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CHAPTER ONE


Nothing had changed in eight and half years.

Not on Lakeview Street in Tobias, Wisconsin.

The house he’d been raised in still rose like a secular cathedral from the town’s highest point, looking down on all. Too self-satisfied to realize that its precise and polished grounds paled beside the inviting warmth of the Daltons’ home next door.

Nope, nothing had changed here.

Zach Corbett recognized an odd reassurance in that.

Reassuring, he supposed, because so much else had changed. What he’d seen on his way through town, with its fresh buildings, unfamiliar roads, and new businesses. And what he knew of himself.

Odd, for damned sure, because Corbett House represented all his reasons for leaving. So how could not changing offer reassurance? Made no sense.

Unless — letting his hopes run wild, here — it meant this might end up being a routine run, the way Doc said.

Yeah, right.

He stared across the Daltons’ yard to the house — the pristine architectural embodiment of the Corbett Ideal as expounded and practiced by his mother — where he’d grown up.

No, scratch that. He’d stayed a child there. He’d grown up after he left.

He had a life, far from Tobias in more ways than geography. He didn’t have anything to prove.

If it hadn’t been for the old man Miguel—

“Go ahead, someone will answer if you knock.”

Zach didn’t jolt or overreact to the unexpectedness of the voice.

Didn’t react at all. Just tried to pinpoint where the calm voice came from, because the faintest sound could make all the difference. Training and experience had taught him that lesson.

But it didn’t take training or experience to discover this sound’s source.

She must have been there all along.

A compact female in tan jeans and green shirt camouflaged by the bushes and flowers where the Dalton and Corbett yards met with the front sidewalk. She crouched, a trowel in one gloved hand, a clump of weeds in the other.

Movement would have given her away immediately. She’d been absolutely still. Because she hadn’t recognized him?

Or because she had?

Slowly, she straightened. Leaves rested on the crown of her shining hair, its waves drawn back in a short, loose braid.

Fran Dalton had been the quiet, plump girl next door all his life. She was no longer plump, though nicely rounded.

Very nicely.

She was a year younger than him, two years younger than their older brothers, who’d always been best friends.

Steve.

That was one good thing about this return. Once Zach got past Lana, he’d go find his brother.

“Is that the problem, Zach — that someone will answer if you knock?” she asked in that smooth voice.

She hadn’t grown much taller, but she’d definitely grown up.

Yeah, she’d definitely grown up.

So, there had been changes on Lakeview Street.

One thing hadn’t changed — she looked at him straight in the eyes with no bull.

Zach grinned. A minute ago he hadn’t thought a grin was in his immediate future. But there it was. “Hi, Franny.”

“Hello, Zachary.”

His grin widened, warmth spreading through his chest at the tartness in that. “Still don’t like that nickname, huh?”

“Still don’t like your given name, huh?”

The grin gone, he asked “How are you, Fran?”

“I’m very well. You look…” Her gaze skimmed his face, came back to his eyes and stayed there a long moment. “Good.”

“So do you. Real good.” That cut no ice with her, he saw — either she didn’t believe it or she wasn’t interested. “You back here visiting your family? How are they?”

“Not visiting. I live here. Dad got sick, so I moved back. The family’s Rob and me. Dad died two years ago.”

“Damn. Sorry about your dad. He was a good man.”

“Yes, he was.”

“No nieces or nephews? I thought Rob was marrying that girl from college. Jan? Janet?”

Asking about her family, not his — delaying, Corbett. Definitely delaying. At least no one but him knew it.

“Janice. They married. No kids. Divorced. But now he’s found the right one.”

Her eyes brightened — there was more to Rob’s story than those bare facts, and it pleased her.

He’d like to hear about it later. If there was a later.

“How’s…?” He tipped his head toward Corbett House.

Her sweet face turned stern. He remembered the sweet. The stern was new.

How else had she changed?

“They’ve been so worried. Steve still puts ads—”

“Steve’s in Tobias?”

That jerked his attention back to why he was here.

He’d hoped his older brother had escaped this town, too.

But Steve had always thought he could be his own kind of Corbett, even in Tobias, and had envisioned a life outside Lana’s orbit, starting by planning to marry his hometown sweetheart. Not standing up as Steve’s best man, that had been his one regret from leaving months before the wedding.

“He and Annette live—” Fran started.

“They did it, huh” So, Steve had withstood Lana’s disapproval of marrying a girl from the wrong side of town. “Good for him, marrying his Annette.”

“Yes, they’re married. Now. But…” A frown pulled the smooth arch of her brows.

“What? Steve’s — He’s okay?”

“I can’t … No one can fill in the years between you and your family. You have to do this yourself.”

And that brought them back to: Someone will answer if you knock, Zach. … Is that the problem?

Maybe he wasn’t the only one who knew he was delaying.

He could walk away and Fran could tell them he was okay. Steve would believe Fran. That was the kind of girl she’d been and, looking into her eyes, it was the kind of woman she was now.

So Zach could go back.

Back where he belonged, where he’d made a life. And this — what? Pilgrimage? Penance? — would be enough to let him pick up that life again. Surely it would be enough.

Just because Taz thought he needed a break didn’t mean he had to do it here. He could take Verdi up on the offer of his place at the beach. Or help Waco build that cabin in the mountains.

He had other places to go. Places where he’d be welcomed as he was, not as anyone wanted him to be.

The old man’s hold so strong. His eyes bright and intense against the gray of his face.

And Doc’s voice. You need to deal with it, Zach. Now, before it gets worse.

“You’ve come this far, Zach,” Fran said. “You must have come for a reason.”

God, you’d think she and Doc were in cahoots.

He manufactured another grin. “Just to let them know I’m alive.”

“That’s a start. So go do it.”

“Yeah.”

He’d known this wouldn’t be fun. The reality, though…

It would be fun to talk to Fran more. Find out what she’d been doing, listen to her smooth voice, maybe tell her some of what he’d done. Would Fran believe he wasn’t the kid who’d left?

Not that it mattered.

He hadn’t come for redemption. He’d come because an old man’s grip hadn’t let go, even after three months.

The past will not stop speaking to you…

He cleared his throat. “I doubt I’ll be hanging around after … later, so I’ll say goodbye. It’s good seeing you, Fran. Real good.”

He reached toward her, intending to cup her shoulder, a gesture of long-time neighbors, old friends. Instead, his hand traveled toward her cheek, poised to brush his knuckles down the soft, cream slant.

He dropped his hand without making any contact.

That was something he’d learned — better to make no move than a bad move.

A faint voice deep inside asked why touching Fran like that would be a bad move. He ignored it.

“It’s been good seeing you, too, Zach.”

She looked at him as if she might read these past years in his face.

“Take care of yourself,” he said.

Something about that platitude ruffled the calm in her eyes and brought a hint of tartness to her, “I do.”

He turned away from her and toward Corbett House. That was harder than he’d expected, because he’d done a hell of a lot harder things than advance along a sidewalk and turn left up the front walk to Corbett House.

Hell of a lot harder.

There the house sat. Immaculate landscaping, broad stairs, wide porch, and inside, room after frozen room.

Halfway up the steps, he looked back.

Fran was nowhere in sight.

She’d meant it when she’d said it was up to him. He could walk away and there’d be no one to disapprove or applaud. No one but him.

He swore under his breath, then climbed the remaining steps to the oversized dark wooden door that stood out against white clapboards like the entrance to a cave.

As a kid, he’d rarely used this door. But he’d left by the front door and he’d be damned if he’d return any other way.

Ignoring the knocker, he drummed his knuckles against the wood.

Instead of thinking about what would happen next, his mind slid to Fran.

She hadn’t asked where he’d been, what he’d done.

She’d left town, but then she’d come back and settled in. Did she have Tobias Syndrome — like most people here thinking life outside of Tobias was just a rumor?

His mouth twisted as the door opened wide.
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Fran caught herself watching Zach, turned, and hurried inside.

Those seconds had been long enough to confirm that she truly had recognized his walk.

Her heart rate had picked up from the surprise.

Hunched under a yellow lilac to dig out the clover trying to take over, she’d sensed someone approaching. At first, with the afternoon light behind him, she’d seen only a male outline and his walk.

Zach Corbett.

She’d known that instantly.

Which made no sense, because what had made his walk recognizable was its slouching swagger. And now the slouching swagger was gone. Yet she’d recognized him.

After more than eight years, for heaven’s sake.

She’d held still when he’d stopped a yard and a half from her to stare at his family home. She might have remained hidden if she’d had a good view of his face.

Curiosity and a sense that he was about to turn and leave prompted her to speak.

His eyes were still that sparkling baby blue that had often startled her. But she’d seen none of the burning anger that had been another Zach Corbett hallmark.

What was she doing? She didn’t have time for this.

Even if Zach didn’t reach Corbett House’s front door, Steve and Annette needed to know he was here. Needed to know he was alive.

Not only to clear the worry and pain Steve, especially, had carried all these years, but for Nell’s sake.

She sucked in a breath and grabbed the phone.

Oh, God — Nell.

Would Zach’s appearance make it easier or harder for Steve and Annette’s young daughter? It certainly made everything infinitely more complicated.

Fran tried Steve and Annette Corbett’s house line first. No answer and this news was not the kind to leave in a message.

Steve’s cell phone didn’t go through. Annette’s went directly to voicemail. She left texts saying simply, Call me.

Steve’s assistant at Town Hall said he was at Bliss House. Miss Trudi Bliss had donated Bliss House, a crumbling nineteenth century mansion. In exchange, the town built her snug, modern quarters on the property and was turning the main building into a crafts center.

If Steve called, his assistant said, she would be sure to have him get in touch with Fran.

Fran looked at the clock. Nell should be home from school.

Mostly likely, she’d gone to Bliss House to meet Steve or to visit Miss Trudi, a retired art teacher who served as Nell’s guide in her many diverse interests. But on the chance Nell had gone home to tend to her dog, Pansy, Fran needed to check there before she drove to Bliss House.

She went through the back screen porch with no more than a wave to Chester and her pups yipping hello, then jogged across the deep back yard.

Like Corbett House, the Daltons’ yard was double depth, extending from Lakeview Street in the front to Kelly in back. Steve and Annette’s house faced her backyard from across Kelly Street.

She knocked and called out. Pansy barked inside. “Sorry, girl. I didn’t bring my key.”

She turned to go back across the street to get her car, then saw Steve’s SUV on Kelly Street, preparing to turn into the driveway. She was at the driver’s door as he got out. Annette emerged from the passenger side.

“Hi, Fran. Bonnie said you called. Sorry my cell wasn’t working. Must have been because the battery somehow ended up in Pansy’s water this morning.” Steve shot a look at Annette, and both grinned.

Fran had a fair idea why she hadn’t been able to reach them. She didn’t blame them, married just three months after eight years apart. But this was no time for implausible explanations.

“Steve, where’s Nell?”

“Mother’s. Part of our campaign to get Nell and her grandmother to spend more time together, and Mrs. Grier promised brownies, so—”

“Fran?” Annette interrupted as she came around the front of the SUV. “What is it?”

Fran looked from one to the other. She didn’t know how to make this easy or smooth. With Nell at Corbett House, fast was most important … unless Zach hadn’t knocked on the door after all.

“Zach’s here. He was heading for—”

“Zach?” Steve grabbed her arm, hard enough to hurt. “He’s — Are you sure? Somebody who looked like him—”

She answered the question he’d carried for eight years. “It’s Zach. He’s alive.”

“Thank God.”

Annette’s hands covered Steve’s, easing his hold on Fran. Tears came into her eyes as she looked at her husband.

Fran wished she could let them feel the relief, and only the relief. Just for a little while.

There was no time.

“He was going to Corbett House, Steve. The front door. I don’t know if he reached it, or if he left, but—”

Steve interrupted with one word. “Nell.”


CHAPTER TWO


Zach contemplated the figure on the other side of Corbett House’s front threshold. A girl with dark blonde hair and intense blue eyes stood in the opening, looking him over.

Habit kicked in and he judged her age based on height and weight — eight to eleven. Probably the younger end. Countries where nutrition wasn’t good, he’d have said older.

Having nothing to do with professional training, he wondered what the hell a kid was doing in Corbett House.

Lana hadn’t particularly liked her own children. Why would she have this one around?

“Who are you?” he asked.

She glared. “I don’t hafta tell you. I don’t hafta tell you anything. Who are you?”

The kid had spirit. “Fair enough. I’m Zach — Zach Corbett.”

“I’ve heard of you.”

How could a kid this young sound so disapproving?

As fast as the question came, the answer came faster. He had been gone a long time to even have to ask.

This was Tobias, Wisconsin, where the urge to gossip about the Corbetts was piped in along with the drinking water.

He’d been the favorite Corbett to gossip about. Sometimes he’d given people cause, sometimes they hadn’t let facts stand in the way of a good story.

He gave the kid the cocky grin he’d used so often here. It felt rusty.

“Of course you’ve heard of me. I’m the no-good black sheep of the Corbetts and I used to live here.” He looked past the kid into the wide hall with the polished wood stairway. He wasn’t sure how much he actually saw of the dim interior, and how much came from memory. “A long, long time ago.”

“Eight and a half years ago.”

His gaze snapped to the girl. Something in her voice sounded sharper than gossip, something personal.

“That’s right. How’d you know that?”

“I know a lot. I know who you are. I’ve seen your picture. You left seven months before I was born — because I’m Nell Corbett. And you’re my no-good black sheep father.”
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Steve took off at a run on the most direct path to Corbett House.

Annette and Fran followed, but he’d already disappeared inside when they reached the steps. Annette stopped Fran with a hand on her arm.

“Does he know? Does Zach know about Nell?”

Nell, who had been told not long ago that Steve was not her biological father, as she had believed.

Nell, who had just started to absorb the knowledge that the man she’d never met but thought of as her Uncle Zach was her biological father.

Nell, who had come to Fran asking questions about Zach and Lily, her biological parents, because as the child earnestly said, “I can’t ask Dad and Annette or they might worry I don’t want to be their daughter. I’m just curious.”

But there was no just about her curiosity.

“I don’t think — No. I’m sure. He doesn’t know.”

Annette sucked in a breath that hitched with worry for her family, because that’s what Annette and Steve and Nell were — a family.

Fran stopped.

She wasn’t part of this.

At the top of the steps, Annette turned back. “Please.”

That was all, but Fran understood.

Annette was not only asking her to enter into a tense family scene — even if Zach never found out Nell was his birth daughter, there were plenty of other currents in the Corbett family — but also to do what she could to calm the waters.

She’d been told so many times how calm and peaceful she was to be around that she accepted it had to be the truth — no matter how uncalm and unpeaceful she felt.

Fran sent up a hope — maybe there wouldn’t be need for calming.

She followed Annette into the kitchen. Eyes wide, Mrs. Grier, Lana Corbett’s housekeeper, silently directed them to the hallway door that still swung back and forth with the force of Steve’s push.

They reached the front foyer, and hope evaporated.

“What does she mean I’m her father?” Zach demanded of Steve.

Steve had an arm around Nell, holding her against his side.

Behind the defiance blazing out of Nell’s blue eyes so like Zach’s, Fran also saw confusion. Nell squirmed — not away, but to stand in front of Steve, still with his arm around her, so she could see everything that was going on except Steve’s face.

Which also meant Steve couldn’t see his daughter’s face.

Annette went to Steve, her arm against his. He shifted his weight, deepening the contact. Even Lana, her face seeming frozen in expressionless shock, stood beside Steve, though with a two-foot gap between her and her older son’s family.

Opposite, Zach stood alone.

His muscle-roped arms hung at his sides, his hands fisted.

Fran saw confusion in his blue eyes, too. She moved to midway between him and the others, but to the side.

“Nell is my daughter,” Steve said. “Mine and Annette’s.”

“She said—”

“Can’t this wait?” Annette put her hand on Nell’s shoulder, and Steve’s other hand covered hers there. “Zach’s okay, and he’s come back — let’s enjoy that now.”

But Fran saw that Steve’s relief over his brother was swamped by protectiveness of his daughter.

And Zach, staring back at Steve, wasn’t going to let this go.

He never had let anything go.

“Why would she think I’m her father?” he demanded.

“You are. You and Lily—”

“Quiet, Nell.”

Steve’s order came too late. Zach had gone stone still, confusion congealing into possibility. “Lily…?”

They all knew he’d had a relationship with Lily Wilbanks before he left town.

Lily had been Steve’s high school girlfriend. But by that long ago spring, Steve and Annette were together and Lily had switched her sights to Zach.

Until a climactic fight with his mother ended with him zooming out of town on his motorcycle.

He shifted, like a boxer trying to regain his footing after a blow. “So Lily can clear this up, and—”

“Lily died more than six years ago,” Steve said. “I’m the father on Nell’s birth certificate, I’ve been her father since the moment she was born and I’m raising her. You don’t have to worry about any of it. You’ve let us know you’re alive, and we’re glad for that, but you can walk away without any—”

“I’m not walking away until—”

“You did it before, now do it again.”

“Until,” Zach picked up grimly, “I know what’s going on.”

“It’s none of your business.” Steve’s hold on Nell tightened. “You left and chose not to have anything more to do with this family.”

Fran saw a vein at Zach’s temple jump, as if touched by a live wire. But his voice was steady.

“The girl said I’m her father. Is she lying?”

Steve’s silence answered eloquently.

“That makes it my damned business,” Zach said. “I’m not going anywhere until I get answers.”

The two brothers, polar opposites when they’d been growing up, stared at each other with eerily similar carved-in-granite expressions.

“We don’t have to do this now,” Annette said. “We can talk tomorrow. Let’s all take tonight to … adjust. That is, if you weren’t planning on leaving Tobias right away, Zach.”

“I’m staying,” he said, not looking away from Steve.

Did anyone else notice his answer sidestepped what his original plan had been?

“You won’t stay in this house, Zachary.”

Fran flinched at Lana’s clipped, cold voice, the first words she’d heard Lana say to her younger son. Zach showed no reaction.

“No problem,” he said. “I’ll find a room at—”

“He’ll stay with me,” Fran heard herself say. “I have plenty of room.”


CHAPTER THREE


“I’m not going to stay here without paying rent.”

Stopping on the staircase’s bottom step, Fran looked over her shoulder to find Zach exactly one pace past her home’s front threshold.

He held the door open with his hand on the knob. Poised for departure.

“That’s absurd. All I’m giving you is a bed that’s otherwise empty. There are four unoccupied bedrooms and enough space here for you and me and three more people to rattle around in.”

He gave her a look that was in some language she didn’t understand — possibly male.

“I’m not staying here without paying rent.”

Make that language stubborn male.

Specifically stubborn male intent on focusing on something — anything — other than the reason he was staying at all.

She faced him, but didn’t descend the step. Better to deal with him at eye-level than looking up.

She should have remembered his stubbornness before she’d made her spur-of-the-moment offer. Great time to take the plunge into impulsiveness, Fran.

“No handouts,” he added.

Zach also had gotten no farther inside his childhood home than the hall.

You won’t stay in this house, Zachary.

She’d wanted to shake Lana Corbett. Annette had looked stricken, Nell seemed more confused, and even Steve, as focused as he was on Nell, had winced.

Zach had not reacted at all.

As if he’d expected his mother’s response.

But he couldn’t have, or he wouldn’t have come back.

Would he?

“Being neighborly is not a handout. Besides, how long could you afford to stay here and pay out rent?”

“As soon as I figure what the hell is happening and what to do about it, I’ll be gone.”

“You think resolving this situation is going to happen at the snap of your fingers? Think again, Zach Corbett.”

She half expected him to spout off or take off. He did neither.

He dragged in a slow, deep breath, as if his stubbornness shifted to a lower gear, the kind designed to drag him up a mountain.

“I appreciate your offering me a place, Fran, but I’m not going to stay here on charity.”

“Fine,” she said crisply.

Stubbornness and pride.

Even as a girl she’d seen the trouble they’d gotten him into.

From her childhood observation post, surrounded by her loving family, she’d watched the inhabitants of Corbett House next door. Early on she’d come to the conclusion that being a Corbett required certain attributes. Wimps need not apply.

Had stubbornness and pride also saved him?

“This isn’t ingratitude or—”

“I said fine.” What was the alternative? Hope he’d back down? Right. Besides, she had an idea. “So, do you want to work for your room and board?”

He looked around the hallway, assessing. That gaze had a gloss of expertise about it. Maybe he worked in construction.

That errant thought rocked her — like dozing in the passenger seat until the car stops with a slight jolt that brings you wide awake, and you have no idea where you are.

What had Zach been doing these years he’d been away?

In all the emotions of his return, no one had thought to ask.

And he hadn’t said.

“Doesn’t look like you need any work done. The place is in great shape,” he said.

In other words, don’t make up work. Oh, yes, stubbornness and pride.

She knew better than to dent the one if she hoped to soften up the other.

“That’s because Rob beat you to it.”

His brows lifted. “Rob’s in Tobias? When you said it was the two of you, you meant living here? I was sure he’d be some big financial whiz.”

“He was. Now … he’ll be moving to Tobias permanently at some point. But he’s going to be in Chicago for a while, at least during the week. It’s a long story. We’ll settle this first. I don’t need work on the house, but I do have a job for you, if you want it.”

“If I’m staying in your house, I’ll do whatever work you say. But I’m going to take care of this as fast as I can. So don’t count on me for something long-term.”

“I wouldn’t ever count on you for anything long-term.”

He gave a twisted grin.

“Pure Fran Dalton, cut to the chase, even if it draws blood.” Before she decided if that called for an answer, he continued, “What’s the job?”

“I’m in charge of renovating the gardens at Bliss House. I could use someone with muscles.” Why on earth had she mentioned muscles? She hurried on, hoping the heat she felt pushing up her throat would turn back south without revealing itself on her face. “And if I could find someone who can run a small front-end loader, I’d be forever grateful because I could stop begging the construction crew for favors. I don’t suppose you can run one of those?”

“Enough to get by.”

He said it with low-key assurance, as if Zach Corbett, a member of the richest and most influential family in Tobias and — more to the point — the son of Lana Corbett, would naturally know how to use blue-collar machinery.

The town had nearly imploded from the tut-tutting when he’d gotten a motorcycle. At least that was a certified bad boy toy — but a front-end loader?

He asked, “What’s the deal with Bliss House’s gardens being renovated? Miss Trudi win the lottery? Or — She’s not—?”

“Miss Trudi’s fine. But Bliss House was another story. A long story. It’ll be easier to show you and then fill in the gaps. We can go to Bliss House after you’ve settled in.”

He didn’t move.

She held up her right hand. “I swear, I will extract every penny’s worth of room and board from you by working you to the bone.”

One side of his mouth twitched and mischief sparkled in those famed blue eyes.

“Not for board, you won’t. I’ll buy my share of groceries. And do my share of the cooking.”

She raised her hands, then let them fall in surrender. “Great. Perfect. Can we please go upstairs now?”

“No. I’ve gotta get the car and my things. I’ll be right back.”

Still standing on the stairs, she watched him through the three windows at the top of the front door as he followed the walkway to the sidewalk.

No, he definitely didn’t swagger any more. Yet that walk couldn’t have belonged to anyone else in the world.

He’d left his car somewhere and walked up the hill to Corbett House. Why? Why not drive?

She shook her head. Foolishness. She could stand here until next week guessing and what difference would it make? None.

He was here, and she’d deal with what needed to be done.

Upstairs, she put out fresh towels and soap. She kept clean sheets on the beds — never knew when someone might need a place to stay.

“Fran?” Zach called from down the hall.

She stuck her head out of the guest room, the opposite end of the hall from Corbett House.

“Down here,” she said.

“Is your room down the other end still? Looking out at Corbett House?” He carried one bag, slightly larger than a gym bag, with an unfamiliar insignia on it.

“Yes.”

“Are you putting me at this end because you want privacy or to spare my feelings from having to look out on the old homestead where I’m no longer welcomed?”

Zach never used polite social amnesia to smooth over uncomfortable facts, such as his being turned away at Corbett House.

“Both.”

She stepped back to let him precede her into the room.

“The bathroom’s there.” She gestured unnecessarily to the open door. “The bathroom also opens to another guest room, but with that one empty, you’ll have all the privacy you could want.”

Having pointed out towels, toiletries and extra blankets, she said she’d be downstairs when he was ready, and retreated.

She did not want to watch him pull out the few belongings that could reside in that small bag.

She poured herself a glass of lemonade and went to sit on the porch with Chester and her puppies.

This hadn’t been an idiotic impulse. It hadn’t.

Zach had changed. The cocky swagger was gone and, along with filled-out shoulders, he had a new groundedness. His family would see that, and that could change everything.

She hoped.

Besides, Nell needed time and exposure to Zach, to know him as a real person. Not the mythical outlaw-cum-hero uncle of her earlier imagination. And not whatever form he’d taken in her fertile mind since she’d been told he was her biological father.

When Steve calmed down, he would remember that working things out now, no matter how painful, had to be better than pretending the past had never happened. That’s why he and Annette had told Nell the truth.

Fran had thought them wise and brave then. She trusted in their wisdom and bravery to reach a good resolution now.

But they needed time. All of them. To get over the shock, to find their way.

To give everyone that time, Zach had to stay.

That’s why she’d offered the room.

Not any other reason, including heartbreak over a prodigal unwelcomed in his home.


CHAPTER FOUR


The Daltons’ house hadn’t changed much either.

It was the kind of house where there was lemonade in the fridge or hot chocolate on the stove. He’d had his share of both here.

Not that he’d be around for hot chocolate weather.

No matter what Fran said about not being able to resolve things in the snap of his fingers.

He knew how fast information could be gathered, how quickly a situation could be assessed, a decision made. When it had to be.

Downstairs, he followed the center hall to the large open room across the back of the house. Vicki Dalton had been ahead of her time in creating a free-flowing space where the Daltons had done most of their living … and dying.

Vicki’s days had ended on a hospital bed in the family room area, set up so she could look out to the trees and gardens she’d loved. Had Dennis Dalton done the same with his daughter at his side?

But why did Fran remain in a house where she was rattling around? Why hadn’t she gotten on with her own life?

And for God’s sake why hadn’t she junked those clothes? Miss Trudi would have considered them old-fashioned when she was a girl.

Fran stepped in from the porch, carrying an empty glass. She gave it a slight lift, offering him one. He shook his head.

The screen door swung fast behind her. To keep it from slamming, she gave a stutter step to catch the screen with her backside, then stepped forward, letting the door close softly. She did it automatically, with the unselfconsciousness of habit.

The door patted her right where those baggy tan jeans had snugged when she’d crouched in the flower bed, just the way a lover’s hands might.

And he had an automatic response, too.

Like he didn’t have enough happening without lusting after the kind-hearted neighbor girl.

Woman, his libido amended.

He pivoted and latched onto the first thing in sight.

“What’s all this? It looks … That’s Bliss House.”

He walked to the table where the Dalton family had eaten most meals, now covered with stacks of books and folders forming occasional mountains above a plain of photos and papers.

Some photos showed the old mansion as he remembered it. Others appeared to date from shortly after it was built in the late 1800s. While Corbett House was the picture of decorum, Bliss House displayed an exuberant eccentricity, just like the branch of the Corbett family that had built it.

Zach spotted a recent photo showing construction scaffolding and bushes wrapped in protective netting.

“These are some of my materials about the gardens.”

“Some?” He circled the table, picking up a folder, a list, a book, putting each back in place. “Must be one hell of a job to need all this.”

“It is.”

“Who took these?” He tapped a trio of photos. Blown up and mounted they lined up on the buffet, along with a copy of an old-fashioned garden plan. He squinted at a view looking down on tangled, wild grounds beyond a cleared circle around the house.

“I did.”

Judging from the angle and his memory of Bliss House … “From the roof?”

“Yes.”

“That roof wasn’t safe a decade ago. Can’t imagine it’s any better now. That—”

“The scaffolding Max Trevetti’s construction crew was using was already up, so I had that.”

Max Trevetti? Annette’s older brother? Zach remembered him — he’d seemed a man when Zach was still a boy. A good-looking man.

Since when was Fran friendly with Max?

He shook his head. “Construction scaffolding’s dangerous.”

The look she gave him clearly said, Who was he to lecture on safety? The Zach she’d known would have done cartwheels on that roof if he’d thought of it.

He let it drop.

“Why did you want the pictures so bad?”

“To spot ghost marks from the original garden — indentations that show where a path was or built-up areas of old beds. Things like that.”

Surrounding a laptop, she had books on plants, landscape design, and Wisconsin horticulture. Catalogs from heritage flower, vegetable, herb, shrub and tree growers, stacks of what appeared to be research, an open ringed notebook with receipts, another with a diagram that sported snakes of sticky-notes.

“Looks like you could track down any garden ghosts in a three-state area.”

“I’ve let it spread as we get into the late stages,” she said.

“Computer doesn’t do it?”

“I use it all the time, but sometimes paper tells me more. I’m heading to the gardens soon. I need to check plants I couldn’t get to earlier because Max’s men were working in the area. If you’d like to come, I can give you an overview before you start work tomorrow.”

“I’m not committing to anything until I’ve talked to Steve.”

“Steve and Annette need to talk with Nell and to each other before they talk to you. You’re going to have to be patient. And flexible. You’re going to be here a few days anyway.”

She’d said patient and flexible with emphasis.

“Plus, life goes on,” she added. “There’s Nell’s school schedule and Steve’s job and their work with Bliss House — we’re gearing up for the opening in three weeks. You can’t walk back in after eight and a half years and expect everyone to drop their lives to sort this out.”

Maybe not today. But fast.

Absently, he picked up a book from the sideboard. “Okay, I’ll go with you.”

“That’s not…”

She let the sentence die without saying what the book wasn’t. He’d already seen what it was.

Childish but firm handwriting on the front flyleaf declared it the property of Nell Corbett, Third Grade, Mrs. Peaslen’s Class.

Holding this book, seeing the handwriting there, somehow made it all real.

Lily had been pregnant with his baby when he left Tobias.

Lily had died. About six years ago, Steve had said. But Steve had also said he was listed as father on the birth certificate. How did that happen? A baby, now a girl, who’d stared at him with blue eyes that looked as if they could cut through reinforced concrete.

His daughter.

Good Lord, his daughter.

“Let’s go, Zach. The days are already getting shorter and—”

“Sit down. I have questions first.”

She remained standing. “You’re going to have to get the answers from your family, Zach. I offered you a place to stay because you all need to deal with this, but I am not going to get in the middle. You have to talk to each other. I’m going to Bliss House now.”

She walked to the porch door, holding it open.

He put the book down and followed.

Muted but high pitched sounds made him peer into a shadowed area of the porch. Inside a low, carpeted box, a large, fluffy dog lay on her side with small, squirming forms clambering around her.

“This is Chester,” Fran said.

“Chester? You named a female dog Chester?”

“I didn’t. Kay did.”

“Kay?”

“Rob’s fiancé. She’s with Rob in Chicago and his building doesn’t allow dogs.”

“You mentioned something about Rob—”

She huffed out a breath. “Zach, we’ll be here forever if you expect me to catch you up on everything that’s happened since you left.”

“What if my questions are about you?”

“Then you must be looking for boring answers,” Fran said.

“Don’t sell yourself short, Fran.” He realized his survey of her curves had become a little too appreciative when her cheeks pinkened. She wasn’t flustered — he couldn’t remember ever seeing Fran flustered — but she was pink. The most matter-of-fact blusher he’d ever seen.

She snorted a laugh. “If you’re reduced to practicing your wiles on me, Zach Corbett, you’re in a hard way. I’m going. Make up your mind if you’re coming with or staying here.”

He didn’t catch up with her until she’d reached her car, parked in the driveway behind the house.

She might have wondered if he’d debated staying. But his slow start had an entirely different cause.

If you’re reduced to practicing your wiles on me, Zach Corbett, you’re in a hard way.

She’d sounded like she meant it. Like she had no idea that the double entendre in a hard way could be literal in a heartbeat.

He got in the passenger side. The car had been closed up, holding the sun’s heat. This was late September in Wisconsin, so the heat wasn’t stifling, but it held a closeness that intensified an aroma mixed of sweet earthiness and fresh lemons.
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