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            Chapter One

         

         Ava DiRossi didn’t believe in fairy tales and happily-ever-afters, but right about now, she’d sell her soul for a fairy godmother.

         As the elevator shuddered and creaked on its way up to the north tower, Ava removed her black work shoe. The sole had come loose, flapping when she walked. She hammered it against the steel frame of the service cart in hopes it would hold out until the end of her shift. After several good whacks, she stopped to examine the seam. Satisfied the shoe wouldn’t fall apart before she got home, she slipped it back onto her foot.

         Obviously she didn’t need a fairy godmother to take care of her footwear or to provide her with fancy gowns. And Prince Charming? She’d had one of her own. A long time ago. Only he’d turned out to be more princely and charming than she deserved, and she’d ended their fairy-tale marriage. But there was something a fairy godmother could help her with. If Ava had one, she’d ask her to turn back the clock to three months earlier. Her life had been so simple then.

         She loved Greystone Manor. It had been her refuge, her sanctuary. She’d been left alone, free to do as she pleased as long as the guest rooms were well and properly cleaned. And they were, because Ava wouldn’t have it any other way. She made sure each room sparkled and shone.

         But everything had changed the day Colleen Gallagher died and Ava’s cousin Sophie had become manager of the manor. It seemed like every time Ava turned around, her cousin was there with a new scheme to improve Greystone’s bottom line. One that invariably required Ava’s help and was designed to push her out of her comfort zone.

         The elevator jerked to a stop. Without thinking, Ava pushed the service cart toward the now-open doors. A jarring pain shot up her arm, and she sucked in a breath through her teeth. That’s what she got for letting thoughts of fairy godmothers fill her head. She used her good arm and her hip to push the heavy cart into the deserted hall. As though in judgment of what she was about to do, long-dead Gallaghers looked down at her from the portraits in gilded frames that lined the stone walls.

         “I’m not any happier about it than you are,” Ava told the portrait of William Gallagher, the family’s patriarch. He looked like the pirate he’d been reputed to be. “But Colleen would understand. She’d want me to find her memoirs.”

         Until the private viewing at the manor three days after Colleen had passed, no one had believed that she’d actually written her memoirs. But during the wake, in a recorded message for the Widows Club—of which Ava was a member, the token divorcée—Colleen had held up the book, proving that it did indeed exist. And not only had Colleen written about her life and her secrets, but she’d also recorded each and every one of theirs. Just before Colleen announced where she’d hidden the book, static filled the screen and the videotape was damaged beyond repair.

         There were secrets in the book that Ava couldn’t afford to come to light. Secrets she’d confessed to Colleen in a weak moment. Secrets the Gallagher matriarch had promised to take to her grave.

         Oh, now, you have a head full of fanciful thoughts today, don’t you, Ava my girl?

         “Yes, thanks to you and Sophie, my head seems to be full of them these days. And I can tell you I was much happier without them,” Ava said as she parked the cart under William’s portrait, then sighed when she realized she was talking aloud. Talking to her ex-husband’s great-grandmother, who’d died more than two months ago.

         It wasn’t the first time Ava had caught herself doing so. She wasn’t worried she was going crazy though. Her newly acquired habit was a result of stress and exhaustion. There wasn’t much she could do about being so tired she could hardly think straight, but she could alleviate part of her stress by finding the book that would reveal the truth about her and that night and the man she’d allowed to ruin her life.

         In case someone happened upon her in Colleen’s room, Ava tossed two sponges in a bucket and made her way to the walnut-studded door, sliding her passkey into the lock. Colleen had lost her battle with her son Ronan, a historian, over the entry upgrade. She never did like change. If Colleen had gotten her way, Greystone Manor, which had been built in the early nineteenth century and modeled after a medieval castle, would have stayed exactly the same.

         Meow.

         Ava jumped, pressing a hand to her chest as a black cat wound his way between her legs. Simon, who’d arrived at the manor a week before Colleen died, raised his blue eyes and meowed again. Placing the bucket on the hardwood floor, Ava crouched to scratch behind his ears.

         “You miss her, too, don’t you?” she said to the cat, realizing that was most likely the reason she’d been talking to a dead woman. She missed Colleen. Ava had worked for her ex-husband’s family for more than a decade.

         Simon purred, rubbing his head against her leg. She gave him a final pat. “You can come with me, but you have to stay quiet.”

         Ava picked up the bucket and straightened to open the door. As she did, a sweet, floral scent wafted past her nose. She frowned at the fresh bouquet of pink, yellow, and white roses in a crystal vase on the nightstand beside the canopied bed. Odd. Who would…Jasper, she decided. The older man had been with the Gallaghers for as long as she could remember. He’d been Colleen’s right-hand man and confidant. Skinny as a rail with stiff, upper-crust manners, he was a pain in Ava’s culo.

         Her gaze lifted from the roses to the Gothic-style leaded windows that overlooked the gardens. Sleet pelted the windowpanes, and the barren trees swayed in the cold mid-January winds. She wrapped her gray sweater around her while casting a longing glance at the fireplace with a three-tiered wrought-iron candelabra standing in front of it. The fireplace was more for show than heat. So no matter that she could practically see her breath in the room; now wasn’t the time to put it to the test and risk an actual fire.

         She eyed the hundreds of books lining the walls of the sitting area. More were stacked haphazardly on the antique tables on either side of a well-worn, gold damask love seat with additional piles creating small towers on the hardwood floor. A cluttered white desk with feminine lines sat in the center of the room with a view of the dark, turbulent sea through the French doors that led onto a stone balcony.

         The room looked exactly the same as the night she’d searched it with her cousin, her Auntie Rosa, and the rest of the Widows Club. As far as Ava knew, no one had found the book. Though not for lacking of trying. It had to be here, somewhere in this room.

         She set the bucket beside the fireplace and walked the perimeter, lifting the heavy, antique-gold drapes and peeking under the oil paintings in search of a safe or secret compartment. Simon meowed from where he stretched out on the back of the love seat, once again drawing Ava’s attention to the shelves of books behind him.

         They’d been looking for a brown, leather-bound book the night they’d first searched the room—aptly named The Secret Keeper of Harmony Harbor. Ava wondered if Colleen had hidden it within another book. She wouldn’t be surprised if she had. Colleen had been a cagey old lady.

         As Ava catalogued the sheer volume of books, she realized she’d be here longer than she had anticipated. Unconsciously, her hand went to her bruised arm; she couldn’t be late again. She reached in her pocket for her earbuds and turned on her iPod. Fitting the buds in her ears, she got to it, leafing through one book at a time. Alone with her music—aside from Simon—Ava felt some of the day’s tensions leave her. She liked repetitive, mindless work. She found it calming. Well, it was usually calming. With the book on the loose, it was somewhat less so today.

         Someone tapped her shoulder, and she jumped, dropping the book she’d just taken off the shelf. She whirled around, pressing a hand to her chest. “You practically gave me a heart attack.”

         “Sorry.” Sophie grimaced. Ava’s cousin wore her uniform of a white blouse and black pencil skirt. “I called out, but you mustn’t have heard me. What are you listening to?” She pulled the bud from Ava’s ear and held it to hers. “It’s loud”—Sophie made a face—“and depressing.”

         “‘Mad World’ by Gary Jules. It’s not depressing. It’s beautiful.” Ava reached into the pocket of her black uniform dress and turned off the iPod, then bent to pick up the book she’d dropped. “I, um, was looking for something to read.”

         Sophie removed the black-framed glasses that held back her long, chestnut-brown hair and put them on, leaning forward to look at the book. She raised an eyebrow. “Finnegans Wake by James Joyce. Interesting choice.”

         “I thought so. It was one of Colleen’s favorites.”

         “You miss her, don’t you?” Sophie said with a sympathetic smile.

         It wasn’t that long ago that her cousin had been as anxious to find Colleen’s memoirs as Ava. A fire in Sophie’s LA apartment left her and her daughter, Mia, homeless, forcing them to move back to Harmony Harbor. For years, Sophie had kept the true identity of Mia’s father a secret. But just a month after arriving home, the truth came out. It had been a difficult time for Sophie and Liam, but in the end, their love for each other prevailed.

         So Sophie would understand Ava’s need to find the book only too well and would no doubt offer her help. But there’d be a price to pay. Sophie would want to know her secret, and it was a secret Ava would take to her grave. “Sí, I do.”

         Sophie rested her hip against the back of the love seat, absently petting Simon. “Do you think I’m horrible for renting out Colleen’s suite?”

         Her cousin had announced her plans last night. It was the reason Ava was searching the room. While there was a part of her that didn’t want Colleen’s private space invaded, she understood why Sophie felt she had to do so.

         Within a day of her cousin announcing plans for a bridal show at Greystone, their major competitor, the Bridgeport Marquis, announced plans for their own bridal show. Yesterday, the Marquis’s bridal suite had been featured in the Harmony Harbor Gazette.

         “You know, if Colleen were here, she’d have suggested it herself, Sophie. The bridal suite at the Marquis can’t compete with this.” Ava lifted her hand to the French doors. “Look at the views.”

         Sophie nibbled on her thumbnail and nodded. “I know, but maybe I overreacted. The old bridal suite has an ocean view too. It’s just not as big as Colleen’s. I’ll have Dana stage them both. If she thinks the old bridal suite shows just as well, we’ll feature it in the Gazette. That way we won’t have to pack Colleen’s things away.”

         Dana Templeton was a long-term guest at the manor. She’d also become a close friend to both Ava and Sophie. The woman had exquisite taste…and a secret. She was probably as anxious to find Colleen’s memoirs as Ava.

         “Next on the list is updating the restaurant menu,” Sophie added with a look in her golden-brown eyes that was all too familiar.

         “It’s getting late. I should probably get going,” Ava said in hopes of avoiding another conversation about the restaurant. She turned to pick up the books she’d piled on the floor. She adored Sophie, admired the woman she’d become, but her cousin had an almost obsessive need to fix things, including the people she loved. Over the past two months, it had become apparent that Ava was her new pet project.

         “You’re not walking home. I’ll give you a ride. It’ll give us a chance to talk about the restaurant,” Sophie said brightly.

         Ava bowed her head and sighed. Her cousin was like a dog with a bone. “Sophie, no matter how often you ask, my answer will be the same. I can’t. My father—”

         “Please, just think about it? You’re an incredibly talented chef. No, don’t wave me off. You are. You know how important the bridal show is for us. I can’t have Helga handling the food. I need you, Ava. Greystone needs you.”

         “No, what you need is a well-trained and experienced chef, and that’s not me. I want to save Greystone as much as you do, Sophie, but I can’t take over the restaurant. I’ll do anything else but that.”

         “What if I talk to Uncle Gino? I’m sure he’d—”

         Fingers of fear crawled up Ava’s spine at the thought of Sophie talking to her father. She drew the sleeve of her sweater over her hand, fisting it around the gray wool. “No. Capisci?” The words came out more forcefully than she intended, and in Italian. When she was nervous or upset, she slipped back into the language she’d grown up hearing at home.

         “No, I don’t understand,” Sophie said with equal force and a stubborn jut of her chin. “You helped out before, so I don’t know why you won’t help out again.”

         There were times when her cousin reminded Ava of her Auntie Rosa, Sophie’s mule-headed grandmother. This was one of them. “Because you were desperate.” Ava held up a hand when Sophie opened her mouth. “Find someone else. I’m not interested. I’m a maid, Sophie. Not a chef.”

         “What happened to you, Ava? What happened to the girl I remember?”

         Ava had once loved to cook—it had been her passion. But she was no longer the girl her cousin remembered. She didn’t want to be. “She grew up. Now, do you think I can get back to my job?”

         Sophie made a face. “Fine. Griffin will be arriving within the hour unless his plane was delayed by the weather. It should be enough time for the room to warm up. There’s extra firewood in the lobby. I’ll go—”

         “Griffin…Griffin’s staying here? In this room?” Her ex-husband rarely came back to Harmony Harbor. In the past ten years, Ava had only seen him a handful of times. Though that may have been because he’d gone out of his way to avoid her. Granted, she had done the same. But she hadn’t been able to avoid him when he’d come home for Colleen’s funeral or for Liam and Sophie’s wedding.

         “I thought I told you he was coming home.” Sophie lifted a shoulder as though it had slipped her mind, but Ava saw the hint of a smile playing on her lips. “We needed some extra muscle to help get the ballroom ready for the bridal show. You have to admit Griffin fits the bill.”

         She wouldn’t let her mind go to just how well her ex fit the we-need-muscle bill or allow herself to think about the potential consequences of her tenacious cousin playing matchmaker. Ava would worry about that later. Right now, she was more terrified at the thought of Griffin staying in a room that quite possibly held a book that contained her deepest, darkest secret.

         “What’s wrong?” Sophie touched Ava’s bruised forearm, her brow furrowed with concern. “It’s not like when he came home for Colleen’s funeral. His ex won’t be with him if that’s what you’re worried about.”

         At the light pressure of Sophie’s hand on her bruised arm, Ava clenched her teeth to stifle a groan and reached for the bucket. “Nothing’s wrong. I just have a lot to do before he arrives. I’ll get to it now.” She prayed her cousin took the hint and left, because for the first time in more than a decade, Ava had no intention of doing her job. She was going to find Colleen’s book instead. Or at the very least, ensure that Griffin didn’t.

         Sophie looked over the room. “I promised Mia and Liam I’d be home for supper, but if you need me to stay—”

         “Thank you, but no. I’ll get done faster without you.”

         “Um, are you forgetting I used to work as a maid? I was actually pretty good at—”

         Would she never leave? Ava took matters into her own hands and carefully steered her cousin toward the door. “Yes, I’m sure you were the Maid of LA, but I am the Maid of Harmony Harbor, so you can go now. Give Mia a kiss for me.”

         Sophie laughed. “Okay, okay, I’m leaving. But call me when you’re finished, and I’ll give you a ride home.”

         “Ciao,” Ava said, and closed the door. Heart racing, she pressed her back against it. Simon sat in front of…the fireplace. The one place none of them had thought to look. Ava raced across the room. She knelt on the floor to move the heavy wrought-iron candelabra, careful not to knock off the candles as she pushed it to the side. Ignoring the pain in her arm, she scrutinized the brick facing for a sign it had been tampered with. When she didn’t find any, she ran her fingers along the dark oak frame and mantel.

         Simon meowed and padded into the fireplace. He sat on the logs and looked up. Ava stuck her head inside and did the same. It was too dark to see much of anything. She was typically prepared for whatever might come up on the job, but she didn’t carry a flashlight, and she didn’t have her cell phone. Her father had broken it two weeks before in another fit of temper.

         She skimmed her right hand up and down the wall where Simon was staring. Two of the bricks were loose. She pushed her finger between them, touching what felt like soft leather. She held her breath as she tried to lift it and the edges of paper brushed against her finger. It was a book. Her pulse kicked up with excitement, her shoulders sagging with relief.

         Her relief was short-lived. No matter how hard she tugged on the upper brick with her uninjured arm, it refused to budge. Gritting her teeth, she tried using both hands. Her bruised arm protested the movement, but she refused to give up and breathed through the pain.

         Fifteen minutes later, she stopped to regroup. There had to be another way. Her hands were blackened with soot, the tips of her fingers raw, and the bricks had barely moved. She looked around the room for something to wedge between them and spied the poker.

         “We’re in business, Simon. This should do—”

         “Tell Grams I’ll see her in a bit.”

         Her gaze shot to the door. She’d recognize that voice anywhere. Griffin was here. Now. Outside the door. She shot to her feet, shoving the candelabra in front of the fireplace.

         Meow.

         She’d trapped Simon. She grabbed the cat, put him on the floor, and scooped up the bucket and sponges while frantically searching for somewhere to hide. The balcony. She didn’t care if she froze to death; she couldn’t let him find her here.

         As she turned to run, Ava heard the beep of the passkey. She wouldn’t make it. She spun around and ran the short distance to the bathroom. Her breath coming in panicked puffs, she stepped inside the bathtub and carefully inched the crimson and gold shower curtain across the rod. She sagged against the tile wall, praying his in a bit meant he’d drop his bags off and leave.

         If it had been anyone other than Griffin, she’d pretend to be cleaning the room. But she remembered all too clearly the humiliation of being discovered by Griffin and his ex-wife the last time they’d stayed at the manor. He’d looked at Ava like he hadn’t known who she was, and his wife had asked for fresh towels, acting as though Ava hadn’t done her job.

         And then there was the book. She couldn’t leave without it.

         “How did you get in here?”

         Her gaze jerked to the curtain, her heart beating double time. She let out the breath she’d been holding when the bed creaked. Simon. Griffin was talking to the cat. “Better question would be, what have you been up to? Your paws are black. Off the bed, buddy.”

         Her toes curled in her shoes, a warm, fluttery sensation settling low in her stomach in response to the slow drawl of Griffin’s deep voice. He always spoke in that low, unhurried tone. Even when he was angry or when he was whispering how much he loved her or when he was talking her out of her temper. Only then there’d been a hint of laughter too. Her temper used to amuse him. He had a long fuse; she had a short one. She used to, at least.

         Her lips curved at the memories; then her wistful smile faded when the consequences of what he’d just said penetrated her lovesick brain. Simon’s paws were dirty. All she’d need was for Griffin to start looking for the source. She had to…

         There was the rasp of a zipper, then the light thud of something hitting the floor. At the sound of heavy footfalls approaching the bathroom, Ava’s eyes went wide, and she pressed her back against the tiled wall. A bare, muscled arm reached past the curtain, a large hand turning on the water. The cold spray from the showerhead hit her in the face, and a small, shocked squeak escaped before she could contain it.

         Griffin whipped back the shower curtain. His thick, toffee-colored hair glistened under the fluorescent light, his dazzling, deep blue eyes wide in surprise. She opened her mouth to say something, but the words got stuck in her throat as her eyes drifted down his body. He was completely and gloriously naked. And even more beautiful than she remembered.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Griffin Gallagher gaped at his ex-wife standing fully clothed under the shower’s icy spray. Beneath a dripping wet gray sweater several sizes too big, her uniform clung to her birdlike frame, an ugly pair of shoes on her feet. Her long, jet-black hair plastered to her head, Ava stared at him through the water streaming down her pale, gaunt face.

         Despite the changes to the woman he’d once loved more than life itself, he felt a familiar stirring, a familiar heat low in his belly. He was reacting to her as though nothing had changed. With her gaze riveted on the evidence of his body’s betrayal, embarrassment and anger coursed through him.

         “What the hell are you doing in here, Ava?” He shut off the water with such force that he nearly ripped the lever off the wall.

         Her impossibly green eyes jerked to his face, reminding him where they’d lingered only seconds before. Swearing under his breath, he covered himself with the shower curtain and then leaned to his right to grab two towels off the rack. He threw her one. She blinked and caught it before it hit her in the face.

         Reeling from the realization that he still wanted her, still felt something for her after all this time, he said through clenched teeth, “Get out. Now,” and wrapped the towel around his waist.

         “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you so soon. I was…I was just cleaning the tiles.”

         Everything about her was foreign to him—the meek, stammering voice; the way she stood with her shoulders bowed; the raw, chapped hands that trembled as she brought the towel to her face. She looked exhausted, and she was lying.

         He opened his mouth to ask her what was going on. Then quickly closed it before he uttered the questions that had been eating at him since he saw her at his great-grandmother’s funeral. Are you okay? What happened to you? What can I do to take the shadows from your eyes? It was no longer his job, no longer his right.

         He’d been there before, a long time ago. And all it had gotten him was a broken heart. It’d taken him years to recover. There’d been a time when he didn’t think he ever would. With Ava, he’d never again allow his heart to overrule his head. He needed to get her out of here, and so he hauled her from the tub.

         She cried out, and her face crumpled.

         He released her immediately and dropped his hands to his sides, taking a step back. “Jesus, I’m sorry. I didn’t think I grabbed you that hard, Ava. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” His gut bottomed out at the thought that he had. From his time as a Navy SEAL, his body had been trained to be a weapon—powerful, lethal. It was something he never allowed himself to forget. Even when he was angry, he was careful. He’d been careful with her too. He was sure of it.

         “You didn’t. I hurt my arm yesterday. I’m sorry for…” Her gaze dropped, and his unruly body part perked up at the attention. She slowly raised her eyes back to his face, a hint of pink coloring her prominent cheekbones. She cleared her throat. “…startling you.”

         He knew she was lying again. Just as he had all those years before. But no matter how much he wanted her gone, he had to make sure he wasn’t responsible for the pain that had been clearly etched on her face. “What happened to your arm?”

         She turned to grab the bucket. “I hit it on the service cart. It’s nothing, really.”

         “It’s not nothing. Let me see.” He reached for her, at the same time wondering what he was doing. Why couldn’t he just leave it alone?

         “No. I…” Her gaze jerked to his hand as he gently wrapped his fingers around her fine-boned wrist. She pulled away from him, wrenching her arm as she did. He noted her desperate attempt to contain the pained gasp, the flash of panic in her eyes.

         They were the same, her eyes. They no longer lit up with laughter and passion, but they were just as incredibly beautiful as they used to be. Her eyes were the only thing about her that was remotely familiar. Maybe they were the reason he couldn’t let it go. The reason he took her hand, despite her murmured protest, and carefully pushed up the sleeve of her sweater.

         His breath hissed through his teeth. Her forearm was almost completely black-and-blue. He raised his gaze to hers. “You didn’t get this from banging your arm on the service cart.”

         She wouldn’t meet his eyes as she tried to push her sleeve back down. “I hit it again last night. Please, Griffin, it’s just a bruise.”

         “You sure about that? It looks pretty bad to me. Maybe you have a hairline fracture. Did you let Doc Bishop take a look?”

         She pulled away again, and this time he let her go. They hadn’t been alone together in a long time. He hadn’t stood this close to her or held her hand, and he didn’t like the uncomfortable pressure building in his chest. He tried to convince himself that it was nothing—just a reaction to seeing the extensive bruising. His protective instincts were strong. That’s all it was. He’d react the same to anyone with a similar injury. But with Ava, he didn’t want to feel anything. Not one damn thing.

         “I’m not bothering Dr. Bishop about a bruise. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of it myself. But I appreciate your concern. It looks worse than it is. I haven’t had a chance to ice it today, that’s all.”

         She probably was qualified to make that call. Two months before she would have graduated as a nurse-practitioner, she’d left school. A month before that, she’d asked him for a divorce, ending their marriage with five words: I can’t do this anymore. And that’s all he got. No matter how much he begged and pleaded for a reason, those five words were all she gave him.

         But the anger flaring to life inside him had nothing to do with the past. It was because she appreciated his concern, and dammit, he didn’t want to be concerned. And he sure as hell didn’t want her to think that he was.

         “You shouldn’t be working. Take a couple days off.” His irritation was evident in each word he bit out. It used to take a lot to set off his temper. That had changed after he’d lost Ava and his mother and sister. It had improved some after he met Lexi.

         And there it was, the real reason for that uncomfortable pressure in his chest. It didn’t have anything to do with Ava, yet it had everything to do with her. His second wife believed he’d never stopped loving Ava. It made it impossible for them to work out their other issues. Impossible for Lexi to stay with him.

         Ava blinked as though surprised not only by his suggestion, but also by the harshness with which he’d delivered it. “I can’t afford to take time off,” she said with quiet dignity.

         Once again he felt the unwanted pull of sympathy. Six months after Ava had asked him for a divorce, her father had been badly injured on the job. He’d been left paralyzed from the waist down. Ava’s mother had died of cancer when Ava was nine, so the responsibility for her father’s care fell solely on her shoulders. But the apology Griffin was about to make got no farther than the tip of his tongue.

         Ava saw to that with the next words out of her mouth. “I’ll finish your room while you take your shower. I won’t be long.”

         The last thing he wanted to be thinking about was her in his room while he was naked in the shower, but more than that, he kept seeing that bruise. “No. Leave it alone and go home.”

         She looked like she might argue, then lifted a shoulder and walked to the door. Her shoes squished and sloshed, leaving a trail of water behind her. He was about to suggest she borrow some clothes and shoes from her cousin before heading home but kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want Ava to think he was worried about her.

         The tension in his shoulders released as the door closed behind her. Maybe now he could get her out of his head. He dropped the towel and reached for the lever to turn on the shower, his attention drawn to the oily, black footprints left behind by her butt-ugly shoes. So much for his plan.

         He grabbed a washcloth off the towel rack and got to work on the stains. Getting rid of any trace of her helped work off some of the anger and frustration still rolling around inside him. Only when he finished did he realize his hands were covered in what appeared to be black shoe polish. He looked around for a bar of soap. There wasn’t one. Turning the lever to hot, he left the bathroom to retrieve a bar of soap from his kit. He stopped short at the sight of Ava walking across the room carrying an armful of wood.

         “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

         Her mouth fell open, and she dropped the logs…onto her foot. “Crap. Ow. Crap,” she yelped, grabbing her foot and hopping around.

         “Ava, let go of your foot. You’ll hurt your arm.”

         She ignored him, swearing in Italian while still holding on to her foot with both hands.

         He released an exasperated sigh. “Stubborn as ever,” he muttered as he walked toward her and scooped her into his arms. She might be as stubborn as she used to be, but she was at least thirty pounds lighter. When they were together, she’d been all soft, lush curves. She released a surprised gasp and her arms automatically went around his neck. Beneath the smell of damp wool, he caught a whiff of the same perfume she used to wear—D&G Light Blue. It brought back memories of all the times he’d held her in his arms. Seven years of memories, most of them amazing.

         He set her on the edge of the bed and cleared his throat. “Do you think your foot’s broken?”

         She didn’t answer; she looked like she might be in shock. He crouched in front of her to remove her wet shoes. The old Ava wouldn’t have been caught dead wearing shoes like these. She loved heels, the higher the better. Sexy, strappy shoes that were colorful and blinged out. He never could figure out how she walked in them for hours on end without complaining. But damn, he’d loved watching her do it. He should probably be grateful her taste in footwear had changed too.

         This pair though…“For Chrissakes, Ava, there’s a hole in the bottom of this shoe, and look at this.” He lifted the other shoe, flicking its flapping sole.

         She made a small choking sound, her eyes huge in her flushed face.

         He frowned. “What’s wrong with—”

         “You…you’re naked.”

         He scowled and rose to his feet. “It’s not like you haven’t seen it before,” he grumbled, stalking to the bathroom to retrieve a towel. She was gone by the time he came back.

         
              

         

         Colleen Gallagher walked straight through the closed door of Jasper’s room at the manor, surprised not to feel that disconcerting rush she normally did when passing through doors and such. Then again, her dander was up, so that may well be the reason why she didn’t. Or perhaps she was just getting used to this ghost gig. She’d been undead…Well, she wasn’t exactly sure what she was, but she’d missed the welcome mat to heaven more than two months before.

         At a hundred and four, she’d been anxious to join her loved ones in the great beyond. In the end, though, it was probably for the best she’d missed her ride to heaven. She had to protect the Gallagher legacy.

         There was also the small matter of ensuring that, when she eventually met St. Peter at the Pearly Gates, he’d welcome her into heaven instead of sending her straight to hell. She had to make amends for her past mistakes.

         All she had to do to save the manor and wipe the sins from her eternal soul was to ensure her plans for her great-grandchildren’s love lives came to fruition. Which was easier than it sounded; she’d been quite the matchmaker in her day. Even in her ghostly state, she’d already successfully married off one of her great-grandsons. Liam and Sophie were a shining example of her success. She didn’t fool herself that marrying off the next couple on her list would be as easy though.

         Especially now that she’d discovered a traitor in their midst.

         Ah, there he was, happy as a clam sitting in a brown leather wingback chair wearing a paisley smoking jacket and black satin sleep pants, his burgundy slippered feet crossed and resting on the ottoman. She caught his smirk as he brought the china teacup to his lips.

         “You think you’re so smart sending me off on a wild-goose chase, don’t you, laddie?” She moved to stand between him and his favorite series playing on the television—Downton Abbey. Not that it would do her much good. He couldn’t hear or see her, but he bloody well sensed her presence. He’d used that to his advantage today.

         “Back from your hunt so soon, Madame?”

         So soon? She’d spent most of the evening down in the tunnels searching for her memoirs. Which Jasper well knew since he’d been the one who suggested her book might be there. She’d been looking over Ava’s shoulder while she leafed through the books in the tower room when Colleen heard a sound outside the door. She’d walked through it…and Jasper, who’d obviously been on the lookout for Griffin, and Colleen.

         “I’ve got your number now. You thought to keep me busy so I wouldn’t be about to meddle in Ava’s and Griffin’s affairs now that he’s come home. You’re as bad as that Mr. Carson you admire so much on Downton Abbey. But you’re wrong about Ava. She doesn’t deserve your censure. She’s suffered more than you’ll ever know. And I’ll be damned if you’ll stand in the way of her and Griffin’s happiness.”

         Oh yes, she had her dander up all right. Admittedly, it wasn’t entirely Jasper’s fault. He was just trying to protect her great-grandson. Jasper blamed Ava for breaking Griffin’s heart. If Colleen had shared Ava’s secrets, Jasper would know the truth. She should have shared them before now. At the very least, she should have broken her vow to Ava and told Griffin.

         Back then, Colleen had a good reason not to. Ava had shared her heartbreaking secret with Colleen a week before Griffin married Lexi. Colleen liked her great-grandson’s then wife-to-be and couldn’t bring herself to hurt the girl, even for Ava’s sake. Lexi had saved Griffin from himself.

         Setting the teacup on the nesting table beside him, Jasper rested his linked fingers on his chest and grinned like a Cheshire cat. “It appears you’ll have to set your matchmaking sights on one of your other great-grandchildren, Madame. I have it on good authority that Master Griffin will be leaving in two days’ time. Not the fortnight Miss Kitty had planned on and you no doubt had hoped for.”

         At least she and her daughter-in-law Kitty were on the same page. But the news Griffin planned to leave in two days’ time was worrisome at best. “I don’t know what you’re so happy about. You want to save Greystone from that grasping developer’s hands as much as the rest of us do, and we need Griffin’s vote. Without Ava to convince him otherwise, the lad’s dead set on selling the estate.”

         Colleen had spent the months leading up to her death fending off local real estate agent Paige Townsend’s attempts to steal Greystone and the family’s five-thousand-acre estate out from under them. The thirtysomething woman represented the developer who wanted to tear down the manor and build high-end condos.

         Colleen’s great-grandchildren stood to make millions if they went through with the sale. It’s why she’d set up her will the way she did. The estate couldn’t be sold unless all her great-grandchildren agreed. To date, only two of them were on the Save Greystone Team.

         A scratching sound and then an insistent meow came from the other side of the door.

         “Ah, it appears your partner in crime has arrived. Perhaps you should let him in,” Jasper said with a smirk in his voice.

         She glared at him. He knew darn well she couldn’t open the door. These days her hands rarely obeyed her brain. There were some things she’d become quite adept at though. She walked to the television and put her hand through Mr. Carson’s face, smiling when static filled the screen. “You’ll think twice before pulling another fast one on me, laddie. Enjoy your evening. I have work to do.”

         “Where have you been, Tomcat?” she asked Simon when she arrived on the other side of the door. The black cat was the only one who could both see and hear her. Sophie and Liam’s daughter Mia could see her. Lately, though, Colleen sensed that she was no longer as visible to the child as she used to be.

         Simon gave Colleen a testy meow, looking at the spiral staircase that led to the tower and then back at her. Nudging his head before he ran off, he obviously expected her to follow.

         “Oh, but you’re a bossy one. I’d already planned on paying my great-grandson a visit.” She walked to the staircase. There had to be a way to convince Griffin to stay until she found her memoirs.

         “Stop your caterwauling. You’ll wake the other guests,” Colleen said to the meowing Simon as she reached the landing in no time at all. It never ceased to amaze her how quickly and easily she got around these days. The aches and pains of old age were no longer a problem in her ghostly state. A shame she couldn’t say the same for her memory.

         Simon cast her a smug look when Griffin opened the door. Colleen rolled her eyes, scooting past her great-grandson, who wore black sweatpants and a T-shirt. He was on the phone.

         “It was just Simon, the cat.” Griffin grimaced as he shut the door. “Ah, no, I’m staying at the manor. It was my dad’s idea, Lex.” He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed the heel of his palm on his forehead. “I don’t know why you’re getting so bent out of shape.”

         Simon parked himself in front of the fireplace and meowed at Colleen. “What’s gotten into you? Hush now. I need to hear this. It sounds like Jasper isn’t the only one going to give us trouble.” She sat on the bed beside Griffin, trying to hear what his ex-wife was saying on the other end.

         Griffin looked across the room at Simon. “Knock it off. No, not you. I was talking to the damn cat. Hang on.”

         “Oh, you’ve gone and done it now. You should have listened to me and stopped while you were ahead. He’ll be throwing you out on your ear,” Colleen told Simon as she followed her great-grandson to the fireplace. Simon had managed to get himself trapped inside. He stood on top of the logs, meowing at Colleen.

         “What is it that’s got you in such a dither?” She went down on all fours and pushed her head and the upper half of her body through the wrought-iron candelabra to peer inside.

         Griffin scooped up Simon. “If you don’t cut it out, you can find somewhere else to spend the night,” he told the cat as he put him down. “Sorry, I…What? No, I’m here because my family asked me to come, not because I’m interested in Ava. You can’t be serious.” He paused and shook his head. “Yeah, yeah, I know what you thought you saw when we were here for GG’s funeral, but you’re wrong. I’m not in love with Ava, and she’s not in love with me.”

         Colleen glanced over her shoulder, catching the look of frustration on Griffin’s handsome face. “Oh yes she is, my boy. That girl never stopped loving you. If I could just find my memoirs, you’d understand why she—”

         Simon meowed twice, nudging his head at the fireplace.

         “Bejaysus, are you trying to tell me my memoirs are in here?” The cat responded with what could only be described as a get-on-with-it meow. If Colleen still had a heartbeat, it would have quickened.

         She pushed all the way inside the fireplace at the same time Griffin said, “Okay, this is the last time I’m going to say this, Lex. There’s nothing between Ava and me, and there never will be.”

         “Never say never, my boy. If I’ve taught you anything, it should be that,” Colleen said, narrowing her eyes on the wall of soot-covered bricks while keeping an ear open to Griffin’s side of the conversation with his ex-wife.

         “So are you going to tell me why you really called?” Several beats passed before he said, “Sure, but why don’t you just tell me now? Okay, fine. I’ll give you a call when I’m headed home, and we can get together then.” His eyebrows drew inward at whatever Lexi was saying to him. “You sure you’re okay? All right, I’ll see you in a few days.”

         Scrubbing a hand over his face, he tossed his phone on the pillow. “Simon, take my advice, stay single and play the field.” Griffin came to his feet and walked to the fireplace, rubbing his muscular arms. “Let’s get some heat in here.”

         There was a scratch on the brick, then the smell of sulfur. A small flicker of flame lit the inside of the fireplace. Griffin touched a match to the logs, sparking Colleen’s memory. Her memoirs were here. She could see herself fitting them behind the loose bricks for safekeeping one hot summer night.

         “No!” she cried. Then realizing Griffin couldn’t hear her, she leaned over and blew with all her might. The small flame blinked out. Her great-grandson cursed but was undeterred.

         “You always were stubborn,” she groused at him after his fifth try. She wasn’t sure how much air she had left. As he lit another match, she frantically waved her arms. The small flame sputtered and went out.

         Griffin snapped the long matchstick in half, tossing it on the logs. “If I get lucky, the pipes will freeze, and they’ll have to get their heads out of their asses. The sooner we sell out, the better.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The sun had yet to rise when Ava walked from her bedroom through the sparsely furnished living room and into the kitchen. She started the coffeemaker and then bent to retrieve a pot from the bottom cupboard. She turned on the tap, glancing out the window while filling the pot with cold water. The sky looked like an artist’s palette with splotches of lavender breaking through the midnight black, streaks of tangerine on the horizon.

         When she was younger, she would have taken a moment to appreciate the beauty of the view and watch the white-crested waves breaking against the dock’s pylons across the road. Today her eyes automatically went to the thermostat attached to the white window frame, its paint peeling. Her walk to and from the manor would be more pleasant than yesterday’s.

         She turned off the water and placed the pot on the back burner, flicking it on. The coffeemaker spat and gurgled as she salted the water. She reached for the bag of steel-cut oats, placing it on the yellowed laminate countertop beside the stove. Then she went to the fridge and took out the top round beef and vegetables, placing them on the counter beside the cutting board. She retrieved two sweet onions from the windowsill and removed the skins. Ignoring the ache in her arm, she mechanically chopped the vegetables before moving on to the meat.

         Once she was finished, she scraped everything into the Crock-Pot, adding two cups of red wine, several cups of the beef stock she’d made earlier in the week, the leftover tomato sauce from last night’s dinner, and a couple pinches of basil, thyme, and marjoram. Setting the Crock-Pot to medium heat, she turned to the water boiling on the stove and added the oats before covering it with the glass lid.

         It was a routine she could do in her sleep. Which was probably a good thing since she’d barely gotten two hours last night. Her father had had another bad night. Every night for the past three weeks had been the same. Though Ava doubted she would have slept even if he’d had a good one.

         Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Griffin. Her body responded with the same desperate yearning, the same want and need, as it had when he’d opened the shower curtain, when he so easily swept her off her feet, and when his strong, calloused hands had gently wrapped around her ankles to remove her shoes.

         The strength of her desire had shocked her. It shouldn’t, she supposed. This was Griffin, after all. A man who, with one look, could cause butterflies to take flight in her stomach and her toes to curl. A man whose body she had once known as well as her own.

         There had been a time, though—twelve years before—when those rippling muscles and chiseled eight-pack had filled her with something other than desire. Her emotions had been darker and haunted back then. The thought of making love, even with the husband she adored, had filled her with dread, shame, and guilt. Unable to see a way to get past the crippling emotions, she’d asked him for a divorce.

         If he discovered the book behind the bricks, he’d know why. For now, she thought she was safe. She would have heard from him if he’d found it. She prayed he’d used all the firewood, inadvertently burning the book in the process.

         Reaching for a mug, she recalled the flash of anger in his indigo eyes when he whipped open the shower curtain, the way his upper lip curled in loathing beneath his heavy scruff. After all this time, he still hated her, and she loved him with every fiber of her being. The mug slipped from her fingers and hit the edge of the stove, shattering into a thousand pieces at her feet.

         “Can’t a man get some sleep in his own home? Keep it down out there!” her father yelled in Italian from the back bedroom, his voice gravelly from lack of sleep and his two-pack-a-day habit.

         She crouched to pick up the broken mug, fighting back tears of exhaustion and resentment. Her emotions were bubbling too close to the surface these days. For years, she’d been like a zombie, sleepwalking through her life. Then Colleen died and Sophie became manager of the manor, figuratively holding up a mirror to Ava, forcing her to see the woman she’d become. Ava hadn’t liked what she saw, but she couldn’t change the past, and she didn’t see a way to change her future. The road that lay ahead seemed as bleak as the one she’d been on for the past twelve years.

         As she stood up to walk to the garbage, a splinter of glass stabbed the ball of her big toe. She swore and raised her foot, pulling out a thick shard of ceramic. Droplets of blood splashed onto the tile.

         “What’s wrong?” her father called out.

         She grabbed the paper towel roll from the counter, ripping off several pieces to stop the bleeding. “Nothing, Papa.”

         Wrapping the paper towel around her foot, she straightened to give the pot of oatmeal a quick stir and then removed it from the burner. Once she cleaned the blood droplets off the black-and-white tile floor, she washed her hands before preparing her father’s breakfast tray. She scooped several tablespoons of the fruit salad she’d made the night before into a small bowl, sprinkled wheat germ and cinnamon on the oatmeal, and added a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice and a mug of coffee to the tray. She hobbled to the bathroom, cleaned and bandaged her foot, then made her way down the bright blue carpeted hallway to her father’s bedroom.

         Squaring her shoulders, she forced a smile and entered. “Good morning, Papa.”

         “What’s good about it?” he grumbled, glaring at the breakfast tray. “What is that crap? Where’s my bacon and eggs?”

         She set the legs of the tray carefully over his hips. “Your cholesterol levels were high at your last appointment. Dr. Bishop recommended—”

         “I don’t give a good goddamn what Doc Bishop has to say. I want my bacon and eggs. Take it away.” He shoved the tray.

         Ava gasped, grabbing the juice glass and mug before they toppled over, hot coffee sloshing over her hand and onto her father’s beige comforter. What looked to be regret flickered briefly in his green eyes. “I don’t have much to look forward to. I should be able to eat whatever I want,” he said in a sullen voice, pushing at the tray again, not as hard this time.

         Ava nudged aside the framed photographs on the nightstand to set down the glass and mug. Her parents’ wedding photo, a photo of the three of them the Christmas before her mother died, and one of Ava and her father taken a few years before his accident.

         He was still as ruggedly handsome as the man in the photographs, though his curly hair was more gray than ebony now and his green eyes no longer sparkled with good humor. Unless he was angry, which more often than not he was these days, his eyes were dull and lifeless. The lines that fanned from the corners were deeper and more pronounced, like the ones carved into either side of his down-turned mouth.

         His injury had turned her once kind and loving father into a man who could be cruel and vindictive. He wasn’t the father she remembered, but as she had done for so many years now, she reminded herself of the man he’d once been and stuffed down the hurt, anger, and resentment. “Eat some of your porridge, and I’ll make you bacon and eggs. Only one egg, though, and two slices of bacon. You can have the fruit cup for lunch.”

         Making a second breakfast for her father messed up Ava’s carefully scheduled routine. By the time she’d showered, gotten ready for work, stripped and remade her father’s bed, helped him bathe, shave, and get dressed, it was almost eight o’clock.

         At the side door, she pulled on a black knit hat and wrapped a scarf around her neck. “I’m leaving now, Papa. I’ll see you at six.”

         Her father, sitting in his wheelchair watching television, glanced at her. “Don’t be late. I’m almost out of smokes and whiskey. Get me a forty-ouncer of Crown Royal this time. No more of the cheap stuff. They’re watering it down.”

         Ava opened her mouth and then closed it. She couldn’t tell him she was the one watering it down. She hadn’t thought he’d caught on. “Next paycheck. There’s red wine in the bottom cupboard. It’s better for you anyway.” If he’d drink only one glass it would be. “Dr. Bishop wants you to cut—”

         “I don’t give a good goddamn what Doc Bishop wants. He can kiss my hairy ass. I’ll not give up the only things that give me pleasure.”

         Ava thought about arguing, pointing out he was heading for an early grave. But she was too tired to fight. “All right, Papa. I’ll get your Crown Royal.”

         He picked up his package of cigarettes, looked inside, and frowned. “I thought I had more left. You better get me a couple packs.”

         Ava had picked up her father’s dirty habit. She found it relaxing. Though she limited herself to eight cigarettes a day. She’d taken them from her father’s package this morning. Now she’d have to find time to make the long trek to the liquor store and corner store on her lunch hour. “Papa, why don’t you go out today? The fresh air will do you good. The sidewalks have been salted, and I put sand on the ramp last night.”

         He turned up the volume on the television. Ava sighed and opened the door, the tension in her body releasing as soon as she pulled it closed behind her. She glanced at the ramp. On the off chance he’d actually go out, she scooped another cupful of sand from the bag beside the door and tossed it onto the weather-beaten boards.

         The front door of the blue bungalow beside theirs opened, and Dorothy popped her head out. “Do you have a minute to spare, lovey?”

         Ava’s stomach dropped, afraid this was the day their neighbor said she’d had enough of Gino’s verbal abuse. The older woman was a retired nurse and had been Ava’s mother’s childhood best friend. She’d moved back to Harmony Harbor last month when her husband died. She popped in to check on Gino a couple times a day.

         “Of course. Is something wrong?” Ava asked tentatively as she walked along the sidewalk.

         “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Come in, it’s freezing.” She held the door open. No matter what time of day, the older woman was always well put together. Today was no exception. Dorothy’s chin-length blond hair was styled, her lightly lined face made up. She wore black slacks and a fuchsia sweater. “I didn’t want to call in case your father picked up the other line.”

         Ava tried not to let her panic show. “Did something happen when you were over yesterday?”

         “It’s not just yesterday. He’s getting worse, lovey. Surely you out of anyone can see that.” She gave Ava’s arm a pointed look.

         Dorothy knew how Ava had gotten the bruise. Gino had been in a rage when she’d arrived home late from work the other night, and Dorothy had been outside shoveling. She’d heard Gino throwing things around the kitchen and cursing at Ava. The older woman had opened the side door at the same time Ava deflected a cast-iron frying pan with her arm. Dorothy had threatened to call the police. At the thought of everyone in town knowing their business, Ava had begged her not to. She didn’t believe her father meant to hurt her. He’d never hurt her purposefully before. Sometimes, he just forgot his own strength.

         “It’s the weather and being stuck inside. You know how active he was. He lived to be at sea.”

         “Lovey, stop making excuses for him. He’s been in a chair going on twelve years.”

         “You’re right, I know you are. But it doesn’t make it any less difficult for him, Dorothy. He was used to being the breadwinner and self-sufficient. Now he’s dependent on me. I think it scared him when I was late coming home the other night.”

         “I’m sure it did, and I have a feeling my stopping by to check on him isn’t helping matters. He’s gotten it into his head you’re getting ready to move on with your life, and I’m your replacement. I suppose I haven’t helped by suggesting that’s exactly what you should do. Still, there’s no excuse for that kind of behavior. He’s drinking too much.”

         Ava fiddled with the zipper on her coat. “I know. I’ll talk to him about it tonight.” She dreaded the thought of confronting him about his drinking, but Dorothy was right. His mood swings had become more dramatic, his behavior more erratic.

         “I don’t want you to do it on your own. Call me when you get home, and I’ll come over.”

         Ava wasn’t sure having Dorothy there when she talked to her father was a good idea. It would probably make matters worse. Gino was as private as Ava was. But Dorothy was a determined woman, and just like with her father, Ava was too tired to fight. “Okay. There’s chicken sandwiches and white bean soup in the fridge for lunch. I made extra for you, and there’s stew in the Crock-Pot. I left a container on the counter for you to fill.”

         Dorothy patted Ava’s cheek. “I wish you’d take care of yourself as well as you do your father and me.”

         “It’s the least I can do. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She glanced at the clock on the living room wall. “I better get going or I’ll be late for work.”

         “Why don’t you let me drive you? Rosa tells me your ex-husband is staying at the manor and helping renovate the ballroom. I’d like to get a look at the man…and the ballroom, of course.”

         Ava didn’t want to think about why her Auntie Rosa was talking to Dorothy about Griffin or why the older woman wanted a look at him. Dorothy had recently joined the Widows Club, of which Rosa was also a member. A month earlier, the group’s sole focus had been getting Sophie and Liam together. Which was probably responsible for the nervous hitch in Ava’s voice and the reason she avoided any mention of Griffin. “Grazie, but the walk will do me good.”

         Dorothy held the door open. “I can think of several other things that would be good for you, too, and more fun. Your father might be stuck in a chair, but you’re as stuck as he is, lovey. Life’s short. Don’t let it pass you by.”

         Dorothy’s proclamation joined Ava on the walk to work—it made for an uncomfortable traveling companion. She breathed deeply of the frosty morning air as she walked past the pastel-colored Colonials along Main Street, trying not to think about what Dorothy had said. If she did, Ava might start wondering what her life would have been like if she’d made different choices. She wasn’t going to let the what ifs get a toehold in her mind. As far as she was concerned, it was better to stay firmly rooted in the reality of her life than waste precious energy on an impossible dream. If she didn’t, she’d become frustrated and bitter.

         This was her life, and she’d make the best of it. Things would get back to normal once she ensured Colleen’s memoirs had burned and Griffin left town. Other people might not agree that her life was normal, but it was the one she’d known for twelve years. Then she remembered the issue of her father self-medicating with alcohol and tonight’s upcoming confrontation.

         It looked like she could use a fairy godmother after all. One who had a talent for dealing with belligerent fathers. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than someone knocked on a window. Julia Landon, owner of Books and Beans, was dressed like a fairy and waving her inside.

         Ava looked up at the cloudless blue sky. “I don’t think you’re funny, Colleen. Meddle in someone else’s affairs.”

         “So, does she answer you back or is it a one-sided conversation?” a smooth male voice asked.

         Byron Harte, reporter and part owner of the Harmony Harbor Gazette, looked at her with a grin on his sun-bronzed face. Ava didn’t trust his slick, pretty-boy looks. He reminded her of Griffin’s childhood best friend Damien Gray, a man Ava had made the mistake of trusting a long time ago.

         Despite wishing the sidewalk would open up and swallow her whole, Ava shrugged. “Depends if she’s in the mood to talk or not.”

         “Fascinating. I’ve never met anyone who can converse with the dead. I’d love to interview—”

         She rolled her eyes. “It was a joke, Mr. Harte.”

         “Really? That’s a shame. I was hoping you’d ask where her memoirs are. Unless…No one’s found the book yet, have they?” He held the door open for her.

         Ava’s stomach dropped at Byron’s interest in Colleen’s memoirs. “Don’t tell me you actually fell for that? Colleen was a hundred and four. She was pazza, crazy.” She forced a laugh while silently asking for her old friend’s forgiveness.

         Julia smiled as they entered Books and Beans. She stood behind the small coffee bar at the front of the shop. A few feet beyond the counter and through an arched opening was the bookstore. The walls of the children’s section at the back were covered in brightly painted murals. A big, red velvet chair that Julia sat in during children’s hour was the focal point of the space. “I thought I missed you, Ava. Your chocolate cinnamon latte is almost ready.”

         Stopping at Books and Beans for a latte was the highlight of Ava’s morning. She supposed she’d be better off saving the money for new shoes and a cell phone, but she justified the expense as her small contribution toward making the bookstore a success. Julia had become a good friend, and their daily conversation and Julia’s coffee made Ava happy. And it’s not as if she had a lot that made her happy these days. She’d take it where she could get it.
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