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Chapter 1
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“Olivia will be right with you.”

Layla nodded at the petite, smiling receptionist whose teeth were precision straight and as white as fresh-fallen snow. 

I wouldn’t be surprised if her parents were dentists.

The proper thing to do would be to return the girl’s smile, but Layla didn’t have the emotional strength to summon up a polite one, no matter how small it would be.

She hadn’t had the strength to do a lot of things lately. Not since she’d run away from her perfect – or so she’d thought—life.

Layla removed her outercoat and draped it across her lap just as the door to the inner office swung open and Olivia Joyner emerged, her lips parted in a grin as natural as the gorgeous platinum hair on her head.

“You made it.” Olivia crossed the room, her welcoming arms outstretched.

Layla allowed herself to be engulfed in the hug. Breathing in the subtle hint of Beautiful drifting around Olivia, the tension in her body began to relax for the first time since she’d left Florida.

“Come into my office and we can chat.” Olivia hooked their elbows and ushered her through the door, telling the receptionist, “Hold my calls.”

“I’d know this office belonged to you anywhere I saw it,” Layla said, her gaze taking in the room. “Clean, classic furniture. Understated elegance. A calm and soothing vibe. Just like you.”

Olivia laughed. “High praise indeed from an award-winning interior designer.” She pointed to the loveseat, then waited until Layla sat before settling down next to her. “While you’re here maybe you can give me a few updating tips. So.” She took Layla’s hand in hers. Warmth steeped into her bones. “How are you? Really? When you called yesterday, I got the impression you were on your last nerve.”

“The perfect way to describe it.” Her sigh was heavy in the room. “My nerves, so to speak, have been shot to hell ever since everything broke. I can’t sleep and the press have been camped out on my doorstep twenty-four/seven. I moved to a hotel and even registered under a false name, but they still found me. I’ve been holed up in a shoddy, dreary motel room for three months watching everything unfold on the local news and trying to make some sense of what was happening.”

Olivia nodded. “It made the news here. Just a blip, but still.” 

Layla heaved another sigh and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she said, “It made the news everywhere. A public scandal is always fodder for the tabloid press. Add in politics, embezzlement, money laundering, and, well...”  Tears started to form. Layla took another breath and tried to stop them in their tracks. “Even though I was ignorant of it all, my engagement to the man connected me to the situation.”

“And, unfortunately because of your relationship, you were collateral damage.”

“In every possible way. My so-called friends dropped me dead because they didn’t want to be associated with the nasty allegations. I think they were afraid they were going to be subpoenaed to testify about what they knew or didn’t know, about Dan, his business dealings and everything else.”

“Do you have to? Testify?”

“Thankfully, no. I gave a deposition, showed them all my financial records, my personal calendar, detailing where I was when things were happening, even my phone so they could trace every call. I’m hoping Dan takes a plea deal but that isn’t likely considering he’s shouting his innocence from the rooftops, despite all the evidence to the contrary. I was cleared of having any knowledge of what he was involved in.” She shook her head. “I never had access to his business accounts and my name was on nothing business related. Three years with the man and you’d think I’d have an inkling he wasn’t who he claimed to be. I feel like such an idiot. A blind idiot.”

“That’s the last thing you are. The Layla Warton I know is smart, savvy, and doesn’t suffer fools. Dan was a conman and a very good one. He showed you what he wanted you to see and hid who he really was. Not only to you, but everyone, including his constituents and business clients.”

Layla nodded. “They’re the ones I feel the most for. They put their financial faith in him, and he betrayed them in the worst possible way to the tune of almost a billion dollars.”

She’d put her faith in him too and backed it up by believing in his investment advice. When it was revealed he’d taken her money – and that of everyone else who’d invested with him – and used it to fund his campaign for mayor and on his various shady business deals, she’d been as blindsided as everyone else. With her funds not quite depleted but less than she’d managed to save, and her reputation in both business and personal dealings sullied by her association with the man, all Layla wanted to do was crawl under a rock and brood.

Coming to Heaven might not exactly be the underbelly of a rock, but at least she was hidden from the public scrutiny she’d been under for the past four months here now in the tiny, New England town.

Olivia squeezed her hand. 

“I almost lost everything because I believed in him,” Layla said. “Believed he was a good guy, you know? He was my Mr. Right. The night we got engaged I think I was the happiest I’ve ever been. When he ran for mayor and then won, I thought my life couldn’t possibly get better. We’d do good things together, he kept telling me. With me by his side we’d set the political world on fire. We’d help those who needed help; make their lives better. It was all a sham. His feelings for me; his plans; his entire personality. All lies.” She shook her head and stared down at her lap. “How could I have been so wrong about him? How did I not see who he really was?”

“Sometimes loves makes us see what we want to instead of what we should.”

Layla lifted her head and peered at her friend. “That sounds like you know what you’re talking about.”

“I do, but not because it’s happened to me. Some of my clients, though, have been in situations similar to yours. Not on the scale you have,” a tiny grin tugged at the corners of her lips. Layla could appreciate the irony. “But still, they’ve been involved in relationships where they were love-blind and got hurt because of it. Which,” her grin grew, “is why they come to me the next time they want to find true love.”

Olivia’s reputation as a matchmaker, Layla knew, was stellar.

“I should have come to you when I first met Dan, had you run one of your background checks on him. I bet you’d have discovered the person he truly was.”

“Forget about him,” Olivia ordered. “Put all the ugliness away. You’re here now. You can rest and reorganize while you are. I’m thrilled you’re back. It’s been too many years since we’ve seen one another. Way too many years.”

Layla agreed.

“Remember all those summer sleepovers we had at your grandma’s house when we were kids?” Olivia smiled. “Nestled in our sleeping bags in her back yard, watching the stars and making wishes?”

“Those were the best memories of my childhood.” She didn’t need to say they all involved being in Heaven with her grandparents and away from her mother. Olivia knew all about Layla’s tortured past with the woman who gave birth to her. “Every summer from the time I was seven until my mother married Rod when I was a freshman in high school, I spent here. You were my first real friend, unlike the girls at school. They were horrible, stuck up...witches.”

“I’m pretty sure you were going to call them something else.” Olivia laughed. “And I’m still your real friend. First, last, and always.”

Layla pressed Olivia’s hand, those damn tears pushing up again.

“You’re staying at your grandmother’s house while you’re here, right?”

Layla nodded. “Since she was moved to assisted living at Angelica Arms her house has been vacant. She’s indicated she wants my mother to have it. Which, no surprise, she doesn’t.” Layla rolled her eyes.

“She’s still insisting she’s never coming back here?”

“Probably won’t even for Gran’s funeral when it happens. She didn’t for Grandpa’s. Heaven is a forgotten blip in her life.” Another headshake. “Anyway, I figure the house probably needs a ton of work to get it up to speed. I was going to head out there after meeting with you and see what kind of condition it’s in. I might have to hire someone to take care of any problems. The house is over a hundred years old, and I don’t think Gran did anything to upgrade it after Grandpa died.”

“I’ve got just the guy if you need help, so let me know and I’ll give you his name.”

Layla nodded again. Focusing on the ancient house was going to be a godsend. If it took her thoughts away from everything that had happened in the past few months—even for just a few days—it was better than continually dwelling on the scandal and the aftermath.

“Any thoughts on making your stay here permanent?” Liv asked.

Layla sighed again. “At some point I’m going to need to get back to work and Heaven isn’t exactly a thriving metropolis. I can’t imagine there’s much call for an interior or commercial designer around here.”

Liv considered her for a moment. “You might be surprised. What can I do for you now to help you get settled? You’re obviously not in the market for my help in finding you a man—”

“Perish the thought.” Layla shuddered. “I’ve had my fill of that species.”

With a nod, Olivia rose and moved to her desk. After pulling a sheet of paper from a drawer, she started writing. “I can’t blame you for feeling that way. Luckily, not all men are crooks and conmen. When you’re in the right frame of mind we can talk about it. For now, here are the numbers of all the essential stores in town. Grocery, bakery.” She glanced up and added, “Liquor. All of them deliver so if you want to keep a low profile and not go into town much, you can still get provisions.”

Hiding out wasn’t something Layla liked doing. It seemed cowardly. But if she’d learned anything during her ordeal, there were gradations to being a coward.

“Thanks.” She took the offered paper and slid it into her purse. Rising, she swung back into her coat and said, “Well, I’d better get over to the house and see what’s what. I’ve got a car full of luggage that won’t unpack itself.”

“How about I come by tonight? I’ll bring a pizza and bottle of wine. I can help you unpack. Sound good?”

“Sounds like heaven.” Tears threatened again. It had been a long while since she’d been shown any kindness. All the people she’d thought would stand by her vanished once the scandal broke. And forget about her mother. She was still pissed Layla’s name had been attached to any kind of salacious news. Keeping her reputation above board was a fulltime job for the many-times married Francine Mason Warton Elias MacNamara Pelton.

Olivia grinned. “Well, you are in Heaven, so that makes sense.”

Her own chuckle choked the sob away. Layla shook her head and said, “It’s really good to see you, Liv.”

Olivia pulled her into a hug again and just like before, Layla melted into it. “Ditto.” Pulling back, she held Layla at arm’s length and added, “You’ll get through this and come out stronger and happier than ever on the other side.”

“Your lips to God’s ears.”

With their arms wound around one another’s waists, Olivia walked her to the door, opened it and said, “I’ll see you around six.”

Layla turned and hugged her old friend one more time before nodding. “See ya later.”

After moving from the outer office, she glanced down at her phone to note the time and while walking through the opened elevator doors barreled straight into someone alighting from it.

The someone was built like an army tank and Layla, literally, bounced off it like a coin dropped on a military-made bed.

“Oh.”

Just as she was about to fall backward and – mortifyingly – land on her ass, hands wound around her upper arms and squeezed to keep her upright.

Incredibly strong hands.

Layla’s gaze shot to those hands, which were tanned and sun-kissed, then traveled up the arms encased in a thick brown leather jacket to land on a jaw covered with a half weeks’ worth of ash-colored whiskers. A tiny vertical crevasse under the bottom lip, sitting squarely in the center of the chin peeked its way through the stubble.

Layla’s mouth watered. A chin dimple was her sexual kryptonite.

A long pair of legs ensconced in faded jeans hugged thick thighs and tapered down to rough and ready work boots covered with old paint splotches. His head was bare despite the cold of the day and the shock of unruly and errant wavy brown hair covering it made her fingers twitch for a touch. While she’d always liked a man with a chin dimple, the rough and ready workman look didn’t ordinarily strike her fancy. All the men she’d ever dated, including her now infamous ex, had been suit, tie, and pocket square guys who had monthly manicures, doused themselves in expensive cologne, and rarely – if ever – had unruly hair.

To say she had a type wouldn’t be wrong. To also say she finally realized that type was a bit of a douche would be equally true.

“Excuse me.” His voice was deep and tinged with a seductive rasp that Layla felt reverberate through her.

Ignoring the words, she concentrated instead on the lips they sailed through. Thick and full, their dusky rose hue reminded her of the color of tropical sunsets. Lifting her gaze up to the rest of his face she encountered a perfectly straight nose and a pair of Hershey’s Kiss-colored eyes shaped like almonds.

Layla had a weakness for almonds. And an absolute penchant for chocolate.

The unusual jealously that bounded through her at the length and fullness of his eyelashes stunned her. She wanted to press her fingers against them, see if they were real, while at the same time rub her lips against that fabulous mouth to taste him.

She blinked a few times, then shook her head back and forth to rid it of the alien thoughts taking up residence in her brain.

“You okay?” he asked as he flexed his hands around the sleeves of her coat.

Not even close.

It had been a long while since she’d felt anything akin to desire. Not since the story broke about Dan and maybe not for a spell prior to that. They’d both been so caught up in their careers – or at least she had. Dan, she now knew, was another story – that most nights she would inevitably fall asleep in her own apartment while he told her he was involved in political or business stuff.

Right before the news broke, she’d planned a getaway weekend for them to a spa retreat. Couples massage, daily yoga, and practiced mediation was supposed to reenergize them, but the vacay never happened, Dan instead arrested two days before they were to leave.

But right now? With this tall drink of sexy vitamin water looking at her as if she was a feast laid bare on a table and he was a starving man on Thanksgiving afternoon, and all those little forgotten desires began flaring again.

Just as the thought she wanted him to run his hands over her entire naked body blossomed, she realized his hands were still wrapped around her arms. She dragged her attention from his face- and Lord, what a face! – down to where they circled around her, and then back up again. Cocking an eyebrow and certain she wasn’t going to land flat on her hindquarters if she moved, she took a step backward and nodded.

With what looked an awful lot like regret, he dropped his grip. Then, his luscious lips pulled up at the corners. The movement changed the entire shape of his face. Still strong and masculine, he now looked like a man vying for the role of Prince Charming in an upcoming Netflix made for tv fairytale.

Layla’s ovaries contracted.

“Sorry about that,” he said. Lifting one hand he jiggled the phone he held in it. “I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

Layla nodded, then lifted her own hand and mimicked his movements. “Me, neither.”

His smile broadened and now her pelvic floor followed suit with her ovaries, causing her to shudder again like she had in Liv’s office. 

This time, though, she wasn’t repulsed. No. Repulsion was the extreme opposite of what was galloping through her. She pressed her lips into a thin, tight line to keep her threatening moan contained.

It was his turn to tilt his head as he regarded her. A quick eye flick toward Olivia’s door, a tiny nod in which his smile dropped a hair, and then he said, “Well,” while he stood to the side and lifted a hand to the still opened elevator door. “Again, I’m sorry for crashing into you. If my mother was here, she’d remind me to look where I was going and forget about my phone.”

Layla executed an eyeroll her own mother would have chided her for. “The advice of every mother on the planet at one time or another.” She drifted toward the elevator, acutely aware of the hint of citrus wafting from him as she moved into it.

“Too true. Enjoy your day,” he said, as the doors pulled to a close. 

Nodding again, she managed, “You as well.”

Once she was alone inside the confines of the empty elevator, she collapsed against the wall and fanned herself with her free hand.

“Wowza.”

*** 
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“I DIDN’T EXPECT TO see you until tomorrow,” Liv said as she handed Cody a bottled water from her office mini fridge. 

“I was already downtown and figured I’d stop by to let you know I finished up the second bedroom and I’m gonna start on the garage tomorrow. You’re good to go with decorating the bedroom the way you want, and I promise I’ll make it so you can actually park in your garage again.”

“Not again.” She shook her head. “It’ll be the first time. I’ve never been able to park in it since we bought the place.”

“You’re kidding?”

Liv laughed. “The shock on your face would be insulting if the situation wasn’t true. You know my mother is a pack rat, bordering on hoarder, as was our grandmother. When we got married, Tim’s parents downsized their place and we got gifted all their extra stuff. When my mom rehabbed her house, she stored all her old furniture at my place and then never got around to retrieving it again once she bought all new things. When Grannie moved into the Arms, I moved all her belongings out to my garage so I could sell her house, empty. I just never got around to clearing all of it out until now.”

“Twenty-five years of piled up crap is gonna take me a while to sift through.”

“It’s not twenty-five years of crap,” she said, with a pout.

“What would you call an accumulation of mismatched end tables, old bed frames, curtains, weird paintings, trunks of out of style clothes, and what I figure is three garbage pails at least of old magazines? Not to mention old toys and bikes?”

“Memories from lives well lived?” 

She didn’t sound at all convinced and he found himself laughing. “I get why it’s taken this long to go through it all,” he said after a gulp of his water. “Life has been hectic for you these past few years with Granny moving to the Arms and Freya in college. Plus, your business. I just hope you’re gonna let me take the lead on this and not decide you want to keep most of it because you can’t bear to part with a memory.” He air-quoted the word with his fingers.

“I promise I won’t be like that.”

“I’m gonna hold you to it when I start my brutal process of sorting. I can already imagine most of it’s going to the dump because it’s useless.”

Her face pinched with what he knew was remorse. Olivia was the most softhearted person he’d ever known. Forcing her to throw away what had been owned by the people she loved most in the world was a difficult task for her.

Which is why she’d called him. Even if he weren’t her first cousin, he knew she would have hired him to sort through the hoard, because that’s what it was in no fancy words. 

And Cody loved nothing more than cleaning out a place and reorganizing it into something that could never be mistaken for a junk pile. 

He considered her now from his spot on the loveseat. “It might be better if you stay away from the house for a few days. Let me work my magic and make all the decisions on what to keep, what to donate and what to trash.”  

A series of conflicting emotions crossed her lovely face. Liv was a control freak right down to the bottom of her feet. Always had been even when they were kids. Staying out of his way and allowing him to decide what to do with the items in her packed garage wouldn’t be easy. But when she nodded and said, “That’s not a bad idea,” he was glad he’d mentioned it.

“I can stay with Freya for the weekend. She won’t mind, especially since she knows I’ll cook for us and do all her laundry. Which, if I’m not wrong – and I never am – is probably piled to the ceiling by now.”

“How is she your daughter?” He shook his head and grinned. “If ever there were two different people. If she wasn’t your spitting image I’d think she was dropped on your doorstep twenty-one years ago.”

“She’s her father’s daughter straight down to his abhorrence of shoe wearing.” She pulled a face and Cody found himself laughing again.

A quick glance at his phone and he said, “Okay, that’s settled. You go bunk in with Freya for the weekend and I can work without any hovering and second guessing. By Monday you’ll be able to park in the garage for the first time. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Good. Okay. I’m off. Gotta get home and cleaned up for tonight.”

“Hot date?”

He grinned. “The only kind I go on.”

She sighed, shook her head, and gave him what he considered a pitying pout. He wasn’t at all surprised when she asked, “Are you ever going to try and find the right girl and settle down?”

“I had the right girl,” he responded. “But she didn’t think I was the right guy.” He shrugged. 

“One bad marriage doesn’t mean you can never find happiness, you know,” she told him. “Most of my clients have been married once. Some of them, more than that. Which is why they finally come to me. They’re sick of making mistakes. You should let me help you find someone special to be with.”

“I wasn’t the one who made the mistake,” he said, sliding his phone into his back pocket.  “Cassidy did when she decided she didn’t want to be married to me anymore.”

“You were both so young when you got married, Cody. She didn’t know what she wanted.”

“You were the same age I was when you got hitched, Liv, so don’t give me that. And you’ve never remarried, either. Tim’s been gone fourteen years and you’re still alone. In the end, Cassidy did me a favor because now I get to live the life I missed out on, have all the fun I’d have had if I hadn’t married her.”

Another headshake. 

“Look,” he said, dragging a hand through his hair. “I’m not looking for someone to spend eternity with and grow old next to. I like my life the way it is: single and unencumbered. Devote your time to your clients who don’t want to be alone, like the chick I just bumped into coming out of here. She looked desperate to meet a guy and live out the whole happily ever after myth.”

Her brows fused together, perplexed. “I didn’t have any clients scheduled today.”

“No? Who was that who just left here, then? I didn’t recognize her from town.”

And he would have. The woman was a looker of the first order. She wouldn’t have gone unnoticed by him or any of the men in Heaven if she’d been a regular.

“No one just left – wait. Are you talking about Kayla Warton?”

He squinted across at her. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

“She’s Effie Mason’s granddaughter. She used to spend summers here as a kid. We were friends back in the day and then wound up going to the same college.”

He had a vague recollection of a skinny, tawny blonde with big green eyes. If that was Kayla Warton, she’d grown into quite a beauty from her pre-teen years awkward years.

“Why is she here? I know Mrs. Mason’s up at the Arms. She’s across the hallway from Granny.”

Nodding, Liv said, “Right now she’s out assessing her grandmother’s house.”

“Assessing? Is she planning on selling now that Mrs. Mason’s in assisted living?”

His heartrate kicked up a bit at the prospect. The old Victorian was a beauty and it had never been a secret from folks he’d like nothing more than to get his hands on her, fix her up and then flip her for a profit. 

“Not clear yet. Even if she were planning on selling it wouldn’t be for a while.”

“Why not?”

Liv tilted her head, then shook it. “She’s had a rough time lately and she’s here for a rest and to get her life back together.”

“What happened to her? Wait, let me guess. Messy divorce?”

He sniggered when he said it but Olivia’s pained expression had him pulling it back in.

“She’s never been married,” she said, blandly.

“Is she...sick?”

Another head shake. “It’s not my story to tell. But if she does need to get some things fixed I told her I had a guy who could help her out. Someone reliable, fair in price, and who knows his stuff.”

Cody grinned. “Thanks.”

Her left eyebrow crawled up to her hairline. “It’s pretty ballsy to assume it was you I was speaking about.”

“I can afford to be ballsy since I’m the only contractor worth his salt in this town.”

He knew she couldn’t argue with that just like he knew it was his name she’d given her friend.

“Ever think you’re just a teensy bit conceited?” she asked, arms crossing over her chest.

“Oh, I’m a whole lot more than a teensy bit,” he said. “But my work reputation proceeds me, so I’m not gonna deny it.” Another glance at his phone. “Okay, I’ve really got to book now.” He crossed the room and planted a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll be at your place by seven tomorrow morning. Make yourself scarce until Sunday night, okay?”

“You promise the garage will be emptied?”

“That’s what you’re paying me to do. And like you said, my prices are fair.”

With a final wave he was off.

Forgoing the elevator, he sprinted down the stairs, his mood heightened. The news about the Mason house was welcome. He’d always liked the place and knew if the opportunity to buy it ever came up, he’d be sure to bid on it. But it was the woman who he’d – literally – run into that had his attention more than the house.

Effie Mason’s granddaughter. His memories of seeing her with Liv during the summers she spent in Heaven were sparse. Being three years older, he didn’t hang out with his younger cousin much as a kid. He’d had his own gang of friends. As a teenager, the disparity in their ages, although slight, seemed like a world apart. There was a huge difference between a seventeen-year-old boy and a gaggle of giggling fourteen-year-old girls.

But now she was back, fully grown into a beautiful woman, and in possession of something he wanted. While driving home to shower and get ready for his date, he wondered if it would be rude to just pop by one day, introduce himself, and then ask if she was considering selling.

Rude? Probably. But if she was a motivated seller and he offered a cash deal, eliminating a realtor commission, she might consider it.

Something to ponder later, he told himself when he hopped into the shower. For now, he had a date, and if all went well, he wouldn’t be sleeping in his own bed tonight.
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Chapter 2
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It was way worse than she’d anticipated.

Layla stood, dressed in jeans she’d worn in college and a faded, tattered, Radcliffe sweatshirt, and perused the needed-to-be-fixed list she’d been making for the past two hours.

Yesterday, after arriving and lugging her suitcases into the ancient Victorian, she’d purposefully put aside an intense walk-thru of the house because she didn’t imagine there were going to be too many things that would need attention for her to be comfortable the first night. And she was proven correct.

The heat kicked up to 72 degrees when she reset it from the 65 it had been left at. The refrigerator was empty – thankfully – courtesy of one of grannie’s friends. The notion she’d be cleaning out three month old spoiled food was a little nauseating. The lone occupant of the fridge was a box of baking soda, placed to absorb any odors.

It worked. 

The pantry was empty except for a few dust bunnies at the back of the shelves. Luckily, she’d packed up a few nonperishables from her condo and had stopped along the way at a small convenience store to purchase milk for her tea and a few cartons of yogurt to see her thru until she could go full-on grocery shopping.

The hot water turned up to temperature quickly when she washed her face, another blessing. The thought of a cold shower in the morning wasn’t a pleasant one.

All in all, after unpacking her overnight bag and placing a few things in the closet of her old bedroom, she felt lucky. The house smelled stale and musty, and everything was covered in a fine sheen of dust, but that was easily remedied. Just as she finished washing her face, Liv arrived with the promised pizza and a delightful bottle of Cabernet they managed to finish before the night ended.

For the first time in over four months she got a full, uninterrupted nights’ sleep courtesy of the wine, and woke to bright winter sunshine filtering through the ancient curtains.

Her expectations of a hot shower went out the window after two minutes, naked and lathered up inside the claw-footed tub when the water suddenly switched to ice cold. Shrieking like a banshee running for the hills, she turned the knob all the way to the left, then right, in a feeble attempt to heat the stream up again.

No luck.

Switching the shower off, she grabbed a towel, shaking like a naked maraca, her hair still dripping with shampoo, some of it running into her eyes, wrapped herself into it and climbed out of the tub. She flipped on the sink hot water tap and as soon as she felt the temperature go warm, shoved her head underneath it to rinse her hair. She considered it an actual miracle she got the shampoo all out before the tap went icy like the shower.

Layla never got toweled off and dressed so fast in her life. With her hair slung up in a twisty towel and her cold and still shaking body now clothed, she turned the shower hot water tap again just to see what would happen. Cold water continued to flow even after three minutes.

“So much for that promised hot shower,” she mumbled as she donned thick socks.

Down in the kitchen, the unwashed dishes and wine glasses from last nights’ dinner were propped on the counter. She tried the sink tap and found the same issue. No hot water.

Back in her bedroom she tugged her laptop case from the floor and pulled out the notebook she routinely used when making notes for a client and wrote at the top of a clean page hot water tank.

Might as well see what else needs fixing.

“But first, tea.”

Back in the kitchen she found her grannie’s old metal tea pot, the one she remembered using as a teenager, filled it with the cold water and then put it on the stove. When she turned on the flame knob, the persistent clicking sound indicated the pilot light needed to be engaged.

Rolling her eyes, she found matches in a side drawer, struck one and then lit it, forgetting that she’d turned the knob to high heat status. A burst of red-hot flames ringed around the burner. Jumping back with another shriek, Layla lost her grip on the match, and it fell, still lit, to the floor. Before it could damage the faded linoleum, she stomped it out with her foot, forgetting she wore only socks.

As the subtle burn scorched through the wool, stinging her foot, she jumped up on the other and grabbed the now scorched one, letting loose with a stream of curses her mother would have fainted at if she’d been within hearing distance.

Once the stinging stopped, she dropped her foot and placed the tea kettle on the now lit burner after regulating it down to a medium/low flame.

On a sigh, she muttered, “Why the heck did I think this was a good idea?”

While the water heated, she wrote stove on her list, then added linoleum under it.

Watching a kettle boil wasn’t the most exciting thing in the world, so Layla puttered around the kitchen to discover what else needed attention or updating.

Before the water came to a boil, she’d discovered the wood was rotting under the sink, the cabinet shelves above the stove were all warped, and the microwave, which looked like it had been an original model back in the 80s, didn’t work.

Reinforcing herself with a strong cup of tea, she carried it about the house with her to see what else needed attention. Now, her tea long gone, the cup sitting somewhere in Grannie’s parlor, she considered her list.

Her two-page list.

“Holy Hannah.” 

Maybe fixing it up wasn’t the best way to proceed. Maybe just listing it with a realtor as a fixer-upper would be better. Then she wouldn’t have to deal with any of the improvements.

But she needed to live here if it was placed on the market and to do so meant she needed basic comfort things like hot water and a stove that she wasn’t afraid was going to blow up every time she turned it on.  She could buy a small, cheap microwave to get her through most days, but she’d really like a dependable stove, preferably an electric one where she wouldn’t live in fear of burning to death if she made a cup of tea.

With her list in her hand, she tugged her cell from the back pocket of her jeans and hit Liv’s speed dial.

“Miss me already?” Olivia quipped when she answered the call.

With a smile – the first one she’d been able to summon since the shower incident - Layla explained what she needed.

“No worries. Like I said yesterday, I’ve got just the guy for you. He’s, believe it or not, at my house right now, so I’ll shoot him a text.”

Layla blew out a breath jammed with relief. “Thank you so much, Liv. Really.”

“Hey, what are old friends for?” 

They rang off a few moments later after Liv got her to promise she’d meet her for lunch some day this week.

With that one problem solved, Layla decided to finish unpacking. Fatigue oozed from every pore in her body and once that task was done, she laid her head down on her pillow and closed her eyes. Intending to sleep a few minutes, just to reenergize herself, she was shocked when she opened them again and found the room was thrown into darkness. A quick glance at her phone told her she’d not only slept through most of the morning, but the afternoon as well. Rising, her stomach told her it was time to tackle the provisions situation. Since she didn’t know how long she’d be staying, she reasoned she still needed to eat, so from the list of places to shop Olivia had provided, she pulled driving directions on her Maps app, then bundled up against the early December New England cold.

The town of Heaven, New Hampshire, where her mother had grown up and so decidedly left, boasted fond memories for Layla. But she’d only ever visited her grandmother during the summer months, when the temperatures were delightful, the days long and the daylight never ending. Heaven in the winter was the polar – no pun- opposite. Cold, dark, and with a half inch of snow already on the ground. She’d had the foresight to bring winter ski gear she’d owned for at least fifteen years and never used once while living in Florida. The ultra-lined puffy calf length coat kept her warm and the fleece lined gloves helped her fingers stay toasty as well as she drove to the local market. 

The last time Layla had actually been grocery shopping was over two years ago. The personal chef she’d hired in Florida routinely dropped off her and Dan’s meals three times a week. Even though they didn’t live together, they split the weeks spending the nights at one another’s places.

Many of their evenings had been filled with dining out at political events or business dinners, as well. With her busy design business, she’d found shopping and cooking just one more thing she didn’t have the time for, so she’d hired a well-referenced local chef to do the honors. He’d been another of those who hadn’t wanted his reputation sullied by his involvement with her crooked ex, so he’d quit right before she’d gone into hiding.

As a child she’d remembered her grannie telling her the two most popular places to hear the local town gossip was in the bar and grill, The Love Shack and the local grocery store, Rhapsody in Your Mouth.

The place hadn’t changed much, she mused, when she entered and grabbed a shopping cart. Stark bright walls with glaring overhead lighting was a bit boring for her design tastes. Each section’s daily specials were still written on free-standing chalkboards, the penmanship of the scribe leaving a lot to be desired.

The design layout wasn’t smooth flowing like in larger groceries and the aisles were oddly laid out with household goods such as dish soap and bleach in the same area as cookies and breakfast cereals. The deli counter appeared heavily stocked with a wide array of lunch meats and cheese selections, in addition to a wide selection of salads like potato and egg. But it jutted out into the aisle, almost abutting the adjacent bakery area.

The place needed a redesign.

Because she wasn’t familiar with where she could find each item she needed, she found herself going up one aisle then down the next to ensure she didn’t miss anything vital.

As she rounded a corner, intent on making a few deli selections for lunches, the front of her cart rammed into the back of someone she hadn’t seen from her vantage point.

“Oh, I’m so, so sorry,” she said, immediately repositioning the cart and pulling it backward. In so doing she slammed the back of the cart into a soup can display, knocking a good portion of the cans to the floor.

“Oh, for the love of Mike,” she muttered.

She bent and started retrieving the spilled cans, some of them rolling out into the aisle. As she chased after two of them, dreading someone slipping on them unknowingly, a hand beat her too it.

A hauntingly familiar hand.

When she lifted her gaze she found a pair of tempered chocolate drop eyes peering at her, the brows above them curled inward, a smirk across his handsome face.

“Do you make a habit of bumping into people or is it just that I’m lucky?” he asked.

“You.”

Layla rose, a can in each hand, and pulled them to her chest, her eyes locked onto his.

“Me,” he said, that smirk morphing into a grin. 

Layla blinked like she was sending out a Morse coded message.

“Twice in two days,” he said, placing the cans he’d retrieved back to the display. “That’s some kind of omen, I think.” He then held his hands out for her cans.

For some unknown reason she pulled them in closer to her body. He tilted his head at her action, shook it, then bent to pick up a few more. It was then she realized just how many had flown to the floor with her hit.

And more than a few shoppers were staring at them from over their carts, the deli worker included as she peered at them over the glass display case.

Layla hated being the center of attention. Quickly, she shoved the cans in her hand back onto the shelf display then bent and pulled the ones remaining back up.

“These aisles aren’t designed properly,” she said, her nerves making her talk when she knew silence was the better option. “Nothing’s in a straight line.”

“Nothing wrong with the layout,” the woman behind the glass case said. “People just need to watch where they’re going and not be in such a hurry to get there. Here’s your sub, Henry.”

Layla’s cheeks burned with the gentle admonition as the guy took his wrapped sandwich. 

“Thanks, Chrissy,” he told her. 

“See you at the Shack later?” the woman asked.

He nodded. “Maybe. Some work stuff to finish first.”

Turning his attention back to Layla he studied her for a moment, seemed like he wanted to say something else, but at the last minute decided not to. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

He nodded. “No harm done. I don’t break easy. See ya around.”

She watched him turn and amble toward the front check out, his gait laidback yet utterly masculine and purposeful. The back end of him was as appealing as the front, his jeans hugging a firm, tight ass that dropped down to two well-muscled legs and ended in the same work boots she’d spied the day before.

A quick flash of him shrugging out of those boots and jeans snapped in front of her eyes.

“Help you with something, Ma’am?”

The irritation in the woman’s voice was unmistakable and had Layla blinking back to reality again.

“Yes. Yes, I’m sorry,” she said. “I was—” daydreaming about a naked, hot, stranger named Henry– “um. Yes. I’d like...” she lifted her gaze to the menu on the wall but not before she spotted the woman roll her eyes.

** 
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HE SHOULD HAVE INTRODUCED himself.

Cody tossed the sub and the bottled water he’d bought for his dinner onto to the front cab seat of the truck then climbed in, shoving his dog back into the passenger seat.

“When you learn to drive, you can sit here,” he told her. “Until then,” he pointed.

He put the truck into drive and glanced back at the market.

It was the perfect opportunity to say, hey, I’m Liv Joyner’s cousin and I want to buy your grannie’s house.

Why he hadn’t told her was perplexing.

Maybe it had something to do with the way she’d looked down her nose at him when they’d bumped into one another at Liv’s office. He imagined she was the kind of girl used to drinking champagne out of crystal glasses while he was more the chug a beer from the can kind of guy, and she seemed to sense that about him. Hence, the slightly disdainful glance.

Layla Warton was the last person on the planet he’d expected to see in the Rhapsody. With the vibe she tossed off, he figured she had a staff to cook and clean and do all the basic things for her, like grocery shop and pay bills. 

After finishing up a physically exhausting workday in Liv’s garage, his stomach informed him he’d missed lunch, and it was now dinner time. With an evening free – the first one on a weekend night in ages – he thought a sub, a few beers, and then watching the replay of last week’s Patriots game with his dog was a fine way to wind down. 

Liv texted him a few hours ago, informing him Layla needed some help with the house and asked if he could go over and meet with her. He’d replied he’d get in touch and take it from there.

He hadn’t expected to crash into her -again- before doing so. When she recognized him, her beautiful face had gone deathly pale, then vivid red while she retrieved the spilled items. He could hear the small hairs on the back of Chrissy’s neck shoot straight up like a flag being raised as Layla criticized the store’s layout. The girl he’d taken out a few months ago hated when anyone disparaged her grandparent’s store. The fact that Layla was correct about the uneven flow and design didn’t matter. 

Lord, but she was a bundle of nerves. Naturally nosey and not ashamed to admit it, he wondered what happened to make her so jumpy.

Once the garage door closed behind him, he moved through the connecting door into the kitchen he’d rehabbed last winter, tossed his keys on the counter along with his dinner and tugged his phone from his back pocket.

The dog jumped onto the couch and settled in.

After typing in the number Liv had given him, he texted: 

~ Hi. This Is Cody Fonda. Liv told me you needed some help with your house. When are you available for a walk thru?

He tossed the phone down on the marble countertop and pulled out a beer from the fridge. Just as he popped the top the phone pinged.

~ Thank you for reaching out, Mr. Fonda. I’m free any day and I’m staying at the house. What does your schedule look like?

He shook his head. 

So formal, even in a text. Wonder if she’s still at the market or in her car.

Cody pulled his calendar up on his phone, then typed:

~ I can drop by Monday morning about 9. That work for you?

He waited while the three response dots hopscotched across his screen.

~ Perfect. Thank you for being available on such short notice. I look forward to meeting with you. Olivia sings your praises.

He grinned at that.

~ See you then. And it’s just Cody. My dad’s the only Mr. Fonda in town.

He wondered how, or if, she’d respond to that. When the phone pinged again with a thumbs up emoji flying across the screen, his grinned widened.

After he sent the message, he grabbed his sub and beer and ambled toward his living room. Once he’d plopping down on the sofa next to Jane, he kicked his work boots off, never even untying the laces, and laid his feet on the coffee table, something he’d never been allowed to do when he’d been married to Cassidy.

Just one of the perks of living alone.

He called up the recorded football game, leaned back on the sofa he’d replaced after his wife left him, and went about refueling.

The game was white noise in the background as his mind drifted to Layla Warton. Liv had mentioned she’d gone through a tough time but hadn’t elaborated. 

––––––––
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WITH HER GRANDMOTHER up at the Arms maybe there was some kind of drama going on within the Mason family. His mother would know. She was the only person he’d ever met who was nosier than he was, only she called it being inherently interested in people, though.

However she wanted to refer to herself, he thought, shifting and lifting his phone from his back pocket, he knew she was as close to a town oracle as you could get.

“You calling me from some bar, Henry, to waste time as you wait for the girl of the moment to show up?”

He winced. “Can’t a son just call his mom ‘cuz he misses her?”

“Who you kidding, boy?” Her cackle, so familiar and so free and easy, bounded through him. “You only call your old mother when you’re bored, waiting, or if you need something. So, which is it?” She peered at the screen. “Looks like you’re home, which is weird considering it’s a Saturday night, so my guess is you need something.”

He loved his mother to no end, that was the plain truth, but her ability to read him like a much treasured book was a little grating at times. 

He told her about meeting Layla Warton in Liv’s office.

His mother lifted a soda bottle and took a huge swig.  “Her grandmother, is across the hall from your grandmother up at the Arms—”

“I know.”

Sally Fonda nodded. “She’s a love.” Then, she shook her head “The daughter is a piece’a work, though.”

“Kayla’s mother?”

“Yeah. Francine and I went all through school together and she was always a bit of an outsider. Kept to herself. Walked around with her nose in the air like she was better than everyone. Elitist, you know, with no reason to be.”

“Yup.” Her daughter seemed like she was the same way.

“Hightailed it out of Heaven right after high school graduation, headed for New York. Wanted to be an actress or a model. I forget which. She had the looks and height, that was for sure. But she was cold and snobby.”

“She have any success?”

“Minimal. I think I heard she was an understudy in an off-off-off Broadway play once. Married the producer of the play. That’s Kayla’s father. She divorced him after a few years and married some older guy, a real estate tycoon supposedly, then a few more marriages and divorces after that. Moved to Palm Beach, which I think is where she still lives. Why the interest?”

“I’m hoping she wants to sell the house to me.”

“You still want the Mason house? Cody, it’s over a hundred years old.”

“That’s why I want it. I want to restore it, renovate it back to the way it was in its heyday.”

“Why?”

It was difficult to put into words. His love for old houses had always defied explanation to his friends, his peers, even his parents. They couldn’t understand his obsession with the past. How he loved the detail that went into the construction of older homes. How each piece of molding chosen, or the fixtures chosen, were a tribute to days gone by with craftmanship he couldn’t find anywhere in this day and age.

The first Victorian he’d flipped in Heaven had belonged to a friend of his grandfather. The older gentleman wanted to downsize his life and knew he needed to upgrade his house to get the best market price for it. 

Cody had gone through the place with him then offered him his purchase price outright. Even the real estate agent had been surprised by his offer. But it was accepted. He’d bought the house, rehabbed it, then sold it for a tidy profit.

After that, Cody was hooked.

Now, he shrugged. “It’s a great place and I can’t imagine she’s going to want to live it in. She’s single, from what I gather, no kids and that place is huge. It’s meant for a big family. I’d love to get my hands on it and make it shine.”

“If I know anything about Effie Mason, and I do –”

“You know everything about everybody in this town, mom.”

“You’re not wrong.” She patted herself on the back, primping with pride. “Any hoo. Effie’s had a rough few years. I imagine the place is gonna need a brick-ton of work to get it marketable.”

“And if the granddaughter doesn’t want to sink a bunch of cash into it to do that, I’m set, because I’ll buy it outright, just like I have the others, then fix’er up, and flip’er.”

“My son,” Sally said. “The king of the flips.”

He grinned. “I’ve been called much worse, you know, so I’ll wear that title with pride.”

She shook her head, but he saw the smile she was trying to hide. “So, to get back to the real reason you called,” she said. “I don’t know anything about the granddaughter, just what Effie’s told mamma, who’s has told me. She’s single, like you said. Never been married, despite being engaged for a while. The wedding was suddenly called off and Effie won’t elaborate on why, just says Layla’s better off without him.” This time she lifted her shoulders. “That’s all I’ve got. Sorry, son.”

“Thanks, anyway. I’m meeting with her on Monday, so I’ll get a feel for what’s what, then.”

She nodded. “So. You were out with the Canterbury girl last night.” The way she said it had the hairs on his forearms jumping to attention. 

“Oh? Who’d you hear that from?”

She flipped her fingers in the air. “Just someone who happened to be at The Love Shack the same time you were.”

Mentally, his eyes dragged around the bar to try and remember who could have spotted, then reported, to his mother on his whereabouts. She had her spies everywhere around town.

“Katie’s a sweet girl,” he said.

“Yes. She is. A girl, that is. Has she even graduated from college yet?”

It took everything in him not to toss her a snide comeback. He knew his mother. His divorce had devastated her. Almost as much as it had him. The difference was she wanted him to get married again, while he was content to be single the rest of his life and just simply play the field as long as he could, which he hoped would be until he was six feet under.

Dating girls who were much younger than he was, who were only looking to be taken out and treated good by a guy without any of the happily-ever-after notions front and center was a plan that was fitting him nicely. The one drawback was his mother’s persistent disregard for his playboy – as much as you could be one in a small town – persona.

“Yes, mom, she did,” he responded after taking a swig of beer. “With a degree in nursing, too. But you know that since her mom’s in your book club. I’m sure Mrs. Canterbury has mentioned how proud she is of her daughter and her new job over at Holy Mother of God Hospital.”

Sally bit down on her lip. Two could play at this spy thing. Katie had told him last night their mothers were in the same club that met every Tuesday night. She offered that she thought they didn’t read and discuss a book as much as drink wine, eat cookies, and gossip about everyone in town.

That sounded right up his mom’s alley.

“It’s just that she’s so, so...” She shrugged.

“Nice? Sweet? Pretty?”

“Young. She’s almost half your age, Cody.”

Okay, she wasn’t wrong. Forty to Katie’s twenty-three was a bit of a stretch. But it wasn’t like he was going to marry her or forge a life with her. They were friends. Simply having some fun, a few laughs over drinks and dinner. And if that progressed to friends with some benefits, well that was his business and Katie’s.
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