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Chapter 1 
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Vanessa Stevens looked up from the scrapbook in her lap and stared at her younger brother, who had just burst into their apartment, his blond hair windblown, his smile as wide as the open hallway door behind him. “What’s going on, Duke?” 

“I got the engineering job at Nichols. I’m going to Chicago, Ness,” Duke Stevens said, punching the air with both fists. 

“That’s wonderful.” Vanessa crossed the living room to close the door before giving her brother a hug. “I’m very excited for you, even though I’m going to miss you so bad.” She hadn’t expected Duke to land another job so quickly, and she wasn’t prepared. After they had lived peacefully and drama-free for almost two years, it really hit her how much she was going to miss him. “Did you tell Mom and Dad?”

“Going to call them now. I wanted you to know first, so you can start scouting for another roommate.”

Another roommate ... “Just when I’d gotten you all broken in? You’re going to be a tough one to replace.”

He laughed. “You kidding, Ness? Listen, about the living room and kitchen furniture ...”

And that was another thing. “You bought them, Duke, so you can either move them to Chicago or sell them. You’ll probably need the cash. Where are you going to live? Is Nichols right in Chicago?” 

“The outskirts. I can stay in the corporate apartment for a month while I find a place. You don’t want to keep the furniture?”

Vanessa looked around at the two rooms as her new reality settled in deeper. “I don’t think I want to renew our lease. I’ll see if I can find someone looking for a roommate instead. That seems to be what I’m best at, and I don’t want to pay twice the rate I’m paying if I stay here alone. But thanks. How soon do they want you?”

“Two weeks. I’ll give my notice Monday and get things wrapped up in Holton.” He gazed at Vanessa. “I’m going to miss you, Ness. You’ve been a great roomie, not to mention the best big sister a guy could have.”

She knew it was too soon to be getting teary-eyed, because once that all started, she’d be a sopping mess, but her eyes didn’t seem to have gotten the memo. “Well, I can still be the best big sister, just from a distance.” When he hugged her again, she squeezed her eyes shut. Not now, tears. 

After Duke went into his room, closing the door, Vanessa put the scrapbook and materials away in her room, thinking about what her next steps would be. She had to tell Lindsay first, then she needed to find a new place to live. 

Focusing on the positives, she knew she was happy for her brother and he would enjoy his new adventure, possibly more because he’d be so far from home. The fact he wasn’t dating anyone now was a plus, making the move less complicated for him. Plus, she was thankful she hadn’t already signed a new lease. Gazing around at the faded beige paint on the walls and the no longer white ceiling, hearing music from the apartment over theirs, she knew she could do better than this old brick building. She texted Lindsay as she dropped onto her bed. “Can you talk?” Her phone rang only seconds later, and she tapped the screen. “Hi.”

“Hi, Nessa,” Lindsay Abbott said. 

“Lindsay, Duke got the job in Chicago and he’s leaving in two weeks.”

“Good for him. Tell him I said congrats.”

“Thanks. I will.”

“Now that what you thought would eventually happen has happened, what are you going to do?” 

“I’m not renewing the lease, so I need to find someone in need of a roommate. Like yesterday.”

“If Ellie wasn’t living with me, it would be you and me, Nessa. I asked a few subtle questions as soon as you told me Duke was applying in Chicago, but Ellie didn’t sound like she’d be moving out anytime soon. Sorry.”

“No worries. I don’t blame Ellie for not wanting to leave her little sister.”

Lindsay laughed. “And considering it was originally her apartment, I can’t blame her either. I can keep my ears open and see if there’s anyone in my building looking for a roomie.”

“Thanks, Lindsay. I appreciate that. I think I’ll do some online searching. Maybe I can find a studio or a one-bedroom instead of sharing. I’d even consider a micro apartment, but I don’t know if there’d be room for my scrapbooking stuff, and since I’m still making a little money from the books, I’m going to keep doing them.”

“That’s a nice little side hustle, plus it’s a great creative outlet. I love the one you made me. It’s my go-to book when I’m feeling low.”

“Aw ... I’m sorry you feel low sometimes, but I’d be happy to make you another one if you want.”

“Maybe. When you have nothing else to work on, after you get through figuring out your next home.”

“It’ll give me something fun to look forward to. A reward for all the stress that’s going to be happening. Enough about my roommate drama ... Is there anything new with your family?”

“Yes. Fun news. Astrid said she and Tristan are talking about moving in together.”

“Really? That’s exciting. How long have they been going out?” Vanessa said.

“A year, I think. I’m already jumping to conclusions and picturing Ellie and me as her bridesmaids, and they’re not even engaged. But who knows? It could happen.”

“Yes, it could. And you’d all look so beautiful, the three Abbott sisters with their gorgeous blonde hair.”

Lindsay laughed. “Back to reality. We’ll both work to find you a place to live. Male or female roomie?”

“Either works. Maybe I’ve gotten spoiled because Duke was so easy to co-exist with, much easier than when we were kids, but I could live with a guy again. Or a mix of both, if it’s a bigger place. I should talk to my parents, too, and give them the news I might need to take over one of their rooms at Holton Haven if I can’t find anything. I’d pay them, so that would take away some of the sting.”

“Sting? There’d be no sting. Your parents would love to have you there. It could be interesting living in a B & B, with people always coming and going.”

“Interesting is one word for it. I’d have to stay in my room all the time, unless I didn’t mind being surrounded by strangers every night, and on weekends.”

“Maybe you could work on your scrapbooks in the common area and drum up even more business,” Lindsay said.

“This is true. You’re painting a very positive picture for me, Lindsay. One of the many reasons you’re my bestie. I’ll let you go now that you’ve lifted my spirits. Can we do dinner this week?”

“Yes. We’ll figure out what night and go out and kick up our heels.”

“Or our sandals, as the case may be.”

After disconnecting, Vanessa looked around her room. She’d be bringing her bed, dresser, night stand, lamp, clothes, and the scrapbook bins. Moving was an expense she didn’t want to have to deal with, but relocating to a new place would be an adventure for her, too. Even if it was nowhere near as exciting as Duke’s.
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Chapter 2 
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Kane Duncan stared at Tristan, who was leaning against the kitchen counter. The fact his best friend was ready to move out to live with his girlfriend wasn’t really a surprise. It was just that it was happening sooner than Kane had expected. “Good for you, Trist. When does all this happen?”

“We found a place here in Holton on the second floor of a triple-decker, and we can move in the first of the month,” Tristan Nolan said. “You’ll probably still want a roommate when I’m gone, right?”

As Kane thought about his mortgage, the utilities, and every other damn cost a homeowner was responsible for, he said, “Yeah. For a few years anyway, until I get the principle knocked down a little. Guess I need to start looking for someone I can tolerate. You spoiled me for every other roommate. Once you stopped leaving your shoes and socks in the living room, I mean.”

Tristan grinned. “You trained me for living with Astrid, and she’ll appreciate it. I wonder what else I do that’ll bother her.”

“Maybe she’ll make you a list. A honey-don’t, instead of a honey-do.”

Laughing, Tristan said, “That could work. I think we’ll be okay, though.”

“I think you will, too, Trist.”

“I can help with the roommate search, if you want.”

“If you hear anything, let me know. You’ll be busy enough organizing your own move, and Astrid’s. But thanks.”

“Course, Kane.”

“I’m going out to make a delivery. See you.” Kane headed down cellar to pack up the birdhouses, securing them in bubble wrap before loading them in the cardboard box. The two-hour ride to reach the customer, make the delivery, then head back home would give him time to think about who he might end up sharing his house with. 

––––––––
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VANESSA CLIMBED IN her car, knowing a visit to her parents was better than a phone call. She hadn’t been able to find a new place to live, and she only had one week left before the month ended and Duke was gone. Meaning it was time to resort to panicking.

Unless her parents said to come on home, and she could do more roommate and/or apartment searching from the comfort of a bedroom at the B & B. Meaning she’d need to put all her things into storage because her parents certainly didn’t have space for more furniture. 

Then she could look forward to arguments with them because she intended to pay rent, and she knew they would give her a hard time. Her reasoning would be she was aware they’d be losing income because of her, and she wasn’t going to be a financial drain on her parents. She’d done enough of that already for the first eighteen years of her life.

She could have taken the highway to save her a few minutes’ time, but the day was sunny and beautiful, and she loved going on rides. She had the windows open, her iTunes were cranking, and she was enjoying the shady, winding back road and the fact she was the only one on it. As far as she could see, anyway, because the road twisted like a pretzel, behind and ahead of her.

And everything was fine, everything was perfect, until something ran out in front of her car.

––––––––
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KANE WAS SINGING ALONG with Kip Moore, enjoying the solitude of the two-lane, when he came around a bend and saw a car driving in the freakin’ middle of the road. He jerked the RAM’s steering wheel to the right at the same time the red car swerved to the other side of the road. When he came to a skidding stop in the gravel of the shoulder, he jammed the pickup into Park and jumped out, headed for the Mazda, now parked at an angle on the other shoulder.

Vanessa put a trembling hand to her chest, then remembered to put her car into Park. She had to see if the driver of the huge truck was all right, thanking her lucky stars the huge, shiny grill wasn’t the last sight she’d ever see.

Climbing out on shaky legs, she held onto her door and watched the other driver stalking toward her, his expression grim. With his nearly black hair, beard, and glowering expression, he looked like an avenging dark angel. And he was tall ... Six feet plus, and looming. A strapping man if ever there was one.

He eyed the long, blonde hair and the shorts the woman was in, registering, despite the adrenaline coursing through him, that she was checking off a hell of a lot of his boxes. “You all right?” She looked shaken up, but she didn’t seem to be injured.

“Um, yes. Are you?” Even his voice was amazing, deeply pitched, just the way a dark angel’s would be.

“Yeah. Your Mazda all right?”

Right. She should check her car. Closing the door, she walked around, holding onto the car so her feet didn’t slide in the gravel and send her into the ditch. “It’s fine.” She was about to ask the man if his giant truck was all right, but he spoke first.

“What the hell were you doing in the middle of the road? Especially on a curve,” Kane said. 

They had nearly been killed, and he was yelling at her? “Because there was an animal, and I didn’t want to hit it, that’s why.” You dark, angry angel.

He could relate to swerving to avoid hitting an animal. He’d done it himself. But never on a blind curve. “Was it a deer? Or a dog?”

“It was a chipmunk. What does it matter what it was? I don’t run animals over.”

A freakin’ chipmunk? “You keep driving in the middle of the road, and you’ll have more to worry about than a chipmunk.”

Vanessa wasn’t going to stay and be insulted, and the way he was standing, his hands on his hips, made it clear his temper tantrum was just beginning. What was with the man? “Is your giant truck all right? Or should I call a tow truck for you?” She should just get in the car and drive away. And fast, since it had just struck her she was all alone in the woods with an angry, strange, strapping, dark angel.

Giant truck? “It’s fine.”

“Then have a nice day. Maybe don’t speed and you won’t get yourself into situations like this.” She opened her door and jumped in, slamming and locking the door, thankful they were both unhurt. 

Kane watched the blonde skid her way off the shoulder, then accelerate, before disappearing around another bend. Chipmunk told him not to speed? He was doing forty-five. Maybe it was a thirty-five zone, but there had been no one around. Returning to his truck, he climbed in and shifted into Drive, easing off the shoulder as he glanced in the side mirror and thought about what a close call they’d both just had. For a damn chipmunk.

Vanessa took a few deep breaths as she worked to keep her car below the speed limit, trying to get her heart rate back where it should be. 

Don’t think about what just happened. 

Just be very careful about everything, especially chipmunks in the road. 

And trucks.

Then she thought about the man with the big truck. The hair, the beard, the face, the height ... The strapping dark angel was solidly built, just the way she liked them. Much like his white truck. Maybe he was even nice-looking.

Maybe?

Well, he would have been, had he not been scowling.

The best thing to do was to forget all about the incident.

Instead, she should think about having to move back into her parents’ house. While she wished they hadn’t converted to a B & B after she and Duke moved out.

Having to live with a bunch of strangers ... Yay.
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Chapter 3 
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When her phone rang, the sound blasting through her speakers, Vanessa was happy to see her bestie’s ID on the display. “Hi, Lindsay.” She might share what had just happened, but maybe she’d wait until she stopped shaking.

“Hi, Nessa. I have possibly great news. Astrid and Tristan are definitely moving in together, and I told them you’re looking for a roommate, and Tristan said you should look at the room he’s moving out of at his friend’s house. It’s a ranch and it has three bedrooms, and it would just be you and the owner living there. What do you think? Do you want to look at it?”

“Lindsay, this is an answer to a prayer. Where and when?”

“Let me call you right back with the where and when.”

“Yes, please.” When they disconnected, Vanessa was torn between continuing on to her parents’ house or parking and waiting for Lindsay to call. Deciding she liked the parking idea better, she straightened in her seat and kept her eyes on the road ahead, and everywhere else, knowing a chipmunk could still come out of nowhere.

Vanessa didn’t have to wait long for Lindsay’s call, and seconds later, she had both the address and the news Tristan and Astrid would be at the house for the next hour to show her around. She liked the fact the house was in Holton, but she still needed to use the GPS since she didn’t want to make any wrong turns and waste time. 

Approaching her destination, she liked the looks of the neighborhood, and after a couple of turns, she knew she really liked the house. It was painted a crisp white with black shutters, there were shrubs neatly lined up along the front of the house, and the lawn was well-kept. There was a car in the driveway, and she parked behind it and headed for the front door, excitement stirring in her belly. Living here would be perfect. The house was pretty, a home she would have chosen for herself, and it wasn’t far from Lindsay, or her parents, or the downtown area, or work.

She climbed the three steps and rang the bell, glancing at the picture window to her right. When the door opened, the first face she saw was Lindsay’s sister’s. “Hi, Astrid.” When a smiling man appeared beside Astrid, Vanessa extended a hand. “Hi. You must be Tristan. I’m Vanessa Stevens.”

“Hi, Nessa,” Astrid said. “Come in.”

“Nice to meet you, Nessa,” Tristan said.

Vanessa was momentarily surprised to hear her nickname from a stranger, but it made sense since Astrid had always called her Nessa. “Thank you for telling Lindsay about the room. I’m so thankful for the chance to see it. The house is great.” She gazed around at the living room and saw the leather couch and recliner looked brand new, as did the wooden end table and coffee table. There was also a wall-mounted television over the stone fireplace. It was altogether a really nice home.

“Let me show you around,” Tristan said, and Vanessa followed him to the kitchen, with Astrid behind her. The granite countertops were gray and white, the cabinets were white, the appliances were stainless, and there was a square wooden table with four chairs against a wall. The side door led to the driveway, and she imagined the other door led to a cellar, but Tristan didn’t mention it.

Next were the hallway to what would be her bedroom, and right across the hall, her own bathroom. Her room-to-be, Tristan’s former room, was on the small side, but there seemed to be enough space for what she had. If not ... Well, if not, she’d see if her parents could store her scrapbooking totes for her. This was only a temporary situation until she could make a decision about where she wanted to settle, somewhere she could stay for years. A place she could afford on her own, so she didn’t have to worry about a roommate leaving and disrupting her life. She loved everything she had seen. “It’s all great, Tristan. Who is the man who owns it?” 

“My friend, Kane. If you want the room, I’ll call him and let him know he can stop searching for a roommate.”

That reassured Vanessa. Not meeting the owner himself, and agreeing to live there only through his friend was a little concerning, but clearly the man wanted the rental income, and Astrid’s involvement was also reassuring. “Can you tell Kane I want the room, and ask him what the rent will be, and make sure everything is all set? And is there any chance I could move in next weekend?” 

Astrid said, “We’re moving into our apartment next weekend, too, so we can coordinate times with you so we’re not bumping into each other. Do you want to give me your number, Nessa?” She pulled out her phone.

After exchanging numbers with Astrid, she said, “This is really great. As long as the rent isn’t astronomical, I am all in. Thank you both.”

“You’re welcome,” Tristan said. “Kane will be happy I’m not leaving him in a bind.”

“I won’t keep you any longer.” Vanessa backed toward the front door, knowing she had a list of questions only the missing Kane could answer. “And if Kane asks for my number, Astrid, please share it. I know he won’t want me to have his number yet, so I’m not even going to ask and put you on the spot, Tristan. I guess I’ll see you next weekend. And congrats on moving to your new place.”

After a round of goodbyes, Vanessa was out the door and headed for her car. She took a couple of photos of the house before she backed out of the driveway, relief settling over her like a warm blanket. Everything was going to be fine.

––––––––
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WHEN KANE’S PHONE RANG through the RAM’s speakers, he tapped the screen. “Hey, Trist.”

“Great news. I found someone to rent my soon-to-be former room, and she’s ready to move in as soon as I move out.”

Kane closed the truck’s windows so he could hear better. There was no way in hell he’d heard what he thought he’d just heard. “You what, now?”

“Yeah, Astrid’s sister’s friend, Nessa, has to move out of her apartment and needs a place to live, so Astrid and I just showed her the room, and she wants it. She asked what the rent is, and I said I’d ask you, then Astrid can call her with the figure. Great, huh? You haven’t found anyone yet, right?”

“No, because I’m not sure I want anyone else in my house. You’re my best friend, but somebody I don’t know? That’s a whole other situation.”

“She’s hot, Kane. Did I mention that?” Tristan said.

Hot ... Just what he needed. “I don’t know, Trist. Maybe I’ll just try without a lodger for a while.”

“Kane, you sure you want to do that? What about finishing your basement? You want some extra cash, don’t you?”

“Why does this seem so important to you?” Kane asked.

“Because I know it’s best for you. And I think you’ll really like her.”

“If you’re trying to fix me up –”

“No, no, no. Nothing like that. I mean, she seems easy to get along with. Astrid likes her.”

“How long was she there?” He didn’t like the idea of a stranger being in his house. His and the bank’s, anyway. He’d worked and saved money until it hurt, the way his grandfather had advised since Kane was a kid, and that house was his most precious possession. And not liking the idea of a stranger being in there, even if she’d been with Tristan and Astrid, was his right.

“Maybe ten minutes? We showed her the kitchen, the living room, the bathroom, and my room. That’s it.”

Not as bad as Kane had been imagining. “I’ll think about it. I have to make this delivery, then I’ll be back and we can talk about it when I see you.”

“Yeah, I kind of left it that you’d be fine with it, Kane. I hope I didn’t screw this up.”

“We’ll talk about it later.” Kane disconnected and shook his head. A woman roaming around his place, in his stuff, in his living room, parked with his truck ... Since it was a single-wide driveway, they’d probably have to move cars around all the damn time. She’d probably be talking at him all the time, too, if she was anything like ...

There was no sense thinking about the past. He shoved thoughts of this “hot” stranger out of his head, and focused on getting through the next few hours. Then he could see if he had any more birdhouse orders to work on, which might mean another trip to Hubbell’s Hardware for more pine. The last time he was there, the pine supplies were getting low, and he didn’t want to have to use cedar or redwood. 

He needed something to go his way for a damn change.
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Kane debated the lodger situation for the rest of his drive, delivered the birdhouses, watched the customers unwrap and examine them, then they thanked him and he left a few dollars richer. 

The ride home gave him more time to think about what he could do with the rental income versus what would happen without it. He could finish the basement, as Tristan had reminded him. Or he would be able to increase the percentage for his 401k, something he’d been intending to do for the past year. 

And although he was in no way interested in any kind of a relationship, no matter how “hot” Tristan thought this Nessa was, getting involved with a lodger was a potential nightmare. But sometimes it might be nice to have a conversation at night without having to leave the house.

He shook his head. He was thinking like someone’s grandfather, and he wondered when he’d turned into an old man. Maybe it was the day he closed on his house. Chances were pretty damn good he wasn’t going to be reverting to his pre-homeowner mindset anytime soon, though. Being a homeowner was freakin’ expensive and he was pretty much guaranteed not to have a hell of a lot of disposable income for more years than he wanted to think about. But the fact remained, he was a homeowner, and had been since he was twenty-seven. And he was proud of that.

Reaching home, he wasn’t surprised Tristan’s Altima was missing, and he went inside to give his buddy a call.

“Hey, Kane. What’s the good word?”

“Can you ask Astrid to call this Nessa, and tell her she can move in when you move out?” He gave Tristan the monthly rent, wondering if the amount would be a game changer for the woman. 

“Really? You know you could have charged me that much, buddy. I would have paid it.”

“One of the perks of being my best friend. Thanks for passing on the info. Let me know if she says no. Otherwise, you and she will be passing each other on Saturday.”

“We’ll work that out this week. Too bad you’re going to be away for the weekend or you could be part of it all.”

Kane grinned. “I’m not going to miss my dad’s fishing weekend.”

“And you shouldn’t. Tell your dad happy birthday for me, if I don’t see you much this week.”

“Maybe because you’re with Astrid more than you’re home. As it should be.” 

Tristan laughed. “You can always text if you miss me when I’m gone.”

“As long as you don’t block my number.” He grinned again when Tristan laughed. He was going to miss the glass-is-always-half-full attitude. With luck, this Nessa wasn’t going to be the half-empty-glass type. Two of them in his house wasn’t going to work.

“I can give Nessa my house key.”

“No, you keep it, Trist. I’ll leave one of my duplicates with you to pass on to her.” With luck, renting to this Nessa wouldn’t turn out to be a mistake, and he wouldn’t have to call the whole thing off, then change all the locks. But he’d known Tristan for years and he trusted his character-judging skills. Even when there was a hot female at the center.

––––––––
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VANESSA RETURNED TO her apartment after seeing the house, hoping this move was really going to happen. There was only a week left before Duke left for Chicago and she had no choice. Maybe she should have at least spoken to her parents about the possibility of moving in with them in case Tristan’s referral fell apart. Tomorrow. She’d do it tomorrow. Probably.

When Astrid called with the great news that the room was hers as of the weekend, Vanessa did a silent squeal while she happy-danced her way across the living room. Then she went out again, her spirits soaring as she locked the door behind her. Her next stop was Holton Haven, to share the news with her parents. With luck, she’d catch them at a quiet moment.

When she saw only her parents’ cars in the crushed oyster shell parking area, she was happy to find them home alone. She went in through the back door and found her mother in the kitchen, her blonde hair gathered in a hair net, the mixer and a collection of ingredients in front of her. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hello, Nessa,” Jill Stevens said. “This is a nice surprise.” 

“What are you baking?”

“Muffins to freeze. What are you up to today? Have you had any luck with your apartment situation?”

“I’ve had some fantastic luck, as a matter of fact. Lindsay’s sister, Astrid, is moving to an apartment with her boyfriend, Tristan, so there’s a vacancy at Tristan’s place, which is a house a friend of his owns, and I’m going to move in there with him.”

“Do you know this person?”

“No, but if it doesn’t work out, I’m really hoping you might have room for me here.” Vanessa assumed her most pitiful look, pressing her hands together. “I should be fine, but I want to have a backup plan ready.”

“Honey, we’d love to have you, but we’re booked for all of June and half of July. I can hold a room for you after that.”

“You know what? Don’t worry about it. It should be fine.” And if it wasn’t, well, she could always pitch a tent in her parents’ backyard until there was a room available.

“You are a very adaptable person, Nessa, and you’ve always been able to get along with just about everyone. You should be fine, as you say. But let me know. We’ll figure out something if you need a room. Where is this house?”

“Thanks, Mom.” She gave her mother the address, watching her nod. Of course, her mother would know where the street was, having lived in Holton all her life. “It’s a cute ranch with three bedrooms, and it will just be the owner and me. It should be pretty quiet there. Where’s Dad?” 

“He’s upstairs cleaning. Why don’t you go say hello and I’ll get these muffins going. We’ve got a full house, but they’re all out at the moment so we can breathe a little.”

“Enjoy your breather. I’ll go see how Dad’s doing.” She went up the stairs, guided by the sound of whistling. She found her father in Hideaway, her favorite room because of its location at the end of the hall and its view of the backyard. She knocked on the open door before she stepped inside. “Hi, Dad.”

“Hello, Nessa,” Shawn Stevens said, adjusting his glasses. “Didn’t know we’d be seeing you today.”

“I just told Mom I found a place to live after Duke leaves.” She gave him the address, and he nodded just the way her mother had. Another lifelong Holton resident. Maybe someday she’d be carrying the directory of the town’s streets in her head, too.

“I don’t remember any apartment buildings in that area.”

“It’s in a house. Lindsay’s sister’s boyfriend was living there with his friend, who owns the house, and he’s moving out, so I’m moving in.”

“What’s the friend’s name?”

Wasn’t that an excellent question? “I only have his first name. Kane. I’ll meet him Saturday.” When her father gave her the eye, she said, “Lindsay’s sister, Astrid, knows him. You know Lindsay, who has been my best friend since middle school, which was also when I met her sister, Astrid.”

“Once you have his last name, I want it. Maybe we should have the two of you over for dinner soon, so we can all meet.”

“Dad, we don’t need to come over for dinner and all meet. Really. I’m thirty-three, not fifteen.”

“In my mind, you’re still that little girl who liked to leap before she looked.”

“I no longer do that. My thirty-three-year-old knees have to save themselves. Now I’ll let you get back to your fun cleaning. I need to go home and do my own.” She gave him a hug. “I’ll see you, Dad.”

“Remember. I want a last name.”

Pulling out her phone, she tapped the screen. “Here’s the house.” She watched as he studied it for a while, noticing his brown hair was now almost half silver. She hoped the fact she was living with a man she didn’t know wasn’t going to add more silvers to the collection.

Downstairs, she gave her mother a hug. “I’m off. Thanks for being such great parents.”

Jill smiled. “We just can’t help it, Nessa. We haven’t told Duke yet, but we’re going to be visiting him in Chicago once the summer rush is over.”

“He’ll love that.” As she went out the door, Vanessa knew she spoke the truth. Her brother was very close to his family. How many other brothers were willing to share an apartment with their older sisters?
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Chapter 5 
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The night before Vanessa was to move and Duke was to begin the long drive to his new city, they had dinner with their parents at Holton Haven, sharing stories amidst a sprinkling of tears from Jill, and possibly a few from Vanessa. She would miss her brother, as they all would, and her parents’ idea to go visit Duke once he was settled was giving her ideas as well. 

She could certainly take a weekend to fly to Chicago for a visit, and let her brother show her his new favorite places. Maybe he would have made a friend or two by then, someone from Nichols, which would make their mother, and her, very happy. And probably their dad as well, although he was quieter about his emotions.

On their drive home from the B & B, Vanessa pulled into her future neighborhood, doing a slow drive by. “That’s my new place, as of tomorrow.” There was an outside light on, but she couldn’t see much of the inside in the darkness.

“Great place. Better than that old building we’re in now, isn’t it?”

“Yes and no. My room is smaller here, and I’ll have to share the living room and kitchen with the guy who owns the house. I haven’t met him. I only met his friend, Tristan, and I’m guessing he’s around the same age. Early thirties, maybe?”
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