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      I slowed down as I made the turn onto Bayberry Avenue. Pink flowering dogwood trees lined the curb on either side of the road and the lawns were all neatly manicured, their clippings swept away from the pristine sidewalks by their owners. 

      It was a beautiful place to live, but then again, all of New Hope was. The tiny town tucked along the coast of Rhode Island was barely more than a dot on a map, but those who lived there took great pride in their hometown, making it one of the cleanest and safest places in the country.

      I’d been fortunate enough to grow up there surrounded by my crazy, lovable family, and making several lifelong friends. While my family all settled nearby, most of my friends couldn’t wait to graduate so they could travel and see the rest of the world. 

      I was happy for them but couldn’t imagine myself anywhere else. Instead, I’d gone through the police academy and become a member of the New Hope P.D., eventually earning the title of Lieutenant. 

      Across the street from my house, the Ramsey boys were tossing a ball back and forth in their front yard and waved as I pulled into my driveway. Their parents, John and Lindsay, had graduated with my older sister, Carla, and were a sweet couple. I was happy to have them as neighbors.

      “Hey, Mr. Archer!” Charlie hollered cheerfully as I climbed out of my truck. He was six years old and adorable with big brown eyes and dimples that flashed whenever he grinned. 

      I walked to the end of the driveway and grabbed the mail out of my box as I answered. “Hey, boys! How’s it going? You gonna play baseball again this year, Keith?”

      At nine years old, the boy was the spitting image of his father, right down to the auburn hair and freckles across his nose. “Yes, sir. Mom said sign-ups are in a couple of weeks, so I’m out here practicing.”

      “And I’m helping,” Charlie stated proudly. 

      The sound of an impatient bark drew my attention to my house. Peering out the front window was Shadow, my solid black German Shepherd, and from the look of things, he was about to wriggle right out of his fur if I didn’t get in there soon. He must have heard me pull into the drive and was letting me know I’d kept him waiting long enough. 

      I chuckled. “I’m coming, boy. Hold your horses.” I turned back to the kids. “Well, I’ll let you two get back to it then. Tell your parents I said hello.”

      I sifted through the mail as I made my way toward the front porch and up the steps. Shadow was waiting at the door as I stepped inside, looking like his wilder ancestors with his sleek black fur and his golden, wolf-like eyes. 

      Years of training had taught him to wait for my command before breaking his pose and he held it like a pro. Only the slight thumping of his tail against the hardwood floor gave a hint of his excitement.

      The trainers had named him Shadow because of his dark coloring, and it turned out to be the perfect name for him because he acted like my shadow, following me around from room to room.

      I quickly tossed the mail and my keys onto the small entryway table and knelt down, tapping my hands against my chest. “Shadow, hier.” 

      With those two simple words, he bound forward, all eighty pounds of him hitting me and knocking me backward. I landed flat on my back, laughing when he pinned me down and eagerly began licking my face. 

      “Did you miss me? I missed you too. Were you a good boy while I was gone? Of course, you were. You’re the bestest boy ever!” He rested his chin on my chest, closing his eyes and letting out a contented huff as I continued to coo softly, rubbing my fingers over his velvety ears. After a few minutes. I sat up. “Come on. Let’s see what we’ve got to eat around here.”  

      Shadow followed me into the kitchen where I filled his food and water bowl then began rummaging around for my own dinner. Finding some leftover beef stew in the fridge, I tossed it in the microwave to warm up then headed down the hall to my bedroom. 

      I quickly swapped my uniform for a comfy pair of gray sweatpants and a soft white t-shirt. Walking barefoot across the hardwood floor, I wandered back into the kitchen where Shadow was just finishing his food. “Was that good, bud?” 

      He barked once in response as if he understood. Sometimes I wished he did. It would be nice to have someone to talk with at the end of the day.

      I’d dated my fair share of women but hadn’t found anyone I liked well enough to get serious with. My oldest sister, Elise, tried to set me up with friends of hers, but after the third failed blind date, I refused to let her set me up again. 

      She claimed I was being too picky, and maybe I was, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted a relationship like my mom and dad had. Married for forty-three years, Edna and Jack Archer were the definition of a happy couple. Sure, they’d had their ups and downs like anyone else, but they’d come out of each of them stronger and somehow even more in love than they’d been before. 

      They’d raised six kids, yet always managed to find time for each other, nurturing their relationship, and cultivating a love that could withstand the test of time. 

      Not only did they love and respect each other, but they were best friends and genuinely enjoyed each other’s company over anyone else’s. I wanted the same and I refused to settle for anything less. I wanted to find someone who made me laugh, who I could share my secrets with and who understood me in a way no one else did. So far, I hadn’t found her yet.

      I pulled the bowl of food out of the microwave and stuck a spoon in it. Shadow trailed along behind me as I grabbed a beer and slid open the glass door that led to the back deck. 

      I’d designed the entire outdoor space with entertaining in mind. An outdoor kitchen sat off to the right, a small bar area to the left, and in the middle of the deck was an inviting seating area with an outdoor couch, a loveseat, and several chairs. At the center was a gas firepit which helped ward off the chill on cooler nights.

      It was one of my favorite parts of the house, overlooking a rocky section of beach. I had a great view of the boat docks in the distance, where sailors and local fishermen alike anchored their vessels when they came home. 

      The smell of salt and brine hung heavy in the air, reminding me of summers spent splashing in the water, bonfires on the beach, and taking rides on my grandad’s sailboat when we were kids. It was the smell of home.

      Plopping down in one of the chairs, I kicked my feet up on the edge of the firepit and ate my dinner. Shadow stood at the edge of the deck, watching the sanderlings beyond the fence as they ran in and out with the tide, catching their evening meal.

      Through their open kitchen window, I could hear my neighbors on the right, the Eriksons, having dinner together. They had four kids and the raucous laughter spilling out into the evening air made me smile. It reminded me of my own family, gathered around Mom’s dining room table. 

      We still gathered there once a week to catch up on everything going on with each other. It was Mom’s way of making sure all her kids stayed close, and so far, it had worked. Of course, we liked to give each other shit, like most siblings did, but there was nothing we wouldn’t do for one another.

      I glanced over at the dark house to the left of my property. I’d spent a lot of time in that house when I was growing up, hanging out with my best friend, Reece. But Reece and his two younger siblings had all scattered after graduation, landing in different areas of the country. 

      Their sweet aunt, Shirley, had raised them after their parents died, becoming a surrogate mother to all three kids. So, it only made sense that she was the one Reece’s sister, Clarissa, called when she found out she was pregnant with her first child.

      Shirley had flown to Denver right away and helped throughout Clarissa’s pregnancy and for several months after the baby was born. Unfortunately, Shirley passed away unexpectedly days before she was supposed to come back home. Her house in New Hope had remained dark and untouched ever since, a reminder of the amazing woman we’d all lost.

      I sat out there for a couple of hours, enjoying the peaceful sounds of the water lapping along the rocks and the occasional cry from a seagull overhead. Shadow lay beside me, snoring softly. Eventually, the sun faded out of sight, giving way to darkness and billions of twinkling stars.

      I stared up at them, lost in my own thoughts when Shadow suddenly sat up, his ears twitching, and his eyes focused on something around the side of the house. 

      “What is it, bud?” I asked, reaching down and lazily rubbing my hand over the top of his head. “Is that cat coming back to taunt you?” 

      He whined, thumping his tail along the deck impatiently, and I chuckled. He’d had an ongoing feud with a stray cat who liked to randomly appear, get Shadow all riled up, then slink off to wherever it had been hiding.

      A soft shuffling noise came from between the two houses and the fur on Shadow’s back bristled. “That cat’s getting pretty brave if it’s coming around when you’re out here. Come on, let’s go inside before you get into trouble.” I didn’t think he’d do anything other than try and scare the cat off, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      I stood up and walked to the door, but when I turned around, Shadow wasn’t there. He’d jumped down off the deck and was standing in the yard, staring at the dark space between my house and the vacant house next door. 

      He barked once, followed by a low growl, and I immediately went on alert. This wasn’t a playful bark or even the annoyed one he reserved for the cat. This bark was a clear warning. 

      Moving quickly, I made my way around the side of the yard to where Shadow stood. What I saw shocked me. Someone had climbed on top of the trash can between the houses and was trying to open a window to Shirley’s house. 

      For a town that rarely saw more than an occasional bar fight or simple dispute between neighbors, I couldn’t believe I was witnessing someone breaking and entering. And right next door to me of all places.

      The street lamps out front cast a thin strip of light between the two houses. Not enough to make out who the person was, but enough to tell that it was a man and that he didn’t appear to be carrying any weapons. 

      I watched as he worked the window open and began to shimmy inside the house. Not on my watch. “Bleib,” I said in a hushed whisper, giving Shadow the command to stay. 

      Moving quietly, I opened the gate and slipped down the narrow strip of grass until I was directly behind the man. He was so focused on getting himself up and over the windowsill, he hadn’t even noticed me creeping closer. 

      “Stop! Police!” I called loudly. 

      I was prepared to grab him if he started to run, but my voice must have startled him because he let out a loud yelp. His hands slipped on the window frame, one foot knocking the trashcan over as he flailed. I reached for him as he came crashing down, but the unexpected movement sent us both spilling onto the ground. 

      I sprang into action, straddling his legs and pulling his hands behind his back before he could wriggle away. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Get off,” he wheezed. He must have had the breath knocked out of him when he fell. I lifted my weight off his back, but kept my legs on either side of him, my hands wrapped firmly around his wrists.

      “Fine. Now, tell me what you were doing sneaking into an empty house?”

      “It’s my house,” he retorted.

      “I know this town and everybody in it. Plus, I happen to live next door, so I know this house has been empty for months. So, why don’t you try that again and this time tell me the truth?”

      “Look, Barney, I am telling the truth,” he growled. “It’s my house. Well, mine and my brother and sister’s.”

      I froze for a second before my grip loosened from around his wrists. I flipped him onto his back so I could search his face. With long legs and a toned, swimmer’s build he looked different from the scrawny teenager I used to know, but his sandy-blond hair with the wispy curls and the bright blue eyes gazing up at me were the same. 

      “Killian?”

      “Mike?” he said at the same time. 

      I stared down at my best friend’s younger brother in disbelief. It had been years since I’d seen him, but seeing his face brought back a flood of memories. Reece and I had spent nearly every day together as kids, either at my house or his Aunt Shirley’s, so I’d gotten to know his siblings quite well. 

      Only a year younger, Clarissa had been just like Reece, friendly and outgoing with a natural athleticism that had earned them a spot on every team. While they both were popular in school, Killian, who was three years younger than me, had been the complete opposite.

      He’d been quiet and a bit shy, preferring books over people. He was also one of the smartest kids in our school, all of which earned him a reputation as being a nerd. Only his family—and me because I was over there so much—got to see what a sweet, caring, and surprisingly funny guy he was.

      After we graduated, I’d kept in touch with Reece but hadn’t done as well with the rest of his family, at least not until I moved in next door to Shirley. By then, Killian and his older sister, Clarissa, had both moved on.

      “Oh my god, I can’t believe it’s you. What are you doing here? Why didn’t Reece tell me you were coming? How long are you staying?” 

      He gave me a pained smile when I finally finished peppering him with questions. “I’d love to answer all of that, but can we please do it standing up? It’s not exactly comfortable on the ground.”

      “Shit! Sorry.” I scurried to my feet and held out a hand for him. 

      He took it and stood slowly, brushing the dirt and grass from clothes, and picking a couple of twigs out of his hair. Suddenly, he sucked in a breath as something behind me caught his eye. “Is that a wolf?”

      It was only then that I realized Shadow was still watching, probably curious about the change in my demeanor. I laughed. “No. That’s my dog, Shadow. He’s a German Shepherd.”

      Killian swallowed hard, watching the dog warily. “Can you, uh…get him to stop looking at me like he wants to kill me?”

      “Shadow, In Ordnung!” I said, letting him know that everything was okay. His tense stance immediately relaxed, and he wagged his tail. “Hier,” I said, tapping the side of my leg. Shadow raced over to my side, and I knelt beside him, rubbing my hands down his fur as I praised him. “So ist Brav. Good boy.”

      “You speak German to him?”

      I looked up at Killian. “Only with certain commands. His trainers used German commands when he was going through police training, and I’ve kept them up, so I don’t confuse him.”

      “He’s a police dog? Does he work with you?” Killian asked, sounding notably impressed.

      “Unfortunately, no. He aced all the cognitive and behavioral exams, but mild hip dysplasia prevented him from passing the endurance and agility training needed to earn a spot with a K-9 unit. Since he couldn’t work, he was put up for adoption across the national police message board which was where I found him. One look in his eyes and I knew he belonged with me. He would have made an excellent police dog though.”

      “I can see that. One wrong move and I believe he would’ve ripped my throat out.” 

      “Only if I gave him the command,” I responded solemnly. 

      Killian gave me a startled look which had me laughing again. “I’m just kidding. K-9s typically take the perps down, so we can catch them and haul them off to jail. They don’t eat them.”

      He let out a shaky laugh. “If you say so.”

      “I promise. Hold out your hand so he can sniff you.” Killian eyed me nervously, but slowly offered his hand. 

      “Langsam. In ordnung.”

      “You better not have told him to eat me,” he joked, holding steady as Shadow crept forward and sniffed his hand.

      “I was going to, but then I figured Reece would kick my ass.”

      He snorted a laugh at my teasing. Shadow, sensing there was no longer any threat, leaned into his leg. Killian relaxed, running his hand gently over the top of the dog’s head. “See? I’m not so bad, am I?”

      “Now that we know you’re not breaking and entering. What’s up with that anyway? Why didn’t you just go through the front door like a normal person? And you haven’t answered any of my other questions yet,” I reminded him.

      He straightened so he could look at me. He was tall, probably around six feet, but I still had a few inches on him which caused him to have to look up as he explained. “Aunt Shirley’s attorney got ahold of us. Apparently, she left the house to the three of us. Her only instructions were that we were to sell it and use the money for something special.”

      “That sounds like Shirley. Always taking care of those she loved.”

      “Yeah, she was the best.” Pain flashed through his eyes and I found myself wanting to reach for him, to comfort him in some way, but I figured that would be strange considering we hadn’t seen each other in years. 

      “Anyway, Clarissa has the baby to take care of and Reece is buried under a ton of work. I happened to need a break from…things and as a web designer, I can work remotely, so it made sense for me to be the one to come and get the place ready to sell. I didn’t decide for sure until last night, so Reece just found out. Otherwise, I’m sure he would have called you and given you a heads-up.”

      “That makes sense, but why were you sneaking in like a teenager who’d missed curfew?”

      Killian chuckled. “I suppose that is what it looked like. I was supposed to get the key from Aunt Shirley’s attorney, but I got here later than expected and his office was all locked up. I contemplated sleeping in my car, but then remembered the bathroom window and how it never locked the right way. Apparently, it still doesn’t because I was able to get it open.” He glanced up at the window with a frown.

      “Well, come on in. I think I still have the spare key somewhere that Shirley gave me.”  

      “She gave you a key?”

      “Yeah. I offered to keep an eye on her place whenever she traveled.” I winced. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard losing her had to be on your family. It was quite a shock to all of us.” 

      Killian’s eyes clouded with emotion. “Thank you. It was definitely unexpected, but I’m grateful we all got a chance to be together not long before she died. It’s been hard with all of us living in different areas of the country, but Aunt Shirley loved to travel, so she visited each of us as often as she could and we were all together in Denver at Christmas.”

      I smiled softly. “I’m sure she loved having all her kids under one roof again and I’m glad you guys have those memories.” He was quiet as he followed me around the side of the house and in through the back door, Shadow right at our heels. 

      “Wow! This place looks amazing!” Killian wandered around the kitchen, taking it all in.

      I glanced around, seeing my home through his eyes, and my chest filled with pride. It wasn’t anything glamorous, but it was comfortable, and it was mine. 

      The large kitchen was decorated in a modern farmhouse style with light gray cabinets, granite countertops, and a smoky gray island in the middle. It opened into a spacious living room with vaulted ceilings, comfortable furniture, and a beautiful stone fireplace.

      “Thanks. I did a lot of the work myself, but I also hired a friend to do some of the stuff I wasn’t sure about. Speaking of which, how handy are you? Are you planning on fixing your aunt’s place up all by yourself?”

      Killian looked down sheepishly, scratching the back of his neck. “To be honest, I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. I’ve never done any remodeling in my life, but I’ve watched a few YouTube videos and it doesn’t seem all that complicated. I think I can figure it out?”

      The way he said that last part as more of a question told me he wasn’t quite as confident as he was trying to sound. “Let me see your phone.”

      “Why?” he asked as he handed it to me.

      I sent myself a quick text then handed it back, grabbing my own phone out of my pocket. “There. Now, I have your number. I’m going to send you the contact info for a friend of mine. Grant’s a good guy and he knows all about building and remodeling houses. He’ll be able to help you out if you should run into any trouble. You know, in case YouTube doesn’t cover everything.” 

      “Ha. Ha,” he deadpanned, picking up on my sarcasm.

      I sent him the information then saved his number in my phone under the name “Criminal.” That reminded me. “Hey, why did you call me Barney?”

      “What?”

      “Earlier, when I was holding you down out there. You called me Barney,” I reminded him. 

      Killian’s cheeks turned pink, and his eyes widened. “Oh, yeah. That. I was calling you Barney. As in…Fife. You know, Barney Fife from the old Mayberry show.”

      I stared at him for several long seconds and then burst out laughing. “I see you’re still the same little shit you always were.”

      Killian lifted his chin, defiance flashing in his eyes. “Only when someone tackles me to the ground. And I’m not little anymore, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      I eyed him up and down. The guy in front of me was definitely no longer a boy, but a full-grown man and I couldn’t quit staring. Why couldn’t I stop staring? “No, I suppose you’re not.”

      Shaking off my strange reaction to him, I reached for the drawer which held all my spare keys and extra batteries. I pulled out the one Shirley had given me long ago and held it out to him. An odd warmth traveled up my arm as his fingers curled around it, brushing against my own. “Here you go. Welcome home, Killian.”
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      My phone rang, jolting me out of a sound sleep. I reached over blindly and grabbed it off the bedside table, hitting “End Call” without even checking to see who it was. 

      Tired after a full day of travel the day before, I’d been hoping to get a good night’s sleep. Unfortunately, the twin bed wasn’t nearly as comfortable as I remembered. The mattress was lumpy, and the frame was much too short for a full-grown man. I’d ended up having to curl into a ball so my legs would fit, only to have a bedspring digging into my hip. 

      I knew Reece and Clarissa’s beds were no better than mine, and the couch was hard as a rock. The only other option would have been to sleep in Aunt Shirley’s bed, but even the thought of that just seemed wrong somehow. 

      Eventually, exhaustion had won out and I’d fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep. That was until my phone began to ring. It started up again. Whoever it was obviously wasn’t going to give up easily. 

      I snatched my phone off the table. “This better be an emergency if you’re calling at the ass crack of dawn,” I grumbled.

      Familiar laughter filled my ear. “Ass crack of dawn? Well, that’s a new one. And good morning to you too, Buttercup.”

      I sighed at the sound of my brother’s voice. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you, but I barely slept last night, and I’m worn out.”

      “Why couldn’t you sleep?” Reece’s tone switched to one of concern. “Hang on, I’m going to FaceTime you.”

      “Wait! No! Reece!” I complained, but he’d already ended the call. A second later, my phone rang again, this time with a video chat request. 

      Rolling my eyes, I hit Accept. His face appeared on the screen. Where I had inherited our mother’s delicate bone structure, blue eyes, and pale skin which refused to tan, my brother was the spitting image of our father, right down to the broad shoulders, jet black hair, and emerald-green eyes. 

      Clarissa was the odd ball with gorgeous red tresses and a curvy shape that all the guys loved. Of course, as kids, Reece and I had used the fact that she didn’t look like either of our parents to tell her she was adopted. She’d gotten even by putting glue in our shampoo bottle. 

      I could still see Aunt Shirley sitting on the back porch, shaving me and Reece bald as she scolded all three of us, threatening to send us to summer school so we could “learn some common sense.”

      “Woah, dude! You look like something a cat might have coughed up.” Reece grinned.

      “Gee, thanks. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear first thing in the morning,” I deadpanned.

      “You know I’m only messing with you. So, what’s going on? Why couldn’t you sleep?”

      I looked around my old room which was exactly the way I’d left it when I’d moved out. Books stacked along an overstuffed bookshelf, my honor society certificate hanging on the wall over my desk, and a trophy from the year I won the state science fair competition. Even the glow-in-the-dark stickers on the ceiling remained, faded, but still depicting an accurate view of our solar system.

      “I don’t know. It’s weird being back here. The house is so quiet without Aunt Shirley. I keep expecting to hear her singing to herself while she cleans the house, or to see her running around the kitchen, making dinner. This place used to be so loud with all of us in it and now it’s…not, you know?” 

      Guilt flooded me as I wondered if this was how my aunt felt after we’d all left home. Had she been glad for the peace and quiet or was she lonely, the quiet almost suffocating after years of nothing but chaos? Maybe that’s why she’d chosen to spend so much time traveling.

      Sadness filled his eyes. “Yeah, I imagine it does feel different without her there. She was always so full of life.”

      “And this place. It’s going to need a lot more work than I realized before it’ll be ready to sell.”

      “I’m sure. Aunt Shirley didn’t spend much time there the last few years with all the traveling she did. She was always more of a free spirit than a homebody. Mom said Dad was the same way. He spent a year after graduation, backpacking across Europe and lived in Japan for three years before he finally returned to the states. He probably would have kept going, but he ended up meeting and falling in love with Mom. They put down roots in New Hope once they got married.”

      I rubbed a palm over the ache in my chest as he laughed softly. I wished I could remember them on my own instead of relying on other people’s memories, but I’d been so young—only seven years old—when they’d been in the accident that claimed their lives. The few memories I did have were fuzzy.

      “Aunt Shirley loved to travel as much as her big brother. Do you remember all the stories she used to tell us about her adventures?”

      “Yes, I do.” I smiled.

      Our aunt had lived a very colorful life. By the time she was thirty, she’d already been to five of the seven continents, swam with sharks in Costa Rica, and had a whirlwind romance with a famous European ambassador.

      Shirley never planned on settling down or having kids, which was why it was even more remarkable that she’d been willing to take the three of us in when our parents died. She’d been the only family we’d had left. Without her, we would have ended up in foster care, possibly separated from each other. I shuddered at the thought.

      I’d overheard her once talking with a friend who asked if she ever regretted her decision. Aunt Shirley had laughed and said that raising the three of us was the greatest adventure of her lifetime.

      And that was the type of woman she was. Whatever she did, whether it was climbing a mountain or learning to surf off the coast of Australia, she put her whole heart into it. She’d lived her life to the fullest and refused to waste any time on regrets.

      “I think that’s why she was so understanding about us all leaving after graduation. She wanted that for all of us,” I said with a soft smile.

      “She did,” Reece agreed. “And she was finally able to get back to traveling herself.”

      “Well, my first order of business is going to be purchasing a new bed. This little frame isn’t meant for a six-foot man. Then, I need to talk to a guy that does remodels and see if I can hire him to do some of the work around here. I think I can figure a lot of it out, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a professional on hand.”

      “Make sure it’s someone that knows what they’re doing, or you could end up with more problems than solutions,” Reece warned. 

      “I will, but this guy is a friend of Mike Archer’s. He’s the one who recommended him.”

      Reece’s eyes lit up. “You saw Mikie already?”

      I ran my free hand through my hair. A piece of grass fell out and landed in my lap. I picked it up, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger as I recalled the events of the night before.

      I’d been balancing precariously on top of a metal garbage can while trying to force the bathroom window open when I’d heard a deep bark. A few seconds later, someone had shouted, scaring the crap out of me. I’d lost my grip on the windowsill, the garbage can slid out from under my feet, and air rushed past me as I’d started to fall.

      I’d squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for impact, but I found myself cradled against a warm, solid body instead. Still, the wind had been knocked out of me, so it took a few seconds to realize the guy was a police officer and he thought I’d been breaking and entering.

      After explaining that the house belonged to me, the officer flipped me onto my back. When I finally got a good look at him, my eyes had nearly bugged out of my head. He was bigger and stronger than the boy I’d once known, but with dirty blond hair, steel-colored eyes, and muscles for days, he was even more handsome than I’d remembered.

      Butterflies erupted inside my belly as I’d stared up at the man who’d starred in all my teenage fantasies, my first crush, and my brother’s best friend, Mike Archer. There was no way I was about to admit any of that to Reece though.

      “Uh, yeah. I almost had to call you for bail money.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing. It was a simple misunderstanding. He thought I was trying to break into the house.”

      Reece’s forehead wrinkled. “Why would he think that?”

      I waved him off. “Doesn’t matter. Anyhow, he gave me the contractor’s phone number, so I’m gonna call him as soon as we hang up.”

      He checked his watch. “Yeah, I need to get back to work anyway. I just wanted to check in, make sure you got there safe, and that you were doing okay being back there and all.”

      My heart warmed with his concern. Our parents thought they were finished after two children, but then I’d come along, a “surprise” addition to the family. With both of my siblings several years older than me, they could be a bit overprotective. Sometimes, it was annoying, but mostly, it made me feel loved. 

      “I’m fine. I promise. I’ll do what I can and let the professional handle the rest. And if I get into any trouble, I’ve got Mike right next door.”

      “Yeah, well, he better keep an eye out for you. What good would it do to have a cop for a best friend if he doesn’t keep my little brother safe?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I’m not helpless, right? I’m thirty-two years old with a degree in computer technology and a very successful web-design business. Plus, I’m safer in this small town than I am at home.”

      Reece frowned. “Don’t remind me.”

      Neither of my siblings liked the fact that I’d chosen to live in New York City, not that Reece living in Los Angeles or Clarissa in Denver was much safer. It was an argument we’d had over and over again, an argument that no one ever won. 

      “Look, I don’t want to rehash any of that now. Besides, I’m in New Hope. The worst that can happen here is I’ll be run over by some kid on a bicycle.” That made him laugh and I smiled at the sound. “I miss you, Reece Cup.”

      He smiled at my use of the nickname I’d given him as a kid. “I miss you too. You call if you need anything at all. Rissa’s busy with the baby, but I can be there right away if you need me. I mean it.”

      “I know. Now, get back to work. Love you.”

      “I love you too, Killian.”

      My phone went blank as we ended the call. I set it aside and stood up, stretching my arms up over my head. My lower back screamed in response and my legs tingled as blood began flowing through my abused limbs. 

      Twenty minutes later, I was showered and dressed and feeling halfway human again. I wandered into the kitchen and searched through the cabinets, breathing a sigh of relief when I found there was still a little coffee left. Some caffeine should help wake me up the rest of the way.

      I washed out the coffee pot and got it all set up. As I waited for it to brew, I took a look around. I’d glanced in each of the rooms the night before but had been too tired—and a bit sore from being tackled by an over-sized, too sexy for words cop—to pay much attention. Now, I was able to really assess what needed to be done. 

      For being nearly sixty years old, the house wasn’t really in all that bad of shape. It definitely needed an upgrade: paint, new floors, and the kitchen and bathrooms would all have to be gutted. 

      I couldn’t remember the last time the fireplace had been used, so I had no idea if it worked or not, but there didn’t seem to be any structural issues that I could see. Of course, I’d need the contractor to do a thorough inspection.

      The coffee pot beeped at me, signaling it was ready. I reached into the cabinet and pulled out a cup. I huffed out a watery laugh as a memory flitted through my mind. 

      I was in second grade and my school had offered a “holiday store” of sorts, with all kinds of new and gently used items that members of the community had donated. Our teacher explained that we could bring money in, and each class would get a turn to go shopping so we could buy presents for our families. 

      All week long, I’d waited anxiously for our turn to visit the store. I’d been saving my allowance so I could get Aunt Shirley something special for Christmas. It didn’t seem right that Reece, Clarissa, and me received presents every year, but Aunt Shirley never got any. 

      Finally, the day arrived for our class to go shopping. I spent what seemed like hours searching through all the items on sale for exactly the right thing. I remember trying to decide between a set of beautiful butterfly hair clips and a pretty purple silk scarf when I saw that coffee mug sitting there. 

      It took every penny I had, but I bought it. A parent volunteer was nice enough to wrap it up in tissue paper and put it in a box for me, so it would be safe until Christmas. I ran home that day and hid it underneath my bed, so Aunt Shirley wouldn’t find it when she came in to change the sheets.

      Christmas morning came and she watched the three of us opening our presents. When we were almost done, I pulled out the present I’d secretly hidden beneath the tree the night before and handed it to her. 

      I would never forget the surprised look on her face or the joy when she opened it up and saw the mug. World’s Greatest Aunt, it said. Tears had streamed down her cheeks, but she’d assured me they were happy tears and then she’d wrapped me in her arms and hugged me. She’d used that coffee cup every morning after that.

      I swiped at the tears that leaked from the corners of my eyes and looked down at the cup in my hand. It had a small crack on the bottom and some of the paint had chipped off, making it hard to read the words, but to me, it was a symbol of love. Both mine for her, and hers for me. 
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