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            Chapter One

         

         Sirens wailed, the fire engines’ red and white lights bouncing off the clapboard Colonials on Main Street. People strolling along the tree-lined sidewalk turned to watch the rigs careen around a corner while cars veered to the side of the road. Ladder Engine 1 and Engine 6 were headed west of Harmony Harbor to Greystone Manor.

         Three hours earlier, Liam Gallagher had been heading home to Boston. He’d stopped by the station to say goodbye to his father, Fire Chief Colin Gallagher, on the way out of town. But, because he loved his old man, who had put up with Liam for the past month, he’d made his first mistake. He’d let his dad convince him to stay another day. Taking his father up on his challenge had been a bigger one. Under the watchful eyes of the three men who knew him about as well as he knew himself, Liam would be battling his first fire in more than five weeks. Built in the early nineteenth century and modeled after a medieval castle, Greystone Manor was a firefighter’s worst nightmare. And over the last month, Liam had been battling one of his own.

         The chief disconnected his cell phone call and shifted to face Liam and Marco DiRossi, Liam’s childhood best friend. The rest of the crew followed behind in the ladder engine. Fergus MacLeod, a burly beast of a man with russet hair and beard who’d known Liam since he was in diapers, blasted the horn at three-second intervals to clear the intersection up ahead. Liam’s father raised his voice to be heard. “Manor’s full of smoke, but the sprinklers haven’t kicked in. Lights went out, and the generator took longer than it should to come on. A couple of guests sustained minor injuries evacuating—”

         “GG and Grams?” Liam asked, unable to conceal the anxiety in his voice. He wasn’t worried his father would misconstrue the reason for it or reprimand him for interrupting his brief. Liam’s great-grandmother Colleen owned and operated Greystone with the help of her daughter-in-law and Liam’s grandmother, Kitty.

         He’d never understood what had possessed his great-grandmother to turn the manor into a hotel. If it had been up to him, she would have sold out years ago. Especially now that his grandfather Ronan was no longer there to help run the place. Liam hoped she’d be more open to the idea after tonight.

         “Jasper got GG out, but your grandmother, a woman, and a young child are still inside. They can’t find the little girl. Kitty and the woman refuse to leave without her.” His father looked at Marco. “Jasper says she’s your sister, son. And the little girl is her daughter, your niece.”

         Liam blew out a silent whistle. Sophie DiRossi. He hadn’t thought about her in years, and there’d been a time when she’d been all he thought about. He glanced at Marco, who sat in the jump seat across from him.

         Beneath an inch of dark scruff, Marco’s jaw tightened. “Jasper’s gotta be mistaken, Chief. Sophie and her kid live in LA. She hasn’t been home since she left.”

         “Just wanted to give you a heads-up in case it’s true,” his father said then glanced at Liam and lifted his chin at Marco before facing forward.

         Everyone in Harmony Harbor knew how the DiRossis felt about Sophie and her mother’s defection. Within six months of Sophie and her mother taking off, the oldest of the DiRossi siblings, Lucas, had left Harmony Harbor, and a year later, their father, Giovanni, remarried and moved to Italy.

         “You okay?” Liam asked his best friend.

         Marco took off his helmet to stab his fingers through his dark hair. “Jasper has to be wrong. There’s no way it’s Sophie.”

         If Jasper said it was Sophie, Liam had no doubt that it was. Nothing got past the old man—a fact Liam, his brothers, and cousins could attest to. Jasper, or Jeeves as the Gallagher grandchildren referred to him, had been at Greystone for as long as any of them could remember. A tall beanpole of a man with stiff, overly proper manners, he ruled the manor and the Gallagher family with an iron fist hidden inside a velvet glove.

         Since Marco knew Jasper almost as well as Liam, either his friend was in denial or he held a grudge longer than Liam had given him credit for. Noting the angry bounce of Marco’s right leg, he was going with the latter. Then again…“They’ll be okay, buddy. We’ll find your niece. Get them out of there.”

         “Yeah, yeah, I know. What I don’t know is why the hell she’s here. After eight years, she just shows up out of the blue…” With a white-knuckled grip on his helmet, Marco gave his head an angry shake.

         So Liam had been right after all. “I don’t get it. Aren’t you happy she’s finally come home?”

         “Give me a break. You have no idea what her leaving did to my family. For two years, we never heard a word from her. Now we’re lucky if she calls a couple times a year. And for the amount of time she talks, you’d think we were putting a trace on her phone calls.”

         “So, what, you don’t believe in second chances? Don’t be a hothead and blow it. At least you still have a sister.” Liam sensed his father glancing his way and Fergus’s eyes on him in the rearview mirror.

          “You’re right. Sorry, I didn’t think.”

         Fergus blasted the horn as he drove beneath a vine-covered stone arch, past the iron gates leading into the estate. The headlights and emergency lights sliced through the gloom of the late October night and Liam leaned forward. What got his attention wasn’t the sprawling mansion built of local granite or the people scattering from where they’d been standing on the circular drive. It was the white smoke billowing from the manor’s entrance. He opened the door as the engine rolled to a stop and smelled the air—chemicals, not burning wood. “There’s no fire,” Liam said to his father as he jumped onto the asphalt.

         “Not yet, but could be electrical. Breathing apparatus on, Liam,” his father called after him.

         Liam raised his gloved hand, indicating he heard him as he jogged to where Jasper was leading Kitty from the manor. “You okay, Grams?” he asked once he reached them.

         She nodded through a coughing fit.

         He rubbed her arm and looked at Jasper. “Sophie and the little girl still inside?”

         Jasper gave him a clipped nod. “We’d gone through most of the upper and main floors before Miss Kitty was overcome.”

         “All right. Go let Dad check you both over,” Liam said as he started into the building then pivoted when it hit him what he was smelling. “Jasper, you didn’t have the fog machine going, did you?”

         “Certainly not, Master Liam. As your father directed, I expressly forbade Miss Kitty and Madame from using it this Halloween.”

         Since Madame didn’t like to be told what she could or couldn’t do, Liam didn’t rule out the possibility that Colleen and a fog machine were behind the smoke. As he walked into the entryway, he tapped the switch on his helmet twice. The beam of light cut through the haze, providing him with a 180-degree view. He jogged across the lobby, calling for Sophie while trying to get an idea where the smoke originated from. He spotted what he believed was the point of origin at the same time he heard someone cough.

         A woman with long, dark hair stumbled out of one of the sitting rooms. “Sophie, it’s Liam.” He tipped up his helmet as he closed the distance between them.

         She lowered a denim jacket from where she’d held it over her mouth and nose. Her face was pale, her golden brown eyes red-rimmed. She looked exhausted and utterly terrified. “My little girl. I can’t find my little girl. You have to help me—” She started coughing again.

         “I’ll find her, Sophie. But you need to—” He broke off as a second beam of light joined his. “Marco, get her out of here,” he ordered his best friend.

         Marco nodded, his expression unreadable as he reached for his sister.

         She pulled away from her brother and frantically shook her head. “No, I can’t go. I have to help you find her. You don’t—”

         Her brother cut her off. “Dammit, Soph, don’t be stubborn. We’ll find her, but you have to—”

         “No, no, you don’t understand. She’s terrified of fire…of firemen. And she can’t…” Her voice broke on a sob. Liam saw the herculean effort it took for her to regain control, but she did, and then she finished what she’d been about to say. “She can’t talk.”

         He and Marco shared a glance. Their job just got a whole lot harder. “Sophie, I’ll take off the breathing apparatus and my helm—”

         “Like hell you will,” his father said through his com. Marco said the same thing beside him.

         Liam knew the reason for their concern and ignored them. He couldn’t think about that now. Couldn’t let the memory of the warehouse fire into his head. “I’m going to find your little girl. What’s her name?”

         She held his gaze as though she believed him and swiped at her eyes. “Mia. Her name’s Mia.” Overcome by another coughing fit, Sophie struggled to take the knapsack off her shoulder. Waving off his offer to help, she dug around inside and pulled out a pink pig with a singed ear. “We had a fire at our apartment in LA. Other than Mia, Peppa Pig is pretty much the only thing that survived. It might help if you show her…” Sophie bit her bottom lip then handed him the stuffed animal. “Please, Liam, please find her. She’s all I have.”

         He slipped the pink pig into his pocket. “Right now it doesn’t look like we’re dealing with a fire. She’ll be okay, Sophie. I’ll find her,” he promised.

         “Jesus, Soph. Why didn’t you call us? Why didn’t…”

         Liam didn’t waste time waiting for Sophie to answer her brother. He jogged toward the door behind the grand staircase. It led to the basement, a place that had featured prominently in his nightmares as a little kid. Probably because his older brothers and cousins had traumatized him with stories about the long-dead pirates that haunted the narrow passageways and secret tunnels. If the upper floors had already been searched, it’s possible he’d find Mia down here.

         Smoke billowed through the partially open door, and Liam adjusted his breathing apparatus before opening it wide. As soon as he did, he was hit by a thick wall of smoke. The beam of light cut through the fog and illuminated the spiral staircase.

         Liam started down the stairs and the stone walls closed in around him, transporting him to a wide-open space filled with movement and noise. Voices came over his radio—yelling, the rapid repeat of gunshots. Faint at first, and then the gunfire became louder. Get down. Get down. He belly-crawled to where Billy lay in the middle of the floor, laser beams zinging overhead from one side of the warehouse to the other. Shouting. Everyone shouting. A bullet shattered the concrete an inch from his head, and then another one…

         Something repeatedly bumped his leg, getting harder with each jab, and the flashback started to fade. Liam looked down. A pair of small blue eyes stared up at him. It was a black cat. It took a moment for his head to clear and get his bearings. He wasn’t in Boston; he was on the stairs at Greystone.

         Someone yelled over the radio. “Liam, are you all right? Liam, goddammit, answer me.”

         “Good. I’m good, Chief. I’m in the basement. Must have played havoc with the com,” he lied to his father, who must already suspect what Liam had been denying. He was so far from good it wasn’t funny. “Found the problem,” he said as he reached the bottom of the stairs.

         To his left, barely visible behind cardboard boxes piled precariously close, sat two overheating commercial fog machines. They were damn lucky the units hadn’t caused a fire. He reported his findings to his father over the com at the same time Marco thundered down the stairs.

         When he reached the bottom, Marco searched Liam’s face and stabbed an angry, gloved finger in his chest. “Get your head out of your ass, Gallagher, before I do it for you.”

         “I know. I know. But now’s not the time to—” He broke off and frowned down at the cat head-butting his leg. For a second, Liam was afraid he’d zoned out again. But, no, Marco would have seen it coming on and shook him out of it. The cat meowed and looked toward the tunnels. Liam didn’t read minds, cat or human, but somehow he knew this was about Mia. As though the cat sensed he’d clued in, he took off. Liam ran after him.

         “Where do you think you’re going?” Marco called out.

         “To find Mia,” he shouted back. His voice sounded like he’d been hacking up a lung. Maybe he had been during the flashback. Though now wasn’t the time to think about those missing minutes and what they would have meant had they been battling an actual blaze. He’d beat himself up over it later.

         As he made his way deeper into the tunnels, the smoke wasn’t as bad. He pulled off his breathing apparatus, stopping briefly to remove the tank and rest it carefully against the damp stone wall. He thought he’d lost the cat until he heard an impatient meow up ahead. The beam of light from Liam’s helmet caught the end of the cat’s tail just before it disappeared down a narrow passageway.

         As soon as Liam rounded the corner, he spotted the little girl. Sophie’s daughter sat with her back to the wall, her forehead resting on denim-clad knees that were pressed to her chest. She slowly raised her head and blinked into the bright light.

         “Hey, Mia.” He didn’t want to frighten her and crouched a couple yards away. Then he took off his helmet and set it on the ground, angling it so the light didn’t hit her in the eyes. He smiled. “I’m Liam Gallagher, a friend of your uncle Marco. Your mommy too. I’ve known her since she was a little girl not much older than you are.”

         She scuttled away from him then came to her feet, her eyes darting from left to right. His chest tightened. He recognized the look on her face, the wide-eyed panic and fear of someone who’d suffered a trauma. He should know, since after tonight, he could no longer deny he’d suffered the same. “Your mommy gave me”—he wracked his brain for the pig’s name—“Porky.” She looked at him. “Peppy the pig?”

         The faintest hint of a smile touched her adorable heart-shaped face. “Do you want your pig?” he asked, reaching in his pocket.

         She gave her head a quick shake, and Liam withdrew his hand from his pocket. He got it. The singed ear was a reminder of what she and her stuffed animal had been through. “You don’t have to be frightened, sweetheart. There wasn’t a fire, just a lot of smoke from the fog machines.” Within minutes, there might have been a fire. But looking at Mia, he couldn’t let his mind go there. Couldn’t think of her down here trapped and alone. “I know you’re scared, and you don’t know me, but your mommy’s worried about you, so whaddya say we get out of here?”

         She looked down, her long, dark hair shielding her face, but not enough to hide the slight flush pinking her cheeks. He frowned and followed her gaze, wondering what…He briefly closed his eyes. She’d wet her pants.

         He cleared his throat. “Mia. Sweetheart.” Her big blue eyes flitted to his face then darted away. “If I tell you a secret, do you promise not to tell anyone?” She glanced at him then gave him a hesitant nod. “Okay, I’m holding you to that. When I was around your age…Now that I think about it, I was way older. Like ten.” He’d been five. “My brothers and cousins brought me down here to hunt for buried treasure. We had flashlights and shovels, and while we were digging, they told ghost stories. Really spooky ones. And then they turned the flashlights off. They left me down here for hours all by myself in the dark. I was so scared, I wet my pants.” That part was true. “So you see, you have nothing to be embarrassed about. Happens to the best of us,” he said with a smile, and shrugged out of his jacket, holding it open for her. “You can put this on, and no one will know. It’ll be our secret. Sound good?” He’d find a way to tell Sophie without embarrassing Mia.

         She took a couple hesitant steps toward him. “Thatta girl,” he said, and leaned over to wrap the jacket around her tiny, delicate frame. “It’s pretty long. Is it okay if I pick you up so you don’t trip?” She nodded, and he lifted her into his arms. “You know what? You’re as brave as any firefighter I know, so you should probably wear this.” He put his helmet on her head, grinning when she disappeared beneath it. He tipped it up. “There you are.”

         She rewarded him with a smile that lit up her face and wrapped around his heart, squeezing tight.

         “Mia DiRossi, you’re going to be a heartbreaker just like your mother.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Sophie DiRossi stood alone in the shadow of the beech tree with her arms wrapped around her waist, staring at the manor’s smoke-filled entrance, willing Mia to appear. It felt like she’d been standing here for an eternity. She’d left Harmony Harbor because of her daughter, and she’d come back for the same reason. If she’d had a crystal ball, she would have kept driving. Only she’d run out of gas, and she didn’t have any money or anywhere else to go. It’s how she’d ended up at Greystone. The last place she wanted to be.

         A large, dark form took shape in the smoke and drew her attention. She squinted, wondering if it was her imagination. Then Liam stepped out of the haze with her daughter in his arms, and a cheer went up from the crowd. Sophie’s legs buckled, relief weakening the tight reins that had held her emotions in check the entire arduous drive from California to Massachusetts’s North Shore.

         All the worry, fear, and guilt she’d tried to hide from Mia over the past three weeks bubbled up inside Sophie and exploded in a torrent of tears and noisy sobs. She stood there like a blubbering idiot, helpless to get herself under control. Covering her mouth with both hands only served to muffle the wracking, body-heaving sobs.

         It was like she was channeling her passionate and emotional Italian grandmother. That thought alone should have been enough to put an end to Sophie’s cringe-worthy performance, but she was afraid it was about to get worse when she sensed the crowd looking her way and a half-hysterical giggle escaped from between her fingers.

         And then Liam was there, pulling her against his muscled chest. His arm across her back was firm and supportive, his big hand gentle as he stroked her hair. As he held both her and her daughter in his arms, Sophie leaned into him, soaking up every ounce of his warmth and comfort. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had held her like this. The last time someone had told her everything was going to be okay, and she believed them.

         He whispered the words against her hair—the pull of his deep, gravelly voice stronger than the urgent one in her head demanding she release the man she once prayed would notice her. He was a Gallagher—a danger, not a balm. But it had been so long since she’d had someone to lean on that she couldn’t bring herself to let him go. She wanted to experience the feeling of being safe and protected for just a little longer. Her brief reprieve was cut short when the strong smell of ammonia invaded her nostrils.

         She lifted her head and glanced at Mia then raised her questioning gaze to Liam. Her heart skipped a beat when she met his eyes. If she’d been asking the question out loud, the words wouldn’t have made it out of her mouth. Shock and a healthy dose of feminine appreciation would have held them hostage. With her panic over Mia and the smoke in the manor, Sophie hadn’t registered just how tall and broad he’d become. She didn’t remember his eyes being that deep, compassionate blue. Or his face with its chiseled angles being so breath-stealingly beautiful beneath his thick, wavy black hair, his nose strong and bold above his full, sensuous lips. Her blatant study of Liam ended the moment he gave her an almost imperceptible nod. Her little girl had been terrified and wet her pants.

         Sophie’s view of Liam’s handsome face blurred as tears once again flooded her eyes. If she hadn’t caught Mia staring at her from under the helmet just then, Sophie would have subjected her audience to another ugly cry. But that wide-eyed, worried look on her daughter’s face was all it took for Sophie to pull herself together. Too bad she hadn’t thought of that a few minutes ago.

         She stepped away from Liam and turned her head, giving her eyes and nose a quick wipe on the sleeve of her black hoodie before looking up at him with a self-conscious smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I should be thanking you, and instead I cried all…” She went to touch the damp spot on his T-shirt but quickly jerked her hand away, afraid she might be tempted to pet his rock-hard pecs or fall into his arms again. “Sorry, we’ve been on the road for six days, and I haven’t gotten much sleep. And then when Mia—”

         Liam ducked his head to look her in the eyes, a slight smile touching his perfect lips.

         “Sophie, you don’t have to be embarrassed. Does she, Mia?”

         Her daughter looked like she was about to nod—Yes, she does—but then glanced at Liam and shook her head.

         Sophie winced at Mia’s initial reaction. “Thanks, but it was a pretty epic meltdown. I don’t usually fall apart like that.” And make a complete and utter spectacle of herself, she thought, as she lifted Mia’s hand to her lips and kissed her soft palm. “You okay, baby?” she asked, hesitating before rubbing her daughter’s fine-boned fingers against her cheek. These days Mia rarely let Sophie display any kind of motherly affection, and she took advantage of the moment, holding Mia’s hand against her face.

         What she wouldn’t give to have her daughter back. The little girl who spent more time singing than talking, who giggled and made jokes and loved to play make-believe and kiss and cuddle her mother. Sophie squeezed her eyes tight to keep the tears at bay. She had to knock off the emotional crap. She’d embarrassed her daughter enough for one day.

         Mia pulled back her hand and nodded. Sophie wondered what Liam thought of her daughter’s chilly reception to her affection. But he was looking past her, his broad shoulders rising on a deep, inward breath.

         “Liam, paramedics are waiting to check you over,” his father called out.

         Picking up on the tension in Chief Gallagher’s voice, Sophie glanced over her shoulder. Liam’s father was a tall and handsome man. Like his son, he was one of the to-serve-and-protect Gallaghers—calm and quietly commanding. But the way he was dragging his hand over his thick head of gray hair didn’t seem the least bit calm. He appeared upset with his son.

         She looked up at Liam. “Is there something wrong?”

         “No, nothing.” He smiled at Mia as he handed her off to Sophie. “I’ll take this.” He carefully removed the helmet from her daughter’s head. “But you better keep my jacket. Temperature’s dropped, and we don’t want you catching a cold.” He winked at Mia then looked at Sophie. “Wasn’t under the best of circumstances, but it was good seeing you. Marco should be finished in there shortly. Take care. You too, sweetheart.” He lightly tapped his finger on her daughter’s small, upturned nose before moving to walk away.

         “Liam, wait.” Sophie reached for his hand. He turned, and she slipped her hand into his. His fingers were calloused, warm, and strong. “Thank you for finding Mia. For…” Unable to mention the pants-wetting episode without embarrassing her daughter, Sophie said, “Thank you for everything you did for us tonight.”

         He gave her fingers a light squeeze. “Just doing my job, Soph.”

         “I doubt comforting hysterical women is in your job description.” He’d done more than comfort her; he hadn’t judged her. And he’d made her daughter feel safe. He had no idea what an incredible feat that was.

         “You’d be surprised.” He smiled as he extricated his fingers from hers. “I better get going.”

         Well, that was embarrassing. She hadn’t realized how tight she’d been holding on. “Oh, right, sorry. Bye,” she said, sounding a little disappointed even to her own ears. She shouldn’t be. She should be relieved he was walking away without commenting on Mia’s Gallagher-blue eyes or asking questions about why Sophie had come home and why her daughter had been happier in his arms than hers. The only reason she could think of for her disappointment was that Liam had been a friendly, familiar face.

         Not that familiar, she thought, as he walked away and she got her first good look at the way he filled out his navy T-shirt, at the corded muscles of his arms and the breadth of his shoulders, his wide back tapering to meet turnout pants held up by suspenders. Her memories of him were of a handsome boy, but now he was all man. An incredibly gorgeous man with a body…

         Sophie blinked, surprised at the direction of her thoughts, by the warm flutter in her stomach. She couldn’t remember the last man who gave her butterflies. Between trying to eke out a living and taking care of her daughter, she hadn’t had time for a love life. She’d been like the pet hamster in Mia’s classroom—constantly running on the wheel of life, trying to get ahead. Instead she’d been trapped and going in circles. Until the fire at their apartment had stopped the wheel, and they’d both fallen off.

         Only this time, Liam had been there to catch them, to save them, to…Whoa, where the heck had that come from? Sophie rolled her eyes. Fantasies were fine for seven-year-olds but they were dangerous for a twenty-six-year-old woman starting over. She didn’t have time for a man. She had to focus on repairing her relationship with her daughter and building them a good life. A better one than they’d left behind. And the last man she should be fantasizing about was a Gallagher.

         Maybe she should have shared that with her daughter, she thought when Mia wriggled out of her arms and set off determinedly after Liam, his tan-colored jacket with the strips of neon-yellow tape dragging behind her daughter like a bride’s train.

         “Mia baby, come back here. We have to wait for Uncle Marco,” Sophie called out, sighing when Mia ignored her. After her crying jag, Sophie had hoped to stay right where she was. Far away from the crowd gathered near the ambulances and fire engines. She wanted to avoid Colleen and Kitty. The less contact she had with the two older women the better.

         When Sophie’s car broke down five miles outside of town, she’d decided it was safer to cut through the Gallaghers’ five-thousand-acre estate rather than walk on the side of the road at night. If it wasn’t Halloween, it probably would have been. But she and Mia had stumbled out of the woods and ended smack dab in the middle of the Gallaghers’ haunted tour—a Harmony Harbor institution. One that Sophie had taken part in over the years. Mostly tagging along after Marco and Liam. Back then, Sophie had been half in love with her brother’s best friend. After years of trying to get Liam to notice her, though, she’d given up. Then his older and, in Sophie’s then-teenage mind, more exciting and sophisticated cousin, Michael Gallagher, came to town.

         Liam looked over his shoulder. The lights from the emergency vehicles cast his face in shadows and light. She made out a flash of white teeth when he smiled and held out a hand to her daughter. He glanced at Sophie and lifted a broad shoulder. “Might not be a bad idea to have her checked over.”

         No, it was a good idea. There hadn’t been a fire, but there’d been enough smoke to irritate her daughter’s already sensitive lungs. Sophie nodded as she started toward them.

         “Just a precaution, Sophie,” Liam said, as though he sensed she was beating herself up for not thinking to get Mia checked out herself. Either that or he was worried she’d have another meltdown. He didn’t know her anymore. He didn’t know that, other than the night she was arrested and thought she’d never see her daughter again, Sophie never broke down. She didn’t cry or whine or complain either. She took life’s blows on the chin and moved on. Until tonight, she hadn’t realized how tired she was of moving on, of putting on a brave face.

         Kitty Gallagher walked toward Sophie. An elegant, older woman with white-blond hair that framed her classically beautiful face, Liam’s grandmother wore hunter-green rubber boots, a Mackintosh jacket the same color, and a sympathetic look in her blue eyes. Kitty had been lovely and kind to Sophie and Mia, insisting they join them at the manor for some Halloween treats. If Sophie hadn’t seen the hint of a smile on her daughter’s face as she held and petted the Gallaghers’ black cat, she would have politely refused the invitation. It had been a mistake not to. One more to add to an ever-growing list.

         Kitty looped her arm through Sophie’s. “Don’t worry. Liam’s a registered EMT. If he’d been the least bit concerned about Mia, he would have run her over to the paramedics straightaway,” the older woman said in a soft, lilting voice.

         The knot in Sophie’s chest loosened at Kitty’s reassurance. Though it tightened again as she watched Liam walk toward the ambulance with her daughter’s tiny, trusting hand in his.

         “It appears my grandson has become a hero in your daughter’s eyes, Sophie,” Kitty said with a fond smile.

         For a few brief moments, Sophie had felt the same. But now, more than ever, she wished she’d been the one to find her daughter. What she wouldn’t give to have Mia look at her like she was her hero. “I’m not surprised. He was wonderful with her.”

         “He has a way of putting everyone at ease, our Liam does. But I think there may be more to it than that. I think Mia recognized a kindred spirit.”

         Sophie stopped abruptly, the force of the movement jerking the older woman backward. “Sorry.” She reached out to steady Kitty while berating herself for overreacting. She hadn’t seen any signs earlier that either Kitty or Colleen had been the least bit suspicious that Mia was one of theirs. If Kitty had been, Sophie’s reaction just now might have tipped her hand.

         “Sorry,” she apologized again, pointing to a puddle. “I thought it was black ice. I didn’t want you to slip.” She stifled a groan at her excuse. Honestly, if she was going to stay in Harmony Harbor for more than a few days, she had to become a better liar. Rosa, her grandmother, would see through her in a heartbeat. And the next words out of Kitty’s mouth made Sophie wonder if she had too.

         “None of us can afford to slip, can we, dear?” She held Sophie’s gaze for a brief moment then gave her a winsome smile. “You don’t have to worry about me. I come from good Irish stock. Strong bones and constitution.”

         Fear buzzed through Sophie, making it difficult to think. She wasn’t sure if Kitty’s remark had been innocent or a warning that she knew her secret. She wanted to run to the back of the ambulance where Liam had just placed her daughter, scoop up Mia, and spirit her away. Before she followed through with the thought, Kitty nodded at Mia, who scooted over to make room for Liam beside her. “My grandson sees it, too, I think. But of course he would.”

         Sophie’s throat closed with panic. She’d lost her chance to escape. Kitty would confront her now.

         “I should probably explain before you think I’m just a fanciful old woman. Both Liam and Mia were recently traumatized in a fire. It’s a connection they share. One I think they recognize in each other.”

         Sophie’s shoulders sagged in relief, and she was able to breathe again. It took a little longer to actually form a coherent thought. When she was finally able to, she asked, “What happened to Liam?” while at the same time searching for some outward sign of his trauma.

         He was making faces at Mia as he blew into a tube that measured his lung capacity. His antics earned him a small smile from her daughter. He had no idea how big a deal that was. Over the past several weeks, Sophie had become well acquainted with a similar plastic cylinder. Getting Mia to submit to tests of any kind had been trying, but that one in particular…

         Sophie drew her gaze from her daughter and Liam when Kitty answered her question. “They responded to a four-alarm fire at a warehouse and ended up in the middle of a gang turf war. Liam was shot trying to rescue his friend, a fellow firefighter, who sadly died. Despite his own injuries, Liam saved two other men.”

         She wondered if that’s why Chief Gallagher and her brother had been angry when Liam spoke about removing his breathing apparatus. Which he’d done for Mia. Sophie knew this because her daughter had been wearing his BA when he’d carried her out of the manor. Something she was able to recollect now thanks to hindsight. Obviously her meltdown had been long enough that he’d been able to remove the equipment before taking Sophie into his arms.

         A tiny shiver accompanied the warm fuzzies at the thought. Liam Gallagher had once held a special place in her heart. It was kind of scary to think that he’d come close to reclaiming it in less than a couple hours back in Harmony Harbor.

         Kitty continued, lowering her voice as they drew closer to the ambulance. “He refuses to talk about that night. And heaven help you if you suggest his actions were heroic. His father’s worried about him, and so am I.”

         “He seems fine,” Sophie said, thinking of his commanding presence when she’d first seen him in the manor. His reassuring calm and confidence.

         Kitty raised an eyebrow. “So does Mia.”

         Sophie’d had no choice but to share with Liam’s great-grandmother and grandmother why Mia didn’t speak, so Kitty was well aware that Sophie’s daughter was far from fine. But she didn’t get the chance to acknowledge that the older woman made a good point. The female paramedic was at that moment attempting to check her daughter’s lung capacity.

         With a mutinous expression on her face, Mia crossed her arms and pressed her lips together. Sophie caught the look of surprise on Liam’s face. People were always surprised when Mia, who looked like an angel, displayed the stubbornness of a mule.

         “You take care of Mia, dear. I have to speak to my son before my mother-in-law tries to convince him I’m the one who turned on the fog machines. It would be just like her to throw me under the bus.” Kitty lifted her chin to where Colin Gallagher stood a few feet away with the Gallagher matriarch and her right-hand man, Jasper.

         Sophie moved toward the ambulance. “Excuse me,” she said to the paramedic, and crouched in front of her daughter. “Mia, look at Mommy.” Her daughter doggedly stared at her sparkly blue tennis shoes, swinging them back and forth. “Baby, you’re okay. You won’t have to go back to the hospital, I promise.” Usually that would be enough to get her daughter to acquiesce. But Mia didn’t seem as worried about a return visit to the hospital—maybe because they were no longer in LA. If Sophie didn’t need the reassurance her daughter was okay, she’d probably cave. She cast an apologetic glance at Liam before saying, “They just have to check to make sure that Mr. Gallagher did his job and protected you from the smoke. You don’t want him to get in trouble, do you?”

         Mia stopped swinging her feet and looked up from under her long lashes at Liam. She shook her head and obediently opened her mouth for the paramedic.

         Liam held Sophie’s gaze. “Thanks, Mia, but you don’t have to worry about Mr. Gallagher. My dad won’t get in trouble. He’s been chief for as long as there’s been a fire station in Harmony Harbor.”

         Sophie wasn’t sure if he was giving her a shot because she’d called him Mr. Gallagher or because she’d lied to her daughter. He’d always been a stickler for the truth. Liam and Marco had gotten into trouble at least once a week when they were younger thanks to Liam’s unwillingness to lie. It’d driven her brother nuts.

         She twisted her hand around her wrist, thinking of the lies she’d told so far and how many more she’d have to tell in the future to protect herself and her daughter. Obviously she was projecting. Liam would understand that she’d been using him as an excuse to get Mia to comply with the paramedics. But when Mia pinned Sophie with a look she knew all too well, she was feeling less than kindly disposed to her daughter’s hero.

         “Not quite that long, son,” his father said dryly.

         Liam shrugged. She wasn’t sure if he meant the dismissive gesture for her scowl or his father’s sarcasm.

         The paramedic removed the tube from Mia’s mouth and smiled. “All good. In the normal range.” Her daughter jumped off the back of the ambulance, and Liam went to stand up. “Oh no you don’t,” the thirtysomething brunette said to Liam. “Lift your shirt, hot stuff, and let me have a look.”

         Liam laughed. “Yeah, not happening. I’m good, Kris.”

         “So I’ve heard.” She gave him a flirty wink. Then, with gloved fingers, motioned for him to lift his T-shirt. “Your dad asked me to check you out. Don’t be embarrassed if you got a little flabby while you were convalescing. We won’t tell anyone, will we, Daff?” she said to the other paramedic who approached the ambulance.

         “My lips are sealed. Just hang on a sec, and I’ll give you a hand.” The woman grinned as she started to unload her supplies in the ambulance.

         Sophie’s irritation with Liam for Mia’s reproachful look faded at the reminder he’d been shot.

         “You two so hard up you’re getting unsuspecting men to strip for you now? You know, there’s a club—” He winced as though remembering Mia was there and hanging on his every word.

         Sophie needed to know he was okay and intervened. “Liam, maybe you should let them check you over. You were carrying Mia, and with all your equipment…”

         “Soph, Mia probably weighs—” Giving his head a slight, frustrated shake, he tugged up his T-shirt. “Happy now?”

         Sophie hoped his question wasn’t directed at her. She doubted she could respond even if she wanted to. And it wasn’t because of the small, puckered scar on the left side of his stomach. The ridges of taut muscle and a tantalizing, narrow trail of dark hair that disappeared beneath his turnout pants were messing with her head…and other parts of her anatomy. Parts that hadn’t been messed with in a long time.

         The paramedics moved in, spoiling the sigh-inducing view. Sophie leaned to the left.

         Kris glanced over her shoulder with a knowing grin. “Looks pretty good, don’t you think?” the paramedic asked Sophie.

         “Yes.” The word came out as an embarrassing croak, and she cleared her throat. “Really, really good.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sophie glanced in the rearview mirror as she drove the gas-guzzling, white Cadillac past Greystone’s open gates. Liam and his perfect abs were getting into the fire truck. She was pretty sure her face had gone the same color as the engine when she’d shared her personal opinion of his chiseled six-pack. She couldn’t say what his reaction had been to her embarrassing croak or equally embarrassing “Really, really good.” Marco had shown up and Liam had jumped at the chance to get out of there, accompanying her brother to retrieve Sophie’s car. A brother who’d made it clear she had some explaining to do.

         Marco, who sat in the passenger seat, kept glancing back at Mia. “So what happened to the kid? Why doesn’t she talk?”

         “Marco!” One of the toughest things about living in LA had been how much she’d missed her family, particularly her brothers. But at Marco’s insensitive question, she was beginning to wonder if she’d idealized them over the past eight years.

         “What? It’s a legitimate question.”

         “Yes, when we’re alone. And stop calling her ‘kid.’ Her name’s Mia,” Sophie whispered, meeting her daughter’s eyes in the rearview mirror. She faked a bright smile. “You okay, baby?”

         “Seriously? She’s been sitting in pee for the last hour. How do you think she is?”

         Sophie shot him an I-don’t-believe-you glare.

         He had the good sense to look sheepish. “It’s okay, kid. No biggie. Your mother used to wet the bed. Didn’t you, Chunk?” Marco rubbed Sophie’s head.

         She grinded her teeth and pushed her hair from her eyes. “We don’t say things like that.”

         “How come?”

         Sophie didn’t bother sharing her opinion on words that promote a negative body image. Marco wouldn’t get it. Moreover, he wouldn’t care. Which made the prospect of living under the same roof as her brother and grandmother worrisome at best. Rosa didn’t have a filter either. “Did you let Nonna know we were coming?”

         Sophie worried the inside of her bottom lip, hoping he didn’t ask why she hadn’t. Her cell phone had run out of minutes two days before, and she didn’t have any room on her credit card to top it up. But that excuse wouldn’t fly with her brother, and she didn’t want to tell him the truth; she’d been afraid they wouldn’t want her and Mia.

         “Nope, Harmony Harbor’s grapevine was working overtime. She called me when Liam and I were getting gas for your car. Pretty sweet ride, sister mine. You must be doing well in Cali-forn-i-ay.”

         Sophie winced. She may have embellished a bit on her phone calls home. In her defense, she didn’t want them to worry about her. “It’s not mine. It belongs to Mom’s boyfriend.”

         Her brother’s teasing expression faded. “Does it now. And how is Mother Dearest?”

         She wasn’t Tina’s biggest fan at the moment, but Sophie had legitimate reasons for her problems with her mother. All Tina had done to Marco was leave Harmony Harbor and their father. But, in her brother’s eyes, Tina was responsible for tearing their family apart. The reason Lucas had joined the military and basically disappeared from their lives. Kind of like Sophie had for eight years. So she supposed she didn’t have a right to pass judgment on Marco and his hostility toward Tina. After all, he’d been the one left behind to take care of Rosa and the deli.

         Like always, though, Sophie felt the need to come to her mother’s defense. Maybe because in a way she was defending her own actions. “Might be time to bury the hatchet, brother mine. Dad seems pretty happy with his new family.” Ouch, that had come out a little sharper than she’d intended.

         Her brother opened his mouth, glanced back at Mia then closed it with a noncommittal grunt. Sophie realized he’d never mentioned if Rosa was happy about them being in town. “So what did Nonna say?” she asked, steeling herself for his response.

         “Seeing as how she hasn’t seen you in eight years and her arch nemesis saw you first, what do you think?”

         Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Kitty and Rosa’s long-standing feud was the stuff of legends in Harmony Harbor. No one seemed to know what had happened between the two older women, but they couldn’t be in the same room without sparks flying. Rosa was the worst. If she had her way, she’d run the Gallaghers out of town. Little tough to do seeing as they were Harmony Harbor royalty. The feud between her grandmother and Kitty had been one of the reasons why Sophie had left town with her mother when she’d found out she was pregnant.

         “It’s not like I could help where my car broke down,” she defended herself as she drove past the town hall and copper-domed clock tower situated on the hill overlooking the harbor with its rugged shoreline. She used to spend her summers exploring the hidden coves and salt marshes, hanging out at the sandy beaches and hunting for sea glass.

         She took a moment to absorb the view that she’d taken for granted for eighteen years. She didn’t realize until that moment how much she’d missed her hometown. Founded in the early seventeenth century by William Gallagher, Harmony Harbor was steeped in maritime history. Its twisty, narrow streets were lined with homes once owned by sea captains and merchants—Colonials, Cape Cods, and Victorians. The family-owned boutiques, art galleries, pubs, and gift shops were housed in quaint sea-foam-green and ocean-blue clapboards on Main Street.

         But even more than the scenic beauty of Harmony Harbor, she’d missed the friendly, relaxed atmosphere…and her grandmother. She twisted her hands on the wheel and glanced at her brother. “Aside from us ending up at Greystone, is Nonna at least happy we’re here?” she asked as she turned down the familiar street.

         Marco lifted his chin. “See for yourself.”

         Her grandmother paced the brick sidewalk in front of DiRossi’s Fine Foods, the Italian grocery store and deli that Rosa had started as a single mother of three preschoolers. Which pretty much made her a rock star in Sophie’s eyes.

         Over her navy dress and white apron, her grandmother wore a pink sweater, her hands gripping the edges tight, a pair of pink fuzzy slippers on her feet. “She looks good,” Sophie said past the lump in her throat.

         “Yeah, she does,” her brother agreed with a fond smile.

         As a young woman, Rosa DiRossi had been movie-star beautiful. In Sophie’s mind, she still was at seventy-three. Her cheekbones were high and prominent, just like her proud Roman nose. Her eyes were dark and exotic with lashes so long you’d think they were fake. She wore her dark, curly hair loose and to her shoulders. The curls were natural, the color…not so much. It suited her, though.

         “Still a pain in the culo,” her brother added as Sophie pulled in front of the red Colonial that housed the deli on the main floor and the DiRossi family apartment above.

         At least her brother said ass in Italian. Maybe she wouldn’t have to warn him about his language after all.

         “Jesus, Ma!” he yelled at their grandmother when she yanked the back car door open before they’d come to a full stop.

         Rosa cuffed him on the back of his head. “There’s a bambina. Watch your mouth,” she said then pressed her hands to her chest and stared at Mia, her eyes shiny and wet. Sophie blinked back tears of her own and got out of the car, walking around to where her grandmother stood murmuring, “Molto bella. She has the face of an angel.” Rosa lifted the gold crucifix she wore at her neck to her lips and kissed it then held out her arms. “Come, come to your nonna, bambina.”

         “I have to help Mia out of her booster seat, Nonna. The seat belt is finicky.”

         Her grandmother straightened and slowly turned, her dark eyes roaming Sophie’s face before she pulled her in for a fierce hug. “It’s been too long, bella. Too, too long.”

         “I know, Nonna,” Sophie said, hanging on just as tight. She sniffed into her grandmother’s neck, breathing in the familiar scent of lemons.

         Rosa pulled back and took Sophie’s face in her hands. “You’re home now. That’s all that matters, sí?”

         Everything inside Sophie went weak at her grandmother’s easy acceptance. They were welcome here. They had a home, and they were safe. “Sí.” Before she went to take Mia out of the car, Sophie thought it best to warn her grandmother or she’d no doubt comment on the smell. She whispered what had happened at the manor.

         Rosa flung her hands in the air. “Poor bambina. What was Kitty thinking? Fog machines! Foolish old woman.”

         Afraid her grandmother would ask too many questions in front of Mia, Sophie looked at her brother, nudging her head in her daughter’s direction and touching her mouth. Her brother sighed then nodded. He’d tell Rosa that Mia didn’t speak. Sophie would explain why to them later.

         As she fought with the seat belt, Mia leaned around her. She stared at Rosa, who was half talking, half yelling at Marco in Italian, her hands moving as fast as her mouth.

         Sophie smiled. “You’ll get used to her, baby.”

         Rosa frowned when Sophie placed Mia on the sidewalk. “What do you feed her? She’s too small. Too skinny.”

         Sophie had invented a fake father for Mia. A father with beautiful blue eyes who’d died a month before their daughter’s birth. She’d told the story so often to Mia and her mother, and anyone else who asked, that Sophie had almost come to believe it herself. Her mother had been so caught up in herself that it hadn’t been difficult to convince her that Mia was two months premature. But here in Harmony Harbor, that two-month difference might not be enough.

         Sophie put her hand behind her back and crossed her fingers. “She’s only six, Nonna. I wasn’t much bigger than she is at six.”

         Mia narrowed her eyes at Sophie and crossed her arms. Sophie winced. She’d have to figure out a way to explain the lie to her daughter, but right now, her grandmother was a bigger concern. Rosa’s gaze sharpened as she looked closer at Mia; then she lifted her eyes to Sophie and gave her a brisk nod. “Sí.”

         In that brief moment of silent exchange, it felt like her grandmother had uncovered Sophie’s secret, and they’d made a bargain that it would stay that way.

         
              

         

         Sophie left the small, cramped bedroom that she and Mia had shared last night to retrieve her contacts from the counter in the bathroom. She’d taken them out before her shower that morning. She lifted the towel beside the sink then bent to search the floor, her eyes landing on the wastebasket. She groaned. Her grandmother had thrown them out, and Sophie didn’t have another pair. She was farsighted and needed them. It looked like she’d be wearing her glasses for the foreseeable future.

         “Nonna,” she began as she walked into the kitchen. Her heart practically stopped at the sight of her daughter at the gas stove. She raced across the pale yellow linoleum floor and grabbed Mia off the chair, hugging her tight to her chest. “What were you thinking?” she yelled at her grandmother. “I told you what happened. I told you—” Mia looked at her, her small face pale, her blue eyes wide, and Sophie choked down the rest of her panicked outburst. Weak-kneed, she moved to the kitchen table and sat down with Mia on her lap.

         Rosa looked at her like she was crazy. “What’s the matter with you? I’m right here. We were heating up soup for lunch.” She threw up her hands and turned back to the stove.

         Sophie couldn’t believe her grandmother didn’t understand why she was upset. Once Mia had been bathed, fed, and tucked into bed last night, Sophie had sat at this very table and told her grandmother and brother what had happened. Sure, she’d left out some details—like that her mother had left Mia alone and that Sophie had been arrested for child endangerment. Unwilling to give Rosa and Marco another reason to hate her mother, she’d told them the sitter hadn’t shown up. As for the arrest, she didn’t want to upset or worry them.

         But Rosa knew the most important detail of all—that Mia had accidently burned down their apartment and nearly lost her life trying to bake a cake. She’d wanted to surprise Sophie. To celebrate Sophie finishing her hotel management degree. Every morning in the month leading up to the big day, Mia’d check off the calendar on the fridge, and they’d do a silly little dance around the postage stamp–sized kitchen.

         It was the day their lives should have changed for the better, but obviously it hadn’t worked out that way. The police had pulled Sophie out of her final exam and arrested her because Tina hadn’t been at the apartment when Mia got home from school like she’d promised. She’d been at a hot yoga class.

         Sophie pressed her face into Mia’s hair, breathing in the sweet scent in order to calm her racing heart. Mia didn’t squirm and wriggle to get away. “Sorry, baby,” she whispered, loosening her hold to stroke her daughter’s hair. She glanced at her grandmother’s stiff back. She wore her pink slippers, navy dress, and white apron, talking to herself in Italian as she stirred the big pot of potato, kale, and sausage soup.

         Her grandmother didn’t understand Sophie’s fears, and she wouldn’t try. Mia didn’t inherit her stubbornness from the Gallaghers. Oh no, she got her mule-headedness from the most obstinate woman Sophie had ever known. Now, as a mother, Sophie could almost sympathize with her own. It couldn’t have been easy living and working with Rosa day in and day out…or being married to Rosa’s son. However, until the night Tina had announced she was leaving, Sophie had thought her parents had the perfect marriage. It’s why the divorce had hit her so hard. But from the vantage point of distance and maturity, she could see the signs had been there all along.

         Mia wriggled out of Sophie’s arms and hopped off her lap. The powder-blue, sparkly leggings she wore under her Frozen T-shirt bagged at her knees as she walked to the refrigerator. Sophie needed a job. With her first paycheck, she’d buy her daughter clothes that fit and that were better suited to the North Shore’s climate than LA’s. She stood up and tightened the belt of her grandmother’s robe, adding clothes for herself to the list. At least for work. She could make do with the one pair of jeans and two sweatshirts she’d bought at Goodwill before they left California.

         She went to her grandmother and wrapped her arms around her waist. “Sorry, Nonna. I shouldn’t have yelled at you. It’s just when I saw Mia so close to the flame under the burner…” She kissed her grandmother’s cheek.

         Mia’s eyes flicked to Sophie; then she took a flyer off the harvest gold refrigerator and went back to the table.

         Her grandmother put down the wooden spoon and patted Sophie’s face. “You eat. You feel better, sí?”

         Of course, because food was a magic cure-all in Rosa’s eyes. Sophie smiled, reaching past her grandmother for the yellow soup bowls. “Do you have time to eat with us?”

         “You think I’m going to work on your first day home with the bambina? I called Louisa and Sylvia. They’re good girls. I trust them.”

         Sophie chewed on her bottom lip, casting a sidelong glance at her grandmother, who bent to take a loaf of bread from the oven. She cleared her throat, hating to ask for anything more, but she didn’t really have a choice. At least if she worked at the deli, she could keep Mia with her. “Nonna, are you hiring?”

         “No. Your brother, he’s worse than Giovanni. Cut, cut, cut the expenses. That’s all he does.” She made slashing motions with her hand then frowned. “Perche?”

         Sophie forced a smile, ladling soup for Mia into the bowl. “No reason,” she responded to her grandmother’s why. “I just thought, if you needed help, I could work a few hours for you.”

         Rosa waved a dismissive hand. “You need to rest, get some meat on your skinny bones.” She glanced over her shoulder at Mia then raised her eyebrows at Sophie and tapped her fingers and thumb together to mime talking. “Spend time with your bambina.”

         The idea of spending time with Mia outside of a car sounded wonderful. Sophie couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a real holiday. Maybe it’s what they both needed. They had food and a roof over their heads. She fingered the twenty-four-carat-gold St. Peter’s medal at her neck. Her grandmother had given it to Sophie the morning of her Confirmation. It’s the only thing she had left to pawn. If she shopped carefully…

         She walked to the table with Mia’s bowl of soup. “You have to let me contribute something, Nonna. I don’t feel right—”

         “Don’t talk foolish,” her grandmother said, placing the bread she was slicing into a basket.

         No one ever won an argument with Rosa, so Sophie let it go for now. “I’m just going to move this until after you eat,” she told Mia, picking up the flyer to set the bowl in front of her.

         Sophie glanced at the paper. There was something familiar about the stone cottage in the photo. The surrounding trees and exterior were decorated for Christmas. As were the living and dining rooms featured in two smaller interior shots below. Old Mia would have been squealing with delight. She loved Christmas.

         At the reminder of the upcoming holidays, Sophie’s heart squeezed. She’d never been able to spoil Mia like she’d wanted to, but unless she got a job, Santa would be skipping their house altogether. At least this year they would be spending the holiday with family.

         Mia tapped the flyer and looked up at Sophie with a hopeful gleam in her eyes. Other than with Liam and the Gallaghers’ black cat, it had been weeks since she’d seen anything besides fear and distrust in her daughter’s eyes. It felt like a breakthrough, and Sophie’s heart lightened. “It’s a pretty cottage, isn’t it? Look, there’s even an Elf on the Shelf.” She bit her lip. She probably shouldn’t have pointed out the elf in the pink skirt sitting on a mantel above a cozy stone fireplace. Mia had gotten her elf at the staff Christmas party last year and named it Trina. Trina had been lost in the fire along with the rest of their Christmas decorations.

         Mia pursed her lips and shook her head, taking the flyer from Sophie. She turned it over and tapped again.

         “Sit,” Rosa said, placing a bowl of steaming soup in front of Sophie and the basket of bread on the table. She glanced at the flyer. “It’s a raffle. Half the proceeds go to Greystone. The other half to Mothers Against Drunk Driving.”

         Now Sophie knew why the cottage looked familiar. “This is Kitty and Ronan’s cottage, isn’t it?” The couple had begun their married life in the cottage before moving into the manor when Ronan’s father died. A ten-minute walk west of Greystone were several cottages and bungalows. They were rented to guests or used by the extended Gallagher family when they came to visit.

         “Sí,” her grandmother said, her voice tight, and then she rolled her eyes. “They named it Mistletoe Cottage for the raffle.”

         Sophie read the rules. “You bought a ticket?” she asked, unable to keep the surprise from her voice. Not only would the raffle benefit Rosa’s arch nemesis, the ticket cost a hundred dollars. A small fortune in her frugal grandmother’s eyes.

         Rosa shrugged. “Mothers Against Drunk Driving is a good cause. And the publicity, it’s good for the manor. They need all the publicity they can get.”

         Sophie imagined MADD was an organization near and dear to the Gallaghers’ hearts. Liam had lost his mother and sister in a car accident. Eyewitnesses had claimed the driver of the car that hit them was drunk. But neither the car nor driver had ever been found. Kitty hadn’t lost only her daughter-in-law and granddaughter in the accident; she’d lost her husband too. Grief stricken, Ronan had suffered a fatal heart attack two days after Mary and Riley Gallagher’s funeral.

         “Mrs. Gallagher mentioned business is down. She thought it might have something to do with the new hotel in Bridgeport.” Colleen had cornered Sophie in the sitting room at the manor last night, seeking advice. She’d overheard Sophie telling Kitty that she’d left her job at a hotel in LA. Somehow they’d missed the part that Sophie had been a maid at the hotel, not the manager. And she hadn’t actually left her job. She’d been fired when she’d refused to leave Mia’s hospital bedside.

         A few minutes into Sophie and Colleen’s conversation, someone had spotted smoke. It was then that Sophie discovered that Mia, who’d been eating a pumpkin cupcake and playing with the cat seconds before, was gone.

         Rosa made an eh gesture with her hands. “It’s not the hotel. They’re losing business because they’re stupido. Ronan dies, and they…” Her grandmother mimicked a wailing, prostrate woman.

         “Nonna!” She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised by her grandmother’s lack of empathy. She’d had no choice but to pick up the pieces and make a life for her three small children when her husband died. Rosa wasn’t exactly a sympathetic woman to begin with.

         “What? It’s true. No conferences and weddings booked at the manor in all that time. Businesses in town, we depend on them. Now the mayor, she’s trying to get them to sell. A developer, he wants to buy the estate, tear everything down, and put up condos. Condos. Bah!”

         Sophie couldn’t imagine Harmony Harbor without Greystone standing sentry on the rocks above the harbor. She’d worked part-time at the manor when she was in high school. It was the one time Tina had stood up to Rosa. Not that her grandmother had made it easy for Sophie. Despite that, she’d loved working at Greystone. It was the reason she’d decided to go into hotel management. With its turrets, stone walls, and richly appointed rooms, it had been like working in a fairy-tale castle. Only her own fairy tale hadn’t turned out as she’d planned. Her Gallagher prince had turned into a frog.

         But that one mistake had given Sophie her greatest gift—Mia. Her daughter was all that mattered. She drew herself back to the present and the conversation. “Colleen won’t sell,” she said. At least it hadn’t sounded like she would the night before.

         Rosa rubbed her thumb and fingers together. “No, but the kids, they’ll want the money.”

         Sophie was distracted by Mia tapping the flyer again and giving her a hopeful nod. She wished she could give her daughter the answer she wanted to hear. “Sorry, baby, but Mommy doesn’t have a hundred dollars.” Realizing what she’d inadvertently revealed to her grandmother, Sophie briefly closed her eyes. She opened them to see Rosa staring at her. The insistent ringing of the phone saved Sophie from coming up with a response. Her grandmother pushed back from the table with a look on her face that suggested Sophie’s reprieve would be short-lived.

         Rosa answered the phone. “Sí.” She frowned. “Who is this?” Her eyes shot to Sophie then to Mia. “Un momento.”

         “Mia, come with Nonna. I’ll show you my ticket for the raffle.” As her daughter jumped off the chair, Rosa bent down and whispered to Sophie, “The lady, she says she’s with the Department of Child Welfare.”

         Sophie waited for the door to her grandmother’s bedroom to close before picking up the phone. Don’t panic. Stay calm. “Hi, Mrs. Whitmore. I was just about to call you.”

         “I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday to set up your at-home visit, Sophie. Your mother gave me this number. We should have been informed you were going out of state. I think I made that very clear at our initial meeting.”

         “Yes, yes, you did.” Sophie’s knuckles whitened as she clenched the phone. “Like I said, I planned to contact you. I decided it was best for Mia and me to move back home to Harmony Harbor. I have family here and a good support system. It’s a small town, and rent will be cheaper.”

         “I see. Did you share your plans with your mother? Because she seems to think you’re returning to LA.”

         “No, Mrs. Whitmore, I didn’t. Is that a problem too?”

         “Sophie, I’m not the enemy.”

         “Really? ’Cause it kind of feels like you are. The charges were dropped, Mrs. Whitmore. I’m a good mom. I don’t do drugs or go to bars or have men back to my apartment. Mia is the most important thing in the world to me. I would never intentionally put her in danger. All I was trying to do was make a better life for us. That’s all I was trying to do.” The fight went out of her, and she sagged against the wall.

         “Sophie, our preliminary investigation supports everything you’ve just said. We got back glowing reports from your roommates, coworkers, and the woman who provided before and after school care for Mia. But because of the circumstances, we’re legally required to do a follow-up visit. I’m going to transfer your file to the Massachusetts Department of Child Welfare. Is this the number where you can be reached?”

         “Yes, I’m staying with my grandmother until I find a place of our own.”

         “All right. You should expect to receive a call from them within the next month. That should give you plenty of time to get settled and find steady employment before your follow-up visit. How is Mia? Any more nightmares?”

         “No, she hasn’t had any more nightmares.” After yesterday’s episode at Greystone, Sophie’d been surprised she hadn’t. No doubt she had Liam and his comforting presence to thank for that. Sophie wished she had someone to comfort her now. If anyone from Children’s Services found out what had happened at the manor, she’d have another red flag on her file. She’d thought that by coming to Harmony Harbor, she’d at least escape child welfare and the threat that they’d take her daughter away.

         After answering the rest of Mrs. Whitmore’s questions, the caseworker wished Sophie good luck and said goodbye. Sophie hung up the phone and rested her forehead against the wall. Strong, firm hands took her by the shoulders and turned her around. “This time you tell me the whole story, bella. Sit.”

         “Mia…”

         “She’s good. She’s watching the TV.” Her grandmother bent down and pulled a bottle of red wine from the bottom cupboard.

         “Nonna, I’m not drinking at noon.”

         “It’s for me,” she said, pouring herself a juice glass full. She sat beside Sophie at the table, and this time she didn’t leave anything out.

         Her grandmother swore in Italian, cursing out interfering government agencies and Sophie’s no-good mother. Sophie didn’t have the energy to make excuses for Tina. Once her grandmother got her temper under control, she said, “I’ll make some phone calls. See if anyone—” The phone rang, cutting her off.

         Sophie’s heart pounded. “What if it’s—”

         Rosa tossed back her wine and got up from the table, patting Sophie’s shoulder as she reached for the phone. “Leave it to your nonna. I will take care of them. Sí,” she snapped into the receiver then frowned and nodded. “She is. Oh. All right, I will tell her. An hour? Sí. She will be there.”

         Sophie twisted the red-checkered tablecloth between her fingers. “Who was it?”

         “Colleen Gallagher. She wants to meet with you. I think she’s going to offer you a job. The manager’s position.”

         As much as Sophie needed a job, she couldn’t work at Greystone.

         Rosa returned to her chair and glanced at her bedroom, nodding slowly. “Two birds, one stone. You’re a smart girl. You’ll turn Greystone around, and the child welfare people, they will be happy. Good job, steady job. It’s good. It will work.”

         Her grandmother was right. If Greystone was owned by anyone other than the Gallaghers, Sophie would jump at the opportunity. As it was, she hesitated. First off, she knew Rosa. She’d only be able to set aside her feud with Kitty for so long. Then there was Sophie’s biggest fear—running into Michael. “I don’t know, Nonna. Maybe I should—”

         “You rarely see the Gallagher grandchildren at Greystone,” Rosa said conversationally. “I don’t remember the last time Michael was in town.”

         Sophie’s eyes shot to her grandmother. Rosa patted her hand. “Don’t worry, bella. No one will take Mia from us. Colleen offers you the job, you say sí.”
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