market. But I’ve been here…” she made a show of checking her watch, “less than two hours. I’d be foolish to make any decisions in such a short amount of time. Rest assured, if I require your services, I’ll look you up.” She was rather proud of the tone that came from her mouth. She might look disorganized, but she wasn’t incompetent.

Tom raised his eyebrows. “Wow. You’ve got the cool dismissal bit down cold.”

She took it as a fine compliment and sighed dramatically. “And yet here you still are.”

His lips twitched at her obvious set-down. “You’re somethin’, Miss Foster.”

She felt slightly guilty at her sharp tone—after all, he’d been quite friendly once he’d begun showing her the inside of the house, and he’d given her information about her relatives. Still, she couldn’t let a cheeky smile and a pair of bedroom eyes distract her. “I assure you, Mr. Arseneault, when I want help, I’ll ask for it.”

He backed away and put his hands in his pockets. He withdrew a business card and held it out, waited until she took it before he spoke again. “Give it some thought. No matter what you do with this house, it needs work. I promise you I’m the best contractor for the job.”

“And why is that, exactly?”

“Because I’ll take the time and care to preserve the very best of it, and keep as much of the original workmanship as I can. Not everyone would, you know. And because there’s no one on the midcoast with a better hand for finish work. Ask around.”

Tom gave her one more long look before he nodded. “Now I’ll see myself out. I can see I’ve taken up too much of your time.”

She heard his boots clomp back down the hall and the predictable squeak and groan as the door opened. Then another crack and a loud curse. Abby stifled a laugh in the silence that followed. 

Then he was gone and she was left alone once more with the dirt and the mice, and the house seemed strangely quiet again. 

Waiting. She just wished she knew for what.








  
  
Chapter Four




Tom endured dinner as best he could. His older brother, Bryce, had married four years earlier and he and Mary had an adorable baby girl who was just beginning to crawl. Their whole life was a contrast to Tom’s. Simply put, it was full of love and family, while Tom’s life centered around his cottage out past Fiddler’s Rock and his workshop. Dinners with Bryce and his perfect family always highlighted what Tom didn’t have. 

Nights like tonight, watching his brother gaze into his wife’s eyes with such affection, or seeing Mary touch baby Alice with unconscious, ever-present love made him long for things he’d given up hope of ever having for himself. 

“Best blueberry buckle in town,” he said, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his full belly, trying to chase away the maudlin thoughts. “Thanks for dinner, Mary.”

“You need something more than a grilled burger now and then.” She put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed while Bryce got up to get mugs for coffee.

Mary was a natural mother and whether she realized it or not, she tried to mother him, too. He let her because she had made his miserable brother happy and because she was the best damned cook this side of Portland. She knew him well enough to know that his dietary staple was burgers on the barbecue, chicken wings, and bacon and eggs. Occasionally he mixed it up with a box of mac and cheese or a sandwich. But he was no cook, and most of his meals came from the café in town, right here at Bryce and Mary’s table, or Sunday dinners with his parents. 

Bryce came back to the table and put the coffee in front of Tom. “So you met the new Foster woman. What’d you do to piss her off? She sounded mad as a wet hen when she called the office today.”

Tom’s pulse gave a little thump as he remembered the way her blue eyes had widened when she’d opened the door. “She doesn’t appreciate the workmanship in that house.” He scowled into his coffee cup, looking up when Bryce laughed. “What?”

“You’re going to tell me your foul mood has to do with workmanship?”

He’d gone to the house on Blackberry Hill with one goal in mind and he’d left without achieving it. At times, he’d nearly had the upper hand, but she was stubborn. Sassier than he expected. “What else would it be?” he asked innocently.

Bryce blew on his coffee as he raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Nothing. But Tom, that house is a mess and you know it.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not worth fixing.”

“I’m guessing you told her that.”

“Hell yes, I did. Can you think of anyone who would do a better job than me?”

Mary was at the sink with her back to them but Tom heard the light snort and saw the movement of her shoulders. Bryce was grinning like a fool. Tom knew how cocky his words sounded just as he knew his brother was having fun winding him up. So predictable…

“Of course you’d do a great job,” Bryce replied. “And it would keep your mind off…other things.”

Tom didn’t miss the not-so-subtle reference and he gritted his teeth. “You know, it would be much easier to move on if people quit bringing Erin up all the time. I’m fine.”

“Right.”

Okay, so he wasn’t totally fine. He was still carrying around a fair bit of guilt about the way things had gone down. It had been hell falling in love with Erin, watching her marry someone else, and then losing her on some distant battlefield. That was perhaps the hardest part—knowing she’d been alone and so far away. At least when Erin had been alive he’d told himself he was satisfied with the knowledge that she was happy—or so he thought, until just before her last deployment. 

 It was just his bad luck that Tom had spent the evening in The Rusty Fern when Josh and Erin had announced their engagement and he’d been a little too vocal expressing how she was marrying the wrong man. Nobody ever forgot anything in a small town. Everyone knew by the next day at noon how he’d professed his undying love over one too many pints of beer. It had nearly been a relief when Josh had been deployed as an army doctor, and then when he’d gotten out of the forces he and Erin had stayed in Hartford, close to Erin’s family. Jewell Cove was small and seemed even smaller when he couldn’t look Josh in the eye. Tom had got to her first, but Josh was the one who’d put a ring on her finger. That was all that counted.

Tom looked into Bryce’s face. He knew his brother cared, but moving on was something he had to do on his own time and in his own way. “I promise you, I’m fine.”

Mary’s soft gaze tore into him. “Honey, when did you last go on a date?”

He looked back at her evenly. “Small town. Slim pickings. Especially since my brother got the only woman worth having in the county.”

A pretty flush glowed on her cheeks. “Go on with you.”

“So what about this Foster woman?” Bryce sipped his coffee and leaned back in his chair. “Maybe you should ask her out. I heard she’s the right age and has all her teeth and everything.” He grinned wickedly.

“Abigail? Huh. She’s a mouse with a sharp tongue. Kind of plain, actually.” A hint of a smile cracked his lips. He’d gotten a peek at a fine bottom tucked into those snug, ripped jeans, not to mention her blinged-up feet. 

“Plain, huh?” Mary questioned, a note of disappointment in her voice.

Abigail Foster was far from plain no matter what he said, but he wasn’t about to encourage Mary or Bryce. “Not my type. Look, all I want from her is the chance to work on that house. There’s not another to match it on the coast. Jed Foster built it with the best and built it to last. If she’s planning on selling it, she’ll get a better price if it’s restored properly first.”

Bryce shrugged. “If you’re so hot for the house, why don’t you buy it yourself? You could get it for a lower price now and either keep it or turn it over for a nice profit. Then her lack of appreciation wouldn’t matter and you could do it how you wanted.” He made air quotes around the words lack of appreciation.

The idea was a good one, and Tom had some money put by he could use as a down payment and for renovation materials. He tried to imagine flipping it for a profit after putting all the work into it. How could he invest all the time and energy just to hand it to someone else? Then he tried to imagine living there. What would he ever do with a house that big? Wander around in it and become a recluse. He was close to becoming a hermit now. Besides, maybe he could scramble to put together a down payment, but the mortgage and taxes would bankrupt him. Flipping it was his only option. 

Still, the idea was tempting. And if he bought it, at least it would be restored the way it should be. Who knew what atrocities some outsider might inflict upon it? Maybe Miss Foster would cover those gorgeous floors with carpet and rip out the fireplaces, cover everything with floral chintz or something. Unthinkable.

“I’ll think about it. It would be a lot more challenging than my current job.”

“Which is?”

“A new deck and pergola outside Jess’s store. She has some new idea of displaying windsocks or something outside this summer.” Their cousin Jessica Collins owned Treasures on Lilac Lane. Josh had always said she got the creative genes in the family, but none of them had guessed at how well she could apply her business sense to that creativity. In the summer, at the height of tourist traffic, Treasures would be jam-packed with people. Generally Tom tried to avoid it, especially in the evenings when Jess held classes above the store. Too many women. Too much chatter. Cluck cluck.

“A big project might be just what you need,” Mary said, putting a casserole dish in a low cupboard. Her smile flickered for a second as she gripped the edge of the counter for support.

“Okay?” Bryce asked. Tom had gone cold seeing how Mary had swayed on her feet, but Bryce was cool as a cucumber. He hadn’t even shifted in his chair. What was wrong with the man?

“It’s gone now. Just a head rush.” She looked at Tom and grinned. “Happened the last time, too. All the time.”

“The last time…” His gaze dropped to her belly and back up to her wide smile. “Alice isn’t even a year old!”

She shrugged. “We always said we wanted them close together.”

An emptiness opened up inside him and he refused to fill it with jealousy. He was happy for them, of course he was. He got up from the table and gave his sister-in-law a gentle hug. “Well congrats again,” he said, then backed up, giving Bryce a thump on the shoulder. “Another one past the goalie, huh?”

He didn’t waste time over long goodbyes, but alone in his truck on the way back into town, he let the feelings in. Maybe they were right. Maybe a big project was what he needed, because having too much time on his hands gave him too much time to think. And the truth was, seeing his brother so happy made him realize how empty his life was. 

 


      [image: ]The washer and dryer at the house hadn’t been used in so long that everything had calcified or rusted, and Abby had the persistent, icky thought that mice had built nests in the dryer ducts. There were no clean linens on any of the beds; the gorgeous four posters had mattresses but nothing else. A search of a linen closet revealed two sets of sheets coated with the ever-present layer of dust but no blankets or comforters. 

Realizing there was no way she could stay here in its present condition, she bundled up the sheets, got in her car, and started back into town to check into a motel for the night. Tomorrow she’d wash the sheets at a laundromat and stop by the grocery store to stock up on cleaning supplies. 

Abby slowed as she got closer to the town limits. There was more than enough dirt at the house to keep her busy for at least the next few weeks. For a few moments she fantasized about using some of Aunt Marian’s money to hire cleaners to come in and do the work for her. And yet…despite her dislike for dusting and scrubbing, she knew she didn’t want anyone else going through the contents of the house. If nothing else, she owed it to her grandmother to find out what she could about this side of the family. Who knew what she might discover beneath the grit and grime?

Once that was done she’d decide what needed to be fixed and contact a Realtor. She hadn’t planned on staying in Jewell Cove very long, but plans changed. It wasn’t like there was a pressing need to be on any schedule. Or anyone waiting for her to return. She could afford a few weeks to take care of personal business. That’s all this was. Business.

She didn’t want the intimacy of a bed and breakfast—too many curious questions—so she turned into a small roadside motel just past the waterfront and the commercial area surrounding it. The room came with a porch that boasted a stunning view of the main drag. Since she had no desire to sit in the camp chair and watch traffic, she checked out the view from the back window. The harbor spread out below her, boats tied to the docks and bobbing on the smooth water in the mellow late-afternoon light. She watched as a fishing vessel chugged its way into the far end of the dock, its grayish-white prow breaking the gentle waves. 

A long, low growl sounded in the silence and Abby pressed a hand to her stomach. When had she last eaten? Not for hours. There was no on-site restaurant at the motel, only vending machines in the office, so she had a quick shower to wash off the dust before looking for some dinner. Revived, dressed in clean navy trousers and a soft pink top with ruffles along the hem, she set out to explore Main Street and see what might tempt her. Since she hadn’t eaten since before crossing the border, she didn’t expect it would prove too difficult to find something appealing. 

She passed Memorial Square with its well-kept gardens, a gazebo, and upon close examination, a statue of Edward Jewell, the town’s founder. Right next to the dock there was a fish and chip place—more like a canteen, really— with the smell of fresh fish and hot oil clinging to the air. Further along she saw Breezes Café, a promising looking diner, right next door to an Italian place called Gino’s that filled the air with the pungent smell of garlic, tomatoes, and fresh bread. Deciding to keep looking, Abby walked down the sidewalk next to the water, admiring the view of the boats coming to dock. A door opened further down the street and country music erupted through the breach like a siren’s call.

It had been a long day, and Tom Arseneault’s sudden appearance was the icing on her already overwhelming cake. The reassuring twang of a recent country hit mingled with the delicious scent of grilled beef toppled her over the edge. What she needed was some red meat and a stiff drink. She kept going until she reached the brick-red building at the end of the block that looked more like a barn than a restaurant, a faded wooden sign outside announcing The Rusty Fern. She pulled open the door and stepped inside.

Was there anything more universal than a local watering hole? Abby let out a breath as the familiarity of it soaked into her tired mind. Neon signs boasting beer slogans hung above the solid wood bar. Thick tables and chairs filled the open space, with one end of the room spared for two pool tables and a dart board, where one lone man was throwing darts with varying accuracy, pausing to take a drink from his glass after each shot. Easy chatter blended with the country music, the long Maine accent thick in the air after a few drinks. But best of all was the smell coming from the kitchen—garlic and beef and grease. Abby’s mouth watered just thinking about it, and she found a small table for two close to a window overlooking the wharf. It was perfect.

A waitress approached. “Something to drink, darlin’?” 

The “r” was soft, reminding Abby of the childhood trips she’d made to Lunenburg and Bridgewater with her parents. She smiled. “Spiced rum and ginger, please.” 

“You got it. Do you want a menu?”

Abby looked up in the woman’s face and smiled. “If somewhere on it says a steak sandwich, that’ll do.”

The woman nodded in approval. “Sure does. How do you want your steak?”

“Medium, and a salad instead of fries, please.”

“Sure thing. I’ll be right back.”

Her drink was brought straight away and Abby savored the spicy, fizzy taste of ginger ale and spiced rum on her tongue. The window provided a view of the wharf and a smattering of small shops on its edge, each one with a different colored siding. Reds, blues, yellows—there was even one green with pink trim around the windows. It should have been garish but somehow it worked.

Despite the bad start to the day, she had to admit Jewell Cove was a pretty little town with lots of character. Main Street was vibrant with shops and businesses ranging from the quaint to the cute, the foot traffic steady even in the off-season. From what she could tell, there wasn’t even a Starbucks or McDonald’s in Jewell Cove. The place was delightfully free of chain stores and fast food outlets.

 All in all she could have landed in worse places.

“Fancy meeting you here.”

Her head snapped back to see Tom standing by her table, looking down at her. She felt smaller than ever, seated as he towered above her. The fact that his deep voice sent something shimmering along her nerve endings was a non-issue. He was aggravating on a lot of levels.

“My my, it is a small world, isn’t it?” She hoped her cheeks weren’t giving her away as she picked up her drink and took a sip. Blushing would give him the wrong idea entirely.

“Isn’t it just?”

There was a long pause as he waited, standing by her table and she finally sighed with irritation. “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Arseneault?”

“Aren’t you going to ask me to sit down?”

She swallowed, but made a point of lifting her chin and doing her best impression of disdain. “I wasn’t, no.”

“Tsk tsk, Miss Foster.” He began to smile, popping a ridiculous dimple. She would not be charmed. She would not. His dark eyes sparkled at her. “How very rude.”

The blush she hoped wouldn’t appear heated her cheeks and she looked away, tempted to smile. “Oh, sit then. You’re going to anyway, and looking up at you is putting a crick in my neck.”

He pulled out the chair and sat, putting his elbows on the table and leaning forward until she could smell his clean, spicy scent. “Where are those Canadian manners we keep hearing so much about, eh?”

He was baiting her and she was terribly close to giving in. All she wanted was to have a decent meal in peace. Instead she was face to face with Tom Arseneault again.

“I’m half-American,” she stated, as if that explained it all, and he laughed. 

“Well played, Miss Foster.”

She merely sipped her drink. The glass was only half-empty and the alcohol tingled through her legs and fingers. One drink would definitely be enough.

“I was born in Maine, you know. In Houlton,” she explained. “That’s where my Gram lived, and where she had my dad.”

“So what prompted the move to Nova Scotia?”

“How did you know that’s where I’m from?” Good heavens, was nothing sacred around here? 

He had the grace to look slightly sheepish. “It might have been mentioned that you had Nova Scotia license plates.”

Abby couldn’t stop the smile that curved her lips. “Of course. Good old Bill at the gas station, right? Anyway, my mom was from Nova Scotia, and we moved there when I was young.” There was more to the story, but Abby wasn’t about to get into her long, screwed up family history with Tom. There was a difference between presenting basic facts and airing dirty family laundry. Especially to someone who was practically a stranger.

“So you have dual citizenship.”

“Comes in handy sometimes.” Her stomach rumbled and she wondered how much longer the food was going to take. “I just came to have some dinner,” she said, turning her glass around on the cocktail napkin. “If there’s something you wanted, now’d be a good time. I’m hungry.”

His face lost all trace of teasing. “All right, I’ll get right to my point. I want to buy your house.”

She nearly dropped her glass, the condensation slipping down her fingers as she stared at him. “What?”

“You don’t want it, right? And you’re going to sell it anyway. So sell it to me.”

Abby hadn’t seen the offer coming, but she could tell he was dead serious. “I thought you were a contractor.”

“I am.”

“And I didn’t say I was selling it.” The words came out, even though she knew them to be a lie.

He sat back in his chair. “So you’re keeping it? Staying here?”

“I didn’t say that either.” She folded her hands. “You were right about one thing. I can’t sell it as it is. It needs work, but I’m still trying to get a full picture. It would be irresponsible to sell to you right now. After all, I doubt I’d get market value. You’ll do the renovations and then flip it for a tidy profit.”

“So? I’d be saving you a lot of headache,” he persisted.

“The house hasn’t exactly been the source of my headache today,” she pointed out.

The waitress came and served Abby’s meal. The smell was enough to make her nearly wilt with pleasure. With a smile the woman turned to Tom. “You want a pint of the usual, Tom? Something to eat?”

“I ate at Bryce’s, thanks, Tanya. But a pint would be good.”

So much for getting rid of him, then.

Abby poured a little of her dressing over her salad and speared a circle of cucumber. “I hope you don’t mind if I eat. I’m starving.”

“Feel free.”

She was self-conscious eating in front of him, wondering if he could hear every chew and swallow, but refused to let him take away her enjoyment of the food.

She washed down the cucumber with her rum and ginger and put down her fork. “Tom…may I call you Tom?” At his short nod she continued. “I’m not going to unload the house on an impulse or because someone pressures me.” Tanya came back and served his beer and slipped away again. Abby cleared her throat. “I’m spending the next few weeks evaluating, and that’s all. I’ll be talking to my lawyer and looking at my options, which may include contractors. I’m sure you’re not the only game in town, and I intend to cover all my bases.” She looked squarely into his eyes. “I feel like you’ve ambushed me twice today. It’s not exactly doing you any favors.”

He took a long drink of his beer and put it down on the table. “Since we’re moving to a first name basis…Abigail.” He sighed. “Look, maybe I seem a little pushy…”

“A little?” She raised her eyebrows, challenging. “You barged into my house an hour after I arrived and now you’ve interrupted my dinner.” 

His lips curved. “Ok, a lot pushy. The truth is, I have a thing for old houses and the one you’ve inherited is a doozy. It was and still is a landmark and just needs some TLC. It’s no more complicated than that. The idea of restoring a house like that is a dream come true for a guy like me.”

He was being completely honest. She could read it in his gaze and the passion in his voice. Why couldn’t he have said that earlier? Knowing he had a personal stake in it rather than simply seeing dollar signs softened her a bit. 

“All right. I’ll consider your offer. After looking into all my options, of course.”

He turned his glass in a circle on the tabletop, leaving a wet ring. “Thank you,” he conceded. “It’s just that the house is a real treasure. It deserves to finally be looked after. If you don’t want to do it, I’d like to. There’s so much history there, it would be a shame for it to disappear or be covered up.”

“If it’s got such historical significance, maybe it should be a museum.”

His eyes widened. “The town tried to convince Marian to sell it to them for years. She always said no. Said it was supposed to stay in the family.” He looked away. “Or so the story goes.”

The last sip of her drink soured in her mouth. “In the family? That’s odd, considering we never met when she was alive. Family couldn’t have been too important.” She felt tension build at the base of her neck. So the town had pestered Marian. They’d probably approach her, too. She should be prepared for that.

“Maybe she wanted to make up for that by leaving you the estate.”

“It’s not like I can exactly ask her, can I?” Abby replied bitterly. There’d been ample time for Marian to connect with Iris or even Abby, but she never had. Not once. The idea of selling it outright and being well shot of it had a certain allure. “Look, as I said, I’ll consider your offer. I can’t promise more than that.”

“That’s all I ask.” He sat back in his chair and she examined his face once again. Did he really have to be so good-looking? It wasn’t fair. Maybe it made her shallow but it was harder to say no to a man like Tom than it would be if he were short, fat and balding. 

But it was more than just good looks with Tom. He was so sure of himself, so confident in his abilities. She envied him his self-assurance. It came naturally to him, while she had to work at it every day.

She cut into the rest of her sandwich with vigor, Tom be damned. She was hungry and she was tired and she was starting to come around to his way of thinking and didn’t want to. If she hired him—and it was a big if—he would be at the house all the time. She would see him on a regular basis. She would be tied to him for weeks. And while the idea of being tied to someone like him was attractive, in reality it would be trouble. He was interested in her house and that was all.

And wasn’t that a laugh. Someone was interested in her for her money when all her life she’d barely had two pennies to rub together. It was why she had to keep a clear and logical head about this whole thing. 

“What do you do, Abby? For a job, I mean?”

She finished the last crumb of French bread and pushed her plate aside, feeling ridiculously giddy that he’d called her Abby instead of Abigail or Miss Foster. “I’m a teacher. Kindergarten and grade one.”

His smile widened and his eyes gleamed. “Of course you are.” 

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you look like a teacher. Sound like one too.” He tapped the rim of his glass. “Do you read?”

She smiled then. “I would hope so. Being a teacher and all.”

His lips twitched. “I mean for pleasure.”

“Constantly.” The admission came quickly. Reading took her away from reality. Taught her new things and took her places she could only dream of. As a kid she’d always had her nose in a book. 

“What did you think of the library?”

“It’s amazing. Every wall is lined with books. They really need to be evaluated and that’s beyond my expertise. I should have a friend of mine from Halifax come over. Even without the books, there are all those solid mahogany cases and the old silk settee and there’s one particular pie crust table that caught my eye.”

She realized she’d gotten slightly carried away.

“So now you understand,” he said softly. “The house is to me what the library is to you.”

“Old and dirty?” She tried to make a joke but it fell flat, because his words rang true and they both knew it. He’d known exactly where to hit her for maximum impact.

She was still planning on putting it on the market, but she understood the draw. There was something special about that library that called to her. It felt like…home. Damn him for playing on her emotions.

Loud voices came from the bar area and Tom’s brows pulled together in a frown. When Abby turned around, she saw the waitress arguing with the man who’d been playing darts. “You’re cut off, Rick. Sorry.”

Rick’s reply was succinct and made Abby’s ears burn. “Friend of yours?” she asked quietly. 

“You could say that.” He sighed. “Rick Sullivan. I grew up with him. He hasn’t been the same since coming back from…well, wherever he was deployed. No one’s said.” He finished off his beer and stood. “Maybe I’ve given you something to think about, anyway. And Abby?” He paused by her chair. “Don’t forget to enjoy yourself a bit while you’re in town. Do some shopping. Go out for a sail. See what the town has to offer. You might end up liking what you see.” He put his hand on her shoulder as he passed by. “Good night.”

“Good night,” she murmured, her pulse hammering from the innocent touch. His assessment that she looked like a school teacher had stung and there had been none of the longing looks tonight that a girl knew meant a guy was interested. But it didn’t stop the warmth that went through her at the feel of his fingers on her shoulder. Or the way his last words had been absent of any hostility or sarcasm. It had been a genuine invitation, a welcome to the town. An invitation she was almost inclined to accept.

She turned in her seat, watching him approach Rick, his size blocking the other man from view for a few seconds. She couldn’t hear what they said, but a minute later they went up to the bar. Tom pulled some bills from his wallet and squared away the tab, and then they left together, Tom walking behind while Rick weaved his way to the door. He was a good friend, helping this Rick guy when it would have been just as easy to mind his own business.

A few minutes later Abby motioned for the waitress to bring the bill. Tanya came to the table to clear the dishes, but surprised Abby by saying, “Tom looked after your dinner and said to tell you welcome to town.”

“He did what?” She hadn’t expected that. And she might have thought he was trying to buy his way into her good graces but she got the impression that despite their rocky beginnings Tom had more integrity than that. It was a nice gesture.

“You’re the one that’s inherited the old Foster place, right?”

“That’s me.” She put on a thin smile.

“Big job sorting it out, I expect. Especially seeing as how it’s been empty for so long.” The woman patted Abby’s hand—what was it with all the physical touching around here, anyway? “You should head over to Breezes some day for breakfast,” Tanya chattered on. “The old timers over there will fill your ears about how that house is full of ghosts.” She departed with a friendly smile.

Abby picked up her purse and sighed. Ghosts? She shook her head. Just one more thing she didn’t need right now.








  
  
Chapter Five




Abby took Tanya’s advice and headed over to Breezes Café at nine the next morning, searching out breakfast and a Wi-Fi connection to do some research. Morning light poured through the wide windows, casting a cheery glow on the patrons. A local radio station played in the background. More than one person entered and was offered a wave and was called by name. If Abby was looking for Jewell Cove headquarters, it appeared the café was it. 

After she ordered a bowl of oatmeal and coffee, she booted up her netbook and opened her browser. With a sinking heart she realized Tom was annoyingly right. She ate rather absently as she went through the list of contractors in the area and the reviews for each one. At least on paper, he was the best around. Only one other company came close to impressing her, but when she gave them a quick call to see if they could provide her with a quote, she was told that they could maybe slot her in around October.

Tom had her over a barrel and what was even more aggravating, he knew it. It was either hire him or sell it to him.

She was browsing through Tom’s site, looking at refurbishment pictures when someone cleared their throat beside her table. “Excuse me, Miss Foster?”

The man was probably in his early fifties, with a rough complexion that spoke of years spent in the wind and sun. His thinning hair was an interesting blend of gray and blond—what she thought might have been quite attractive at one point but had been salt-bleached by the sea. 

“I’m Abigail Foster.” She held out her hand.

He shook it and his palm was rough. “Luke Pratt. I’m the Mayor of Jewell Cove.”

This man was the mayor? He looked like he’d just stepped off a fishing vessel.

“Won’t you sit down?” she offered, pushing her nearly empty bowl aside.

“Thanks.” He slid into the booth across from her and smiled. “How are you liking our town?”

She gave the only answer possible. “It’s lovely. Small and friendly. Everyone seems to know who I am already.” It was a bit of a backhanded compliment, she admitted to herself. A little anonymity would have been nice. But Pratt only smiled widely at her.

“And the house? It’s a right beauty, isn’t it?”

Was there a right or wrong answer to this question too? “It’s definitely something. A little worse for wear.” She gave him a small wink. “A diamond in the rough, perhaps.”

His florid complexion seemed to redden even more. “That’s a fine way to put it,” he agreed. “Your great-aunt Marian took a lot of pride in her place until she took sick. It’s a shame that it’s fallen into disrepair.”

Abby suddenly remembered what Tom had said about the town pressuring Marian to turn the house into a museum. Was that the reason for the warm welcome this morning?

“I’m sure it’s nothing that some paint and elbow grease can’t fix.” She lifted her chin a touch. “It was built to last, just like the Fosters, wouldn’t you agree?”

Why she felt the sudden surge of family pride, she didn’t know. But she met Luke Pratt’s gaze evenly. 

A spark of admiration glinted in his eye. “I would. It was Jedediah Foster’s pride and joy—at least that’s what the records say.” A small smile touched his chapped lips. “We sea captains are made of sturdy stuff.”

“Fisherman turned mayor?” she asked politely, a bit charmed despite herself. 

“Captain Luke Pratt, retired US Navy,” he clarified. Was it just her, or had his shoulders straightened ever so slightly when he said it? “So Miss Foster, what are your plans for the house?”

Niceties out of the way, she affected a nonchalant shrug. “I haven’t decided yet. I only just arrived yesterday.”

“That’s good news.”

“It is?”

He rested his hands on the edge of the table. “Why settle on something so soon when there are options to consider?”

“And you’re going to tell me about one of those options, naturally,” she responded, curling her fingers around her coffee cup. 

“Have you been inside the house?”

“Of course.”

“Then you know how much history is there. The house is important to this town—as a landmark and a testament to the long history here. It would be perfect as a museum. Both to preserve the history and, of course, as a tourist draw to our town.”

“Didn’t you approach my great-aunt about this years ago?”

He sat back. Abby mentally thanked Tom for the heads up; this certainly wasn’t due to any communication on Marian’s part but Mr. Pratt didn’t know that. Without intending to, Tom had given her the upper hand. Or at least helped her level the playing field.

“Well, yes. Not me personally, of course. But previous councils…”

“And her answer was always no.”

“She might have said something about the house remaining in family hands.”

Abby kept hearing that and it puzzled her each time. 

He cleared his throat. “What we’re proposing isn’t to buy the property from you. It would still remain yours—just like Marian wanted. But we’d propose renting it from you. In keeping with Foster tradition, we would ensure that the articles inside were family pieces and not random articles brought in as indicative of the period. It would, in all ways, remain Foster House.” He smiled. “Or as the locals know it, The house on Blackberry Hill.”

There was that name again. “And would you be paying for the renovations needed to make it happen?”

He paused.

“Of course not.” She answered her own question. “You want me to pay to fix it up and then hand it over to you, am I right?”

“We would be paying rent,” he insisted. “The historical significance alone…”

“Which I appreciate,” she relented. “Tell me, Mr. Pratt. Sentimentality aside, why didn’t you just offer to buy the house?”

Sharp blue eyes met hers. “The town can’t afford to buy it outright.”

“Which is no surprise,” she said. She admired his forthright manner, admired how he’d approached her today, even though she was starting to feel ambushed at every turn. 

Then again, if Mayor Pratt looked like Tom this conversation might have gone very differently. She couldn’t ignore the fact that last night their banter had felt the tiniest bit like flirting.

“I just arrived in town, Mr. Pratt, and I don’t even know what needs to be done to the house. It would be premature to say I know what I’m going to do because there are too many unknowns.” The man didn’t need to know that she still figured selling it was the best idea. “But I’ll keep your proposal in mind.”

He nodded. “That’s all I can ask,” he said kindly. “I hope I didn’t overstep by approaching you so soon…”

“Don’t apologize. You were clear and to the point. That’s refreshing.”

Pratt slid out of the booth and held out his hand. Abby got up too and shook it. He gave her fingers a friendly squeeze. “You’re quite like your Aunt Marian, you know. Not so much in looks, but you’ve got her backbone.”

The way Abby was feeling about Marian’s lack of contact with Iris’s side of the family, she wasn’t sure if she should take that as a compliment or an insult. She decided compliment, because it had clearly been meant that way.

“Thank you, Mr. Pratt. I’m sure we’ll speak again.”

He nodded and waved at a few locals as he left the coffee shop. Abby sat back down as the waitress came back to warm up her coffee. She wondered how Pratt had known to find her here. She felt several pairs of eyes on her and tried to ignore the conspicuous feeling that crawled over her skin. No doubt someone had tipped him off and he’d hustled over here from the town hall or wherever the mayor’s office was.

She looked back at the website she’d been browsing—Tom’s—and knew she really didn’t have a choice. Keep it, sell it, rent it to Jewell Cove—it had to be renovated before any option was viable. 

With a sinking heart, she realized she was going to have to call Tom Arseneault. 


      [image: ]Tom rested his hand on the railing of the deck overlooking the quiet cove as he waited for his burger to finish grilling. Other than the occasional car passing, there was no sound except the quiet lapping of water on the pebbled beach below. On a soft spring night like tonight, he was one hundred percent satisfied that he’d made the right decision, moving here. The cozy cottage was nestled in the trees and a grassy slope led down to the calm waters of Fiddler’s Rock. 

Josh was coming home to stay. Tom had been thinking about that a good deal since hearing the news. He didn’t have a good feeling about this picnic his mother and cousins were planning. He agreed that he and Josh had to find a way to coexist. Jewell Cove was not a big town. They had the same family, a lot of the same friends. But throwing them together at some big welcome home might just blow up in everyone’s faces.

He’d skip the whole thing if he could, except he knew someone would come out here and drag him back if he tried it. The only thing to do was show up for a little while and try to stay out of Josh’s way. 

A car door slammed and Josh turned his head toward the front of the house. Had someone come in? He checked his burger, slid it on to the warming rack, and turned off the burner before going inside through the patio door. Just as he shut it behind him, there was a knock on his front door. 

He opened it to find his cousin Sarah on his doorstep, looking her usual bright and cheerful self in jeans, a baggy T-shirt, and a perky ponytail.

“Sarah. This is a surprise. Are Mark and the kids with you?” He looked over her shoulder, but she appeared to be alone.

“Nope, just me. Can I come in?”

“Of course you can.” He said the words easily but he frowned a little. It wasn’t very common for her to show up on his doorstep. She must want something in particular. He could pretty much guess what. 

She stepped inside and he offered her a seat. “I was just going to have some dinner. I can put another burger on the grill if you want.”

She shook her head and sank into one of his chairs. He realized his home was very different from her light and airy house overlooking the harbor. The cottage was all wood paneling and hardwood floors and sturdy furniture. The upholstery was dark and plaid—not a floral print in sight. It was snug and welcoming, quiet and secluded. Just the way he wanted it. 

“What brings you by, Sarah?” He kept his voice deliberately casual. “Everything all right with the family?”

“I’ve come to ask a favor,” she said, smiling brightly. “You do know about Josh, right?”

“I heard.”

“We’re having a picnic on Memorial Day weekend to celebrate his homecoming.”

“I heard that too. Your mom called me yesterday.”

“Oh.” 

It seemed very wrong that he and Josh should work so hard at avoiding each other. They had been the same age, with the same interests and friends. They’d played baseball together all through high school—Josh on the pitcher’s mound, Tom at short stop. They’d double dated, spent summer afternoons at the beach, and once put a hole in his father’s aluminum boat and had to swim for Aquteg Island before being rescued.

Now it was reduced to this. 

He thought of Josh, all alone in his house in Hartford. Josh had been the one to take retirement from the service and set up their home, waiting for the day Erin would be back for good and they could start the family Josh had always wanted. 

And then Erin had been killed three weeks before she was due to return. Tom hadn’t always been a good friend or cousin, but he’d be a cold bastard to begrudge Josh the chance to come home and be with his family. 

“I already promised to make an appearance, if that’s what you’re here for.”

“Actually, I was hoping you would make us a dance floor for the party. Something like you did for Julie and Adam’s wedding last summer, remember?”

A dance floor. It wasn’t a bit of trouble. Some plywood and nails. It wasn’t that. It was wanting to reach out to his cousin and make amends and being afraid he’d be slapped back. He turned his back on Sarah and walked to the wide bay window with his hands on his hips, gazing out over the water.

She went to him and put her hand on his arm. “Tom,” she said quietly, “hasn’t this gone on long enough?”

He didn’t look at her as he answered. “What you’re asking for isn’t just a dance floor. It’s not so easy to forget.”

Her reply was clipped. “Well, someone needs to make the first move. Or does family really mean that little to you?”

He turned on her then, a little bit angry himself, because he wasn’t sure why the onus always had to fall on him to make things right. Josh wasn’t a totally innocent party, either. 

“Don’t you dare accuse me of that, Sarah. Not when you know better. We both know what I gave up in the name of family and brotherhood. Not that it did a damn bit of good.” Tom had stepped aside when push came to shove and they all knew it. He hadn’t stood in Josh’s way. 

“You let her go except for the one way that mattered most. In your heart. You said all the right things but we all knew why you moved out here. You’re practically a hermit. You never date. You spend all your time on the job or in your woodworking shop. Please, Tom. Don’t let this continue to drive a wedge between you and Josh when she’s not even here anymore.”

“It’s not that simple,” he relented, softening his words. 

She shook her head, her eyes soft. “Of course it isn’t. All I’m asking is for you to try. A visible gesture that you’re willing to take this first step. I miss the old days, Tom. I want to see us all back together again, like it used to be.”

“We’re older now,” he said, quieter. “We can’t go back. It won’t ever be the same.”

For a few minutes they stood in silence, watching the softening light over the cove. A few ducks bobbed on the surface, their bodies sending ripples over the glassy water. This was why he’d chosen this particular spot in the first place. The cottage had a way of quieting a busy mind and a hurting heart.

“You always were like a mother duck,” he finally said, a smile in his voice. “If we all argued, you came up with a compromise. We got a scraped knee, you went for the Band Aid. But you can’t fix this, Sarah, no matter how much you try. That’s up to Josh and me.”

He saw her shoulders slump and he closed his eyes, giving in. Why could he never say no to the females in his family?

“I’ll make your dance floor, and I promised Aunt Meggie I’d show up. The rest is up to Josh.”

A smile spread across her face and she raised her arms and hugged him. “Thank you! I knew I could count on you, Tom!”

He chuckled as he gave her a quick hug and then set her back. “Don’t get too excited. You had to know you’d wear me down. Now get going. Don’t you have a family to look after or something?”

“We’re meeting at Sally’s for ice cream after ball practice. I promised Matthew one of her hot fudge sundaes.”

He chuckled. “Just like we used to do when we were kids.”

“Yeah, only Sally is much older now. You’re welcome to join us,” she added.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ve still got dinner on the grill.” Which was probably dried out by now, but it didn’t matter much. The way he was feeling, the last thing he needed was to hang around with yet another big, happy family.

He walked her to the door and kissed her cheek before she left. But as she backed out of the driveway he frowned. 

Everyone seemed to think that this big reunion was going to be perfect, but Tom got the feeling they were setting themselves up for disappointment. Even if he were willing to make a new start with his cousin, it was a two way street. And he wasn’t sure it was one Josh was willing to travel. 








  
  
Chapter Six




Abby’s hands were sweating inside the rubber gloves, but she was doing so much cleaning that she didn’t dare work without them unless she wanted chapped skin. For two days she’d scoured and washed and sometimes it felt as if she hadn’t gotten anywhere. So far she’d managed to make the master bedroom clean and fresh, as well as the bathroom with its old fixtures, stand-up shower and luxurious claw foot tub. Marian Foster had spent considerable money updating the house to modern standards while still maintaining a vintage feel to everything. Running water and electricity were readily available but to Abby everything still looked as if she’d stepped back in time. Somewhat grudgingly, she had to admit she liked it. It gave the house character. 

The hall and stairwell were cleaned, the faded carpet on the steps vacuumed within an inch of its life, and she’d taken a whole day to work on the kitchen, wiping walls and cupboards from top to bottom. Her whole body ached. The next time someone asserted that housecleaning wasn’t work, she’d set them straight in a hurry.

A new washer and dryer was delivered and installed, and a trip to the local department store had yielded small appliances like a new toaster and coffeemaker. It made no sense for her to remain in the motel indefinitely, so she’d made her first priority getting the house in a semi-livable state. The work was long and exhausting, but with each clean wall and polished piece of furniture, the place was starting to feel less like a derelict. 

If only she could shake the uneasy feeling that washed over her now and again. It was cold and unpleasant and settled heavily on her shoulders. She told herself it was just foolishness and an overactive imagination. That it was because she was alone in the huge place. A few times she’d actually thought she’d glimpsed something out of the corner of her eye, only to turn to the movement and see nothing. 

She had to get this placed cleaned and on the market, because if she stayed here too long she was afraid she’d go all-the-way crazy.

The afternoon was spent vacuuming every possible corner of the library and polishing the wood with oil soap. As each gleaming surface came into view, Abby realized she couldn’t put off making the call much longer. The house looked better as she cleaned, but it also highlighted flaws she’d missed during her first inspection. There was work to be done, work that she couldn’t do herself. For that she needed Tom.

She stripped off her gloves, took Tom’s card out of her pocket, and grabbed her cell phone, dialling his number with her thumb. Might as well get it over with.

“Arseneault Contracting.”

The deep voice was clearly his. It shivered along her nerve endings like silk. She swallowed. “Tom,” she said. “It’s Abby Foster.”

“Well, well.”

He sounded so smug she wanted to hang up and say to hell with him. But she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She sniffed and rolled her shoulders, trying to relax. “I was wondering if you were still interested in putting together a quote.”

“Of course I am. Just a sec.”

Abby heard what sounded like his hand going over the phone, and then a muffled shout and a crash. “Sorry,” he said, coming back. “We’re just finishing a job and I came inside to hear you better over the noise.”

She put her fingers over the bridge of her nose. She hadn’t considered how convenient it was that his schedule was open when everyone else’s for miles around was booked solid. “How is it you have all this time to fit me in?” she asked. “Every other contractor I talked to is booked right through the summer. Why not you, Tom? Is there something I should know?”

“Every other contractor? So you shopped around and chose me. I’m flattered.”

“Don’t be. Didn’t you hear me? Everyone else was booked. Let’s call it a choice of necessity.”

He laughed, the sound warm in her ear. “I heard you just fine. Actually, I’m glad you asked. We had our latest project go bust due to financing, and before that we were set to do a big kitchen renovation down towards Camden, but the marriage hit the skids and now they’re fighting over the house. Everything was put on hold.”

“Oh.”

“Well, my loss is your gain. Or my gain too, if you’re serious. Did you check my references? I do good work, Abby. You can trust me.”

Ha. Trust. This was the second time he’d asked her to blindly believe him, and Abby didn’t trust anyone these days. She’d learned the hard way that people rarely kept their word. Trusting was just a sure way to get hurt. Even Gram, who’d been the most stable person in her life, had obviously been keeping secrets.

She pressed the phone to her ear. “I’d rather have some facts and figures to go by,” she replied drily. 

“I can drop by tomorrow morning. We wrap up here by this afternoon and I can give you all the time you need.”

There was no reason why his words should cause a stupid fluttering in her chest. No reason why the air in the library should suddenly feel close and cloying. But the idea of having a man like Tom Arseneault at her beck and call was enticing and made her feel a little giddy. 

“I’ll be here. Cleaning.”

His low laugh rippled along the line. “It’s quite a job, huh.”

“You have no idea. It’s a blessing I’m not an asthmatic.”

He laughed. “It’ll be worth it, Abby. We’ll bring the old girl back to life, you’ll see.”

She didn’t know what was more attractive—the idea of the restored mansion or the image of Tom Arseneault in his work boots and a plaid shirt. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow,” he echoed. 

As she hung up, she pressed a hand to her forehead. She needed help. Rugged carpenters weren’t her type. For goodness sake, she hadn’t dated in so long she didn’t even have a type. And the idea of restoring the house should make her relieved, not excited. 

Still. Maybe tonight she’d paint her toenails. She had a new shade in turquoise she’d been dying to try…


      [image: ]Abby gave up on the pedicure. After a long day of scrubbing and scouring, she was too tired to cook so she ventured into Breezes again, greeted by the savory scent of pot roast, seafood chowder, and fresh bread. She recognized a few faces already and smiled as they nodded in greeting. Instead of taking a table and sitting alone, she sat up at the counter, perching on a wooden swivel stool with a rung back. The fastest thing to order was the chowder, and within seconds a steaming bowl was placed in front of her along with a plate holding the largest dinner roll she’d ever seen.

“This smells fantastic,” she complimented the woman behind the counter. “Thanks.”

“You need anything else, give a holler.” The woman looked over Abby’s head. “Evening, Art. Sweet tooth acting up again?”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Be right back.”

A man sat up to the counter a few stools over and Abby stole a look. Older than Luke Pratt for sure, probably in his sixties or more, with a friendly face and a slight pot belly. She smiled as he looked over, then turned her attention to her bun—really the size of a small loaf. She broke off a piece and spread it with butter. The real stuff, no artificial, low-fat anything here, she realized. The sign said home cooking and they meant it.

“You’re Miss Foster, aren’t you?”

Abby supposed this would go on until she’d met everyone in the town, so she reluctantly looked away from her steaming chowder and smiled. “I am.”

“You’ve got your great-aunt’s smile. Art Ellis. May I?” He nodded at the stool beside her, and when she agreed he slid over, taking off his Bruins ball cap. “I used to look after the grounds up at the house before Ms. Marian took sick.”

Her smile came easier. At least Ellis wasn’t just being nosy; he actually had a connection to the house. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too. Town’s been buzzing with the news that you’re here, but I didn’t want to intrude. Thought you might be sort of a private type of person, like Marian was.”

The waitress put a gigantic piece of apple pie in front of him, topped with a scoop of vanilla ice cream that was already starting to melt. “Linda, you’re an angel.”

“Our little secret,” Linda replied with a wink. “And if you blame this on me and Margie asks, I’ll deny it.”

He grinned at Abby, then took a bite of his pie and sighed contentedly. “My missus would have a fit if she knew I was eating pie. Worries about my blood sugar. But Linda here makes the best pastry in town.” He grinned, a sideways smile that made him look boyish, and patted his stomach. “Wouldn’t want Margie to know I said that, either.”

The smell of apples and nutmeg was heavenly. Abby sipped her water. “My lips are sealed.”

He ran his hand over the thinning hair at the top of his head. “There’s lots of speculation about you, Miss Foster.”

She met his gaze. “Call me Abby. And I’m just as curious about the town as it is about me.” She was surprised to realize it was true.

“It’s true then? That you never knew Marian?”

She didn’t know why she was shocked that he should know that. “News travels fast around here. You were the gardener?”

He nodded. “Of a sort. I cut the grass and kept the trees pruned, did odd jobs around the house. But the garden, that was all Ms. Marian. She loved her garden, especially the roses. She always had the nicest blooms. I’d hate to see the state of it now.” He shook his head.

“It’s a mess,” Abby confirmed. “I don’t think it has been touched since she stopped living at the house.”

“A shame,” he said, cutting through the flaky crust of his pie. “After all the work she put in. The house probably isn’t much better, is it?”

Abby smiled back. “I got the feeling that Captain Foster built it to withstand any storm, but it needs some attention,” she conceded. “I need to have it assessed, but my initial impression is that it’s sound.”

“You should have Tom Arseneault have a peek at it. That boy knows what he’s doing.”

That “boy” had to be thirty years old and was the size of a barn door. “So I’ve heard,” she replied dryly. Ellis didn’t need to know she’d already asked Tom for a quote. Besides, she was sure the gossip mill would have everyone well-informed about it all in no time anyway. “You know the house well, Mr. Ellis. I’d love to learn more about it. It’s on Foster Lane, but more than once I’ve heard it called Blackberry Hill. Do you know why that is?”

Art sat back against the padded seat. “It’s been called that for years. Blackberries grow wild all over that side of the mountain. You take a walk up sometime and check it out. Between them and the blueberries, the odd black bear’s been known to show up now and again.”

“I haven’t gone up yet. Is there anything up there?”

Art nodded. “There’s still one of the old barns from when it was the Prescott farm. That’d be your great-grandmother Edith’s family.” He leaned closer, as if sharing a secret and damned if she wasn’t drawn in. “When I was younger there was a rumor that the barns and buildings were hiding spots for spies during the war. But that’s just a bunch of romantic talk. The Prescotts moved away after Edith died and years later the old house burned in a lightning strike. The barn’s still there, and the gate was put across the road because teenagers used to go up there and get up to no good in the barn.”

“And you know this because?”

He grinned and his eyes twinkled. “Well, I suppose that would be because I was one of those teenagers.”

She smiled as she looked down in her chowder bowl. Art Ellis could be a charmer too, couldn’t he? 

“But you need to talk to someone who knew Edith and Elijah,” he said. He looked around the diner until he found who he was looking for. “Hey, Isabel. Come on over here a minute.”

Abby’s fingers tightened on her spoon. Good heavens, anyone who had known her great-grandparents would have to be close to a hundred, wouldn’t they? She spooned up more chowder, determined to eat before it got stone-cold.

“What are you going on about, Arthur? And it’s Mrs. Frost to you,” the sharp voice replied from a corner of the restaurant.

Mindless of the other patrons, Art let out a sigh. “Well, if you don’t want to meet Marian’s niece, fine by me.”

It took a while for the elderly woman to shuffle her way over to them, but when she got there she didn’t mince words. Her white curls bobbed as she nodded at Abby. “I’ll sit over here, if you don’t mind. I won’t be sitting next to the likes of you, Arthur Ellis. Biggest troublemaker I ever had in my class. Always teasing the girls.” The white-haired woman sat down with an oomph on the other side of Abby. She leaned ahead and wagged her finger at Arthur. “You were always more trouble than you were worth.”

“You loved me and you know it,” he replied. He gave Abby a wink. “They all loved me. I was a good-looking kid.”

Abby took the bait. “I think you are probably right, Mrs. Frost. Charming, for sure, but a smart woman can see right through that, don’t you agree?”

Isabel Frost laughed, a wheezy sound that made Abby grin. “Your Aunt Marian would have said just that,” she confirmed. “And she probably did, many a time.”

Once again Abby had been compared to her aunt, and in a positive way. She wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that.

“Mrs. Frost taught most of the Cove until she retired in the eighties,” Art explained. “She knew Marian. Knew Edith, too.”

“Edith Prescott was beautiful,” Isabel proclaimed. “She was a few years older than me, but I remember. Sweet and polite, bit of a stubborn streak and with the most gorgeous hair. It was a hazelnut brown and so thick. And a beautiful bride, too. The day she married Elijah Foster she was radiant. Not a year later she had Marian. She was so happy then. Elijah doted on her and she had everything a girl could have wanted. We all lived for an invitation to the Fosters’ for a party. And oh my, they threw some grand ones.” 

Gorgeous, dark hair—could the woman in the photo on the mantel be Edith? The baby was probably Marian, then. The records showed that Edith had died in 1945. Maybe, Abby considered, it was the only picture Marian had of her with her mother. How sad.

Isabel’s soft tone of remembrance continued. “The last party they threw was not a week after Pearl Harbor. It was a last hurrah, really. Elijah was gone after Christmas of ’41, when he signed up with the Navy. Came back in ’43 a changed man, with a limp and a cane for his troubles. Still, things seemed to come around for a while. Iris was born in ’44. But then there was that tragic accident. The whole town was in shock. The war was just ending, you know. We were celebrating V-E Day and everyone knew Japan was next. Rumor was that there’d been a little too much celebrating up at the house and Edith fell down the stairs.”

Silence surrounded them. It was so much more than Abby had ever expected to learn today, but it raised even more questions. And the stairs… She supressed a shiver, remembering the odd, oppressive sensation she always felt crossing by the bottom. It creeped her out a bit to realize that her great-grandmother had died there. Ghosts…

“A rumor?”

Isabel clasped her fingers. “No one ever said differently.”

There was something about the way she said it though that made Abby perk up. Perhaps it was what wasn’t said that was most telling.

“What about the children?”

Isabel folded her hands. “Elijah was never the same after Edith’s death, they said. Became a bit of a recluse, either gone for work all the time or hiding away in that house. One of the maids had a particular liking for Marian, and she brought her up almost as her own. Iris, though, she was an infant, barely even walking. Too much for a widower to handle alone. She went to live with relatives in Houlton if I remember right.”

That followed with what little Abby knew simply from family records. Iris had been brought up by her grandparents in the town close to the Canadian border. Abby swallowed around a lump in her throat, hungry for information but sad that it had to come after Gram’s death. Why? Had she been ashamed for some reason? Angry at being cast out? There had to be more to the story. Families didn’t just split, did they?

“What about Elijah?”

“Had a heart attack in the sixties. Marian inherited the house and the Foster fortune with it. Art here can tell you a lot more about your Aunt Marian. He looked after the grounds and did a lot of handyman work around there, didn’t you Art?”

“Sure did. She had her hands full lookin’ after all the girls she helped.” He frowned. “Some people didn’t approve of what Ms. Marian did up there, but she was a good, kind woman.” He smiled a little. “’Course, I’m a little biased, as that’s how I met my Margaret.”

There were so many stories waiting to be discovered, weren’t there? Abby was surprisingly curious about the family she’d never known. Art and Isabel were so entertaining, Abby thought she could listen to the pair of them forever. And they didn’t seem to mind that she was a stranger. They were quite welcoming when all was said and done. They accepted her at face value with an ease she’d never experienced before.

She wasn’t quite comfortable with feeling so…comfortable.

 Isabel patted Abby’s hand. “You never knew any of this, dear?”

Abby shook her head. “I’m afraid I didn’t know anything at all about the family.”

“But Iris, you knew her?”

Abby nodded, tears clogging her throat. She hadn’t realized how much she missed having a connection to family until just now. There was no one left. She was the last direct descendant of Elijah Foster, and this town was her only link to her family. For the first time, she saw beyond the resentment she’d felt since the legal notification of her inheritance. What Isabel Frost had given her today was a precious gift. She’d given Abby history. She’d given her life context. Even if it wasn’t neat and tidy and happy, it was something.

“Gram never talked about her family. She always said some things were better left in the past,” Abby ventured, when her voice was steady again.

Isabel frowned for a moment, but then the confused look was gone. “Well, it’s a shame, but you’re here now.” She patted her hand again. “What are you planning to do with the house?”

The words “sell it” sat on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t seem to make herself say them. She took a breath, realizing that what was going through her mind right now meant staying in town even longer than her revised plans. She couldn’t deny that she was getting caught up in it—not just the romance of the house, but also of its story. “The first thing I’m going to do is have it properly restored,” she announced. Then, Abby promised herself, she was going to discover all the Fosters’ secrets.

Saying the words out loud gave her a renewed energy. Even though she’d already asked Tom to work up an estimate, talking to Art and Isabel made it seem real and possible. She was suddenly quite hungry. She lifted her spoon and scooped up a mouthful of creamy broth. When Linda, the waitress, passed by again, Abby asked, “I don’t suppose you have another piece of that pie back there?”

“With ice cream?”

What the hell. A few days ago she’d been determined to breeze in and out of town with a minimum of fuss. Now she was digging in her heels, ready to uncover what she could about the family she’d never known. She was going to need lots of energy to get through it.

“Why not?” she answered with a jaunty shrug. 

As she dug into the warm sweetness of the pie, she got the feeling that she just might be biting off more than she could chew.

And that the challenge made her feel more alive than she had in months.


      [image: ]Abby got up at dawn and dug out her yoga pants and running shoes. In the days since her arrival she’d missed working out, though the heavy-duty cleaning had provided a substantial calorie burn. She’d been relieved to discover that both the fridge and stove worked and she’d cooked simple meals for herself rather than going out to eat each night, which had helped. But she missed her routine. When she ran, the sound of her breathing and the rhythmic slap of her running shoes were calming, and the physical exertion made her feel strong and capable, completely in control. This morning it seemed the perfect way to gear up for a new start. 

She jogged down the lane to the road and then turned left, starting up the winding incline. The May morning was cool but mild, and the newness of the sun’s light made the dew sparkle on the tall grass and wildflowers that had yet to open. A half-mile into the run, the pavement stopped and the road turned to dirt. A large metal gate blocked the road from any traffic, just like Art had said, but she skirted around it and kept on going. Legs burning, heart pounding, Abby could see the summit, not that far away now. 

The sun rose higher in the sky and the only sound on the air was the birds singing in the scrub bushes and trees. She recognized the call of chickadees and the clear-as-glass song of the finches, marred only by the harsher squawks from starlings and crows. Just when she was sure her legs would give out, the path leveled. A gravel drive off to the right led to a run-down, abandoned barn. It leaned precariously to the side, as if it could slip at any moment into a pile of rotted lumber and shingles. 

She gave a little shiver. The same dark feeling that washed over her from time to time at the house was here, too. The unstable structure was isolated way up here on top of the mountain. Private. No one nearby to hear a sound. No one to come to anyone’s rescue. 

That was silly, though. She was in no danger. Abby shook off her thoughts and with a self-deprecating smile made a note to stop reading thrillers late at night. She was listening for footsteps in the dark and looking for things that simply didn’t exist.

She grabbed her foot, stretching out her quadriceps as she inhaled deeply, enjoying the incredible view from the top of her mountain. From the summit she saw the house, large and majestic, surrounded by trees and the back garden that was in dire need of love and attention after being let grow wild for the last several years. Past the house she could see clear down to the town and the harbor, the buildings sparkling like multi-colored jewels against the clear blue sky. The water narrowed around the tip of the bay but then expanded into the shining blue-green greatness of the bigger Penobscot. From there the ocean would go on for miles and miles, and even up here she could taste the salty tang of the sea air. It tasted like freedom.

She knew from the deed and the material from the lawyer that this land was all hers now as well. It had once been the home of great-grandmother Edith’s family. Elijah had bought a substantial section of the land from the Prescott family and built the house upon it. And when they’d married, Edith’s family had sold the remainder of the property to Elijah and moved. Abby wondered if they’d seen Iris as a way to hold onto their daughter, and if that had any bearing on why Iris and Marian had been separated their whole lives. Maybe it had been too hard to let go, knowing their daughter had died so young.

Still, she couldn’t imagine giving up this place so easily. It was a pretty piece of land with an incredible panoramic view. She wandered until she found an outcropping of rock and then sat, pulling up her knees, soaking in the morning. In the summer it would be thick with flowers and loaded with the wild blackberries that Art Ellis had told her about. 

She wished she could stay longer, but Tom was coming today and she wanted to get home and cleaned up before he arrived. Reluctantly she began the jog back down the mountain. The downhill slope proved more of a challenge for her knees and thighs than the uphill, and she was puffing and her T-shirt was wet through the back when she reached the lane again. She slowed to a walk, needing to cool down before hitting the shower. It didn’t take long until she could see the whole length of the driveway, and the fact that Tom’s truck was already parked next to her car.

Damn.

He was sitting on the top step of the small verandah, talking on a cell phone. When he saw her approach he hung up and got to his feet, tucking the phone away in his back pocket.

He looked good. Faded jeans and work boots and a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. And here she was, likely the color of a freshly cooked lobster with sweat creeping down the small of her back. 

“You’re up bright and early,” she greeted.

“Too early?”

Yes, she wanted to answer, but didn’t. “I ran the mountain. Sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived.”

He came down the steps. “It’s no biggie. I made a few calls. Maybe I can have a look around and start making a list while you, ah…”

His gaze traveled down her body. “Clean up?” she suggested, feeling awkward but knowing there was nothing else to be done.

He nodded. “Yeah. That.”

Of course she needed a shower. She felt a little weird about it, knowing Tom would be wandering through her house while she was getting naked, but she shook it off. “Suit yourself. I won’t be long.”

“Okay.”

She unlocked the front door and led the way in. “Why don’t you start with the downstairs? And there should be coffee on in the kitchen. I set it up to brew before I left. Milk’s in the fridge. Help yourself.”

“Thanks.”

She scooted up the stairs before he could say anything more. Once in her room she grabbed some clothes and scurried to the bathroom, making sure to lock the door behind her. She turned on the shower and stripped while waiting for the water heat, feeling an odd sort of awareness about her nakedness. Wondering what it might be like if he walked into the bathroom while she was under the hot spray. As her pulse quickened, she wondered what he’d look like if he stripped off his clothing. He would be big and brawny and beautiful. And he’d say her name in that deep voice of his…

Inside the shower stall she applied the puff with enough force to peel off her top layer of skin. It was utterly inappropriate for her to be having these sorts of thoughts about Tom Arseneault, a man she wasn’t even sure she liked.

And who she was pretty sure didn’t like her. She had to remember that part, too. 

She huffed out a laugh to herself as she rinsed off the lather and reached for the shampoo. The sad truth was that despite any fantasizing, she probably wouldn’t know what to do with a naked Tom Arseneault if she had him. It had been so long since she’d had sex she wasn’t sure the old analogy of riding a bike would even hold true. Plus, if she were so inclined to give it a try, Abby was pretty sure she should stick with someone a little less…potent. Maybe a banker or an accountant. She chuckled to herself. Someone with training wheels.

But the truth of the matter was, even if Tom wore a tie and glasses, Abby knew herself well enough to know that casual relationships weren’t her thing. For her, sex was about trust. It was intimate, on a physical and emotional level. If and when she chose to be with someone again, she would be absolutely sure it was right.

She shut off the water and reached for the towel. She supposed that made her terribly old-fashioned but preferred to think of it as gun shy. And one thing was for sure. Tom Arseneault might be the greatest thing since sliced bread, but it was a long leap from where they were now to sleeping together. No matter how delicious he looked in his work shirt and jeans.

She gave a short laugh and reached for her underwear. Besides, it wasn’t like he was exactly offering himself up for sex anyway.








  
  
Chapter Seven




Tom wandered through the downstairs, coffee cup in hand. The house did look much better now that it had been given a good cleaning. Abby must have worked her ass off to accomplish so much in such a short time. The woodwork and banisters were gleaming and the furniture polished. It made the good stuff look great and the bad stuff even worse. Like the floors and rugs. Despite a vacuuming, they really needed to be professionally cleaned. As did the draperies—if they could even be saved. The woodwork definitely needed some love; trying to match it was going to take some research. 

On initial inspection, however, Tom was delighted to find the place was sound. The wiring and plumbing were good and there didn’t appear to be any moisture in the walls. What they were dealing with here was aesthetics and not a lot of reconstruction, which was a pleasant surprise. The price and time factor would have gone way up if they’d had to start ripping out walls.

The verandah would have to be replaced, of course, and he’d have to check the roof and windows. The downstairs needed crack filling and painting throughout, and all the floors needed refinishing. The kitchen had a shocking lack of cupboard space, and he had some ideas how to improve it, including replacing all the countertops with granite and adding a butcher block. He needed to inspect the fireplace flues as well, and ask if she wanted them opened and functional. The chimneys would likely have to be completely re-bricked.

There was the issue of modernizing things, too. She could make the library into a den, add a wall unit for a television and stereo receiver, bring in cable and internet. Right now there wasn’t a phone connection. She had to be using her cell phone, and it must be costing her a fortune with international roaming rates.

He stopped and stared out the kitchen window as it occurred to him that she had a fortune to spend on phone calls if she wanted. Rumor was that Marian had been a very rich woman. Where she’d gotten her money, no one quite knew. Certainly a substantial portion had come from Elijah’s estate, but had it been that much?

The shower stopped running and Tom swallowed. Footsteps echoed dully on the ceiling above him and he imagined her running the towel over her long legs and full breasts. His coffee cup paused on the way to his mouth. The figure that had only been hinted at the last time they met had been in full relief this morning in the fitted running tee and snug yoga pants. Walking in the house behind her had been a revelation. The black material had showcased a fine, tight backside.

But he was her contractor, not her lover. She didn’t even like him, for heaven’s sake. She’d made it very clear that he was her last choice, not her first. Didn’t stop his mind from wandering, though. After all, he still appreciated a good view. And the view had been very nice indeed.

The bathroom door opened and he raised the cup the rest of the way to his lips. The brew was lukewarm. 

“Tom? You can come up now. If you’re ready to look at the upstairs, that is.”

He didn’t need a second invitation. He put his cup on a table and made his way up the grand staircase to the top. The scent of her soap drifted out of the bathroom and he forced his mind to focus on the state of the rooms. Abby came out of one bedroom and his mouth went dry. Her blond hair was darker now, still wet, and twisted up into a clip at the back so he could see the long, graceful column of her neck. She wore jeans and a top that was gathered just beneath her breasts, and then stayed gathered in some weird way that made her ribs and waist look tiny. Damn. Abby Foster had curves. Good ones. The kind a man would have to be blind not to notice.

Even a man like Tom, who had no interest in romance whatsoever. He was still getting over the last broken heart and it had been hellish enough. It was certainly not an experience he wanted to repeat.

“I’ve taken this room as my own while I’m here,” she explained. “The furniture is gorgeous, isn’t it?”

The bed was a walnut four-poster with a matching highboy against one wall and a vanity table and chair next to a commode stand, complete with an antique china pitcher and bowl sprinkled with light blue rosebuds. The walls were the color of a robin’s egg, and the duvet cover was pure white. It was airy and fresh with a hint of elegance. Sort of like her, he realized.

“It’s very nice.”

“The windows are a little drafty, but I like it. I don’t even mind the floors. They aren’t as scratched as the others. I think the scars on the wide planking add character.”

“If you want to keep all the rugs, we should look into finding someone who can professionally clean them for you. Or you can purchase new.”

She looked up at him, the blue of her eyes brought out by all the other blue tones in the room.

“I don’t know. I mean, I could sell it furnished or I could have an estate sale first. I suppose cleaning them would be good either way.”

“I thought you hadn’t decided what you were doing with the house.”

“I’m considering all possibilities here.” She put a finger over her lips. “I think I’d like to keep as much of the original as I can, you know? No matter what I decide. Come look at this.”

She showed him to another bedroom, again with a four-poster, and then a third with more modest furniture. An embroidered sampler was framed and on the wall. She hadn’t managed to get that one cleaned yet and dust camouflaged the true character of the pieces, but he could see what she meant. It was rare to find such fine craftsmanship in furniture anymore. It had lasted because it was made to last. 

The last bedroom had a smaller room joined to it, and there was no furniture inside at all. “It’s like a nursery,” she said, standing in the doorway. “A door from this hall but another door connecting it to that bedroom too. Would a nanny or nurse have stayed in that room, do you think? Were the Fosters that rich?”

“Jed was,” Tom answered. “He was rolling in it. And Elijah probably was, too. Have you checked out the attic yet? I’m sure it had to have been servant’s quarters.”

She smiled sheepishly. “I’ve been too chicken. What if there are mice or bats or something?”

Tom laughed as they moved past the nursery. “Hate to tell you, but if you’ve got a rodent or bat problem up there, it’s going to be a problem down here.” He stopped in front of a plain door by the back hall—the only door left unopened. “Want me to go first?”

At her nod, he opened the door revealing narrow steps leading the way up into the third floor. The hallway at the top of the stairs was dimly lit, but a window kept it from being pitch black. Tom went carefully, but he was pleased to discover the top level was as sound as the rest of the house. The wood floors were dull and it was all rather plain and spartan, but he didn’t see any evidence of dry rot or bats. As far as the mice, he was certain they were around. He’d recommend she get in the pest control man to take care of that, the sooner the better.

Taking in the layout, it looked like the top floor was made up of five smaller rooms and a cramped bathroom that everyone would share.

“Come on up,” he called. “Nothing’s going to get you.”

He heard her steps following behind and smelled the fresh scent of her shampoo as she came up behind him. “It’s so light up here!”

“More windows than you’d expect,” he replied. “I’d say this was definitely servant’s quarters. And probably where a lot of the girls stayed when Marian ran her home.”

“People keep mentioning Marian’s ‘work,’ but they never specify what she did with the house.”

He nodded. “Yeah, she ran a place for pregnant girls…in that day, unwed mothers. Think about it. Up here on the mountain it’s private, and she had the house all to herself. It was the perfect location.”

“But why? Why that particular kind of house?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Who knows? All I’ve heard is that it was all extremely confidential. Only person who might know more is Art Ellis. He worked here back then.”

“We’ve met. He’s charming.”

Tom laughed. “He’s a terrible flirt.”

“Don’t knock Art. He recommended you.”

He watched as Abby went from room to room, peering into the open doors at the contents inside. “Before or after you called me?” he asked.

She looked over at him, her face blank with innocence. “After. Does it matter?”

Tom was somehow glad she’d decided to ask him for a quote before talking to Art. She’d come to him on her own. “Not really,” he lied.

“What on earth am I going to do with all this space?” She spread her arms wide. She looked enchanting when she did that, like a little girl inside a toy shop, wondering what to play with first.

“It’s a lot of house for one person,” he confirmed.

She dropped her arms. “The heating bills alone must be astronomical.”

“It would have been colder up here in winter. Hotter in summer. Though the windows might have given a bit of a cross draft for relief.” He forced himself back to business. “There’s not a lot of room above the ceiling, but we might be able to blow some extra insulation in there to make it more energy efficient.”

She looked up at him with a smile, scanning the open area in the middle that seemed to form a type of common area. “Look at this sofa and table. And games! There’s checkers and backgammon and decks of cards. Downstairs is so formal. This is the kind of place you could let your hair down and hang out with your girlfriends.”

“Would you want to fix it up, too?”

“Of course. Oh Tom, can’t you just imagine what it would have been like to come up here, with all that natural light, and paint or something?”

“You mean next to the servants?”

“Oh, right.” Her face fell at his reality check and he laughed.

“You’re getting carried away. It looks good on you.”

Damned if she didn’t blush.

“What about this room?” she asked, opening a door to her left. The room was windowless and completely, utterly dark. Tom stepped across the creaky floor and felt around the inside wall for a light switch. Nothing. He reached into his pocket and took out a penlight, shining it into the room.

“Holy mother,” he breathed. A cord hung from the ceiling and he stepped inside and pulled it, illuminating a single bulb in the ceiling. “Would you look at this?”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Abby said behind him. “Tom, that’s a sea chest.”

“It’s… everything,” Tom said significantly. The room was piled with chests and boxes. Maybe not filled with actual treasure, but he knew there’d be some gems in here nonetheless. “Marian must have stored all her stuff in here. This is a gold mine, Abby.” He turned to her and grinned. “You wanted to learn about your family? I’m guessing a good part of it is in these boxes and trunks.”

“It’s a little scary. I mean… there’s so much. Maybe there will be things I don’t want to know, you know?”

“Every family has its skeletons,” he replied. He wondered what she’d say if he admitted his own family tree had not only a town founder but a real pirate on one of its branches. “None of those skeletons can hurt you now, Abby. Everyone’s gone.”

He wished he could take back the words as soon as they left his mouth. Her eyes were sad as they rested on his face. 

“God, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t think.” He tried to smile. “Of course they’re not all gone. You must have your family back in Canada.”

But she shook her head. “No, you’re quite right,” she replied softly. “I really am all alone. My parents and grandmother have been gone for a while now.” Her expression of enchantment at discovering the treasure trove had disappeared. Now she just looked lost.

Tom tried to imagine his life without family. Even with the discord between him and Josh, Tom didn’t know what he’d do without his brother or their parents, or his cousins, Jess and Sarah. Aunt Meggie mothered him like he was her own. No one should be completely alone.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, feeling like a tool and not knowing what else he could possibly say.

“Not your fault,” she replied. “My mom left us when I was little, but when my dad died of cancer, she got custody of me. We moved around a lot. I was in so many schools I never really settled anywhere, until I finally went to live with Gram when I was fifteen. When Gram went…” her voice faded. “Well,” she said softly. “It is what it is.”

He hadn’t realized that she didn’t have anyone. But before he could scramble to come up with some suitable words, she shrugged off the heavy moment. 

“Anyway, you’re right. This is a gold mine. Did you know that I also talked to Isabel Frost last night? She knew Edith and Elijah before the war. How old is that woman, anyway?”

“No one knows for sure. Methuselah old.”

Her light, lyrical laugh sent something wicked winding through his veins.

“I guessed close to a hundred. She’d have to be to remember Edith.”

“You’re right.”

“She’s sharp as a tack. I don’t have family anymore, but I do have history. That’s what this is.” She blinked, pausing for a moment as if deliberating. “When I first got here I didn’t want to know about Marian. I was too angry, you know? I told myself I didn’t care about someone who clearly hadn’t cared about me.”

“What changed?” he asked.

A ghost of a smile tipped her lips. “I started to realize it might not have been all her fault. I’d like to know why my Gram ended up so separated from the rest of her family. I’d like to find out all I can before I go, you know?” She swept out her hand. “And now this. It’s like finding treasure.”

She went forward and knelt before a solid cedar chest. He watched as she carefully lifted the lid and then peered inside.

“What’s in there?” he asked, unable to stop himself from being curious.

“It’s clothing,” she said, leaning forward. “Oh my gosh, look at this.” She held up a long dress. The deep purple fabric shimmered in the light and even Tom, who was oblivious to this sort of thing, could see that it was beautifully crafted and impossibly old, the fringes hanging in layers. “It looks like it was from the twenties,” she continued. “Can’t you just see it? With one of those fashionable headbands over crimped hair, and loops of black pearls to go with it? Someone in the Foster family tree was a flapper, Tom!”

She rooted around more while Tom leaned against the door frame, simply watching the way her face lit up. It was so much better to see her this way than the way she’d looked when she’d admitted that her family was gone. He was smiling to himself when she caught her breath and her hands stilled.

“Ohhhh,” she breathed. “Oh my.”

“What is it?”

She turned her head and looked up at him, eyes shining. “It’s a wedding dress. Maybe Edith’s.” She got to her feet and gently lifted out the gown. “It’s so gorgeous,” she whispered, holding it up to herself. “Look at the lace. It’s a bit yellowed, but properly dry-cleaned it would lighten a lot. The sleeves and the sash, and oh, look at this lace panel.” She grinned. “You were right. This is a treasure. I’m going to have to come up here and go through everything properly.”

She turned in a circle, the skirt of the gown trailing in her wake.

It was an odd time and place for Tom to have the urge to kiss her. The attic was dusty and smelled a little like old newspapers, and the single bulb threw a harsh light into the storage room. But Abby looked so vulnerable and strong all at once, childlike in her enthusiasm but womanly, too as she pressed the satin and lace to her curves.

She lowered the gown and folded it carefully, laying it on the top of the other items in the chest. His eyes were drawn to the curve of her hips as she bent to shut the lid. Because her hair was pulled back, her features were highlighted. Granted, she wasn’t wearing makeup but he rather liked the natural, fresh look to her skin; it was very girl-next-door. She did fill out a pair of jeans quite nicely, not to mention the fitted top. All in all she was extremely attractive in an understated way. 

Dangerous.

The lid latched, she turned around and faced him again and the air in the attic paused as their eyes met. There was something else. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on and the moment spun out, silent, their gazes locked until he was sure she was thinking about it too. Curiosity. The temptation to touch. 

And wouldn’t that be a fantastic way to screw up a big potential contract?

He cleared his throat. “I’ll bet if we looked, we could find a servant’s stairway that leads right down to the old kitchens.”

“Old kitchens?” Her nose wrinkled as she frowned. It looked adorable. She even had a few little freckles across the bridge, making her look younger than he knew she must be. 

The tense moment passed and Tom let out a slow breath of gratitude, willing his thoughts to stay on task. “You haven’t been down there yet? Where did you think they cooked the meals? Certainly not on the main floor in that tiny, cramped space. The basement will be where the old kitchens are. And the staff wouldn’t have used the main staircase, either. Come on. It’s got to be here somewhere.”

They found the door behind a large set of bookshelves that were piled with games, magazines, and sewing supplies. For several minutes they emptied the shelves and then Tom braced his hands on the sides. “It’s too big to lift. We’re going to have to push it out of the way.”

Inch by inch they moved it along the wall. Tom’s muscles strained as he put his shoulder into it. Finally they got past the door hinges and he tried the knob. Locked.

“Dammit,” he said, panting.

“Wait here. I’ll be right back.” Abby rushed off but within moments her feet pounded on the stairs again. 

“Keys!” she announced, triumphantly shaking a ring holding a cluster of old keys. “I found them in a drawer downstairs. I bet one of these will fit.” Breathless, she handed him the ring. 

He hit pay dirt on the third try. The lock snicked back and the door swung open to reveal a small landing and then a staircase that turned and disappeared. He held out his hand. “You coming?”

“There are spiders in there.”

“Probably. I’ll kill them for you.” He grinned at her. God, he loved old houses. The little boy in him was thrilled with secret passages and sea chests, even if the only treasure uncovered so far was some old dresses. It reminded him of the old days when he and Josh had thought to go looking for buried treasure. “Come on, Abby, where’s your sense of adventure?” He wiggled his fingers.

She seemed to consider for a long moment, but finally put her hand in his. Her fingers were soft and cool to the touch. Her hand was a lady’s hand, and something dark and forbidden seemed to curl through him as he led her through the doorway to the landing and the steps beyond. It was cool and dark in the stairway, utterly silent except for the sound of their steps and it felt ridiculously like sneaking around. It was the kind of hidden place that lent itself to forbidden kisses and late night liaisons. The further down they went, the tighter her fingers grasped his. This was the second time he’d held Abby’s hand and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d done something as simple as hold hands with a woman before Miss Abigail Foster came to town. When was the last time he’d been so very aware of a woman?

He wanted her house. He did not want her, he reminded himself. Except that he did. In the confined darkness of the stairway, he wanted to press her body into the cool wall and feel her slowly melt against him. He wanted to bury his fingers in her sweet-smelling hair and taste her soft, unpainted lips.

He had to stop thinking this way. He worked for her. Besides, Abby wasn’t the type of girl you seduced and walked away from, and after Erin, he wasn’t ready to take the risk of something more. Especially with someone who had made it clear that she wasn’t hanging around.

Unsettled, he led on until they reached the bottom of the stairs and were faced with another broad door. He reached inside his pocket for the key ring and searched for the right one.

With a breath of relief, the door swung open and Tom pulled Abby into the musty kitchen.


      [image: ]Abby’s relief at being out of the claustrophobic column of the stairwell was brief. As Tom turned to lead her into the kitchen, her heart stopped. Over Tom’s shoulder she saw a woman standing in front of the fireplace. Sad eyes watched her from a pale face. Dark hair curled around the woman’s shoulders and her simple, pale blue dress fell just to her knee.

Before Abby could make a sound, the image faded. This was impossible. It had to be a trick of light, something in her imagination. Because the other alternative was that Abby was looking at a ghost, and just thinking the word was completely ludicrous. Yet as her eyes adjusted to the light in the room, the figure was still there, faint but there just the same, watching her with a look of expectation. A shiver crept up Abby’s spine as the moment spun out. The woman’s expression changed. Her eyes flashed, her lips thinned, and the air in the room chilled in a cold, frustrated wave.

“Abby? Hey, are you listening?”

She whipped eyes back to Tom, still standing in front of her, staring at her strangely. “Are you okay? I said your name like three times.”

Confusion tangled her thoughts. “Did you see that?” She looked back toward the fireplace but there was nothing there. She pressed her lips together. She hadn’t imagined it. She hadn’t. The feeling had been the same as when she’d passed the bottom of the stairs the first time she’d come in the house. Heavy and sad. Oppressive.

Desperate, she realized, and her stomach tumbled nervously. But how could that be?

“See what?”

And if she breathed a word of it to Tom he’d think she was out to lunch and rightfully so. She’d fall over laughing herself, if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes. She shook her head. “N…nothing. Looks like you were right. The stairs did come right down to the kitchens. It’s cold down here.” She wrapped her arms around herself.

“It would have been hot as hell with the ovens going, especially in the middle of summer,” Tom remarked. “Damp down here now, though. I don’t think Marian used it much from the looks of it.” He pointed at the door at the other end of the room and frowned. “That was barred from this side so no one could come down. And the case upstairs hid the only other way in.” Tom went over to an old wood table and examined it. “Except mice, it seems. There are droppings here. You really do need to get someone in to take care of that. I’ll give you a name.”

The entries were barred from both ends, but Abby was sure she’d just seen someone, logical or not. And she got the feeling that that someone was Edith Foster. It was the woman in the picture on the mantel in the dining room. The dress was much plainer, but the face was the same.

If it was Edith Foster, it did indeed mean she was seeing ghosts.

Which was just flipping crazy. She hadn’t just inherited a mansion, she’d inherited a haunted one. Holy shit. The old timers were right.

Oblivious, Tom continued on. “If you plan to use this part of the house again, I’ll have to factor that into the quote,” she caught him saying, but she struggled to register the words in her brain. 

“I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“It’s just eerie down here. No wonder Marian closed it up. Let’s go back upstairs.”

Wasting no time, she led the way back through the door, up the stairs and into the attic. Tom followed behind, more slowly as he stopped to lock the kitchen door and then the servant’s entrance. It had to be her mind playing tricks on her, that was all. The house was large and old and it had only taken one mention of ghosts that first night at the pub to set off Abby’s overactive imagination. It had been a shadow, nothing more, probably from going from the darkness of the stairs into the watery light of the kitchen. Perhaps if she told herself that enough, she’d believe it.

Except there were other things she couldn’t explain. Feelings, glimpses in her peripheral vision. The stairs in particular. And Isabel Frost’s strange facial expression when she spoke of Edith falling down the stairs.

She spent the next hour going over plans with Tom, listening to his ideas for the kitchen and downstairs bath with half an ear, along with his promises to send along the names of local companies he could subcontract for the other necessary jobs.

But when he was gone she put on a pair of gloves, went outside and started pulling weeds from the back garden. She needed the sun and the feel of the warm breeze on her face to chase away the coldness of the cellar.

There was more to Edith’s death than an accidental fall. Abby had gotten that feeling from what Isabel hadn’t said at the café, and she was doubly sure of it now. It wasn’t even a matter of believing if it was or wasn’t true. She’d seen it. And everything within her said that Edith had left some unfinished business when she’d died and left a husband and two daughters behind. 

Two sisters who were then separated for the rest of their lives.








  
  
Chapter Eight




Tom’s quote came in and while the number seemed unbearably large, Abby knew two things: it was fair considering the amount of work involved, and she trusted him to do the job he said he would. It was in the way he looked at things, touched them. He appreciated the house and what it represented, so she gave him the green light to get the ball rolling. Within twenty-four hours he’d begun ordering materials, booked the roofers, and had started fixing up the verandah—replacing the floor, railings, and spools. 

Abby kept wondering if she’d see the mysterious figure again, but there’d been nothing out of the ordinary and she was starting to wonder if she’d imagined it. She’d gone through several of the boxes and chests upstairs but hadn’t found any family clues—yet. The boxes had only been filled with clothing, table linens, and an old set of Royal Albert china, which Abby carefully carried downstairs, washed, and put in the china cabinet in the great hall. It was an enormous job going through everything, and she managed a box at a time in her spare moments, hoping that at some point she’d find something that told her more about the Foster family story.

Several of the renovation jobs would require subcontractors, and one of the first things to happen was a visit from pest control. Abby couldn’t ignore the truth—she heard the scratching in the walls and saw the evidence. While the exterminator did his work, Abby made a trip into Portland, her car loaded down with rugs to be professionally cleaned. Once they were dropped off, she stopped at a department store and stocked up on linens—new sheets for the beds, and towels for the bathrooms in colors that would coordinate with the new paint choices she’d made. Considerably lighter in her wallet and hungry, her lunch consisted of a fast food meal before she headed back to Jewell Cove.

She spent the afternoon indulging in the luxury of shopping, wandering through town and finally taking the time to pop into several of the colorful shops on the streets above the harbor. There was the soap and scent store, Bubbles, where she splurged on several handmade bars: cranberry and lilac and of course, the local blueberry. She went into The Leaf and Grind, a quirky little shop full of dark wood shelves, aromatic coffee beans, and glass jars of tea leaves lined up behind an old-fashioned counter. She treated herself to several kinds of loose tea and a new tea pot and cups in cream and crimson, the perfect colors to complement the drawing room or library. At the pottery store she bought a gorgeous set of serving bowls for the kitchen, picturing them on the corner shelf Tom had suggested she add. 

At first it seemed foolish to spend the money on things considering she wasn’t going to remain in the house, but she rationalized the purchases as she’d want to properly stage the house when she put it on the market. 

Arms filled with shopping bags, Abby went back to her car and stowed everything in her trunk before heading to the market to pick up a few days’ worth of groceries. On the way there, however, she spotted one more store on the corner. It was hard to resist the mauve colored building with the darker purple trim, especially when she looked up at the street name and saw that the store was appropriately situated on the corner of Lilac Lane and Main. The oval sign out front said Treasures. She climbed the wood steps to the building and followed the flower-lined boardwalk path to the door.

The shrill buzz of a saw reached her ears, followed by a quick moment of silence and then the whine of a power drill. She paused at the steps to take in the wide deck that was under construction. Her lips fell open at the sight of Tom in a T-shirt, on his knees on the deck floor. He set a screw and then pulled the trigger on the drill, anchoring the decking board to the two-by-six beneath. As he reached into his pouch for another screw, the muscles beneath his shirt shifted. She licked her suddenly dry lips and debated whether she should turn and go back the way she came. But that was silly. Why should seeing him keep her from going into a store, for Pete’s sake?

“Hi,” she said, gripping the strap of her purse.

Tom looked up and pushed back the ball cap on his head. She noticed his slightly shaggy hair curled around the edge of the cap, giving him a youthful, roguish appearance. Oh boy. She had to stop noticing things like that.

“Hey yourself.” He smiled, putting the drill down on the deck floor. “Out shopping?”

“I didn’t want to hang around while the exterminator did his thing,” she admitted. “I took the rugs to that place you recommended in Portland, and then thought I’d browse around town. I’ve been here over a week and I’ve hardly seen anything.” 

He watched her carefully. “No stop at the Realtor’s?”

She shrugged. “Not much point until the renovations are completed, is there?”

He nodded briefly and sat back on his heels. “This’s my cousin Jess’s place,” he said. “Just finishing a new deck for her and putting up a pergola on that side for her to display some summer stuff. Figured I’d get it done now that your verandah is usable and while I wait for materials to start arriving for your place. Speaking of, we should go over countertop and cupboard samples for the kitchen so you can decide what you want. That stuff has to be special ordered so the sooner the better.”

She swallowed, thinking about poring over granite and stain samples with Tom, standing close to him and smelling the spicy scent of his aftershave. Something had happened that day in the attic, something more than finding some clothes or discovering the back staircase. The air between them had crackled with attraction. Standing there looking at Tom now, his shirt damp with sweat, Abby could almost believe she’d imagined it all and more than once she’d considered that it was all one-sided. After all, Tom Arseneault was incredibly gorgeous. She’d have to be blind not to notice. He could probably crook his finger and have any woman in town. She bit down on her lip. He probably had a girlfriend. She had no business thinking about him that way in a secret staircase or anywhere else, for that matter. 

She untangled her tongue and tried a smile. “We can do it whenever it fits your schedule.”

“After I finish here, I’m all yours.”

Now that was an intriguing idea. A pert comment sat on her tongue but she kept it to herself and asked, “What about Saturday? You want to come over to the house?”

He reached for a scrap of wood and tossed it on a growing pile beside the deck. “Saturday’s good, but why don’t we drive into Portland and hit the supplier’s showroom? It’s easier to decide when you can see things put together rather than trying to visualize it from a little chip, you know?”

Drive into the city together? She blinked as realization dawned. They’d be alone in her car—or his truck—together, maybe have lunch just the two of them. Like a…date, only not. The idea flustered her more than it should. 

He’d stopped working and was watching her expectantly. She had no good excuse. It’s not like she could tell him what she’d been thinking.

“That would be okay,” she replied. “What time?”“Ten? Is that too early? It could take us a while.”

“Ten sounds fine.” Ten meant that they’d be spending most of the day there. They’d definitely have lunch together. 

She was totally making more of this than she needed to.

Tom stood up, tossing another scrap to the side. “Sounds good. Anyway, I’m due for a break, so come on inside and meet Jess.” He put his drill to the side but left his tool belt on. Following him into the shop, Abby couldn’t help but notice how the soft leather fit around his hips. 

There was music playing in the background of the shop, some sort of light Celtic tune with a fiddle that fit perfectly with the down-home, seaside feel to the place. Large windows overlooked the harbor, flooding the entire place with sunlight. There were shelves and tables everywhere of varying heights and shapes, and at first glance it seemed a bit chaotic until Abby realized it was all laid out with great precision to maximize the floor space. Pigeon holes were stuffed with a rainbow of yarns while a nearby rack was host to ready-made items—scarves, shawls, socks and a tiny clothes line which held baby booties with miniature clothespins. Knitted dishcloths filled a basket and beside that was a selection of needles, crochet hooks, and patterns. 

Another area formed a children’s corner, complete with craft kits, kites, stuffed animals, puppets and puzzles. There were soaps in every shape, color and scent Abby could imagine, and then candles—soy, paraffin, beeswax. Tapers and pillars and tea lights and others in covered mason jars. Cinnamon and butter pecan and banana bread and chocolate chip cookie scents, jasmine and rose garden and lily. Closer to the cash register was jewelry, and one whole wall was dedicated to quilts. Several were hung on full display, while others were folded and draped over quilting racks. Beside the quilts were supplies—piecing squares, patterns, thread, needles, and one entire shelf filled with bolts of cloth.

And in the midst of it all was the most beautiful woman Abby had ever seen. She was tall, with hair as black as Tom’s knotted at the nape of her neck in the kind of loose bun—a study in precise disarray—that made Abby envious. She’d never been able to achieve that careless bohemian, feminine look with her hair. The woman wore black leggings that ended mid-calf and a loose tunic that she’d belted around her waist. Sandals with metallic accents glittered on her feet. She was currently standing on tiptoe as she reached to put an item on a top shelf. “That’s your cousin?” she asked Tom quietly.

“Jess. She’s pretty, huh?”

“She’s gorgeous.” She smiled up at him. “Guess your side of the family missed out on those genes, huh?”

Tom laughed unexpectedly, making Jess turn her head, finally realizing they were there. “Oh my gosh, I didn’t even hear you come in! Sorry!” She beamed at them and hurried over. “I was thinking up a new candle recipe for tomorrow’s class and totally got lost in my own head.”

“Jess, this is Abby Foster. The new—”

“—owner of the house up on Blackberry Hill!” Jess finished for him. “Oh goodness, how are you liking it? It’s huge, isn’t it! But beautiful, I bet. Tom said he’s going to be helping you fix it up again. You made his year. He’s been in love with that house for ages.”

Abby’s lips twitched as she looked up at Tom, who appeared slightly embarrassed. “Oh, don’t be bashful,” she teased. “It’s not exactly a secret.” She looked at Jess. “He put his foot through the verandah floor when he showed up, you know.”

“And you called Bryce. We heard all about it.”

“Don’t be a brat,” Tom said to Jess. 

“Well, we did.” She turned her brilliant smile on Abby. “Anyway, Tom will do a good job for you, he’s the best carpenter around. And I’m glad to meet you at last. The whole town’s been buzzing about you.”

Abby hated being the center of attention, but right now she didn’t seem to mind, especially when it came from someone as open and friendly as Jess Collins. 

“This place is amazing,” Abby remarked, still glowing in the warmth of the welcome. “Treasures is definitely a good name for it. You’ve got everything in here.”

Jess beamed. “The family didn’t think I could make a go of it, but we brought them around, huh Tom?” She looked up at Tom with affection written all over her face. “Tom made all of my shelves and tables, you know. He believed in this place before the rest of the family did. And I haven’t forgotten that.”

Something significant seemed to pass between the cousins but after a moment it was gone. “Come on, I’ll give you a tour. You should come back on the weekend. We’re having a beading workshop on Saturday morning. Within an hour you’ll have a gorgeous pair of earrings or even a necklace.”

“We’re headed to Portland on Saturday to shop for cupboards and a countertop,” Tom replied.

“Right,” Abby echoed. “Sorry. I really wish I could.” She was shocked to find that she meant the words. She’d never really been a joiner before. And she wasn’t staying in Jewell Cove, so it didn’t really make sense to foster any new friendships, did it?

Jess paused. “But Tom, Saturday is the picnic at Sarah’s. You promised.”

There was that look again. Abby’s gaze went back and forth between the two of them. Tom’s jaw tightened, Jess’s eyes narrowed. 

“You can’t back out now,” she threatened. “You promised Mom.”

“No one will miss me.” He shrugged.

But Jess shook her head and put her hand on his arm, stopping him from turning away. “Everyone will miss you.” There was an accent on the word everyone that Abby didn’t miss. Jess smiled at Abby but there was worry in her dark eyes. “My brother is moving back to town, and we’re having a family picnic at my sister Sarah’s. She’s got fireworks and Tom’s already built a dance floor.”

“Jess,” Tom said, his voice thick with warning.

“It’s okay, Tom,” Abby said. “We can do it another day. I’m free whenever. You should spend time with your family.”

Tom’s gaze fell on her. “If we left for Portland a little earlier, we could be back in time for supper.” He glanced at Jess. “Would that make everyone happy?”

“As long as you show up. Abby, why don’t you come along too? The more the merrier.”

“Oh, I couldn’t intrude on a family thing. Tom can just drop me off at the house when we’re done.”

“Don’t be silly. There’ll be a ton of food, and it’d give you a chance to meet a few more people. It must be lonely in that old house by yourself, especially on a Saturday night. Besides, it would be good for Tom to…”

“Jess,” Tom said sharply, surprising Abby. Jess’s lips closed in surprise and Abby got the sense that there was a whole other conversation going on beneath what was actually being said.

But then Tom’s hand touched the small of Abby’s back. “Why don’t you come,” he suggested, his voice rumbling in her ear. “I know I’m not the best company, but it’s better than spending a Saturday night by yourself, isn’t it? And like Jess said, you’ll get a chance to meet some people. For the most part…” He aimed a telling glare at Jess. “My family is quite nice.”

The warmth of his hand soaked through her light shirt and tingles seemed to run down to her toes. “If I do come, what should I bring?” she found herself asking. Lord, she really was weak where he was concerned, wasn’t she? One little touch and she was ready to do whatever he asked.

“Just yourself,” Jess insisted. “Trust me. There’ll be lots to eat. My sister always goes overboard with these things, thinking she’s feeding an army. We never complain because then we all get leftovers to last a week.”

It was the first time Abby had been invited anywhere since arriving in town. There were always a few people who would say hello at the café or in line at the grocery store, but this was the first real overture of friendship. If the rest of Tom’s family was as nice as Jess seemed to be, it would be an enjoyable evening. Why shouldn’t she go?

“I guess I could come along,” she replied, and Jess smiled. 

“Great. Now shoo, Tom. I’m not paying you to stand around, am I?”

Tom raised one eyebrow at his cousin while she winked audaciously. Abby wondered if Jess was paying him anything at all. 

“I’m going,” he muttered, but before he went outside again he spoke to Abby. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Now that the exterminator’s been by, I’ll start with tightening up the doors and windows. The roofers are coming next Monday to replace the roof.” He smiled down at her then looked at Jess. “See ya, boss.”

Jess linked her arm with Abby’s and drew her away. “Come on, let me show you around. Upstairs is my workshop, and that’s where I hold my classes. Down here is the main store, and I make most of the stuff myself. A few other local artisans sell on consignment, which helps me keep my stock up. And the quilts are done by a ladies’ group with the proceeds going to charity.”

The door to the shop closed and moments later Abby heard the dull drone of the saw. Jess was in the middle of showing her a display of felted hats when Abby had to ask.

“What were you going to say earlier? That it would be good for Tom to what?”

Jess didn’t meet her eyes but instead fussed with a pile of fabric on the table. “Oh, he just doesn’t date much, that’s all.”

“But it wouldn’t be a date. Tom works for me.”

Jess looked up. “It would be the closest thing to a date he’s had for a few years, so we’ll take it.”

“A few years?” Abby stepped back. “But Tom’s…” She caught herself just in time. The word “gorgeous” had been sitting on the tip of her tongue. “What I mean is, look at him. He’s not exactly a troll.”

Jess’s musical laughter echoed through the rafters of the vaulted ceiling. “So you did notice.”

Abby grinned. “Well, duh. I may not be interested but I do have eyes.” Liar, a voice inside her taunted. She ignored it. “So why the dry spell?” 

Jess’s voice softened. “He got his heart broken.”

Something twisted inside Abby. Big, burly Tom didn’t date because he had a broken heart? But he always seemed so sure of himself. So confident and… She remembered how he’d looked down at her once he’d pulled his foot from the verandah. His attitude had been bordering on cocky. And then she remembered the way his fingers had tightened on hers in the servant’s stairway. 

Oh dear. Knowing he’d been hurt shouldn’t change anything, but somehow it did.

“What happened?” Abby found herself asking.

After a pause, Jess sighed. “She married someone else.”

“Oh. Ouch.”

“Yeah. But what are you gonna do, right?”

“Right,” Abby replied.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re coming. We’re all happy Josh is coming home. His wife was killed on deployment and he’s really been struggling. Now he’ll be around friends and family, you know? Make a new start right here at home.”

“I’m sorry,” Abby replied, feeling instantly sorry for Jess’s brother—Tom’s cousin. “How terrible. Were you all very close to his wife?”

Jess went still for a second, and Abby thought she looked not just sad but a bit annoyed. “Not particularly,” she admitted. “Erin was gone a lot, and then they lived in Hartford. They didn’t come home often.”

Abby got the sense there was more to the story, but she wasn’t about to pry.

“Listen,” Jess said, her face lighting up as she changed the topic. “I know it’s got to be lonely, being new in town and in that huge old house all alone. Tom and his work men can’t be much company. If you can’t make the beading workshop, why don’t you come out tomorrow night to my candle making class? I still have space and it’ll give you a chance to meet some local ladies and do something fun. You get to take home what you make and I always provide some snacks for when we finish. First lesson’s on me as a welcome to Jewell Cove.”

 Abby nearly refused. After all, she wasn’t actually staying in Jewell Cove for long but she got the feeling her protest would fall on deaf ears. Besides, the temptation to actually get out and have a social evening that had nothing to do with the house or grabbing a meal on the run sounded fun. “I think I’d like that,” she found herself saying. “What time?”

“I close at six and we start at seven. Just take the stairs at the back and come up to the workshop entrance.”

“Thank you, Jess. For the welcome and the offer.”

“Anytime.” She smiled at put her hand lightly on Abby’s arm. “The cove’s a nice place,” she said, giving a squeeze. “Small town, of course, but I can’t imagine living anywhere else. You’ll see.”

Abby picked up a pair of earrings and paid for them, then skirted past Tom without saying anything. On the way to her car she stopped at Sally’s Dairy Shack and bought a chocolate dip cone, which she ate seated on a bench overlooking the marina. As she licked the drips from her fingers, she frowned.

If she wasn’t careful, this town could wrap its way around her heart. She’d just have to make sure that didn’t happen; to be ready to cut ties and move on. If she’d learned anything over the last ten years, it was that nothing good ever lasted.

She couldn’t imagine Jewell Cove would be any different.








  
  
Chapter Nine




The next evening Abby dressed carefully in her favorite capri pants and a top in asymmetrical ruffles that was ultra-feminine and flattering. She wore her hair down, letting it fall over her shoulders in waves and slipped on a pair of jeweled sandals. It was just as nerve-wracking meeting a group of women for the first time as it was going on a first date, and Abby wanted to make a good impression. She was so anxious about it she nearly considered staying home, curled up with one of the books from the library. 

But she needed to get out for a bit, and knew she’d regret not going. 

So she put on some makeup, grabbed her purse, and made her way down the hill into town, parking a few doors away from Treasures.

When she entered the back door, the noise was already at a fever pitch. Half a dozen women were in the room, chatting animatedly. The only familiar face was Jess, who was currently laying out supplies on a table. A long counter ran along one side of the room, with a series of hot plates plugged in along its surface. Abby clutched her handbag and paused in the doorway, unsure. But just then Jess looked up and a broad smile lit up her face.

Her dark eyes were warm and full of good humor and Abby thought for a moment that the family resemblance really did run through the cousins. Jess’s eyes reminded Abby remarkably of Tom when he was teasing.

“You came!” Jess came over, giving her a quick hug. 

Abby had no chance to guard against the contact, and let herself be hugged briefly before giving a light laugh and extricating herself from Jess’s embrace. “I did.”

“I’m glad. Come meet the other ladies before we get started.”

Under Jess’s guidance, Abby met Cindy White, mother of twins and wife of a local fisherman who considered Jess’s classes her night away from the craziness at home. There was middle-aged Gloria Henderson who played the organ at the church and kept her hair in a precise bob just below her ears. Abby also met Summer Arnold, who looked like she was in her early twenties with a nose ring and a streak of hot pink through her blond hair, and Lisa Goodwin, another young mom who worked at the bank and whose husband worked at the fish plant just outside of town. All of them gave her a warm welcome, but it was Gloria who gave her an assessing look, raised one eyebrow and said, “Heard you hired Tom Arseneault to fix up the house.”

“I did, yes. He started sealing my windows yesterday.”

Gloria’s smile widened. “Sealing windows.” Her tone inferred a different job altogether. “Not hard on the eyes, our Tom.”

What could Abby say? She’d be a liar to say she didn’t notice, and they all knew it. The room had quieted a bit and she realized a few pairs of ears were waiting for her answer. She smiled. “No, he’s not,” she confessed. “But that’s not why I hired him.”

“Of course not.” Gloria winked at her. “Nice perk, though. His father was always a looker, especially when he used to mow the grass with his shirt off…”

“Gloria!” Cindy’s shocked voice interrupted, but Gloria shrugged. 

“Shoot, Cindy. Whole town knows I dated Pete Arseneault when I was eighteen. Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree and I don’t need glasses yet.”

Abby laughed. “Anything I say is going to sound so wrong right about now. I think I’ll just keep quiet.”

“Smart girl here, Jess. She’ll do.” Gloria nodded as she issued her seal of approval.

“Should we get started then?” Jess asked. “Tonight we’re going to be making Mason jar candles using soy wax. If everyone will pick a workstation, we’ll begin.”


      [image: ]The glass jars were still hot and Abby had a few bubbles in her wax, but she didn’t worry about it. The room had warmed with all the hot plates going and the scent of wax and scenting oils hung in the air. She was pleased. It had been fun, melting the wax and then using Jess’s “recipe” to add the proper combinations of scents and dye. She had two candles to take home later, one a creamy white scented with warm vanilla and the other a spicy red cinnamon. More than that, she’d learned more about Jewell Cove in this one hour than she had all the rest of the time she’d been in town. It was a close-knit community, a little prone to gossip as most small towns were, and not without its troubles, but also supportive of each other when times were tough. 

Now Jess had laid out snacks and wine and Abby found herself with a glass of pinot noir in her hand, dipping a cracker in a delicious red pepper dip. 

“Having a good time?” Jess stopped by, her glass containing something clear and fizzy. Abby supposed as the hostess she was abstaining from the wine. 

“Wonderful. It was really fun. And everyone is just so nice.”

“They like you, too. Though everyone was fairly restrained. They don’t want to scare you off. Lips might get looser as the wine flows.”

Abby grinned. This had been restrained? “Thanks for the warning.”

She answered numerous questions about the house, though she learned as much as she revealed as even the younger women knew of Marian and the home she’d run for years. Lisa Goodwin, the young mom from the bank, topped up Abby’s glass and smiled sadly at her. “Your great-aunt was a special lady, Abby.”

“You knew her?” Everyone in Jewell Cove seemed to think a lot of Marian. Abby found it slightly odd that a woman reputed to be so kind and giving could have shut out the only family she had left. Why had she never contacted Iris, or had the tables been turned? Lately Abby had started to think it might have something to do with the secrets that seemed locked up in the house. Maybe, in the end, Marian hadn’t had a choice.

“I was one of the last babies born there. She took my mother in, you know.”

Abby’s heart took a jolt. “You? You were born at Foster House?”

Lisa laughed lightly. “I was, but it’s not like I remember it,” she said, and Abby laughed too.

“Of course not.”

“My birth mom couldn’t stay at home once she found out she was pregnant. With Marian’s help she put me up for adoption. I grew up right here in the Cove with two wonderful parents. I guess not long after that Marian closed it up. She was getting older and looking after the girls was a lot of work. And, well, society changed. It’s a lot less taboo now to be a single mom.”

“Still hard, though,” Abby mused.

“Cheers to that,” Lisa said, touching the rim of her glass to Abby’s. “Honestly, I don’t know how single moms do it.”

The hour wore on and Abby felt herself getting fuzzy around the edges. She really should have eaten dinner beforehand, she thought. The laughter was coming a little more readily when Summer, who’d been mostly quiet, treated the group to a sideways smile as she twirled one pink strand of hair around her finger. “I just wanted to give a toast to Jess for expanding her deck,” Summer said, lifting her glass to their host. “Tom was working with his shirt off the other afternoon. It was quite the visual treat.”

“Amen,” Abby said clearly, then put her fingers over her lips. “Did I say that out loud?”

After a second of stunned silence everyone burst out laughing. Why on earth had she said that? 

Cindy snickered. “I’ll second that. Must be all that manual labor. A man like that must be good with his hands…” She looked up and flushed a little. “Sorry Jess. Know he’s your cousin and all, but damn, you know?”

Gloria tut tutted. “And you’re a married woman.”

“Hey, just because I’m on a diet doesn’t mean I can’t look at the menu.”

More laughs. “You have a boyfriend, Abby? Someone special back in Nova Scotia?”

Her throat tightened. “Not really.”

“Well then.” Cindy sat back in her chair with satisfaction. “You should give our Tom a tumble.”

“Cindy!” This time from Lisa. She looked at Abby. “Don’t mind her. She’s off the market so she spends far too much time setting other people up.”

“Worked for you and Jason now, didn’t it?”

Lisa grinned. “Indeed.”

Abby took another long sip of wine. 

Summer patted Abby’s knee. “You’ve been initiated now, Abby. Don’t take it personally. There’s not a single woman in Jewell Cove who hasn’t thought about Tom just a little bit.”

And yet, according to Jess, Tom didn’t date. Not since he’d had his heart trampled on. It must have been a doozy. It’d take a special woman to get him out of that dry spell.

She drained her glass and looked around. Someone like Summer, tall and pretty with a kind of quiet confidence and innate sexuality, perhaps. There was no ring on her finger, after all. But definitely not someone like Abby. She was far too ordinary. And far too timid despite her occasional sharp tongue. A man like Tom needed someone more adventurous.

“Come on, Abby, what do you really think of Tom? And don’t worry about Jess. She won’t say a word, will you Jess?”

Jess made a motion like sealing her lips and throwing away the key. Abby giggled, the sound oddly strange to her ears. She never giggled. “Oh, no. You’re not going to sucker me into that.” She recalled briefly how close the air had felt in the confined space of the stairway, and wondered what it would be like to be pressed up against the cool wall, pinned there by Tom’s strong body. The very idea was quite exhilarating.

“And…we’ve lost her,” Cindy mourned. “Earth to Abby.”

She looked up, a little slow on the draw.

“That’s okay,” someone said. “Tom tends to have that effect on the women of this town.”

She really shouldn’t have let anyone top up her wine. Jess rose and excused herself for a moment and like some unspoken signal, the ladies got up and began cleaning up the remains of the snacks. Abby bit down on her lip. Did Jewell even have a cab service? All the other women tonight had been smart and walked to Treasures. Abby couldn’t possibly get behind the wheel now. 

“It wouldn’t matter anyway,” she confessed to the room at large as she made herself busy, putting vegetable sticks in a plastic container. “I’m only in town until the house is straightened away and I can put it on the market.”

“You’re not staying?”

Abby shook her head. “I wasn’t planning on it. What would a woman like me do with a place that big?”

Cindy grinned. “Marry Tom and fill it with babies.”

There was loud laughter then and the chatter dissipated, covering Abby’s hot blush. The evening seemed to be ending, so she kept her hands busy by tidying the rest of the food table until the last woman was gone and then she turned to Jess in the quiet of the workroom. 

“I feel stupid,” she admitted, “But I think I might need a cab.”

Jess’s lips twitched. “We don’t have one in town.” 

“Oh.” It was too long of a walk to Blackberry Hill, especially in the dark. “Jess, do you think…”

How humiliating. She was having to ask Jess for a ride home. Next time she’d just say no to the wine and stick with something fizzy, like Jess had.

Next time? She wouldn’t be here long enough to make this a habit.

“I’ve arranged for a drive for you, don’t worry.”

“You did?”

There was a knock on the back door and Jess smiled. “Looks like your ride’s here.”

She opened the door.

Perfect. Just wonderful.

She’d called Tom.


      [image: ]Tom couldn’t help the smile from forming the moment he saw Abby. She looked adorable in jeans and some sort of ruffled top. Her hair was down, and in the soft light of Jess’s shop it looked like butterscotch. But it was her eyes that made him smile. Wide and blue but slightly unfocused from her indulgence in whatever Jess had served tonight. 

“Someone call for a cab?” he asked.

“I can’t believe you did this,” Abby accused Jess. 

Jess merely shrugged.

“You ready?” Tom asked, his hand on the door knob. 

He saw her pause. Was accepting a drive home with him so bad? She set her lips and lifted her chin. “Just let me get my candles.”

She carried a still-warm Mason jar in each hand, her purse slung over her shoulder. At the door she turned to Jess and said, “You set me up. Regardless, thank you for a lovely evening.”

Jess laughed, and when her gaze met Tom’s they were sparkling. “Come back soon, Abby.”

Tom followed behind Abby, impressed by the calculated precision with which she took the stairs. Once at the truck, he opened her door, breathing in the aroma of vanilla and cinnamon, some sort of flowery scent coming from her hair, and the tang of red wine left on her lips. It was a heady combination and he felt the uncomfortable stir of attraction once more. He took one of the candles from her hand as she got up into the cab, their fingers brushing on the warm glass of the jar. 

He swallowed, thinking Jess had been far too conniving tonight by asking him to play chauffeur. No matter how often he’d told himself that there was nothing between him and Abby, his simple physical reaction told him otherwise. Whether they acted on it or not, the spark was there. The little sizzle between them when their eyes met or fingers touched. He had no idea what to do about it. Ignoring it was probably the best course of action.

He started the truck and kept the radio on, making sure there was sound in the vehicle so that they wouldn’t have to talk. But he should have known he couldn’t avoid conversation. Abby turned to him as soon as they hit Lilac Lane and apologized.

“I’m so sorry she called you, Tom. I didn’t ask her to, I swear.”

“It’s no big deal. I wasn’t busy.” Nope, he’d been sitting at home, staring at the television without really watching. Worrying about seeing Josh on Saturday. Wondering what he would say to his cousin. Wondering why the pain in his heart, the bit that had belonged to Erin for so long, suddenly felt awkward and strange, like it didn’t fit anymore.

“It was totally stupid of me to say yes to wine. And what kind of town doesn’t even have a cab company, anyway?”

Tom turned to look at her. Her eyebrows were pulled together in consternation, her hands clenched around the white and red candles. Damn that Jess, he thought. First the picnic on Saturday, now tonight. Honest to God, he loved his cousin but this was enough meddling already.

“Is that what she told you?”

Abby nodded gravely.

He stared at the road again. “We do have taxis. It’s a small outfit, but we have them.”

“Then why on earth did she…” There was a long pause during which Abby connected the dots. “Oh. Of course.”

They turned up Blackberry Hill now and Tom’s hands started to sweat. Jess had pushed the two of them together and they both knew it. What was even worse was that his cousin had known that all she had to do was say the words and he’d come running. Was he that transparent?

“Jess was just meddling,” he said tightly. “Don’t pay any attention to her.”

“It’s so embarrassing,” Abby said, sighing. 

“Embarrassing to be driving home with me?”

Her head snapped up. “Oh no, of course not! You’re the catch of the town!” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Shit.”

He chuckled, uncomfortable with the words but enjoying how she seemed to lack the ability to self-edit after a few glasses of wine. “The catch of the town, huh? Says who?”

“Only everyone.” He felt her gaze on him as he kept his on the road where they belonged. Who on earth was everyone, anyway? 

“All I hear is Tom this and Tom that. If people find out you drove me home,” she continued, “I’ll be the envy of every woman in Jewell Cove. So that makes me wonder. Why are you still single, Tom?”

He swallowed. The wine had definitely loosened her reserve, hadn’t it? “Guess I’m picky who I spend my time with. And here we are.” Thank God.

He put the truck in park but Abby didn’t move. Was she waiting for him to open her door? He was about to say something when he saw the color of her cheeks. They had paled and her eyes looked enormous. She didn’t seem that drunk but you never could tell. “You’re not going to be sick, are you?”

She shook her head vigorously. “No, I didn’t have that much. I just…I forgot to turn a light on. The house is so dark.”

He stared at the hulking figure of the house, felt that stomach-rippling sense of unease he’d felt in the basement kitchens the day they’d gone exploring. It had kind of freaked him out, actually, and for just a moment he’d wondered if the old stories about the house being haunted held a kernel of truth.

It was all nonsense, of course, and he hadn’t always felt it the past week when he’d been working around. But there were times when he’d felt…well, watched. And then he’d turn around and there’d be nothing.

The house really was intimidating, especially in the dark. It had to be odd, staying all alone in such a place. Everything echoed in the high ceilings and oversized rooms. “You want me to walk you to the door?”

Relief flooded her face. “Would you? I know it sounds silly…”

“Of course I will. Taxi service includes getting you to the door safe and sound.” 

He shut off the engine and the sound of their doors slamming echoed through the stillness. Somewhere nearby peepers sent up a quiet song. In the silence, their footsteps seemed overly loud as they crunched on the gravel of the driveway. They paused on the newly-repaired verandah while Abby struggled to find the key to the front door in the dark. Finally she got it in the lock and the heavy door swung open.

The unsettling feeling struck Tom again, so he stepped inside and flicked on the light switch.

“That’s better,” he said. 

“Much better,” she breathed, but he noticed she shivered a little.

Abby stepped forward and hung her purse on an ancient coat rack she had unearthed from somewhere. Tom couldn’t help but think that he should turn around and go right now. Instead he stood still, in the doorway of the great house, wondering what the hell he was doing.

“Can I ask you something?” She turned around and tilted her head as she asked the question.

“Sure.”

“Do you think there’s anything to the stories that this place is haunted?”

He shut the door as insects were starting to slip inside, lured by the glowing halo of the hall light. Interesting that she would ask just when he was thinking the same thing. “Do you?”

She smiled a little. “You answered my question with a question. Maybe you don’t want to reveal that you believe in ghosties?”

“Ghosties?” He shook his head. Maybe Abby was drunker than he thought. 

“I just… I heard stories when I first got here, that’s all.”

“Are you afraid?”

“No.”

“Well then.” He rocked back on his heels. Truth was, when it came to things like that he didn’t know what to believe. He’d never seen an actual ghost, but there were times…

He clenched his teeth as he remembered. The day Erin had died he’d had the worst feeling. A pain in his chest he couldn’t explain that had gone as suddenly as it had come. Hours later Jess had come to tell him the news while Sarah and Meggie had gone to be with Josh in Hartford. Tom had been full of grief but not surprised. Somehow he’d known. How was that possible?

And that was way too much to spill to Abby Foster tonight. 

“Whatever…whoever it is, it’s not angry at me. That’s just it, Tom.” She hugged her arms around herself. “Something was left unfinished here. I know it and it makes me uneasy sometimes.”

“What was left unfinished?”

“I don’t know. I think it has something to do with Edith, though. When I look up the stairs, it feels so heavy, so…I don’t know how to explain it. It’s going to sound crazy…”

He stepped forward, a bit relieved. It was no secret that Edith Foster had died after taking a fall down those stairs. “You do know Edith fell, right? I bet it’s just knowing how she died that makes them seem kind of…”

Her wide eyes met his, utterly earnest. “Sinister?”

He swallowed.

“What if she didn’t fall? What if she was pushed?”

“Oh, Abby…”

And yet there was that dark, heavy feeling again. God, she was putting ideas in his head now. This was what came from being brought up around a family of superstitious fishermen. He could tell himself it was utter nonsense until the cows came home. And there would still be a part of him that would believe. 

“I felt it before I ever knew the story. That very first afternoon before you showed up. I got the oddest sensation when I stood at the bottom and looked up. Besides…”

She stopped, shook her head. “Never mind.”

He frowned. This was really bothering her. “No, what? Besides what?”

She took a deep breath and met his gaze. “I’ve seen her, Tom. That day we were in the basement. I know it was her because she looked just like her picture in the dining room.”

“You’ve had too much to drink,” he said gently, trying to put her off, freaked out a little bit because he actually believed her. He’d been equally glad to leave the basement; there’d been a cold, odd feeling to it that he couldn’t explain. “And you have an overactive imagination.”

“Maybe.” She put her hands together. “I thought maybe it’s because…because I’m lonely and this place is so empty. That I don’t have any family so I’m coming up with stuff in my head to make connections that aren’t there.”

Tom was on good terms with loneliness. He knew how to be a recluse with the best of them, but it didn’t usually involve conjuring up dead relatives. It was good Abby went to Jess’s tonight no matter what the outcome. “You just need to get out more,” he suggested.

Her gaze dropped. “I’m not really good at that. I’m sort of…introverted. I’m okay once I get somewhere but nervous about going in the first place. I fake it and smile a lot, but I don’t tend to open up easily.”

“You seem to be doing okay tonight,” he observed. 

“That might be the wine talking.” Her smile was sideways, and he couldn’t help but smile back. She was probably right.

“So that’s what you got into.”

“Jess had a pinot noir that was really good. It was such a fun evening…” She laughed a little. “Next time I go to a class I’ll make sure I have the number for the cab before I leave.”

He nearly said not to worry, he could always come to get her, but bit his tongue. He really should go rather than stand here like an idiot. “You going to be okay now?”

She nodded. “I think so. It’s just the dark. The worst part is going up the stairs, knowing they’re dark at the top.”

“I can put in a three way switch so you can turn the hall light on from the bottom and vice versa.”

“Really?”

“Of course.”

“I’d like that.”

“I’ll get what I need from the hardware store and put it in right away. It won’t take long to do.” Not like there wasn’t already lots of work, but it was a small job. He could bump it up the priority list.

Silence fell between them, while something else seemed to fill the space that their words had occupied. Tom put his hands in his jeans pockets. “I should go…” And yet he made no move to leave.

She shook her head, making a wave of hair slide across her shoulder. “Yes, you have an early start tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” The word came out strangely husky, and his gaze fixated on the way a solitary curl kissed the hollow of her neck.

“Tom?”

“Hmm?”

She ran her tongue over her lips. “You really have to stop looking at me like that now.”

“Like what?” How had she gotten so close to him? All he’d have to do is reach out and his hand would be on the soft curve of her waist. His gaze dropped to her lips, her lipstick long gone, but the natural color didn’t need it. They looked soft and pink and as he stared at them she caught her bottom lip between her teeth. 

She was nervous.

She was artless. 

He took one step closer, so close he was enveloped in that citrusy-floral scent again, close enough he felt the silky whisper of her blouse against his fingers. When had he reached for her? When had she tilted her face up to his, her chest rising and falling as her breath quickened? Something he hadn’t felt in a long, long time began to burn inside him. Not just curiosity. Not just desire. But satisfaction. A longing for it, a taste of it, as her pupils widened and the air around them stilled, waiting.

Abby Foster turned him on in a way he hadn’t been turned on in months. He didn’t want to dissect how long exactly. He wanted to be in the moment too badly, to stop thinking about everything that had gone wrong and simply feel what it was like to hold a woman again. A woman who had no knowledge of Erin or his past. Someone who took him at face value, rather than the way the women of Jewell Cove saw him. Pathetic and tragic, hung up on a dead woman…

He shoved the thought out of his brain as Abby’s top teeth released her lip, making the soft flesh slide into fullness once more. Slowly, excruciatingly slowly, he closed the gap between them, until their breath mingled and her lips were only a fraction of an inch away from his.

“Tom,” she whispered. He heard the tremor in it. It was as much a plea as a protest. He moved the final half-inch and touched his lips to hers.

Her mouth was slightly parted, soft and warm, with the tart bite of the wine still on her lips. He spread his hand on the small of her back, pulling her closer until their bodies brushed. 

But it wasn’t until she sighed and melted against him that he realized he’d made a big miscalculation.

Abigail Foster was far more than he’d bargained for.








  
  
Chapter Ten




Abby’s body trembled as Tom stepped closer. She watched, fascinated, as his gaze dropped to her lips. Like a man who was about to kiss her. And God help her, every nerve ending in her body was electrified, watching his black eyes settle on her mouth with delicious intent. 

“Tom,” she whispered, longing to taste him, terrified at the same time. The wine was making everything fuzzy, it had to be. But even Abby was aware of the wistful sound of his name as it brushed the quiet air in the hall. 

And Tom answered by closing the final distance.

He touched her mouth with his—gently, softly, lightly exploring as his arm came around her and pulled her closer to his body. But then his mouth opened more, deepening the kiss, and she caught the flavor of him as their tongues touched. Nothing had ever felt this good. Tom was a world away from the pain of her past. Tonight felt like a brand new page, and she could write upon it whatever she wanted. 

And what she wanted was a sweet, hot, magnificent kiss. And she wanted it from Tom Arseneault.

She slid her hand behind his head, into the soft, dark strands of his hair and pulled him down to meet the kiss equally while her body pressed against the hard planes of his. 

Every square inch where their bodies touched came alive and the kiss took on a life of its own, a hot, demanding energy that felt glorious. A moan of pleasure sounded in the back of her throat and Tom’s hands tightened in response. With pressure on her arms, he turned them around and she found herself against the wall, pinned between it and his body. Willingly trapped as his hips pressed persuasively against her pelvis. 

Any time now common sense would kick in, wouldn’t it? He was getting too close, too… She couldn’t think straight. As his jeans brushed against hers, all she could feel was need. Want.

His fingers ran up her arm, twisting in the broad strap of her blouse, shifting it off her shoulder to reveal the skin beneath. She should stop him. Stop this before it went too far, but it felt too good, was too unexpected to say goodbye to it yet. But it wasn’t until that same hand grazed her ribs and slid up over the hard, pebbled tip of her breast that she caught her breath and felt the electric tingle of desire dart to her core, like a thread pulled tight.

“Oh, Tom,” she whispered, tilting her head back in surrender as he kissed her neck. “Please don’t stop.”

He hesitated, his hand stilling on the side of her breast, and the thread of passion cooled, shifting into awkwardness. 

She should have kept her mouth shut. Heat rushed to her cheeks. She should never have let herself get carried away. Never said his name. His fingers pushed the straps of her blouse back up over her shoulders and she no longer felt his lips on her skin. She closed her eyes, embarrassed by how quickly she’d lost control. She must have sounded so needy, sighing his name like that. Probably because she was.

“I should go,” he said, taking a step back, his voice definitively cooler. “I should never have done that. I work for you.”

It was a dumb excuse without an ounce of truth in it. She wasn’t really his boss, after all. Her common sense hadn’t intruded, but his clearly had.

The alcohol-fuelled fuzziness in her brain was long gone. She couldn’t blame this on the wine or anything else. What she could do, though, was try to salvage a little of her pride.

“I shouldn’t have either,” she murmured, straightening her blouse and trying desperately to school her features. She’d never had much of a poker face. “I guess the pinot was better than I thought.”

“You’re a really attractive woman, Abby, but starting anything would be a mistake. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

That was almost as good of a line as It’s not me, it’s you. For some reason it made her angry. Maybe because the dismissal came so easily to his lips. “Why? Because you’re on the rebound?” She asked the question before she could help herself.

The change in his face was so instant that it made her step backwards. Surprise, pain, anger. “Who told you that?” he asked sharply, his black eyes glinting at her in the bright light of the hall.

She hadn’t realized one simple question could cause such an instant reaction. “Jess might have said something…”

“Jess should mind her own business,” he growled, running a hand through his hair. 

If she’d had any doubts about Jess’s claim that he was suffering a broken heart, his reaction erased them completely. Whoever had hurt him had done a good job. “I think we’ve established that,” she said quietly. 

Despite the kiss and the fact that he’d started it, it was abundantly clear that he wasn’t really interested in her. She certainly didn’t want to be some charity case at a family function, a pity-the-new-girl sort of hanger-on. “Listen, about Saturday…” She swallowed past the lump of awkwardness in her throat. “You can just drop me off here after we finish with the samples.”

The fire in his eyes mellowed and he blew out a breath. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not being silly. You’re not interested in this—whatever this is—and Jess is interfering, though why, I have no idea. Rather than be uncomfortable… I don’t want to be a pity date or make things more uncomfortable between us than they already are.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t interested.” His dark eyes burned into hers. “I said it wasn’t wise.”

She didn’t know what to do with that. On one hand it made the butterflies in her stomach start winging around again. On another, she agreed it was a mistake. She began to chew on her lip again and consciously made herself stop. The truth was, even if she were interested in Tom Arseneault, he was still hung up on someone else. That would only be asking for trouble.

“You’re right. It’s not the smart thing.”

“Now that we’ve established that, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t come. It doesn’t have to be a…a date.”

“I’m not sure Jess got that memo.”

“I’ll make sure she understands. I’ll remind her that she’s the one who invited you.” His agitation mellowed as he looked down at her. “If you’d go as my friend, that’d be great. I hate walking into these things alone. Really, Abby, it’s me, not you.”

She raised an eyebrow. There it was. Double whammy of let downs tonight, then. 

“I know, I know.” He had the grace to look sheepish. “Worst cliché in history, but it’s true. Just because Jess doesn’t know how to mind her own business, doesn’t mean she wasn’t right. I’m not…”

“Interested,” Abby finished for him, her voice flat.

He shifted his feet. “Well, clearly I am on some level. I did kiss you.”

“Why did you?” She tilted her head and watched his face. He had such an interesting face, a little dark and mysterious but with a glint of good humor and the strong set of stubbornness. How could she not be drawn to him?

The question sent the tension humming between them again. And it wasn’t relieved by his answer.

“I don’t know. I just looked at you and…I wanted to.”

This time she did bite her lip. He’d wanted to kiss her, but was incapable of anything deeper. That spelled trouble in her books. She had to start looking at him as her contractor and not like…

Her mouth watered. Not like dessert.

“Come on Abby, it’s a long weekend. It’s not right that you end up sitting here by yourself while there’s a perfectly good party happening. Don’t let Jess’s interfering drive you away.”

It wouldn’t be Jess driving her away. And the truth was that while kissing Tom had been a brilliant experiment on her part, she knew it was nothing more. It wasn’t just Tom carrying around a cart of baggage. She was a long way from trusting anyone. From opening up and letting anyone see the real Abby Foster. One kiss wasn’t a cure-all.

But if she backed out now, how would it look? It would look like tonight’s kiss mattered more to her than to him. She would look like a big ol’ chicken.

“Make sure she knows,” Abby said. “No matchmaking.” She leveled him with a look. “And I’m staying away from the wine.”

He chuckled a little. “Fair enough.”

“And what I said earlier, about my great-grandmother… just forget it, okay? It’s a combination of an overactive imagination and too many novels.”

“Consider it forgotten.”

“Okay. I’ll still go on Saturday. Besides, no one besides the two of us knows what just happened. We’ll tell Jess that you dropped me off and went home. End of story.”

“That what happened?” He grinned, and the atmosphere around them eased again.

“Exactly.” She smiled back. Dammit, it was bad enough that Tom looked good enough to eat. It wasn’t fair that she was starting to like him too. It had been easier to dismiss him when he was boorish and aggravating.

“I should probably get going then.”

“Probably.”

She walked him to the door, keeping her hand on the knob as he stopped on the verandah. “Thanks for bringing me home.”

“Anytime. If you need anything…”

It felt like a polite, empty offer. The kiss still hung between them. No matter what they’d both said, how they’d backed off, the kiss couldn’t be taken back. 

He disappeared into the dark and moments later his truck started and the headlights came on. 

Then he was gone. When Abby turned around, she caught her breath and pressed her hand to her pounding heart.

It was her. Edith Foster. 

Same gray-blue dress, same long hair that touched her shoulders. Same sad, pleading look in her eyes. She was here. Real but not real. Like Abby was seeing her through some sort of filter even though every detail was clear.

Her heart thudded in her throat as she asked clearly, “Edith? What do you want, Edith?”

There was no answer, but Edith turned and walked towards the stairs.

Abby’s heart pounded so loudly she could hear it in her ears. When Edith paused at the bottom of the steps and looked back, Abby knew that she expected her to follow. And while Abby was completely freaked out at the fact that she was taking instructions from a ghost, oddly enough she wasn’t afraid. She didn’t feel threatened in any way. And so, with the fleeting thought that she must be losing her mind, Abby put one foot in front of the other and followed her great-grandmother up the stairs. 

On the second floor, Edith paused and looked out the back window towards the outbuilding which had once been the carriage house and later, a garage. Edith only paused a moment, her fingers against the glass before she turned back to Abby, her face profoundly sad. She then led the way into the bedroom with the smaller room linked to it. Abby was sure now that this room had been for babies. For Marian and Iris. Had the bigger room been Edith’s? A nurse’s? 

Edith paused near one corner of the room and stared at her feet. Then she looked up, directly into Abby’s eyes. 

And then, just when Abby had been about to repeat her question, the figure melted away.

The room turned cold. Abby’s heartbeat was still accelerated and she stared for several seconds at the spot where Edith had been. There was no doubt in her mind now that she was sharing the house with the ghost of her great-grandmother. And she was equally certain that there was something Edith wanted her to do. She wouldn’t have led her up here otherwise. But what?

Abby went to the window in the larger bedroom, the one that overlooked the backyard, but with the lights on she could only see her own reflection in the glass. She wasn’t calm enough to cut the lights and look into the darkness; considering the strange twist in the evening, who knew what she’d see if she looked out? Shivering, she retraced her steps back to the nursery, taking slow steps until she was in the corner where Edith had stood. Why had she stopped here, in this precise spot? What was she trying to say?

The floor creaked beneath her foot, audible in the complete silence and Abby looked down at her toes.

Edith had looked down, too.

Abby’s pulse started hammering again as she knelt on the floor, feeling along the wide planking. The piece of flooring was shorter here, maybe only three feet long. There was give along its length; it bowed slightly when Abby pressed her hands upon it and she considered trying to take the board up herself. 

Tom would kill her, wouldn’t he? She couldn’t start ripping at original flooring. If she wrecked it, it could never be replaced. And yet there had to be a reason why Edith had stood just here, in this very spot. 

She got up from her knees and sighed. This was insane. Besides, it was eleven o’clock at night. Whatever Edith wanted her to find would have to wait. She shook her head and went back down the hall to her room, put on her nightgown and brushed her teeth. No more odd sounds, no more Edith. It was like nothing had ever happened as she crawled beneath the covers.

But she left the downstairs lights on. Just in case. And laid awake for a long time while her imagination ran wild.


      [image: ]Abby woke up with sweat beaded on her brow. The sun was already up, streaming through the window and she checked her watch: seven thirty. 

Her dream was already slipping away to the fringes of her mind and her brain scrambled to gather the pieces and keep them whole. It felt important somehow. Edith had been there, and a tall, blond man who had made her laugh. But then Edith had been crying and there’d been another man, a darker man, holding a baby in his arms. Edith was screaming and the man had held the baby out from his body, as if he couldn’t stand to hold it closer.

That was when Abby woke up, her limbs stiff with fear. Exasperated, she tried to reach into her mind for more detail. What had happened next? What had she missed? What did it all mean?

The slamming of a truck door jolted her out of remembering. Tom was here already. The dark, oppressive feeling of the dream mingled with the shocking memory of him kissing her last night. She sat up in the bed, the sheets pooling around her hips. Heard him turn the key she’d given him in the lock. Heard the front door shut behind him. 

Abby sank back into the pillows, torn between jumping out of bed and still trying desperately to hang on to the tattered bits of the dream. There was something important she needed to remember. She wanted to cling to those last few moments, the last dregs of memory before getting up and facing the day. 

Before coming face to face with him. Her dream finally evaporated from her mind, pushed away by the memory of last night. It was bound to be awkward between them. She could still feel Tom’s body against hers, the way he kissed her like she was water and he was a man dying of thirst. It wasn’t a big leap to fantasize about what might have come next. The big surprise was knowing she probably wouldn’t have stopped him. All she’d been able to think about was getting closer to the hard, hot length of his body. 

His boots echoed in the downstairs hall and she was thrown out of that delicious bit of fantasy as his boots sounded on the stairs.

Up the stairs! And she was in her pyjamas! 

“Abby?” he called. “You okay?”

Dammit. She was always up before he arrived. Always, ever since the first time he’d seen her sweaty and gross after her run. She made sure she was dressed and had her hair tidied and her teeth brushed. Now her hair was a tangled mess and she had morning breath and…

She opened her mouth to call out that she’d be right down, but before she could get out the first word, he appeared in her doorway. 

“Um…hi.” She pulled the sheet up to her chest.

“Hi.”

The man wore work boots constantly. Abby realized she was getting quite attached to them. He hadn’t shaved this morning and dark stubble shadowed his jaw, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up to the elbow. It would be much easier to not think about him if he’d stop looking so damned appealing.

“You feeling okay? You’re always up before I get here. I was worried when you didn’t answer.”

Curse him for actually looking concerned. “I’m not hung over, if that’s what you’re asking.” She cringed as she heard her sharpish tone. It was the interrupted dream putting her on edge, not a headache or any such symptom.

He grinned, lighting up the room. “You didn’t have that much to drink. You were practically sober when I left last night.”

Yes, she had been. Which meant that neither could place the blame of what had happened between them on the alcohol.

“I had trouble falling asleep last night, that’s all.” She’d stared at the ceiling for a long time, thinking about the floor board. And the more she thought about it the more she was sure there was something hidden beneath it. Why else would Edith have led her there if there wasn’t something important to find? 

The awkwardness multiplied in the room and she realized he’d quite understandably misinterpreted what she said. Naturally he’d think it was their kiss that had kept her up. She wondered if she would ever stop sounding like a complete idiot when he was around.

“I’m sorry.” He backed out of the doorway and without thinking she leapt from the bed.

“No, it’s not what you think.” Her cheeks heated but she pushed on, trying to explain. “It wasn’t you, Tom. I mean…it doesn’t need to be awkward between us, okay?”

And yet here she stood in a cotton night shirt that ended several inches above her knees. Awkward was an understatement. She hurried to elaborate. “I found something last night after you left.” Ignoring the fact that she was barely half-dressed, she brushed by him. “Come here, and tell me what you think.”

She led him into the empty bedroom and went straight to the floor board. “This is loose, here.”

He knelt and felt around the board. “I can tack it back into place. Nothing to lose sleep over.” He sounded genuinely puzzled.

“I don’t want you to tack it into place. I want you to rip it up.”

He stood and gaped at her. “What? Are you crazy?”

“I think there’s something underneath it.”

“Hopefully not rotted joists,” he grumbled. 

“I was going to try to do it last night, but I knew that if I wrecked the board it would be wrecking the whole floor.”

“You’re damned right it would.” He frowned. “What makes you think that there’s something underneath there?”

She already felt ridiculous for mentioning the whole house is haunted thing. If she told him about last night he’d think she was completely out to lunch. She shrugged. “Just a hunch.”

“You’re willing to chance wrecking this flooring on a hunch? I could never replace it, Abby. Not and have it match. You do understand that, right? If I wreck this one board, it means replacing the whole floor.”

She looked up at him and nodded. “Which is why I didn’t go looking for a pry bar last night. Will you do it? It won’t get ruined if you do it.”

He shook his head. “You are the strangest woman I’ve ever met.”

“I know.” It wasn’t the first time she’d been called odd. She’d spent a good part of her childhood with her head in a book or in the clouds. Oddball came with the territory.

“If I say no, you’re going to do it when I’m not here, aren’t you?”

She smiled. “Probably. And then you’ll be sorry.”

He sighed heavily. “All right then. Let me get some things. Why don’t you…” His gaze ran down her loose material of her sleep shirt, which she suddenly realized was quite thin. “Get dressed.”

He disappeared out the door and down the stairs. Hurriedly she dressed in a pair of denim shorts and a T-shirt and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth and pull a hair band into her hair. By the time he came back up, she was coming back out of the bedroom looking perfectly tidy. The way she should have looked when he first arrived.

She waited while Tom used a small pry bar and claw hammer to lift the board, working it a bit at a time to keep from cracking the old wood. Impatient, Abby shifted her weight from side to side, trying to peer into the gap. Finally Tom lifted the other end and the nails let go with a squeak. “All in one piece,” he said, relief in his voice. “And you were right.” He looked up, amazement marking his features. “There’s something in there.”

It was too crazy. Abby knelt beside Tom and watched as he set the plank to one side. A small box was nestled in the gap. Carefully Abby reached in and removed it, kneeling on the bare floor, ignoring how hard the wood felt on her kneecaps. 

She lifted the lid on the box.

“Oh, Tom.” The first item was a smaller version of the picture that was downstairs on the mantel. Edith and a baby. She turned it over and could still make out the slightly smudged ink on the back. “Edith and Iris. Tom, it’s my grandmother.” She touched the picture reverently. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she? And look at all that blond hair. That must be where I get it.”

Tom knelt beside her. “What else is in there?”

Abby reached in and took out a lock of fine, pale hair, tied with a thread at each end. “Do you suppose it’s Iris’s?”

“It could be.” He lifted a watch out of the box. “This is very nice.”

“It’s a man’s watch. Elijah’s, do you think?” Tom turned it over but there were no markings on it.

He shrugged. “It must be. But why would this stuff all be under the floor?”

Because Edith had wanted to keep it hidden. Abby knew that, but she didn’t know why. 

At the bottom of the box was a small packet of letters. Aware of the fragile paper, Abby unfolded the first one cautiously. “This one is dated 1943. That was when Elijah was in the Navy.” Excitement ran through her words. Had she just found love letters from Elijah to his wife at home? “Listen to this.”

She read the letter aloud.

“My dearest Edith,

As I sit here below decks, my thoughts are of you and how much I hated to leave you. This ship takes me far away from you and Marian, away to another world that seems impossible to imagine. The only thing that keeps me going is knowing that one day this war will be over and, God willing, I will be able to return to your side.

She looked up and met Tom’s gaze. “He did love her.”

“Did you think he didn’t?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. A few things people have said. A feeling. But this letter…it was written by a man who loved her very much.”

She looked down and continued reading, her voice soft.

I know we can’t be together. I know how impossible it all seems right now. I have a job to do and so do you. But that doesn’t stop me from telling you how much I love you and long to be with you again. You are in my every breath, and in my dreams I hold you in my arms. What we had…what we have…is too beautiful to be wrong.

Stay strong, my love, and when this is over I will see you again. Until then, 

Always yours,

Kristian

Abby looked up at Tom in confusion. “Kristian? Who on earth is Kristian?”

Tom looked down at the letter and back into her eyes. “Kristian,” he said quietly, “is probably the reason this was hidden under the floor.”

“Edith was having an affair.”

“Looks like.”

“But with whom? Who was Kristian?”

“Maybe the rest of the letters will tell you.”

Abby sat down on the floor and crossed her legs. Something about the date at the top of the letter kept drawing her attention. In 1943, Elijah came home, just ten months before Iris had been born. Iris. Abby picked up the picture of Edith and the baby hidden with the stash under the floor. The possibility hit her square in the chest. Good God, had Iris been Kristian’s daughter and not Elijah’s? It would explain so much. And if Elijah had known…

Tom sat down beside her and took the letter from her fingers. “This is dated February of ’43, and judging by the tone of the letter, it sounds like Edith’s affair with this Kristian was already ending. Edith wouldn’t have been pregnant with Iris yet, not if Iris were born in 1944. That is what you were thinking, right?”

She nodded, somehow let down. “I guess I let the romantic mystery of it all sweep me away.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” His smile was slightly crooked. “This seems pretty crazy to me. At least you can’t say the house is boring. In a place like this, family secrets are almost a given, aren’t they?”

She smiled back, somehow relieved that the dates didn’t add up.

“Why don’t you read the letters in the garden? It’s warm out and it’ll get you out of the fumes.”

“Oh right. You’re starting the painting today.” She tucked the box under her arm and pushed herself to her feet. “And I’ve kept you from it.”

“I don’t mind. It was kind of exciting. There’s a lot of history in these old houses, but most of it gets lost. I still don’t know how you knew to look here, though. Heck of a hunch.”

“I was walking around, thinking about how to furnish this room, and the board creaked. It kind of felt like there was… I don’t know, no support under it.” She smiled weakly, knowing she was a terrible liar. “What can I say? I read a lot as a kid. I used to dream up stuff like this in my imagination all the time.”

She hoped she’d sounded convincing. Because admitting she’d followed Edith up the stairs and into the nursery before she disappeared would not exactly make Abby the picture of perfect mental health.

Tom seemed to accept her explanation as he, too, got to his feet. “Well, I’d better get to it. I’ll get to that switch today, too. Don’t want you to always be in the dark.”

“Thanks, Tom.” She was hugely relieved that things were back to semi-normal after last night. While Tom was super-attractive and kissed like a devil, she knew deep down that their attraction could only end in heartbreak…for her. Even if Tom were on the market, she wasn’t looking for a relationship. Relationships were messy, with emotions involved and the potential to be hurt at the end. And this would end. She wanted to find out about her family but after that the house was going up for sale. She had no reason to keep it. 

Tom replaced the floorboard as Abby went downstairs and made some toast and tea for breakfast. She heard the tapping of his hammer, replacing the nails and locking away the secret compartment, now empty. 

She sat in the garden among the tangle of shrubs and rosebushes and sipped her tea. Looking down at the box in her hands, Abby couldn’t imagine the meagre contents of the box would take too much time to go through. 

She picked up the letters and untied the faded ribbon holding them together. The paper was thin but the words were easily discerned. As Abby read the stack, there was no doubt in her mind. Edith had been having an affair. Each letter was filled with love and tenderness, and the emotions expressed on the written pages made her feel slightly like a voyeur, peeking into private moments. 

At last Abby came to the final letter in the box. More worn that the others, the last letter was short completely devoid of the flowery language Abby had come to associate with Kristian and Edith’s romance; the scribbled lines caused her to put down her teacup and a chill washed over her skin despite the heat of the sun.

I’m coming home. Wait for me, meine Leibling. The three of us will finally be together.

Her brow puckered at the endearment that was written in what she suspected was German. Her gaze skimmed to the top of the page once more as a strange feeling washed over her. It was dated October of 1943. 

Ten months before Iris’s birth. 
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