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      Mandie Kelton took a sip of her coffee, now lukewarm, and told herself to go dump it out and get some water. She’d been experiencing heartburn more often than not on days when she drank the entire cup of coffee she picked up on the way in to work.

      She set the to-go cup further from her and reached for the next file in the pile. Part of her job involved looking through prospective properties, and she really enjoyed browsing through the “slush pile.”

      At tomorrow’s meeting, she’d be expected to have her top three choices for the next clean-up project, appropriately labeled CUP in her department, and literal tally marks went up on the white board as the team reviewed their personal favorites.

      Mandie had two files in her favorites folder already, but she told herself to have an open mind as she looked at the picture of the mansion on the first page in the new file. “Ten thousand square feet,” she said. In all honesty, most mega-mansions approached ten thousand square feet, with multiple bedrooms, twice as many bathrooms, and ornate staircases.

      Her heartbeat pumped out an extra beat, because she absolutely loved taking the abandoned and restoring it to full glory. That, and her phone had just sparkle-chimed with her husband’s assigned ringtone.

      Charlie had said, I’m so going to pass this Pharmacology final, with a smiley face emoji. To celebrate, I’m stopping by Lin Chu’s for dinner. You want those chickeny noodles?

      She grinned at his use of “chickeny noodles,” abandoned the file, and reached for her phone to answer him. You’re finished with the final already?

      Piece of cake, he said, which was Charlie-code for yes, I’m done and leaving campus. He only had the one final today, and Charlie hated staying on campus when he could leave it. She’d find him in their one-bedroom apartment when she got home, and he’d most likely time dinner to arrive only a few moments before her.

      She and Charlie had been married for almost five years now, and he took very, very good care of her. Mandie loved him with her whole heart, and they’d even started talking about starting a family.

      Everything Mandie did required her to go through a minefield of thoughts, and she often felt like she’d made the wrong turn and gotten blown back to the beginning. She envied others who could made quick decisions with confidence, because that had never been Mandie’s strong suit.

      See you at home, she texted Charlie, and then she went back to the file in front of her. She had to have her choices done for tomorrow, and then she had some appointments to make with a restoration company for an apartment building here in the city that had sustained some flooding damage.

      She loved her job at PastForward Restoration Company—PFRC—because they helped people who needed it while showing respect to the history of the dwellings and buildings on the East Coast. Some properties here were hundreds of years old, and Mandie felt a sense of reverence every time she went out on a field assignment.

      The house in the file intrigued her, and Mandie leafed through the floor plan, read the story behind its abandonment, and embraced the growing excitement within her. She didn’t often make her choices based on pictures, checklists, and facts. She relied on her feelings, and she reached for a green sticky note, which she attached to the front of this file.

      It got placed in the yes-pile, and Mandie sat back. She loved learning about old things, and since she hadn’t been on a field assignment yet this year, she muttered, “So you’ll bring it up in your meeting tomorrow.”

      Part of her yearned to get out of this office building, though she’d once been tickled and thrilled to be riding the subway from Brooklyn, where she and Charlie lived, to the Flatiron building every day.

      She still was, but she definitely felt like some of the glitter that had first coated her job had started to flake off. She stood and stretched her back, glancing across the partition that separated her desk from the one in front of her.

      The man who worked there had various camera equipment littering his space, and Flint Rogers looked up. “Hey.” He leaned back in his chair. “My eyes are starting to cross.”

      “Editing your latest film?”

      “Final edits,” he said. “It’s due to production by tomorrow night, and it should air next month.”

      “That’s awesome,” Mandie said. By “air,” he meant the complete walk-through of one of the abandoned mansions. He led the film crew on field assignments, and they documented everything from the first step the team took onto the property to the final walk-through when a place went up for sale.

      If he was lucky, he could work on one project per year, as his post-production was far more detailed than Mandie’s. She was involved on field assignments from the first step to the sale, and that was it. She didn’t then have hundreds of hours of film to go through and edit into a ninety-minute documentary.

      “I can’t believe the Maryland Mansion is almost done,” she said.

      “Hopefully, there will be something new at tomorrow’s meeting,” Flint said. He wore a neatly trimmed ginger beard, with a full head of hair to match. He was what Mandie would call a “clean hipster,” as he showered regularly and didn’t wear his hair long. His emerald eyes always seemed to see more than Mandie could, and he wore loafers everywhere he went, even into dangerous, abandoned houses.

      He rolled his khakis at the ankle, always wore tapered pants and skin-tight tees—if he didn’t have on a too-small polo.

      “You think you’ll get another assignment right away?” Mandie asked. She leaned against the chest-high divider and took in more of his mess. How he worked in those conditions, she didn’t understand. He had yellow legal pads filled with notes and numbers in black pen she couldn’t read. But Flint somehow knew what it all meant, and she supposed that was all that mattered.

      “Jo Ann’s quitting,” Flint said. “Which means they’ll have to promote up another film lead, and last time Candace needed to do that, it took four months for me to go through multiple interviews, present my portfolios, and get named to the position.”

      Mandie drew in a breath. “Jo Ann’s quitting?” She’d just finished a huge project that had sold in less than a week—the Mountain Manor, a gorgeous log cabin in Massachusetts.

      Flint swore and looked away. “I guess that isn’t common knowledge.” He looked at Mandie with puppy-dog eyes. “Don’t say anything, okay?”

      “Yeah, of course not,” she said.

      Flint stood and stretched his arms above his head, his tiny shirt pulling up over the waistband of his khakis. “You haven’t been out in the field in a while.”

      “Tell me about it.” Mandie rolled her eyes. “I think Candace thought I’d get pregnant, and she didn’t want to assign me to anything.”

      “So you’re not pregnant?” Flint grinned at her, and Mandie smiled and shook her head.

      “Even if I was,” she said. “That shouldn’t exclude me from field work. It’s pregnancy discrimination.”

      “Sometimes those old houses are full of mold.”

      “We have protective gear for that.” Mandie folded her arms, becoming more and more determined to get an assignment tomorrow. She’d had enough of desk work, phone calls, and file browsing. She swatted at Flint’s chest. “Plus, you tromp through those sites in shoes with barely any soles and no socks. It’s a miracle you haven’t contracted gangrene or something.”

      Flint bellowed out a laugh, and Mandie allowed herself to smile. As he quieted, she said, “All right, Flint. Tell me how to get assigned to something tomorrow.”

      “Step into my office,” he said, and Mandie scrambled to go around the dividers and into his disorganization. If it would help her get a field assignment, she could sit among cameras, flash lights, and micro SD cards.
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      “So the final went well?” Mandie asked as she entered her apartment. She tapped the door with her foot to close it, then noticed the candles on the table. She froze. “What anniversary did I forget?”

      Charlie turned from the back counter, a plate of orange chicken in his hand. “Final went amazing. There’s no anniversary.”

      “There’s something,” Mandie said as she got moving again. She’d brought home her top three files so she could obsess over them while she and Charlie watched TV tonight. He sometimes had her quiz him, especially with anything math-related, but he’d already taken that final, so she anticipated an evening filled with some sort of action-adventure movie, and she could easily keep up with the plot while she looked through her files again.

      “There’s me finishing another year of school,” he said. “That’s it.”

      “Only one more,” Mandie said as she dropped her bag over the back of the couch and shrugged out of her jacket. Springtime in New York could still be chilly, and Mandie hated nothing more than being cold on the subway.

      She wrapped her arms around Charlie once he’d set down the plate of chicken. “You’re amazing, baby. One more year of pharmacy school.” She kissed him, glad she got to spend her evenings with her best friend in the whole world.

      “Tomorrow, they’re making assignments for the next major field assignment, and I want it so badly.” She whispered the last few words, almost afraid to speak her desires.

      “You’ll get it,” Charlie said. “You haven’t been out of the office in a while.”

      “For six months,” she said. “And I know Candace just got a whole heap of new funding. She might even schedule two projects.”

      “Where are they?”

      “My favorite one is in the Hamptons,” Mandie said as he pulled out her chair and she sat down. “It would be a dream to work on it. It’s close, so I wouldn’t have to live on-site. My other two favorites are out of the city. One in South Carolina—a really old plantation that would be pretty cool—and one up in Cape Cod.”

      “Mm.” Charlie sat down too. He dished up some of her chickeny noodles, and Mandie simply watched him.

      “Did you hear about the internship?”

      “Another interview next week,” he said casually, but Mandie knew he hated the multiple interview process. Honestly, he’d said. If they don’t know by now, I don’t know what else to do to win them over.

      She smiled at him. “So we’ll both have amazing new by this time next week.”

      “You’ll have yours tomorrow.” He grinned at her and took orange chicken and ham fried rice for himself.

      “What if I don’t get it?” Mandie let her vulnerability show. Only for him, and Charlie heard her and looked right at her. “She’s been passing me over for some reason, and I just—what if I’ve gotten my hopes up and I don’t get it?”

      “You’re going to get it.”

      She sighed, because frustration frothed through her. “Thank you, baby.” She did like his confidence in her, but they’d been together long enough to see that sometimes confidence didn’t always equate to getting what they wanted.

      He hadn’t gotten into the Pharm.D. program at Rutgers, for example. He’d had to settle for his second choice of St. John’s, and while he loved his program there now, Charlie had definitely been disappointed.

      “And if you don’t,” he said. “I’ll have mint chocolate chip ice cream here tomorrow night, and we’ll go away for the weekend. Go see your mom in the cove.” He raised his eyebrows. “Okay? It won’t be the end of the world.”

      “It’ll just feel like it,” she said miserably.

      “Hey, let’s be positive,” he said. “You’ve got a strong case for getting assigned, and they’ve picked your top choice the last four times.”

      “Yeah.” Mandie twirled up some noodles and stuck them in her mouth. Salty, savory deliciousness moved through her. “Mm.”

      Charlie grinned at her, and suddenly everything was okay.

      “And hey,” she said. “If I do get it, I know I won’t have to work with The Bulldozer.”

      Charlie choked on his chicken as he started to laugh. Mandie smiled too, though she truly didn’t like working with Suzette Paxman. She’d been nicknamed The Bulldozer by everyone in the office, because she rammed through old houses like one. She held a degree in Anthropology, and she acted like she was the only human being alive who did.

      In some cases, working with her meant Mandie didn’t have to get her hands and feet as dirty, as Suzie wasn’t afraid of anything. She’d go into any room, any broken-down pool house, over any surface, to get the footage and information they needed.

      She giggled with Charlie, because suddenly everything felt lighter. “I’m going to get it,” she said, mustering up all the optimism she could. “And I’m going to have the best team ever, and it’ll be the house in The Hamptons, and when we go home to Five Island Cove this weekend, it’ll be to celebrate my new field assignment.”

      “There you go.” Her husband beamed at her, and Mandie reached over and covered his hand with hers.

      “Should I really get us tickets for the Steamer?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah, my mom would like it too. She’ll take us to lunch to celebrate another semester done.”

      “Free food,” Mandie mused. “I see how you are.”

      “Hey, I never say no to free food.” Charlie grinned, and Mandie did too. She suddenly had so much to look forward to in the next few days, and her stomach flipped over tomorrow morning’s meeting.

      She just had to get a field assignment. She simply had to.
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      Alicia Halverson stepped onto the elevator ahead of Mandie, and when she turned, she gave the other woman a look that spoke volumes. Thankfully, Mandie could understand looks where words weren’t spoken, and she edged behind a tall African American man to position herself closer to Alicia.

      “What have you got?” she whispered on the third floor, when half the people in the elevator exited. “Lish, don’t hold out on me. I’m here an hour early to go over files I have memorized.”

      “Please.” Alicia half-scoffed and half-laughed. “You’re here early so you can pace in the bathroom and pitch yourself to your reflection.”

      Mandie’s shoulders shivered back and forth, her way of conceding to Alicia without words. Alicia laughed, because she knew Mandie so well. She reminded her of her younger sister, and a powerful wave of missing rolled through Alicia completely unbidden.

      “My thumbs are aching from how much I texted last night,” Alicia said as the elevator struggled to get moving again.

      “It better have been with Michael.” Mandie sighed, and Alicia felt her frustration. She hadn’t been assigned a field trip in months either, and once Mandie had texted last night, Alicia had taken it upon herself to figure out how to get the two of them assigned to whatever went up on the board today at PastForward.

      “Michael, I wish.” Alicia rolled her neck, and the day hadn’t even started yet.

      “He’s going to ask you out. You just need to keep stopping by for those chocolate croissants.”

      “Yeah, and then I have to run fifty miles on the treadmill.” Alicia shook her head now, the ends of her long, dark hair brushing against her elbows. She’d braided it into pigtails today in an attempt to make herself look younger. Candace seemed to discriminate on any grounds she could, and only she knew what those were.

      Alicia and Mandie had brainstormed that they changed all the time too, and it could be because Alicia left her food in the microwave too long or that she’d just turned thirty-five. No one really knew, and she wished there was a system for how people got selected for field assignments.

      “Rory says there’s no way Suzie will get picked,” Alicia said once they’d passed the seventh floor. “She’s still finishing up with the New Hampshire mansion.”

      “So we’ll need another bulldozer,” Mandie said, her eyes glued to the numbers above the doors. They were nearing ten now, and had five more to go. “Who?”

      “Rory says the two of us would make a killer research and checklist team, with Flint behind the camera.”

      Mandie only hummed, but that said so much. Alicia knew she wanted this field assignment more than anything, and she’d known before Mandie had texted last night. She knew, because Alicia needed this assignment like she needed oxygen.

      “You love Flint.”

      “Flint’s the best,” Mandie agreed. “So John as the third?”

      “Could be.” Alicia nodded as the elevator made another stop and then continued up. She and Mandie got off on the fifteenth floor and went past the ritzy real estate firm to their private historical restoration and reconstruction firm.

      They both worked in the Preservation and Conservation Department, but they both also handled local clients who needed help getting natural disasters cleaned up when they weren’t working on historical cases.

      “I’m so bored,” Alicia whispered as she opened the glass door and held it for Mandie.

      “I might scream if I don’t get assigned today,” she whispered back. “Just right out loud, in the middle of the meeting.”

      Alicia laughed lightly. “I doubt it. Assignments always come at the end of the meeting.”

      Mandie scoffed and veered off into her desk area while Alicia continued down another two rows to hers. She quickly put her purse in her bottom desk drawer, grabbed her files, and went back to Mandie’s desk.

      “Top three. We have to be in perfect alignment.”

      Mandie already had her folders out too. She loved sticky notes and color-coding, which was why she’d be perfect for any field crew. The woman literally never missed a detail, and she had three folders, one each labeled with a green note, a yellow one, and a pink one.

      “Is pink above green or below?”

      “Pink is the prize, my friend.” Mandie smiled as she slipped the marked folder to the top.

      Please let it be the Hampton House, Alicia prayed as Mandie seemed to fall into slow motion. Alicia really couldn’t leave her children for an off-site field assignment, and she wondered if Candace had somehow found out about her recent divorce.

      She commuted from Queens, from the tiny two-bedroom apartment where her kids shared a room while she slept in the other. She’d had to leave behind the house she’d shared with her husband, and the longer commute would make it difficult to be on-site for any amount of time. She’d chosen the Hampton House simply in the hopes that it would be selected, and she could get the field assignment.

      She earned more when on assignment, as they received a per diem for food for every day worked out at the site. Plus, the house held a magic to it that leapt off the printed page and permeated the air.

      “I knew you’d like the Hampton place too.” Alicia grinned widely when she saw the pillared mansion on the front page inside the pink-sticky-note-marked folder.

      “It’s the best property,” Mandie said. “Though I did like that one in the Appalachians.”

      “The Appalachian Jewel?” Alicia fake-swooned. “Isn’t it amazing? Even full of someone else’s stuff and those ghastly all-terrain vehicles. I can’t even imagine the views.” Alicia could admit she was somewhat of a romantic, but the images of her eight-year-old’s and her five-year-old’s faces grounded her. Brought her back to reality, and that meant she couldn’t run off to Virginia even for an amazing mountain mansion.

      “I didn’t put it in my top three,” Mandie said. “I don’t really want to travel for the field assignment.” She tucked her honey-blonde hair behind her ear as she bent over the Hampton House. “I’m worried that if it comes up a lot, Candace will choose it even if it doesn’t have the most votes.”

      “She is so unpredictable,” Alicia complained. “That’s what I dislike the most. If I knew how things could go, if I could predict it, I wouldn’t be so nervous.” She flapped her hands a couple of times, then told herself to stop it.

      She got to her feet. “Look, you’re the natural choice for the researcher. I’m the perfect fit for the financial advisor. All we need is a bulldozer and a film crew, and this is going to be the best summer and fall of our lives.”

      Mandie clapped her hands together. “Yes! This is the kind of pep talk we need.”

      No one else had come into the office this early, and Alicia had psyched herself up appropriately. “Okay,” she said, pacing to get out some of her extra energy. “We are going to pitch ourselves today. I want this assignment.”

      “I need it,” Mandie said. “I’m tired of assisting on research and then staying here while the team goes out.”

      “This is ours.”

      “What’s yours?” someone asked, and Alicia’s gaze flew past Mandie to another blonde, this one more strawberry than not and so not someone she wanted to talk to this early in the morning. Or ever, really.

      “Hey, Suzie,” she chirped in a falsely bright voice. “You’re here early.”

      “I’ve got to get this last form filed for the West Hills Monster.”

      Mandie got to her feet, her irritation like a scent on the air. Suzie barely looked at her, as if Mandie didn’t hold any importance at all. Alicia reached out and grabbed onto her forearm, and that stopped Mandie. Thankfully.

      “Leave it,” she hissed as Suzie went by them. “We’ll play our cards in the meeting.”

      Several seconds passed while they both waited for the blonde bulldozer to get out of earshot, and then both she and Mandie sat down in Mandie’s desk area. “She thinks she’s going to get another assignment,” Mandie said. “Unbelievable.”

      “She’s not going to get it,” Alicia said. “There are so many deserving people—like us.”

      “Like us,” Mandie agreed with a nod. “Okay, more people are starting to come in. We can’t be seen conspiring, or Candace will for-sure give the assignment to someone else.”

      “Right.” Alicia squeezed her friend’s hands, then stood, and made her way over to her desk. The office started to fill, and before she knew it, Candace had stepped out of the conference room, the silver bell in her hand.

      “Let’s go, people,” she called as she started to ding the bell over and over and over. Ding! Ding! Ding!

      Everyone got to their feet like dogs, like the bell had triggered something Pavlovian inside them. Alicia joined them, her three folders and her notebook in her hands. She deliberately didn’t allow herself to migrate to Mandie’s side. Candace didn’t like it when friends tried to get on the same teams, and Alicia panicked that her friendship with Mandie—which was well-known around PastForward—would suddenly hinder her.

      Fourteen people crowded into the room, and Candace indicated the three trays in the middle of the oblong table. “First, second, third,” she said, indicating a tray with each one. “Folders in.”

      Someone swore, and Jackson—another accountant with a degree in construction management—jumped to his feet. “I forgot my folders.”

      “Door’s closing in ten seconds,” Candace called after him, and though he was one of Alicia’s main competitors for this field assignment, she hated seeing him humiliated. Candace had locked people out of meetings before, so her ten-second rule was not an empty threat.

      Ten seconds later, Jackson sprinted into the room just as Candace said, “Doors, please.”

      He practically threw his folders into the trays. Candace glared at him as she pulled the first tray toward her. “Paula, please tally.”

      Another woman scrambled to her feet, and Alicia wondered why they all kept showing up here, day after day, to be ordered around and treated subserviently. Paula uncapped a blue white board marker, and Candace flipped open the first folder.

      “Hamptons,” she said, and Alicia shot a look over to Mandie. She sat very still, her gaze trained on Candace. “Cape Cod.” Another folder. “Hamptons.” She continued on until all the folders in the first pile had been read, and it was obvious that the majority of people in the office wanted to work on the Hampton House next.

      Candace turned and looked at the tally marks. “Nine, wow.” She smiled as she turned back and picked up the second stack of folders. She read through those, and the Cape Cod Complex came in second.

      Their boss didn’t even turn to get the remaining pile of folders. She steepled her fingers and considered the board. “I’m a bit surprised more of you didn’t pick the Appalachian Jewel.” She simply let the words hang there, and Alicia had learned not to justify anything.

      If Candace asked her a direct question, she’d answer. Otherwise, she wouldn’t. If she didn’t get an assignment today, Alicia wasn’t sure what she’d do. Screaming, like Mandie had suggested, sounded about right.

      She looked down the table to her friend again, and this time, Mandie’s eyes darted to hers too. Then Candace spun, and Alicia jerked her attention back to her. The tension in the conference room pressed against the ceiling, against all the walls and windows, straining to get out. Alicia could barely get a decent breath, and she wondered if anyone but her felt that.

      “We might as well go over what’s third.” Candace started reading through those, and Paula dutifully tallied them all up. Candace, in all her bleach-blonde-bunned glory, turned to face the board again.

      She never went out in the field, except to check-in once, maybe twice, during a project. She demanded detailed reports which she religiously read, and she’d email questions or call private meetings with teams. Alicia had never seen her wear anything but skirts that fell precisely to her knees, heels, and fluttery blouses.

      Todays was pale blue, with a navy skirt and navy heels, and perfectly matching robin’s egg blue earrings in the shape of dragonflies.

      “Ah, there’s my Appalachian Jewel.” She grinned at the board, then swiveled back to the group at-large. “Thank you, Paula. Please take your seat.”

      Paula did just that, and Alicia looked down at her notebook, almost afraid to make eye contact with Candace. She forced herself to look up, because she couldn’t show her boss any weakness.

      “We have enough funding for two teams to get started,” she said. “I’m going to send some of you to Virginia and this mountain mansion. I think it’s the best in the bunch, and I’m honestly surprised it’s not number one.”

      No one said anything, because it sounded like Candace had just started a lecture. Alicia gazed at her, and Candace looked her way.

      “Let’s start down there.” Candace looked down at some notes in front of her. “Jackson.” Alicia’s heart started to pound through her whole body. If Jackson got the Jewel, she’d be the most logical choice for the Hampton House.

      “Vanessa, I need you on point,” Candace said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Vanessa said.

      “Chevy.” Candace glanced over to him, and he was a bulldozer like Suzie.

      “You got it, Candy,” he said, and he was the only one who’d ever called Candace such a thing. A thread of horror moved through Alicia, but Candace only laughed.

      “And on film…” She paused and sighed. “I’m going to pause on that for a minute. I want you guys to clear your afternoon on Monday. We’ll meet to go over everything then.”

      Murmurs of assent moved through the group, and the tension in the room skyrocketed. Alicia shifted in her seat, and Candace looked at her. Her eyebrows went up, and Alicia’s did too. That was about as big of a challenge as she could lay down, and she hoped the message had gotten across.

      “The Hampton House,” Candace said, consulting her notebook again. A few seconds went by, then a few more.

      “Ma’am?”

      Every eye flew to Mandie. She’d half-raised her hand, and she’d gone pale, like she might throw up. Candace looked at her, blinking rapidly a few times.

      “I’m in love with this house,” Mandie said. “I’d love to take point on it. I’ve already sketched out a few things to get started.”

      “You have?” Candace folded her arms and considered Mandie, her gaze sharp and hooked. Alicia’s mouth had gone dry, and she had no idea how Mandie had the nerve to speak up in a meeting where people didn’t do such things.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mandie said. “And I’m completely available to meet with you and whoever else you appoint to the team anytime.”

      “Anytime.” Candace nodded, though something cold definitely emanated from her. She leaned back in her chair and appraised Mandie for several long seconds. Then a couple more. Right when Alicia thought the air would snap, she said, “All right, Miss Kelton. Oops, I mean Mrs. Kelton. You can have point.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Alicia couldn’t speak up now, but she wasn’t a bulldozer, nor on film. If she didn’t get named next, she wouldn’t have an assignment. A voice started shrieking in her head, an internal monologue that left her feeling desperate, irritated, and hopeless all at the same time.

      She had to get out of this room.

      Now.

      Get out. Get out. Get out!

      She stayed right where she was, and Candace looked at her notes and then right at her. “Alicia, can you keep Mrs. Kelton within budget?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said, her voice grating like rusty nails against cement. “Absolutely, I can.”

      Candace nodded and looked around. Alicia’s heartbeat now bobbed somewhere outside her body, but she still had enough wherewithal to pray, Not Suzie. Please, not Suzie.

      “Brandt,” she said. “You’ll be on bulldozer, and Flint, I know you’re just barely finishing up the Maryland Mansion, but I need you in the Hamptons.”

      “Sure thing,” Flint said.

      “Apparently, Mrs. Kelton has some notes already for us,” Candace said dryly, and Alicia thought Mandie might blow her top. She’d turned bright red now, and since Alicia sat on the same side of the table as her, she could see her fisted hands.

      “Mandie’s the best,” Flint said. “I’m sure she and Lish can get started without me. We’re more of the on-site crew.” Flint threw Alicia a smile, and that settled some of the acid boiling in her stomach.

      “I want the Hampton House team in my office first thing Monday morning.” She got to her feet. “I’ll have my own notes to go over.” She gave Mandie a pointed look. “All right. Back to work.”

      She started stacking the folders, and Alicia filed out of the conference room along with everyone else…except Mandie. Alicia met her eyes and gestured for her to come on! Don’t stay in here with the Big Bad Wolf!

      Mandie shook her head slightly, her jaw set and her eyes filled with pure determination. Alicia moved out of the way, wondering if she needed to stay and back-up whatever Mandie said.

      But Mandie said, “Miss Ewing? Can I speak to you privately for just five minutes?” and Alicia ducked out of the room. She’d hear all about this five-minute meeting soon enough, and she didn’t want to step on her friend’s toes.

      She closed the door behind her and practically rammed into Flint.

      “What’s she doing?” he murmured.

      “It’s suicide,” Alicia said, turning to face the conference room. All of the blinds were open, but Mandie stood with her back to the office.

      “So we’ll be going to lunch today,” Flint said easily. “If she’s still alive, we’ll hear all about it.” He nudged Alicia with his elbow. “And hey, you guys got Brandt.”

      Relief filled her again and then again, and she finally felt like she could breathe properly. “Yeah,” she said. “We got Brandt.” Her gaze went back to the conference room. “And if Mandie doesn’t get fired, we pretty much have the dream team for the Hampton House.”

      Then she turned and walked back to her desk, praying for her friend in a constant internal stream of words.
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      Suzette Paxman wrinkled her nose as the scent of lemongrass and fish sauce hit her like a wall as she stepped off the elevator on the sixth floor.

      “Phil’s making dinner again,” she grumbled, her own grocery bags swinging from her hands. The plastic cut into her skin, and she hurried past her Vietnamese neighbors to her apartment with the paper-thin walls.

      She’d started taking some foreign language classes just to figure out what Phil and Angelica argued about all the time. Turned out, they had the same problems everyone else did—a lack of time, money, and who they should spend their holidays with.

      Suzette dropped the bag with the fresh produce in it so she could key her way into her apartment, the weight of the weekend settling onto her shoulders. Most people looked forward to Friday night.

      TGIF and all that.

      For Suzie, it simply meant she had two more days before she could get back to work. Friday night mocked her every week, reminding her of how utterly alone she still was. Forty years in, and she still had an empty apartment welcoming her home each evening.

      “Meow.” Oh, and a gray and white cat named Jackrabbit.

      “Hey, Rabbit,” she said to the cat as she bent to get her groceries. The scent of potstickers had already seeped into every corner of her tiny apartment, the perfect complement to her terrible week.

      She sighed and toed the door closed, then lifted her hand with the lighter bags of groceries to lock it behind her. Jackrabbit followed her, rubbed against her legs as she unpacked the things she needed to make dinner that night, and then meowed again.

      “I’m getting there,” she told him, as she fed him in the bathroom—which she kept closed while she went to work. Now, she stepped the few feet down the hall to the bathroom and opened the door.

      Jackrabbit darted inside, and Suzie followed the feline to refill his water fountain. She did leave that in the kitchen, but it sputtered if it didn’t have enough liquid in it.

      With her cat fed, Suzie returned to the kitchen to get herself something to eat. Cutting, chopping, and slicing helped Suzie pound out her frustrations with her personal life—or lack thereof. Her job. Pretty much everything about her life made her reach for a sharp knife and hack a head of lettuce into tiny pieces.

      With her pork chop seared and in the oven, Suzie mixed up the slaw and put it in the fridge. Only then did she turn to her laptop, determined to finish watching the initial documentary on the West Hills Monster project.

      Everyone on the team had to provide notes once things came in from the videographer, and Suzie wanted to get hers done. The West Hills Monster had turned out to live up to its name, and she just wanted this project behind her.

      The sooner she wrapped this up, the sooner she could start on something new. She reached for her wine glass, a sigh pulling through her whole body. “You didn’t get assigned to a new project.”

      Truth be told, Suzie had not thought she would, but that didn’t mean the disappointment and frustration stemming from her job stung any less. Since she hadn’t gotten a new assignment, she wouldn’t until next quarter.

      That meant she’d be stuck in the office for the next three months, and Suzie hated everything about working inside every day. Her reputation at PastForward got her outside the bland office walls more than others—that, and Candace had a shortage of people willing to bulldoze their way through old mansions.

      Suzie lived for it.

      She wanted something to challenge her and showcase her skills at the same time, and she loved that she’d found a way to combine her love of demolition of something old and rebuilding it into something new, and her fascination with the culture of people throughout time.

      “And there’s nowhere as nuanced and faceted as the Hamptons.” Suzie drained the last of her wine and set her glass down, ready to work now. She had wanted to get assigned to the Hampton House, though she knew Candace had been fair.

      And what about Mandie Kelton speaking up the way she had? Suzie had always overlooked the younger woman—she’d only been at PastForward for a couple of years—and they’d never worked directly together on a project before.

      Suzie could admire someone who spoke up for themselves, and she loved the cultural history of the Hamptons. That mansion there would be a pure gem to work on, as well as something personal for her, but Suzie pushed it out of her mind as she watched the opening pan of the camera as it moved over the West Hills Monster.

      The house screamed that it had been neglected, with the vines and overgrowth all around it. Suzie loved old buildings with everything inside her. She also loved transforming them into something new.

      She wished she could work on herself for six months and come out a brand new woman on the other side. Maybe then she could get a date that would lead to a second one. Maybe then she wouldn’t be the first person in the office, the last to leave, and find herself working when she got home too.

      As the video played, Suzie made a list of the things she was good at. Tearing out cabinets and hammering into old walls.

      Keeping her apartment clean and fixed up.

      Cooking. Baking. Eating ice cream sandwiches.

      She smiled at the list, which meant it had accomplished what she’d needed it to. Whenever Suzie got down on herself, she just needed a few minutes to remind herself that she had good qualities.

      Just because one of them wasn’t keeping a boyfriend didn’t mean she didn’t have value. Sometimes she felt like her life was being held together by sheer willpower and duct tape, but the lists helped.

      She did wish she had friends she could go out with, and she picked up her phone to see if someone had texted her. She’d worked with Hailey and Alex on the West Hills Monster, and they’d gone out for drinks after a long day on-site.

      But they hadn’t texted. No one had, and Suzie should be glad her mother hadn’t asked about the guy she’d gone out with last weekend.

      Her pork chops came out beautiful, and Suzie enjoyed her gourmet-meal-for-one in front of her laptop.

      By the time Monday morning dawned, Suzie had run ten miles on the treadmill and put together five pages of notes for her meeting later that day. She arrived at the Flatiron building, rode the elevator up with a crowd of people, none of whom spoke to her.

      Suzie existed in pure isolation, surrounded by a sea of lives around her. She had no idea why she seemed to have this wall of waxed paper around her, where people could see her, but no one wanted to speak to her or interact with her.

      It honestly felt worse than being invisible. If no one could see her, then the way she got ignored had a reason that wasn’t simply her personality.

      She pushed her way through the luxurious glass doors that led into the office, unsurprised to find the lights on but no one there. Suzie could go through her physical mail and start on her email before another soul walked in.

      Moving past the other empty cubicles, Suzie nearly tripped over her feet when she saw Mandie sitting at her desk. Part of her wanted to stop and say hello, maybe ask Mandie how her weekend was.

      Something clenched in Suzie’s stomach, and she walked right on by, her ankle boots making plenty of noise against the industrial carpet. Mandie surely heard her, but Suzie didn’t look behind her.

      Mandie seemed nice, but she was at least fifteen years younger than Suzie and already married. She came from Five Island Cove, which meant her family had plenty of money, and Suzie honestly didn’t think they could really be friends.

      Maybe if you tried, she thought as she arrived in her cube and sat down. Mandie could try too, and she’d only ever glared in Suzie’s direction.

      She’d just sent her notes to the printer—which sat clear across the office—when her phone buzzed and then shrieked as it started to ring. She’d assigned that ringtone to Candace, and Suzie quickly swiped the device from her bag.

      “Hey,” she said crisply.

      “Where are you right now?”

      Suzie hesitated, because she’d been told to work normal hours by the hardnosed woman on the other end of the line.

      “Suzie, I don’t have time for this. If you can’t answer me⁠—”

      “I’m sitting in my office,” she barked out.

      “Great, I need to see you right now.”

      “Are you—?” Suzie got to her feet and twisted toward the offices along the back wall, the ones with windows. “Here?”

      “Yes, I’m here. Come now.” Candace ended the call, which sent a full-on shiver down Suzie’s spine.

      Part of her wanted to deliberately take a few extra minutes to gather her printouts, then head to the restroom to make sure her hair hadn’t been disturbed by her subway ride from Brooklyn to Manhattan.

      Down the row, Mandie got to her feet too. She visibly gave herself a little shake, ran her hands through her hair, faced Candace’s office, and marched with decided determination toward it.

      Suzie’s heartbeat swept through her body as if it had lost all its peaks and valleys. Flat-lined. Mandie had been called into Candace’s office too?

      To make matters worse, someone pushed their way through the glass doors fifteen yards from Suzie, her phone stuck to her ear. Alicia Halverson looked like a million bucks, as always, though a bit harried as she too beelined for Candace’s office without even bothering to stop by her own desk space.

      Suzie watched as the second woman entered their boss’s office, her feet somehow still glued to the floor. Her phone chimed again, and Suzie’s body jolted. Thankfully, her mind got the electric pulse too, and she started for the office as well.

      Candace’s office had windows flanking both sides of the closed door, and she’d fired people for entering without knocking. So Suzie paused at the door to rap on it, feeling a measure of stupidity she hadn’t in a while.

      She told herself she was far too old to have so much anxiety over who she was, and when Candace yelled, “Come in,” Suzie pulled the same move as Mandie and squared her shoulders.

      The scene in the office opened up, and she found both Mandie and Alicia seated in the only two chairs in the room. All three of them stared at her, and Suzie distinctly told herself not to tug on the bottom of her jacket.

      “Good, you’re here.” Candace did not say anything about where Suzie should sit or stand, so she simply moved far enough into the office to close the door behind her. She glanced at Mandie, who snapped her mouth closed and narrowed her eyes. She then turned back to Candace, Alicia mirroring her.

      Suzie cleared her throat and moved to stand behind and between their chairs. Candace clicked on something on her computer, a pair of glasses perched on her nose. She didn’t seem to be in such a hurry now, and a silent scream gathered in Suzie’s throat.

      Candace clicked one more time and sighed as she swung her attention to the three of them waiting for her. “Brandt broke his leg.”

      “You’re kidding,” Mandie said.

      Candace gave her a withering look that Mandie didn’t wilt from. Good for her. The boss’s eyes came to Suzie’s. “I know you’re not done with the West Hills Monster, but these ladies need a bulldozer.”

      “You’re—” Alicia glanced at Suzie and then Candace, but Suzie couldn’t look away from her boss. “She’s going to be the new bulldozer.”

      “Yes,” Candace said. “If Suzie can handle the double load for a little bit.”

      Suzie’s heart throbbed in the back of her throat, caging her voice there, keeping it mute. She knew everyone around the office had nicknamed her “The Bulldozer,” though others had the same job as her. All men, and they didn’t seem to get any flack for what they did on the abandoned mansion restorations.

      She tried to soften her expression from one of pure shock—and yes, some complete fear at having to work with the two women seated in front of her—but she didn’t quite pull it off. She’d spent so long establishing her tough exterior that she wasn’t sure how to let it down anymore.

      Maybe, just maybe, she could show Mandie and Alicia a different side of herself. To prove that she could be more than just the abrasive, no-nonsense worker bee everyone thought she was.

      “Can you do it?” Candace asked. “What is wrong with you this morning?” Her eyes swept down to Suzie’s shoes and back. “You’re acting weird.”

      “I’m fine,” Suzie said, her voice just as short as ever. “I can handle the load for a little bit. It’s mostly prep in the beginning anyway.”

      “I’ll make sure she has everything she needs,” Mandie said.

      “I’m sure you will,” Candace said with the tone the same humidity as the Sahara Dessert. “Since you’re all here early, I want the three of you to pow-wow before our regularly scheduled meeting.”

      “What time is that?” Suzie asked.

      “Nine,” Candace said, which gave them more than a few minutes to “pow-wow.” Suzie didn’t even know what that meant, but she wasn’t going to say anything.

      She felt so out of place standing there, and the shiver of anticipation and maybe a little fear turned to dread. Mandie and Alicia clearly didn’t like her, not that she’d ever given them a reason to.

      So give them a reason to, she told herself as Alicia stood. Candace had handed her a folder, their meeting clearly over. Alicia turned and nearly came chest-to-chest with Suzie, who stood in her way.

      She blinked, the moment lengthening and turning awkward and weird before Suzie clued in that she was the problem. “Sorry,” she muttered, and then she spun on her heel and marched out of the office ahead of everyone else.

      Some life had started to crawl into the office, and Suzie fed off the buzz of the extra people.

      “Should we meet in the conference room?” Mandie asked, and she sounded a tiny bit timid.

      “Sure,” Alicia said easily, and Suzie wondered why she couldn’t be friends with them. In that moment, all she wanted was to be friends with these two women, as oddly paired as they might all be. Alicia was somewhere in her thirties, and Suzie didn’t feel nearly as threatened by her as she did Mandie.

      That also made no sense, but she simply nodded at the other two women. They exchanged a glance that said something not-great about Suzie, she knew that, and then they headed for the conference room.

      They suddenly felt like the golden girls of PastForward, always so effortlessly perfect and popular, while she was the older, uglier duckling.

      She’d never worked directly with either of these women, but PastForward wasn’t a big place, and people talked.

      Mandie’s first project had been the Millbrook Estate, and when things had gotten heated with one of their structural decisions, all of the bulldozers had gotten together to brainstorm some ideas for Mike, who’d been on the team.

      Suzie had pushed for a more thorough investigation of the property’s foundations, while Mike had two reports already and was satisfied he knew what to do.

      The argument had escalated, with Suzie’s blunt words and forceful demeanor clashing against his more diplomatic approach. In the end, Suzie had been right about the foundation issues, but the victory had felt hollow. She’d overheard Mandie, Alicia, and Mike talking about her later, using words like “impossible” and “nightmare to work with.”

      Taking a deep breath, Suzie moved after them. She’d faced down rotting floorboards and rabid raccoons in abandoned mansions. She could handle a couple of coworkers who didn’t like her. Still, a small part of her ached for acceptance, for the easy camaraderie she saw between others in the office. What would it be like to have friends like that? To grab coffee together, to share stories and laugh over inside jokes?

      As she approached the conference room, Suzette caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass. For a moment, she saw herself as others might see her: tall, imposing, with that perpetual scowl etched on her freckled face. “The Bulldozer,” ready to plow through anyone who got in her way.

      Her heart crashed to the soles of her feet. She didn’t want to be that person.

      Perhaps this was her chance to change that. To show them who she really was, beneath the tough exterior. Suzette thought of her passion for historical architecture, her meticulous attention to detail, her genuine desire to preserve the stories and cultures of the past. If only she could find a way to let that side of herself shine through.

      Inside the conference room, the air crackled with unspoken judgments and pure tension. Mandie turned to face her as Alicia set the folder on the table, and Suzie wasn’t sure if she should blurt out an apology to begin or let the other women lead.

      Since she’d never been much of a follower, she took a breath and prayed her words would come forward in the right order.
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      Mandie’s stomach clenched as Suzette Paxman entered the conference room. The older woman’s imposing frame seemed to fill the doorway, her face set in its usual stern expression. She looked like she’d rather be anywhere but in the conference room with Mandie and Alicia.

      Mandie glanced over to her best friend, who arranged and rearranged the papers from the folder Candace had given her, pointedly avoiding eye contact with Suzie. So she wasn’t going to get any help there.

      The air in the room held a charge, so high that Mandie could barely breathe. Her mind raced. She was the point person, the one everyone would look to for the duration of this project.

      Including, supposedly, Suzette.

      “Listen,” Suzie said. “I just want to say I’m sorry.” Her blue-green eyes flicked over to Alicia, who’d likewise frozen.

      Mandie had started to take a deep breath, and it choked in her throat. She coughed as heat rose through her face. “I⁠—”

      “I can maybe come across a little strongly sometimes.” Suzette pulled back the closest chair and sank into it. “I know you guys call me The Bulldozer.” She wore an accusatory glint in her eye now.

      Mandie cleared her throat as Alicia blinked and blinked and blinked. “You’re…a good bulldozer on a project,” she came up. Her words sounded ridiculous to her own ears. “I just—you weren’t even on the Millbrook Estate.”

      “I know.” Suzette nodded and brushed her strawberry blonde hair out of her eyes, while Mandie expected her to argue. “I know you’re team lead, and I know what my job is.”

      “You’re very good at your job,” Alicia said, which painted relief through Mandie.

      She nodded. “Yes, Lish is right.”

      “Lish?” Suzette’s eyebrows went up. “If we’re going to use nicknames, you guys can call me Suzie.”

      Mandie took a seat too, glad when Alicia did as well. The three of them sat there, and Mandie glanced around at them. “Suzie.” The name didn’t sound quite right as it moved across her tongue, but she forged onward. “You’ve been here the longest out of all of us. Has there been an all-female team on a project this size before?”

      Suzie tilted her head and looked at Mandie thoughtfully. “I don’t think so.” Her expression lit up, and she folded her arms on the table in front of her. “I can look into it.”

      Mandie nodded at her and said, “Too bad about Brandt,” then wanted to crawl under the table and hide.

      “What happened?” Suzie asked. “Did Candace say?”

      “He went Upstate,” Mandie said. “Water skiing.”

      Alicia smiled. “Bet Candace loved that.”

      Mandie allowed a tiny smile to cross her face. None of Candace’s texts indicated that she liked Brandt going water skiing over the weekend. “So, the Hampton House.”

      “Yes.” Alicia cleared her throat. “We need every duck lined up before nine a.m.”

      Mandie nodded, grateful for the shift to business. “Good idea. Suzie, do you know a bit about the house?”

      “I read the same proposals as everyone,” she said. Another flash of a smile graced her lips. “And I have a slight obsession with the Hamptons.”

      Another round of silence filled the room, while Mandie tried to formulate a response. Alicia finally broke the quiet with a little giggle. “I do too. I can’t wait to spend my days out there.”

      “I have ties to the Harrington family,” Suzie said, once again tucking her hair. On-site, she no doubt wore it up.

      “Ooh, fancy,” Alicia said, and Mandie relaxed into the more casual atmosphere. Maybe this project wouldn’t be a complete disaster.

      Of course, Mandie would never allow it to become such. This was only her second field assignment, and she wanted to prove to Candace that she had the chops to handle anything thrown her way.

      Including a broken leg and the reassignment of a bulldozer who steamrolled everyone she came in contact with.

      “What if we approach the restoration from a cultural perspective?” Mandie suggested. “There’s so much history in the Hamptons.”

      “We could plan to tour the historic mansions there and make some notes on the styles, from the prominent families of the time.” Suzie glanced over to Alicia, and Mandie loved working with people who loved culture and history as much as she did.

      Alicia had an accounting background, but she had an excellent eye for historical document preservation as well. “We could incorporate elements from different eras, showcasing how the Hamptons, its residents, and thus its architecture, evolved over time.”

      Despite her initial reservations about working with Suzette, a flicker of excitement tickled inside her. “I like these ideas.” Mandie had her own notes on the house—she’d prepared extensively for the meeting this morning.

      She tapped to open her phone and started adding the things Suzie and Alicia had said. Mandie didn’t know all the intricate history of the Hamptons, but now she wanted to learn more—and this project just took on a whole new meaning for Mandie.

      Her excitement doubled. Now, she just had to make it through this morning’s meeting and the next couple of weeks of prep before the on-site work began.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several days later, she breathed in the scent of the salt air as the ferry pulled into the dock. Other passengers had started to move closer to the exit, but Mandie stayed in her seat with her hand in Charlie’s.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on before we meet up with our parents?” he asked as the boat bumped into place.

      She glanced over to him, and she didn’t have to ask what he meant.

      “We’ve come to Five Island Cove two weekends in a row,” he said. “Your mom is going to have a million questions, and I feel like I should know the answers too.”

      “You know all the answers.” She snuggled into his chest, a sense of safety and comfort running through her when he put his arm around her.

      “You let work too far in.”

      “I just want to be good at this,” she said.

      “You are good at this,” he said. “You’re so amazing you got the biggest house your company has restored in the past several years.”

      “Suzie will change the moment we get in the field.”

      Charlie drew in a breath, his chest rising as he did. Mandie had dominated their evening conversations this week after finding out Brandt had been injured and Suzie would be on her team. He’d been patient with her, and since his classes were over, and his internship hadn’t started yet, Charlie had been working around their apartment, going through their closets, and making sure dinner sat on the table when Mandie walked in the door.

      “This project is going to be amazing,” he said as he stood. He pulled her to her feet and looked her straight in the eye. “Because you’re amazing.”

      Mandie melted into his arms, a smile filling her from top to bottom and side to side. “Maybe we should just stay on the boat and go home.”

      “Too late for that,” Charlie said dryly. “You told Ginny we were coming, and she and Bob came last night so we can spend today at the beach with them.”

      “I just—we haven’t seen them in a while.” Ginny had married Bob several months after Mandie and Charlie had tied the knot, and they’d been living in Boston while he finished law school and started at a prestigious firm in the city.

      Mandie loved Ginny like her own sister, and as much as Charlie calmed her, his twin sister did the same.

      She moved with Charlie toward the exit. “We love beach day with everyone.”

      “Yeah,” he said, and Mandie simply let him take care of everything from there. He carried their bags; he got them a RideShare to the beach; he led her toward the red umbrellas that always marked the spot where their parents met with their friends for beach days.

      Mandie tugged on his hand to get him to stop. “Charlie.”

      He stopped and turned toward her, and she loved the compassion and worry mingling in his expression. She stepped into his chest and leaned into her palms there. “You know I love you endlessly, right?”

      He ducked his head, but gone was his long hair that would fall down over his eyes. “Yeah, sweetheart. I know that.”

      “And sometimes I just need my mom, but it has nothing to do with how I feel about you.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “Ginny comes to see your mom all the time,” Mandie pressed. “It’s just what we women do.”

      “I know you’re close with your mom, Mandie.” Charlie leaned down and kissed her. “I love you too, you know, and I want to be the one to help you.”

      “You do help me,” she murmured against his lips. “You’re everything to me.”

      He nodded slightly, touched his lips to hers again, and said, “All right. Let’s go join them. I’m sure your mom already knows you’re here.”

      Mandie smiled at him as she stepped back. “She knows we’re here.” She faced the three red umbrellas again, and sure enough, her mom ducked underneath one a moment later. Mandie’s chest shook with emotion, because she did sometimes simply need her mother. She needed to hear her voice tell her she was smart, and capable, and that it was okay to feel all the frustrating things she felt.

      So, even though Charlie had always given her that space, told her the same things, and gave her the same permissions, Mandie grinned and headed toward her mom at a much faster pace than before.

      “You’re here,” Mom said as she opened her arms to Mandie.

      She stepped into them, sinking into her mother’s embrace, and she knew what Charlie had been telling her was true: The Hampton House was going to challenge her—but she was ready for it.

      Even with Suzie on her team. Even with her limited field experience. Even with everything else going on in her life.

      She was ready for this, and she was going to conquer it.

      “All right,” Mom said as she stepped back. “Come tell me everything.” She faced Charlie as he moved to Mandie’s side, and Mom grabbed onto him too. “Oh, it’s so good to see you again, Charlie. How’s the city?”

      “It’s good,” Charlie said, because he far preferred the hustling, bustling city to the slower pace of Five Island Cove. Mandie loved them both for different reasons, and today, she craved the low-key beach life she’d once exclusively lived.

      Mandie let Charlie and Mom go ahead of her, each of them now carrying a bag, and she simply stood in the hot sand and faced the vast water. “I can do this,” she told herself, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      Now, she just needed to hope and pray she actually could take the dilapidated mansion and turn it into a historical gem—oh, and stay within budget, complete the project on time, and work with personalities she’d never gotten along with.

      No wonder she needed this beach day, because she, Alicia, and Suzie had a trip planned to the Hamptons for Monday morning.

      Once she ducked under the umbrella, Mandie’s heart felt like she’d just sunk into the warmest, calmest water possible. She loved her family—and everyone here, whether they shared her DNA or not—felt like family.

      “Hello, dear,” Alice said. Charlie’s mom folded her into a hug. “We’ve got lunch over here.”

      “Thank you.” Mandie pulled back, all smiles. She followed Alice over to a stack of coolers, where Charlie had opened the top one. He held three sandwiches in his hand, and he looked at her when she stopped beside him.

      “Ham and cheddar,” he said. “Turkey and Swiss. Or Arthur made salami, pepperoni, and provolone.” He made a quick face, and Mandie giggled. No way he would choose that one.

      “There’s roast beef too,” Alice said, but she didn’t join them at the cooler. She simply moved over to the chair she’d obviously vacated.

      “Ham or turkey is fine with me,” Mandie said.

      Charlie handed her a couple of sandwiches and said, “I’ll get drinks and chips.”

      Mandie grabbed a bag of homemade brownie bites too, because Kristen had made those, and they made a party in her mouth. She sank into the chair beside Alice, her mother just on the other side of one of her best friends.

      “So,” Alice said. She lifted her soda can to her mouth and took a shallow sip. That wasn’t good, and Mandie’s defenses automatically rose. “I hear you’re working in the Hamptons now.”

      A smile spread through Mandie, chasing away some of her anxiety. “Yeah,” she said. “A big mansion there. Rumored to be from the late eighteen hundreds, owned by a shipping tycoon.” She looked past Alice to her mom, who grinned at her.

      In front of them, children ran and played in the sand, with still others out splashing in the ocean. Mandie missed the lazier days of her youth, with her sister and both of her parents here. But her dad had been fishing in Alaska every summer for years now, and Jamie, her younger sister, was off at college in Maryland.

      “We’re going out to see the house soon,” she said. “It’s been delayed a little, as we had to wait on our videographer.”

      “No need to rush out there,” Alice said as Charlie sat beside Mandie. His mother glanced over to him. “Do you guys go out to the Hamptons a lot?”

      Charlie took his sandwich from Mandie and shook his head. “Nope.”

      Alice seemed happy about that, her nods more enthusiastic. “Good,” she said. “You’ve got to be careful in the Hamptons.”

      “Careful?” Mandie looked over to Charlie and then back to Alice. They both simply gazed out at the water. “What am I missing?”

      “The Hamptons can consume a person,” Alice said.

      Mandie reached over to Charlie and took his hand. “It’s not going to consume me.” She did tend to get ultra-focused on things she was passionate about, and she’d already spoken to Charlie about making sure she didn’t do that with this project.

      It’s just a house, she’d told him.

      It’s just a house, he’d echoed back.

      Mandie hadn’t even been out to the house yet. She leaned closer to Charlie. “We should take a cab out to the Hamptons to see your old house and the mansion.”

      He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “We should?”

      “Can we?” She leaned her head against his bicep, and he sighed.

      “I suppose.”

      “It’s not going to consume me.” She lifted her head and looked over to Alice. “It’s not.”

      Alice gave her a kind smile and patted her hand. “I sincerely hope not.” She gazed out to the water again. “The Hamptons…just beware of what feels like magic there.”

      Mandie heard her, but she didn’t believe her. “This is my job,” she said. “There’s not going to be anything magical about it.” Those words felt right as she said them, and Mandie nodded for good measure, as if to solidify her feelings.

      “That’s not what she means, sweetheart,” Charlie murmured.

      “Then what does she mean?”

      Charlie simply put the last bite of his sandwich in his mouth, and when he finished his sandwich, he leaned over and pressed a kiss to her temple. “We’ll go out and see the houses this week.”

      “Okay.” Mandie finally unwrapped her sandwich and took a bite of the ham and cheese, with the creamy mayo and tangy mustard. They’d go see his house, where Charlie had lived for the first fourteen years of his life, and they’d go by the Hampton House.

      They’re just houses, she told herself. She wasn’t going to get sucked into anything magical or consumed by the job in the Hamptons.

      She wasn’t.
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      Alicia keyed her way into her apartment, pure exhaustion pulling through her shoulders.

      “Mama! Mama!” her daughter called, and Alicia put a smile on her face for Lily. Something smelled good in the apartment, which meant her mother was cooking. Alicia wasn’t going to be upset about that.

      “Hey, baby,” she said as she knelt down and took her five-year-old into her arms. She didn’t see Lily’s brother anywhere and asked, “Where’s Gray?”

      “Gram-Mary put him in timeout,” Lily said soberly, her dark eyes like a sad puppy dog.

      Alicia looked to the back of the apartment, where her mother pulled a pot off the stove and started pouring the boiling water down the sink. She was probably making macaroni and cheese or spaghetti, which were two of the kids’ favorite meals.

      Alicia had been relying more and more on her mom for babysitting help since her divorce had been finalized. Ryan had moved across the river to Jersey, making coordinating custody difficult, as well as childcare. He had a full-time job as well, and they’d struggled to make sure all their bases were covered when they were together. Now that they had to manage things separately, everything in Alicia’s life felt like it was being held together by dental floss.

      Still, a bubbling excitement entered her bloodstream whenever she thought about working on the Hampton House. She couldn’t give it up, though she knew the days would be longer, her commute harder, and she might have to rely on people more than she wanted to.

      Her last three texts to Ryan had gone unanswered as she’d tried to coordinate getting the kids to him on Saturday evenings and then picking them up on Tuesday night. That would give her two days that she didn’t have to coordinate childcare while she worked. Something needled inside her, telling her that she needed to talk to Mandie and probably Suzie to let them know that Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday would be harder for her to be on-site early or stay late. But Monday and Tuesday were hers. She could be there from dawn till dusk—if she could get Ryan to answer her texts.

      So you’ll text him after the kids go to bed, she told herself. With that plan in place, she straightened and moved toward the kitchen. “Mom, how’d it go today?”

      Her mom twisted to look over her shoulder, acting as if she didn’t know someone had entered the apartment. “Good,” she said. “Well, good enough.”

      Alicia glanced down the hall that led to the two bedrooms and single bathroom in this apartment in the Bronx. “Gray got in trouble?”

      Her mother turned her back on her and lifted the pasta out of the sink to pour it into the saucepan. She started to mix it all together—the steaming red sauce, the hot ground beef—and Alicia’s stomach roared.

      “Oh, he just sassed me a little bit,” her mom said. “It’s no big deal. You can go get him out. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.” She pulled open the oven. “I’m just waiting on this garlic bread.”

      Alicia’s gratitude for her mother knew no bounds, so she stepped over to her mom and gave her a quick side squeeze before saying, “I’ll be right back.”

      She went down the hall, noting that someone had lined the baseboards with marbles—her son, of course. Gray seemed obsessed with building things, and that included racetracks for marbles. His grandfather had given him a side-by-side racing track that he’d built as a boy, and Gray loved it with his whole heart.

      Alicia knocked on his door a couple of times and then pushed it open. She found Gray kneeling on the floor in front of the track, two marbles poised and ready to go. He looked over his shoulder at her, something nervous in his eight-year-old expression.

      Alicia folded her arms. “Let them go,” she said, smiling to let him know he wasn’t in any trouble with her.

      Gray released the marbles, and they rolled down the track. Ryan had told him many times about gravity and how technically, the marbles should arrive at the bottom of the track at the same time. But inevitably, one always made it before the other.

      Alicia entered the room and knelt down on the floor next to her son just as the marbles reached the bottom. A big blue one with a cloudy white streak through it won, and he grabbed it before it fell off the track. He nabbed the other one too, more of a golden-green cat’s eye, and handed it to her.

      “I get the losing one?” she asked.

      Gray shrugged one bony shoulder and reached to pick up a couple more marbles.

      “You sassed Gram-Mary,” she said next. “What was it about?”

      “Just something stupid with Alan,” Gray said. “I wanted to go over there and look at his baseball cards. Gram-Mary said we didn’t have time.”

      Alicia didn’t want to be the heavy when she came home from work. She barely saw the kids as it was, and now that they didn’t have school, she didn’t have to be on his case about homework all the time. Of course he wanted to see his friends, not be stuck in this apartment with his grandma.

      “Well, Gram-Mary probably knows what time you guys need to be places,” she said. “You’ve got to find a better way at communicating than getting upset.”

      “I know,” Gray said, and Alicia pulled him into her chest and hugged him.

      “We can go to the beach this weekend.”

      Gray’s face brightened. “Can we?”

      “Yes.” Alicia smiled. It didn’t cost much to put together a picnic lunch and head down to the beach. She could even go to the Hamptons, probably drive out by the big mansion where she was going to be working, and show the kids. She had to feed them anyway, and sitting on the sand and listening to the waves was free.

      “Dinner!” her mom called. Alicia got to her feet and extended her hand to Gray.

      “Come on,” she said. “You know you have to apologize to Gram-Mary.”

      “All right,” he said, suddenly sullen again, but he went down the hall and eased right into his grandmother’s arms, hugging her tight around the middle. “I’m sorry, Gram-Mary.”

      “Oh, it’s okay, you sweet boy.” Alicia’s mother pressed a kiss to the top of his head and served everyone dinner. She only stayed for a few more minutes, not even eating the spaghetti she’d made, before she shouldered her purse and headed for the door. Alicia went after her, her heart pounding in her throat.

      “Thank you so much, Mom,” she said, hugging her. “You help me so much. I really appreciate it.”

      Her mom pulled back. “Anytime, dear. Do you know what your schedule will be like next week?”

      “I haven’t gotten in touch with Ryan yet,” Alicia said. “His custody days are Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday. So.”

      Everyone knew that, as they’d been living this custody schedule for the last six months. It was easier while school was in, though Ryan had complained about crossing the river to take Gray to his school here in the Bronx. But really, Alicia didn’t care what Ryan didn’t like.

      He’d chosen to move to New Jersey. He’d chosen to cheat on her. He’d chosen to go with his mistress instead of fighting for his marriage. That meant he could cross the river to take their children to school and pick them up on Mondays and Tuesdays. She had the kids the other sixty percent of the time. And yes, it was easier to live three blocks away from the school and be able to finish her work from home once they got out.

      But again, choices had been made, and they had to be lived with. It wasn’t her job to make Ryan’s life easier. Not anymore.

      “I’ll let you know,” Alicia said, feeling a weight settle on the back of her neck. “Thanks for dinner, Mom. You’re the best.”

      Her mom smiled, brushed a kiss across her cheek, and left. Alicia turned and faced the apartment. It wasn’t the little house she and Ryan had purchased to raise their family. No little backyard, no single car driveway with a detached garage in the back, no plans to finish the basement and have more kids.

      But Alicia couldn’t afford all that on her own. And while Ryan did pay spousal support and child support and she had a full-time job, this was the best she could do right now. The kids shared a bedroom, which was fine because they were only five and eight. But Alicia knew as they grew up, she would have to provide them with their own rooms.

      Worry rained through her, and she pushed it away the best she could. She sighed, pulled her hair out of its ponytail, and returned to the kitchen.

      “Tell me three fun things you did today,” she said brightly, pointing her fork at Gray. “You go first.”

      That got the kids talking, and Alicia spent the next couple of hours focused solely on them—their needs, what they’d have tomorrow for lunch with her mom, and planning a beach day for the following day, Saturday, when she’d then take public transit to Jersey and drop them off at their father’s. Lily needed her laundry done before then, and Gray had a baseball game on Sunday, so he’d need his sports bag.

      Once Alicia got the kids to bed, she sat down at the dining room table and started to make a to-do list for the next several days. At the very top went Work out childcare for the summer.

      Her ex had to talk to her, but Alicia put off the task by walking around the apartment and picking up toys, putting shoes on the rack in the closet, hanging up sweatshirts, and organizing her work files.

      Two warring emotions ran through her with every task she did and every item she put away—guilt that she was neglecting her children and excitement that she had work files for what was going to be an amazing project.

      She, Mandie, and Suzie had been getting along pretty well for the past couple of weeks, and they’d make their debut trip to the Hamptons on Monday. When she couldn’t put it off any longer and the clock ticked closer and closer to ten, she finally settled on the couch and started texting.

      Ryan, she said, I really need you to text me back. I have to know what we’re doing next week. You said you might have a work trip, and I’m going to be out in the Hamptons on a project. Will you be able to take the kids on your regular days?

      She read over the words, proud of herself for setting a limit. Her therapist had told her she hadn’t established enough boundaries in her marriage, and now, in the divorce, she had to do better.

      If you don’t text me back in the next ten minutes, I’m going to call you until you answer and we work this out.

      He worked a busy job in construction management, and he got up early and got off early. It was also not her problem if he was already in bed. She’d given him three days to answer her previous texts, and he hadn’t done it. He could do so in the next ten minutes, or she’d wake him up.

      Then, feeling bold and brave, she opened a text string and included Mandie and Suzie on it. She hesitated, wondering if she should add Flint. He was still putting the final touches on his latest project, but he would go with them on Monday and do the drone flyover of the Hampton House.

      They always took before shots, a lot of them. Flint would work in the Hamptons every day next week getting before shots while Mandie, Alicia, and Suzie finalized their plans for the on-the-ground renovations that wouldn’t start until the next week

      Flint and his crew also went through the mansion early and then didn’t come back for a while. Most of the projects PastForward did showcased two or three major items in the mansion to go through in detail, and then the video showed before and after shots of the enormity of the project. With something as big as the Hampton House—almost sixteen thousand square feet—there would be a lot of before and after shots.

      In the end, Alicia decided not to include Flint. She liked him. They went to lunch a couple of times each week, and she’d known him for a few years—long enough to trust him. But Mandie was her best friend at work, probably her best friend in her whole life besides her mother and her sister, who lived in Kansas.

      Alicia hadn’t even told Mandie about her divorce yet. She swallowed, not quite sure why she felt like it was her fault. She hadn’t been the one to cheat with a high school girlfriend that she’d reconnected with through social media. She hadn’t been the one to lie to her spouse and break her marriage vows. And yet, something thick in her throat made it hard for her to tell anyone about her separation and subsequent divorce.

      Only a few neighbors in this building knew, and Alicia actually found great relief in not living on the same street, in the same house, where she and Ryan had started to build their life together.

      Hey, guys, Alicia typed out. I just wanted to let you know that I recently got divorced. My ex is living in New Jersey now, working on a big project there, and that makes childcare hard for my five- and eight-year-old. I don’t have them on Mondays and Tuesdays, which means those are the best days for me to put in long and extra hours on our project. The other days of the week are a little bit harder, but I’m working on childcare and shouldn’t have a problem being where I need to be.

      She swallowed and read through the message again, then added, I just wanted to let you guys know, but I haven’t told anyone else yet. Not even Candace. Please don’t tell anyone. She stabbed at the send button before she could second-guess herself, and the message went flying through cyberspace. She couldn’t call it back now, and somehow, the invisible weight and burden that she’d been carrying lifted right off of her shoulders.

      She hadn’t expected that, but it sure felt good. Not only that, but a text from Ryan came in. I can take the kids on our normal custody days next week and the week after that. I do have a work trip that got moved to the third week of June, and I won’t be able to take them at all that week. But I can take them all of the week after.

      Relief pounded through Alicia’s bloodstream. That was a whole month of childcare worked out in a simple text, and she sent back, Thank you. Let me type up the dates, and you can see if they’re right.

      She quickly did that, giving him Saturday night to Tuesday night for the next couple of weeks, nothing for the week after that, and then Saturday night to Tuesday night—almost ten days—the week after that.

      Is that right? she asked.

      For several moments, she waited. Thankfully, neither Mandie nor Suzie responded immediately either. She wasn’t sure what Suzie did. If she lived with roommates. If she was married. If she had a boyfriend. Alicia had no idea.

      But Mandie was married, and she seemed to be more of a morning person than a night owl, so Alicia wasn’t surprised that she hadn’t answered.

      That looks fine, Ryan said. I’d like to keep them all the way through the next Tuesday after that. My mom wants to see them for the Fourth.

      The Fourth fell on a Thursday this year, and she’d be getting them back the Tuesday before. But if he kept them through that week, all the way through to the following Tuesday, that simply gave Alicia less to worry about.

      That will be fine, she said. Thank you, Ryan.

      Their divorce hadn’t been terribly ugly. He hadn’t wanted to go to therapy. He hadn’t wanted to work things out. He’d made his choice, and it wasn’t her or the kids, though he claimed to love them. And he did agree to the custody as she had suggested it. She worried about them when he got up and had to be on-site by six a.m., but he had a brother in Jersey, and his mother lived here in the city as well.

      With that done, Alicia moved over to the calendar in the kitchen and updated it for when the kids would be with her and when they would be with Ryan. She could text her mom in the morning, as suddenly her emotional exhaustion caught up to her physical exhaustion.

      She worked full-time outside the home and always had plenty to do at home with the kids. As she looked at the days, at how long Ryan would have them this summer, relief and guilt chased each other. Alicia didn’t want to be relieved that she didn’t have to take care of her kids. She loved her kids. She’d never had to battle these emotions when she’d been married.

      Tears pricked her eyes, and she brushed them away quickly, focused on cleaning up dinner, something she hadn’t done yet. There was always more to do, both at work and at home. By the time she made it down the hall to her bedroom, Alicia had decided to simply let the tears win.

      She cried for the things that she’d lost. She cried for the things that she’d gained: her freedom, her dignity, some measure of control. She cried for her children and the fact that they had to go back and forth between two houses, between their mother and their father.

      But what she didn’t cry over was this assignment. She was going to knock this out of the park, prove to everyone at PastForward, especially Candace, that she was good at her job and deserved more recognition, more assignments, and more responsibility.

      Now all she had to do was get out there and earn it.
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      Mandie felt like she had swallowed an angry nest of hornets. They’d suddenly realized they no longer had access to the sun, flowers, or fresh air, and they started to sting through her insides, desperate to get out.

      Perhaps it was the erratic way Suzie weaved in and out of traffic as they made their way from Manhattan to the Hamptons. Or perhaps it was the fact that they were going to the Hamptons for the first time as a team.

      Alicia had texted over the weekend with some pictures of the house from the road behind the gate when she’d taken her kids to the beach. Mandie had driven by the Hampton House too, but only on a bus, as she and Charlie didn’t own a car. They really didn’t see the need in the city. Anywhere they had to go, they could get there on public transportation.

      She rode in the front passenger seat with Alicia behind her, and Mandie really wished she had someone to give her some words of encouragement about now.

      “We’re almost there,” Alicia said. There weren’t that many roads out here in the Hamptons. It was an island, a finger that branched off the city of New York. It wasn’t like there were a lot of congested roadways and different turns where they could get lost.

      Suzie slammed on the brakes and yelled, “Do you not see me?” which only set Mandie’s nerves further on edge. She ground her teeth together and wished that she’d found a different way to get to the house. But the mansion waited today, and Henry Swinton, a member of the Hampton Historical Society, would be there to unlock the gate and let them in.

      He was a local historian with some expertise in restoration. He’d worked with PastForward on other houses in the New York area, and Candace loved him. That meant Mandie needed him to love her so he would give a good report to her boss. She felt like so much rode on what was happening right now, and she really didn’t need Suzie slamming on the brakes and yanking the wheel to the right, as if she might ram the truck in front of them.

      Mandie clutched her clipboard and clenched her knees around her backpack, which held her lunch and all the files she needed for the Hampton House. She had them memorized but had brought them along anyway, including the work permit that she needed to show Henry that morning.

      “You missed it,” Alicia said from the backseat.

      “I’m aware,” Suzie griped back at her. She flipped on her blinker, and Mandie reached up to hang onto the handle above the window as Suzie pulled over and flipped around—without a proper gap in traffic.

      “It’s right there on the right now,” Alicia said once Suzie had made a U-turn without killing them and started back down the road.

      “I see it,” Suzie snapped back at her.

      Alicia showed great restraint by not bickering back, and Mandie pressed her lips together as Suzie made the turn onto a quieter road. A couple of houses sat here, one on each side of the short road, their destination down at the end, where a huge, ornate gate stood.

      Mandie started to relax for some reason. She loved old things, fancy things, and expensive things. This house had it all. She couldn’t wait to get inside and see what hung on the walls, what had been left in the cupboards, where all the nooks and crannies were, and if there were any hidden staircases or passageways.

      Old mansions like this from the late eighteen hundreds often had them, and the Hampton House was rumored to have belonged to the Harrington family. The Hamptons had once been a playground for the rich and famous, the elite of New York City’s society life.

      Mandie could imagine herself back then, getting dressed up in sequined gowns and feathery hats and attending the most lavish parties away from the city. Summer was when the Hamptons really came alive, and they still had a vibrant restaurant community with soirées and parties, and a vibrant beach atmosphere where one could expect to see celebrities on any given day of the week.

      “This is it,” Alicia said, and her voice carried the same excitement that ran through Mandie.

      The hornets still stung, but Mandie had been nervous about other things in her life that she’d done anyway. Going to college, telling her mom she was going to marry her high school boyfriend, actually getting married to her high school boyfriend, moving from apartment to apartment, looking for a job.

      She may only be twenty-five years old, but she’d done some hard things in her life—hard for her, anyway. This was simply one more. She was the team lead at the Hampton House, leading two women at least a decade older than her and reporting to another woman who had fired people for walking in five minutes late, forgetting a folder, or having their appendix burst and not being able to finish a project.

      Nerves still stole through her like a thief in the night. Mandie didn’t think she’d be able to get rid of them until she finished this project.

      Another car sat in front of the gate, and Mandie locked eyes with a man across the hoods of the two vehicles as she stood and straightened.

      “You must be Henry,” she said pleasantly.

      He wore a suit—a crisp black suit in the summer—with a burgundy pocket square and a tie that matched. Mandie could not imagine what his job was like, or his life for that matter. She rounded the hood with a smile, her hand outstretched.

      “I’m Mandie Kelton, team lead on the Hampton House project for PastForward.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Candace sent ahead your bios and pictures.” He glanced at Suzie and Alicia as they both got out of the car as well. “Suzie is the blonde,” he added.

      He smiled as he took Mandie’s hand and shook it. Suzie stepped over and saluted him, such a Suzie thing to do. Mandie very nearly rolled her eyes but managed to refrain at the last moment. Then Suzie stuck out her hand and pumped Henry’s a couple of times.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, clear shock in his tone and moving across his face.

      “And Alicia Halverson,” he said, his eyes zeroing in on her as Suzie backed up.

      Alicia followed Mandie around the car and shook his hand, her smile pleasant as well. “It’s great to meet you, Henry,” she said. “I think we worked together on a mansion in Upstate New York, but I came in at the very end after another one of our team members got ill and couldn’t finish.”

      “Oh, right.” He smiled widely. “Right,” he repeated. “That was a beautiful property. On a lake, if I remember correctly.”

      Alicia smiled back at him and gathered her hair into a ponytail. “It was; you’re correct.”

      That project was before Mandie’s time, so she made no comment on it. In fact, she simply wanted to get into this house, past this gate. Her fingers itched for it. She wished she had eyes that could see through solid objects.

      “This place is rumored to have gardens and walkways,” she said. “How long has it been since you’ve been inside?” She pulled her gaze away from the gate and looked at Henry again. He hadn’t looked away from Alicia yet, though, and in fact, he still held her hand.

      Alicia cleared her throat and pulled away, which seemed to jolt Henry back to the present situation. “I’m sorry, what?” he asked in his regular refined, dignified voice.

      “I asked how long it’s been since anyone’s been inside,” Mandie repeated. “Do you do any sort of groundskeeping or anything like that?”

      June had arrived, and that meant things had started blooming and growing around the city. Trees had all leafed up, flowers and bushes had revived, and people had planted their gardens on the rooftops, in their community plots, and in little pots on their balconies.

      “It’s been a while since anyone’s been on this property,” Henry admitted. “And no, we don’t do any sort of upkeep on our historical sites.”

      “Well, this isn’t a historical site,” Suzie said, folding her arms. She too faced the gate. Mandie wouldn’t put it past her to have superhuman vision that could see through solid objects. “This is private property, so of course they haven’t come to keep it up.”

      Mandie suddenly felt foolish, because that was true. PastForward partnered with local historical societies for PR reasons, to make sure everyone was happy with the work they did. They had to bring in heavy machinery and construction vehicles, and that annoyed neighbors.

      Out here in the Hamptons, where those neighbors had plenty of money and as much time as they wanted to do whatever they wanted, that led to calls to municipalities, police stations, and yes, the Historical Society.

      Alicia had filed all the proper paperwork. They’d gotten the work permits. They’d proven that they’d bought the property and had the right to work on it. Now Mandie simply needed to see it.

      Her heartbeat thundered in her chest as Henry reached into his pocket and retrieved a jangling set of keys. “Let’s go in, shall we?”

      Mandie could barely breathe, let alone speak, so she simply edged forward, following Henry. Alicia came to her side, and Suzie, in typical bulldozer fashion, actually stepped in front of her.

      Annoyance sang through Mandie, but she kept quiet. Henry unlocked the padlock around the ornate handles on the gate, and Mandie’s vision went white for a moment. Then the gates started to roll open—then they stopped.

      “These wheels are a little rusty,” Henry said, and while he probably stood six feet tall, he didn’t have much bulk. He strained against the left-hand side door, but the gate didn’t move.

      Mandie saw the grounds in the gap, and sure enough, the property boasted plenty of green. Overgrown green.

      “I have a pulley in the car,” Henry said, and he wiped his brow, where he’d started to sweat in the summer morning.

      “Oh, come on,” Suzie practically yelled. She stepped forward in her steel-toed boots and khaki cargo shorts and gave Henry a withering look. “I can do it without your silly pully.”

      “Suzie,” Mandie hissed at her. Henry looked like he’d been personally insulted, because he had been. Suzie muscled him out of the way, and he stumbled as he fell back.

      His face flamed red as Mandie’s pulse sped up—and as Suzie put her impressive bulldozing to use and opened the gate. The wheels shrieked as the gate opened in an old-fashioned style, the track clearly needing to be replaced or updated. Oiled at the very least.

      Mandie wasn’t here to make notes on the property today. They’d do that over the course of the next several days; today, she and the team wanted to get their first impressions of the place, meet Henry, and get Flint onto the property to start the before shots.

      Still, she carried her clipboard, and she’d write down notes from memory once she found herself alone. As she stepped from the driveway to the private lane, she sucked in a breath. “This place has a mosaic on the driveway.”

      She hadn’t seen this in modern culture, but some wealthy members of ancient culture had done this to show their importance in the society. She’d seen some ornate mosaics come out of Pompeii, and wonder simply held her motionless for a moment.

      This mosaic wasn’t made of words like some others she’d seen. Restored, this would be a colorful and vibrant art display of waves along the bottom, with an anchor rising from the sea.

      The Harringtons had owned fleets of ships, and they’d hailed from Northern Italy. When they’d come to the United States, they’d thrived by expanding their shipping empire to include the railroad.

      Mandie couldn’t wait to see what other artifacts she’d find inside, but for now, she drank in the art as Alicia came to her side. “Wow,” she murmured.

      Mandie slipped her arm through Alicia’s and squeezed. “I can’t wait to see this whole place.”

      Behind them, an engine sounded, and Mandie took a long look at the tree-lined lane, with a dry fountain down at the end of it. She could only imagine that restored and bubbling, but the picture-perfect image shattered as a door slammed.

      Mandie turned to find Flint there, and she turned quickly to introduce him to Henry. “This is our videographer,” she said. “Flint Rogers. Flint, this is Henry Swinton, from the Historical Society.”

      The two men shook hands, and Flint started unloading his equipment. Mandie took another look at Henry just as Suzie did. The other woman opened her mouth to say something, and Mandie darted in front of Henry.

      “Hey.” She felt breathless, and her mind couldn’t quite come up with the right thing to say. “He’s going to do quite a bit of filming of the outdoor area today, and he’ll be here all week to do the interior.”

      “Of course,” Henry said, extending the keys to Mandie. “I’ll pass these to you.” He shot a look to Suzie. “You guys clearly don’t need me here.”

      Mandie refused the keys. She curled her fingers around his, palming the keys into his palm instead of taking them. “Henry, I was counting on you to give me a tour of this place. All the insider information.” She gave him her best smile. “I want all the secrets you know about this place that no one else does.”

      “Do we have time for that?” Suzie asked, and Mandie threw her a death look.

      “Yes,” she said. “Suzie, I want you to assist Flint with his equipment out here while Henry tells Alicia and I about the grounds. When we’re ready to go inside, we’ll go together.”

      Suzie frowned, and she looked around the group as Flint arrived with his camera equipment. She wore a look of displeasure, but she must’ve been able to read something in Mandie’s expression, because she said, “All right. But I want to see it as a team.”

      “We will,” Mandie said, as they had discussed that. She returned her attention to Henry, who literally straightened his pocket square and then his tie.

      He held his head high and said, “I’d love to give you a tour of the grounds and tell you about the mansion.”

      Mandie grinned even wider. “Thank you so much, Henry.”

      He shot a look over to Alicia as she came to Mandie’s side again. The buzzy whine of a drone filled the air as Flint launched the device up to get the aerial shots. “Can I get the individual phone numbers of each member on the team?”

      Henry pulled out his phone, swiped, and looked up. But not at Mandie. At Alicia. The flush that had crawled into his face when he couldn’t open the gate returned in full force.

      Mandie actually took a step back as he asked Alicia how to spell her name. “But you go by Lish?” he asked, clearly interested in her. Mandie grinned as Alicia gave him her number, and then Mandie pulled out her phone and recited the numbers of Flint and Suzie.

      “Okay,” Henry said, back to his dignified historian voice. “Let’s go take a look at the beautiful gardens, which are rumored to look like the landscape of Northern Italy, where the Harrington family hails from.”

      “Genoa, right?” Alicia asked, and she fell into step with Henry. Mandie went with them, giving Alicia the space to walk next to Henry. As he spoke about the lemon trees, the olive trees, the fig trees, and the abundance of lavender that Lady Harrington had wanted to mimic the vegetation of Italy, Mandie simply basked in the glow of this project.

      Now, if she could keep Suzie’s mouth under control and smooth over any other mishaps that happened because of her tactless actions or words… Mandie definitely needed to figure out how to do that.

      As Henry reached the fountain and said, “This terra cotta-lined fountain adds a touch of Mediterranean charm to the courtyard,” Mandie couldn’t wait to see what opulence waited for them inside.
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      Mandie waited as patiently as possible as Henry finally—finally—led her, Alicia, and Suzie down the ornate walkway toward the double-wide and double-tall front doors of the Hampton House.

      “These doors came from another mansion when it was torn down,” Henry said. “They were purchased from the Vander-Buys house by the last owner, only a few days before that mansion was torn down and rebuilt.” He flashed Mandie a smile over his shoulder. His eyes wandered to Alicia, and he nearly tripped over the first stair as he reached it.

      That got him to stumble forward and go, “Oopsie.”

      Mandie grinned and she reached for Alicia’s arm. She threaded hers through Alicia’s elbow, and she glanced over to Suzie on her other side.

      Taking a chance, she linked her arm through Suzie’s too. The blonde woman looked at her, her eyes wide. Mandie gave her a small smile as they went up the steps together.

      “This is our house, ladies,” Mandie said as Henry fitted the key into the lock. He talked about the glass in the front windows, but Mandie couldn’t even stand to look up to see it.

      She wasn’t sure how she was going to take in everything at once as it was, and then, Henry pushed through both doors, casting them wide open.

      Mandie stood in the middle of Suzie and Alicia, a wall of hot air coming out of the yawning opening.

      “There’s electricity,” Henry said, and he disappeared around the corner of the doors for a moment before the lights snapped on.

      It spilled from the chandelier hanging somewhere Mandie couldn’t see, and it danced in rainbowed colors across what looked like white marble floor.

      Henry said, “The floor is white marble,” which solidified Mandie’s suspicions. She’d looked through and memorized all the photographs from the last sale, which had been eight years ago.

      Since then, the owners had abandoned the house in favor of returning to Spain for an unknown reason, and PastForward had bought the house several months ago.

      The three of them stepped across the threshold of the house, and Mandie took a deep breath of the stale, stagnant, hot air. Dust and dirt and darkness scented it, and Mandie loved it.

      The foyer expanded in front of her, with the ceiling rising two stories above her head, and plenty of light coming in from the back of the house on the second floor. Arched doorways led off both the left and right sides on this floor, the contents of those rooms hidden behind darkness. An enormous staircase rose from the middle of the foyer, and the stone on it shone with a pink pearlescent quality that made Mandie catch her breath.

      “Wow,” Alicia said on her right.

      Mandie couldn’t believe places this large existed so close to her tiny one-bedroom apartment in the city. At least four of those could fit in this foyer alone, and she listened to the rapid beating of her heart as the three of them continued to gaze around.

      “The ceiling is domed,” Henry said, and Mandie did look up this time. “Though you can’t tell from outside. A false roof was added to hide the dome, as the second owner of the home didn’t want it to be seen from the road.” He smiled pleasantly and checked his watch.

      The dome glinted with gold, reminding Mandie of the pictures she’d seen in big cathedrals and churches in ancient Europe.

      “I’m afraid I have another appointment.” He clasped his hands together the way a proper English gentleman would. “I’ll leave you ladies here.” He crossed back to them and handed Alicia the keys. “Great to meet all of you.” He said the words while only looking at Alicia. He cleared his throat and his black, shiny shoes clacked against the marble as he left.

      Suzie dropped Mandie’s arm and said, “I’m going to explore over here on the left.”

      “Be careful,” Mandie said, just so she could report to Candace—and any EMTs who might be called—that she had. “Some of the reports of this place say the floor has rotted through in some places.”

      “I got it,” Suzie said, already on her way. Mandie stood several yards from the staircase, wanting to go up it. She wanted to know what it felt like to wear a fancy, purple dress covered in sequins and gems as she stood at the top of it, Charlie in a midnight-black tuxedo waited at the bottom.

      The magical scene danced through her mind, and a smile filled her entire being as she stepped toward the stairs. “I’m going up,” she said.

      “I’ll go right,” Alicia said.

      “The kitchen is in the back,” Mandie said. “I’ll meet everyone down there.” She split from her friend, pure adrenaline spurring her footsteps forward. When she lifted her foot and put it on the pink stone, a zing of electric excitement shot up her leg.

      She smiled as she climbed the steps, counting them as she did. Behind her, one of the other women yelled something Mandie couldn’t make out. She didn’t slow or stop but kept going until she’d climbed the twenty-four steps to the second floor.

      A room stretched in front of her, while a hallway forked left and then right to the wings of the mansion. According to the blueprint which she’d studied, the room in front of her had been labeled a lounge.

      As she stepped over to the glass doors and pushed them in, she imagined it full of potted plants and leather chaises. She could do that, because the furniture still sat there. It had been knocked askew, like someone had been in the house and played a game of tag here in the lounge, run into the single-person loungers, recliners, and wingbacks, and tilted them out of position.

      Of course, they should all be facing the wide, curved wall of windows in front of Mandie. She couldn’t look away from the scene beyond, which showed a lawn so much like the one that extended behind the White House.

      She pictured it in its heyday, with everything made of emeralds, the pool below a sparkling turquoise oasis instead of the empty, dirty, slab of concrete Mandie saw in reality.

      “They left everything,” she whispered. She turned, finding the pots which had held the trees and vibrant bushes she’d made to bloom in her mind. In real life, they held withered, dry skeletons of branches and twigs, as their owners had left without a way to water them.

      Mandie pulled out her phone and started snapping pictures, some of the awe and shock wearing away. She loved the projects where the previous owner had left in a hurry, because it provided such a fascinating glimpse into the past.

      A picture of a moment in time where the ultra-wealthy showed how they’d decorate a massive space, filled with high-end materials.

      Mandie had never aspired to be rich. She wanted to have enough to have a house for her and Charlie and their family, and she’d never had grandiose dreams of where she’d live and raise her family. She’d never even considered the Hamptons.

      She and Charlie had already started talking about what they’d do when he graduated, as they both liked living in the city. Charlie had spent the first fourteen years of his life living in a big house in the Hamptons, and he didn’t want that.

      He wanted something bigger than Five Island Cove too, and Mandie could agree with him on that. She liked having somewhere to go home to visit, and she liked having more options than one grocery store, so she pictured her and Charlie settling down somewhere close enough to a ferry that could get them back to their parents easily enough, but where they could still have all the perks of a bigger city.

      She straightened and moved right to the middle of the pinnacle of the windows. She took a picture of the grounds beyond, and she sent that to Charlie. We’re in the house! It’s amazing, and the previous owners left so much.

      Now that he’d started his internship, Charlie wouldn’t be able to answer until his lunch break, so Mandie moved out of the lounge and into the hallway. She felt like she could fly, what with the sunshine pouring into the back windows and only the thinnest of railings lining the hall on her left.

      She walked around the curved hallway to the very last door, which stood closed. It bore dark wood, obviously hand-carved, and Mandie reached out and traced her fingers down one of the raised lines of handiwork. The part of her that could feel the past hummed, and she closed her eyes, imagining the craftsman who’d been responsible for such beautiful work.

      Her phone chimed several times in a row, and Mandie looked at it, giving herself a moment for her eyes to come back into focus after she opened them. The library is huge and completely stocked, Suzie had said. She’d sent a picture with the message, and Mandie felt like she’d been transported to the castle in Beauty and the Beast.

      Huge dance floor in the ballroom, Suzie said. The grand piano is still here! More pictures followed, and Mandie could feel the other woman’s excitement over finding the house in such a preserved state.

      At the same time, Mandie almost wished the Hampton House was completely empty. It would speed the project and make it far easier to focus on structural issues within the historical building instead of going laboriously through old books and documents, junk drawers and cupboards full of dishes that had to be researched to find out if they were family heirlooms or just a set from a regular department store, or closets full of clothes and shoes and personal belongings.

      But she did want the historical snapshot only left-behind items could tell, and Mandie tapped to open her phone camera again before lifting the device and snapping a picture of the door.

      She wanted to keep that. She wanted to recover and restore everything she could—and Alicia’s budget would appreciate that.

      The rooms up here had been labeled as bedrooms—six of them, with two master suites on the bottom floor—and Mandie clasped her fingers around the cold, gold doorknob, and opened the door.
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      “It was so incredible,” Mandie said as she peeled back the corner of the comforter on her side of the bed. She’d just brushed her teeth and changed into her blue silk pajamas, the day long but oh-so-amazing.

      Charlie peeled his shirt over his head and tossed it onto the pile of clothes on their dresser. He smiled at her from the other side of the bed. “You’re going to love this house, aren’t you?”

      “I love it,” she gushed as she sat down, one leg tucked underneath her.

      Charlie pulled the blanket down and crawled into bed, reaching for her. Mandie laid down in his arms, pure happiness pulling through her. “We got so many pictures today. I haven’t even had time to go through all of them.”

      “Did you go through the whole house?” He kissed her temple, then slid his lips down the side of her face.

      “Yes,” she said. “I walked through all of it, but Alicia and Suzie did pictures of their assigned areas. We’ll spend this week in the office, making plans while Flint gets his before footage.”

      Charlie hummed as he kissed her neck, and Mandie’s cells buzzed and vibrated—especially as her husband’s warm hand slid under the hem of her pajama top and along her bare skin to her back.

      “How was your training this afternoon?” she whispered. The incredible sights and experiences of her day had dominated the conversation over dinner, as well as all the way through their evening time together, and a twinge of guilt stole through her.

      “Just fine,” Charlie whispered right before he matched his mouth to hers. Mandie enjoyed being with him, and she pushed the other pieces of her life out of her mind so she could focus on him right now.

      After all, the Hampton House would still be there tomorrow, and Mandie was determined not to let it grab onto her, drag her under the current, and drown her.

      So she kissed her husband back, wanting and absolutely needing a multi-faceted life where work was only one part of what made Mandie who she was.
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      Suzie’s fingers trembled as she fitted the key into the lock of the Hampton House’s back door. The sun barely remained in the west horizon, casting long shadows across the overgrown lawn. She glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting to see Mandie or Alicia step out of the shrubbery. Or to hear a cab pulling up to the gate, though intellectually, Suzie knew she wouldn’t be able to hear a car that far away.

      No one was there. No one would be coming, and Suzie took a deep breath, and faced the house again. The blinds in the kitchen had been broken, and she could see right into the house. With everything so dark, her skin crawled with a creepy vibe.

      “Should’ve come a little earlier,” she muttered to herself. But she, Mandie, and Alicia had been working until she’d caught a cab and came here, as it was Monday, and Alicia could stay late on Mondays.

      The door creaked open, and Suzie slipped inside, closing it quietly behind her and relocking it. She stood in the grandiose kitchen, her heart pounding as the dusky sunlight glinted off the metallic appliances. The house seemed different in the waning light, insanely mysterious, and far too silent, and much, much more alive.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out the compass-shaped brooch, its weight familiar in her palm. The tiny anchor right in the middle, where the hands extended from, nearly matched the one out in the mosaic driveway.

      When she’d seen that splayed on the driveway last week… Her breath still stuck in her throat whenever she examined the picture of it, and her anticipation of what she might find here tonight made her stomach roll.

      Suzie had always known she was distantly related to the Harringtons, but her parents didn’t have much proof. Nothing from the past. Not a journal or any titles or documents. Since this house had come up at PastForward, she’d been wondering if it could be the key to unlocking her family’s past.

      Her own personal past.

      “I have to know,” she whispered to herself, her voice echoing in the empty space.

      Suzie slowly walked through the kitchen, which at first glance, seemed nearly perfect. But a house that hadn’t been used in years possessed a weary spirit, and Suzie could simply tell that everything needed a lot of tender, loving care. As she passed through the dining room, she noted water damage on the ceiling and the way Alicia had dragged her fingers through the dust on the twenty-four-seat table. Out in the foyer, the floral wallpaper peeled in strips around the doorways, probably because of the lack of temperature control for so long.

      She ignored all of that, for the library drew her like a magnet.

      She pushed open the heavy double doors and paused though she’d been inside this room before. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined every wall, even the one with the doorway, and on this side of the house, the evening twilight didn’t shine as brightly.

      The scent of leather-bound volumes tickled her nose, but she breathed it in deeply. A thick layer of dust covered everything, but Suzie could still sense the room’s former grandeur. She took a moment to drop her hands to her sides and imagine this place completely clean, with every book catalogued and accounted for.

      Every one opened to check for any trinket, a letter, a long-long envelope of money that had been tucked into the pages.

      She flipped a switch, sending pockets of light throughout the library from the carefully positioned lamps on side tables. Overhead lights filled in the rest of the darkness, and Suzie moved over to the desk standing only a few paces in front of the doors. It sure seemed like someone might have sat here at some point, simply waiting for the owners to come in and request a book.

      “This is incredible,” she murmured, running her fingers along the spines of the books that had been left stacked there. One was a first edition, its gold lettering barely visible beneath years of neglect.

      As she moved deeper into the room, Suzie’s well-trained restoration eye caught on the perfect alignment of the bookcases that had been hand-built just for this house. She could estimate the cost of this much wood in today’s market, but to think it had been built over a century ago made everything more opulent and valuable.

      No one would ever peg her to be the woman to take a couple of jogging steps and leap onto the library ladder, sending it sliding as she breathed in the scent of books. She was no Disney princess, after all.

      And yet, Suzie loved books, and she loved old things, and she felt such a kinship with every project she’d done for PastForward.

      The Hampton House possessed something special to be sure, and Suzie once again found herself reaching into her pocket for the piece of jewelry her grandmother had given her before she’d passed away a few years ago.

      She didn’t run through the library, show tunes blaring in her head, but merely stepped up onto the ladder. It hadn’t been moved in years, and when she’d been here last week, she’d tried to slide it along the ground and found it needed a good oiling.

      When she’d gone up a few steps, she turned carefully on the thick rungs and surveyed the library from this new angle.

      The lamp in front of her threw light up while the overhead chandelier rained light down, and together, they made shadows go in different directions. Across from her and slightly to the right sat the fireplace, and Suzie could think of nothing more she wanted to do than sit in one of those puffy, comfy recliners with flames flickering in front of her while she read a really great romance novel.

      Her heartbeat had settled into its normal rhythm, and Suzie wasn’t sure why she’d come here tonight. Especially without telling Mandie or Alicia. She’d simply taken the keys, knowing she could get back to the office in the morning before them so they wouldn’t know.

      Almost in the corner, Suzie’s eyes stopped. Confusion ran through her, and she couldn’t make the angles and lines—almost all of which were straight in the bookcases of the library—line up.

      For the lines there weren’t straight.

      Rather, they were, but they didn’t match up. The twelve-foot bookcase that ran from the floorboard up didn’t meet the one above it.

      Suzie jumped down the three steps she’d climbed, sure she hadn’t seen anything off. Sure enough, from the floor, the lines looked like they met just right. She approached the corner bookcase, frowning while the brooch in her pocket seemed to grow heavier.

      Suzie ran her hands along the left edge of the bookshelf, where it met another one, feeling for any irregularities. Nothing.

      She turned and looked over to the ladder. If someone had been living here and using this library, they’d be able to slide it around the two corners to this spot, and she could climb up and see the teensy gap more clearly.

      As it was, she already knew the ladder wouldn’t make it that far. Suzie couldn’t reach up high enough to feel the top of the bookcase, and she turned to find a chair she could stand on. High-backed, sturdy chairs sat at a study table only a few paces away.

      Suzie retrieved the chair and climbed up on it in her two-inch wedges. Cursing herself for not planning better for this undercover operation, she managed to steady herself on the chair enough to lean forward slightly to feel along the higher recesses of the bookcase.

      Dust and grime and cobwebs coated her hand, but she didn’t pull away. About two feet from the top of the bookcase, her sensitive fingertips caught against the barest of bumps. Heart racing, Suzie slowly moved her hand back down.

      “Something’s there,” she said out loud to the empty library. She centered her pointer finger right over it and pushed, not really expecting anything to happen. How could it?

      Secret passages only existed in movies.

      Besides, no one could reach this high to get to this tiny bump without using the ladder—or the chair like her—and that didn’t feel like something anyone would do, especially if they needed to get out of the library in a hurry.

      But a soft click met her ears, causing her to yank her hand back. The bookcase moved toward her slightly, and Suzie pulled in a breath and held it. “That didn’t just happen.”

      Ever the bulldozer, she reached out and pushed against the bookcase. Sure enough, it clicked back into place—which meant it could be moved out of its place.

      She found the button—and Suzie wouldn’t even use that word to describe the blemish in the wood—and pushed it again. The bookcase bumped out again. Her feet tingled, and Suzie breathed, “No way.”

      She scrambled down off the chair and moved it back. Facing the bookcase again, she reached out tentatively, took hold of the outer edge of it, and pulled.

      The bookshelf creaked and groaned as it moved, but all Suzie could focus on was that it was moving.

      Darkness gaped behind the now open doorway, and much cooler air filtered into the library. She hesitated for only a moment before taking the first step, pulling out her phone to use as a flashlight as she went

      The passage spanned the width of the single bookcase, maybe four feet. A musty smell came from the stone walls, and cobwebs brushed against her forearms as she moved forward. The floor stayed flat and level, and Suzie’s pulse raced ahead of her, anticipating a dozen different things.

      This wasn’t the first mansion she’d found a secret passageway in. The rich and famous were well, famous for them, and Suzie had gotten really good at looking at the outside of a house and finding places that didn’t match up with the interior.

      The windows lingered several yards down the wall, and if there was going to be a secret room in this house, Suzie would’ve picked this corner of the library for it.

      “Still unbelievable,” she said as the hallway opened up into a boxy room. Suzie swept her flashlight across the space, revealing shelves filled with old documents, photographs, and artifacts.

      Two desks sat in the room, facing one another, and they still held filing trays, the ghost of a potted plant, and even an old coffee mug.

      Suzie couldn’t breathe properly as she searched the walls nearest her for a light switch. She found one and tapped it. Lights blazed to life from can lights in the ceiling. A single-story ceiling—not two-stories like the library.

      “This is it,” she whispered, her voice trembling with excitement. She pulled the brooch out again, determined to find anything that looked like it. Then she’d have definitive proof the Harringtons had built and owned this place.

      Then she’d know she stood somewhere her ancestors once had.

      She approached a large portrait hanging on the far wall. Even through the layers of dust and smoke and grime, she could make out the features of a man who bore somewhat of a resemblance to her grandmother. Same sloped nose, at least. Beneath the portrait was a plaque: Edmund Harrington, Founder of Hampton House, 1875.

      And on the plaque sat a compass.

      Suzie’s hands shook as she held up the brooch next to the portrait’s plaque, comparing the two pieces. It was an exact match.

      A mixture of triumph and awe chased each other through her system. “This really was their house.”

      As she turned to examine the rest of the room, a leather-bound journal on the nearest desk demanded her attention. Suzie went around to where the owner of the desk would sit, and being careful not to touch anything, she leaned in to read the faded handwriting.

      April 15, 1925 - Our family has always cherished the Harrington fortune, a legacy that we have preserved through generations. True value lies within our family name, and I’ve taken our most prized possessions and preserved them deep within the walls of our ancestral home. The crown jewel of our heritage lies⁠—

      Suzie’s brow furrowed as the writing cut off, nothing else after it. “What secret?” she wondered. “Harrington fortune?”

      She’d never heard of any fortune, that was for sure. She reached into her pocket and slid on a fingertip glove, one she always took everywhere with her. It had come from her first aid kit at home, and it provided a non-slip way for her to flip the pages of the journal in a delicate way.

      The rest of the pages contained nothing, but the two dozen before it told a story of the first few months of 1925. Nothing of note, as the author of this journal seemed to be neck-deep in planning the fiftieth anniversary party of the construction of the mansion.

      “I need to look through the family history again,” she muttered as she pulled out her phone and started snapping pictures of the journal. Deep inside, she wanted to keep them to herself, but she knew she’d have to confess to Mandie and Alicia that she’d come here tonight.

      And she’d have to tell them what she’d found.

      “And who you are,” she muttered.

      A clomping noise from somewhere in the house made her jump. It sounded like a door closing. Or someone dropping something.

      Or a footstep. Just one.

      Panic seized her. She shouldn’t be here, and she certainly wasn’t supposed to know about this hidden den. Quickly, she finished taking photos of the last few pages of the journal, then hurried back to the passageway.

      She pressed her back against the wall there, wondering if someone had come into the library. In that moment, she couldn’t remember if she’d pulled the bookcase back into place behind her.

      Of course you didn’t! her mind screamed at her. She would’ve never trapped herself like that, not knowing if she’d be able to open the bookcase again from this side. She peered around the edge of the doorway, the light from the library filtering in from.

      Relief sagged through her, but every cell in her body remained at high alert. Without another exit in this room, she had to get out of this den and the passageway. Now.

      She practically ran in her wedged shoes, and as she emerged into the library, Suzie’s mind raced. Was she alone in the house? The lights in the library would surely be shining through the windows, and she cursed herself for turning them on.

      She’d only heard the one sound and not another one, and her experience told her that old houses settled all the time. They groaned and complained in the weirdest of ways, and she couldn’t let her imagination and her fear get the best of her.

      Breathing hard, with every second feeling like an eternity, she managed to get the bookcase back in place. She dashed over to the wall and flipped off the light. This far from the road, she couldn’t hear any traffic—and it wasn’t even the main highway that veined its way through Southampton to the other neighborhoods in the Hamptons.

      She couldn’t hear anything. Not a sound.

      There’s no one here, she told herself.

      Well, except for her, and she needed to leave. Immediately.

      Employing every ounce of bravery and courage Suzie possessed, she drew a breath and held it as she exited the library. Her eyes scanned in every direction—over to the other arched doorways that led into different rooms, up the stairs to the second floor, toward the front door—as she strode toward the kitchen.

      She reached the back door without incident, and she twisted and yanked on the doorknob to get out. She spilled into the night, and while it wasn’t quite dark yet, twilight had claimed the dusk.

      The back door closed quickly, almost crashing into her she pulled it after her so hard. She hissed out her frustration with herself, and fumbled for the keys in her pocket.

      As she re-locked the back door, her mind shouted and shouted at her.

      She’d keyed her way into the house and locked the back door behind her. But as she came out…she hadn’t had to unlock the door.

      It had already been open.

      Her next breath stuck in her lungs, and tears pressed behind her eyes. She finally got the door locked, and she ducked away from all the windows. They had so many eyes, and Suzie couldn’t help feeling like someone tangible and human was watching her.

      She faded into the night, moving straight back from the house to press into the darkness along the side of the pool house. She still had to call a cab and then get down the lane to get in that car. Whoever was here would surely see her then.

      Her shallow breathing didn’t help order her thoughts, but one managed to emerge. She didn’t have to hide. She could be here, no questions asked. She had keys, and her company owned this property.

      That knowledge allowed her to pull out her phone and text for a ride. It took several seconds, but she got a message that said, Twelve minutes, and the cab’s license plate number.

      She looked up and shoved her phone away. She didn’t want to be night-blind by looking at her bright phone and not be able to see someone coming toward her.

      Twelve minutes felt like a lifetime, but Suzie pushed herself away from the pool house and walked straight across the sunburnt lawn. She cut a glance to the side wall of the mansion as she went by it, a healthy distance between her and it, knowing the library and hidden den sat on the other side of it.

      She reached the lane and walked on the far side of it until she reached the automobile gate. She hadn’t opened it but had gone through the pedestrian gate in the corner instead. She exited the same way, relocked the gate behind her, and stood still while she took in the road in front of her.

      Only two properties sat here, one on each side of the road, and they were the regular kind of Hampton mansion. Probably situated on an acre or two of land, with homes set back behind trees and gates.

      The wind whispered through the tree branches around her, and Suzie checked the time. Six more minutes until her ride arrived.

      She had found the proof she was looking for, but her heartbeat wouldn’t calm while she stood so close to the house. The mansion suddenly possessed secrets, and Suzie imagined them to be deep and dangerous.

      And someone else might know about them too. They might know about her. The secret passageway.

      Suzie’s fingers closed around the brooch in her pocket as she made a decision. She had to tell Mandie and Alicia everything—about her heritage, about the hidden den, and about the unlocked back door.

      Whatever was happening here, it now felt bigger than just restoring an old mansion from one of the wealthiest families in New York.

      As her cab arrived and she dove gratefully into the back seat, Suzie couldn’t shake the feeling that she had just stumbled into something far more complex and perilous than she even knew.

      The weight of her discovery—both personally and professionally—settled on her shoulders like a heavy cloak. The Hampton House held secrets, and now, for better or worse, Suzie was part of them.
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