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            Chapter One

         

         Two months was a long time to be off the grid.

         An eviction notice clung to Faith Rotolo’s apartment door by a grimy piece of Scotch tape, and her key no longer fit the lock.

         Her heart rate surged as she dug around her purse for her cell so she could call Nick—the friend of a friend whose apartment she’d been staying at before she went to Fiji. Her fingers clasped around the phone. She pulled it out and pressed a button.

         Dead.

         “Ugh.” Just great. She spun on her heel to race back downstairs, where her car took up the better part of two parking spots.

         Settling behind the wheel, she plugged her phone into the charger, patiently waiting for it to come to life while the air-conditioning washed over her, a respite from the mid-August heat. To her horror, it vibrated with notifications and incoming messages for what seemed like eternity.

         A hundred and three emails? She glanced at the parking meter. The handful of coins she’d shoved into the slot before heading upstairs would only buy her another couple of minutes, and notifications were still pouring in.

         She scrolled through her mailbox quickly. Junk mostly, save the occasional email from her father. And then lo and behold, she found the answer she’d been looking for: Nick had sent a brief message a month ago. He’d skipped out on the rent—took off to go on tour with his band. She’d need to find a new place to stay when she got back.

         “Ugh, Nick, you flake.” Faith glared upward past the lush elm tree toward the bare second-level windows. Thank God everything she owned lived in a storage locker in North Buffalo. She drummed the pads of her fingers to her chin. It’d be impossible to find another apartment with the influx of students arriving to begin the fall semester in a couple of weeks. Either she moved into a hotel until she found a place, or she crashed at her father and stepmother’s house.

         A hotel might be more welcoming.

         She moved on to missed calls and voicemails. Some lady named Maureen Carver, a lawyer in Sapphire Springs, had left a message asking if Faith could please contact her. Then there were two more, the urgency factor escalating in each one.

         Hmm. Faith tapped her foot and pinched her bottom lip. Her mom had grown up in Sapphire Springs, but other than that, she knew very little about the place. The town had barely been spoken of in the twenty-three years since the accident that claimed her mother’s life.

         What would a lawyer want with her?

         Curiosity won out and had her clicking on the lawyer’s phone number instead of looking for a hotel. Her heart rate quickened with each ring.

         Surely she wasn’t being sued for a yoga injury. She’d made people sign waivers.

         Oh! She’d bumped that car a few months back. Nudged it, really—didn’t even leave a mark, and she’d left an apology note with her phone number so they could call her directly. Couldn’t be that.

         “Maureen Carver.”

         Spoken like a woman who meant business.

         Faith drew in a deep breath before speaking. “Good morning, Ms. Carver. This is Faith Rotolo. My apologies for the delay in responding to your messages. I’ve been out of the country a couple of months.” That sounded half-assed professional, if she did say so herself.

         The cheeky gerbera daisy on her dusty dashboard bobbed back and forth before Maureen broke into a hearty laugh that continued for several seconds.

         “Faith Rotolo. Well I’ll be damned. I thought you flew the coop, girl.”

         The friendly tone had Faith’s shoulders relaxing. “Sorry about that. I’ve been in Fiji teaching a yoga retreat. Cell phones weren’t permitted.”

         “Two months without a cell phone? Sign me up.” Maureen spoke over shuffling papers and ringing phones. “In all seriousness, though, you’ve become a bit of a fixation for me. I placed bets with the girls at the office over whether you really existed. I even searched for you on social media.”

         Seriously? A lawyer creeping her Instagram?

         Maureen continued. “Even your father’s receptionist didn’t return my calls. My imagination went wild. Nobody in your life seemed alarmed over where you disappeared to. I actually debated filing a police report.”

         Okay, if she was dead in a ditch, somebody would miss her, wouldn’t they? Her father probably would if he took time out of his busy schedule to notice.

         Maybe.

         Maureen gave a hearty laugh. “Anyway, all that to say that I’m relieved to hear a voice on the other end of the line. You’re probably busy catching up on personal business, so I’ll get right to the point. Would you be able to come to my office in Sapphire Springs for a meeting?”

         Faith drew in a breath. Sapphire Springs had been all but off-limits since the accident. She’d never been back. Dad either, as far as she knew. The town held too much sadness.

         Her eyes traveled past the blinking light on the expired meter and scaled the low-rise brick building. “I guess so…I mean—”

         “I can come to you, if that’s easier,” Maureen persisted.

         And meet where, exactly? The back alley where she’d soon be living among the pigeons and stray cats? A black car pulled up beside Faith’s lime-green Volkswagen Beetle. The driver laid on the horn and gestured to her parking. Before he sped off, he flipped her the finger.

         She shrunk a little in her seat and eyed the meter reader turning the corner onto her street. What prevented her from meeting Maureen other than this prickling dread over visiting the town where her mom had grown up and being hit with painful memories? She didn’t have kids to think about or a boyfriend to check in with. Not even a cat, for crying out loud. “No, I guess I could come to Sapphire Springs. I can be there in about an hour.”

         “Great. I’ll clear my schedule,” Maureen said. “This file has been sitting on my desk for weeks, and I really want it gone.”

         With one eye on the approaching meter reader, Faith rummaged through the console until she came up with a parking ticket she’d forgotten about, and turned it over to jot down directions Maureen rattled off. She tossed the pen and ticket onto the passenger seat and pulled away from the curb as the meter reader retrieved his ticket book from his vest.

         Spontaneous road trips normally sparked excitement, but Sapphire Springs registered pretty low on Faith’s list of desirable destinations. She’d make it a quick trip in and out of town to settle whatever business the lawyer was so intent on discussing. How bad could it be? Besides, everything she needed sat in the back seat of her car, and she quite literally had nowhere else to go.

         In the five years since she and Nate divorced, Faith had used her yoga teacher training as a way to see the world. She’d taught on cruise ships and at posh resorts, and had scored some pretty sweet house-sitting gigs through some of her dad’s colleagues to fill the gaps in between. She really hadn’t had much of a home base.

         The monotony of the forty-five-minute drive from Buffalo to Sapphire Springs did little to ease Faith’s anxiety, and the edginess only escalated by the time she navigated the narrow streets of the small town, past historic brick buildings and a park in town square. Her mom had taken her there for a picnic once, and they’d spent the afternoon cloud watching under the shade of a massive oak tree. She’d recognize that park anywhere.

         Rather than sadden her, the memory of her mother’s red hair sweeping into her face as she rolled over on her side and propped her head up with her elbow made Faith’s lips turn upward in a smile. She hadn’t thought about that day with her mom in years.

         By the time she parked her car in front of the law firm, Faith imagined being sued for everything imaginable. Still, she felt lighter somehow, than she had the entire drive. After showing ID and answering a few basic questions, a blond receptionist led her to Maureen’s office.

         “Faith, it’s nice to finally meet you.” Maureen rose from her desk to shake hands, her ebony corkscrew curls bouncing. “I know I sounded cryptic on the phone, but for confidentiality reasons, I needed to be able to confirm you are who you say you are and all that jazz. Now that you’re here, I’ll get right to the point. You might want to sit down for this,” she added, nodding toward an empty seat.

         Okay, still being a little cryptic, lady. Faith lowered into the stiff office chair opposite Maureen.

         “Does the name William Gray mean anything to you?”

         Faith drummed her short fingernails against the padded armrest. “Yeah, he’s a relative. My late mother’s uncle, maybe?” Was it bad she wasn’t sure?

         “My condolences,” Maureen began. “Mr. Gray passed away last month. You’re a beneficiary in his will.”

         Faith laughed abruptly, the panic from earlier dissipating. “I’m sorry.” She waved her hand when Maureen looked at her curiously. “I was freaking out the entire drive here over what a lawyer could possibly want to discuss with me.” She relaxed into the back of the chair. “So what did the guy leave me, some crusty old lamp?”

         Maureen opened a green folder on her desk and smoothed her hand across the thin stack of pages. “Actually, you’re the sole beneficiary.”

         Faith blinked and sat up a little straighter.

         “Don’t get too excited. The man didn’t have much to his name other than this.” Maureen slid a photo printed from the internet across the desk. “Are you familiar with this Victorian property on Sycamore Street? Grandiose old Queen Anne Revival, built around 1899?”

         “Romano Estate?” Faith slid forward and glanced at the picture. “Sure, it’s the house where my mom grew up. Her mother died in childbirth, and she was raised by her father and her grandmother. I think after Mom met my dad and her father got sick, his brother William moved in to take over looking after his mother. We visited several times when I was a kid, but I only have a vague recollection of William. Why?”

         “Because he left the estate to you.”

         A couple of beats passed before the words sunk in and Faith found her voice. “Um…Sorry, what?”

         “This comes as a surprise, I take it.” Maureen crossed her elegant arms.

         Her mom’s house? Faith closed her dry mouth. “There must be a misunderstanding.” She passed the photo back to Maureen. “I don’t even know those people.”

         Maureen placed the photo back in the file. “I can assure you, it’s not a misunderstanding.”

         Faith chewed on her bottom lip. None of this made any sense. “Why would William Gray leave his house to me? I’m little more than a stranger. Did the man not have anybody? Kids?”

         “No kids.” Maureen shook her head, sending her hoop earrings swaying back and forth. “Now I’m fairly new in town myself, but from what I gather, William was an eccentric sort. Apparently after his wife’s passing seven years ago he was moved to a nursing home against his wishes. Nobody has inhabited the place since, unless you count a few star-crossed lovers of the teenage variety. If you know what I mean,” she added with raised brows.

         A love shack, then. Faith furrowed her brows while Maureen went on.

         “Apparently William suffered from dementia, although no formal diagnosis supported that claim. Truth or not, he had enough wits about him to put the house in the care of a trust after his wife passed away. The place is a designated historical property, originally owned by businessman Rocky Romano, who would’ve been William Gray’s grandfather.” Maureen winked. “Bit of local legend there, if you’re into that sort of thing.”

         Faith needed to talk to her father. This was too bizarre.

         “We’ve got lots of paperwork to go through,” Maureen continued. “And I have a small army of keys to sign over to you as well.”

         Actually, bizarre didn’t quite cut it, but if this was a dream, it was damn vivid. Maureen tossed her too much information at once. The taxes were paid up, something about the well and septic being in good working order, the pond and grounds had been maintained…A few broken windows required attention, with fall around the corner, and weeds and foliage were taking over the immediate area around the house.

         Okay, some of that sounded decent, and the rest didn’t seem too daunting. Maybe this house could be the answer to all her problems. She could sell the place and travel. Win-win. Things were looking up already. Options were never a bad thing.

         By the fourth or fifth time she heard the word hereinafter, Faith struggled to keep up. If even a shred of excitement managed to cut through the peculiarity of the situation, the legal mumbo jumbo killed her buzz.

         Nonetheless, they fell into a rhythm, Maureen licking her thumb and flipping pages as she explained the documents, Faith speed-reading and scrawling signatures wherever the woman’s diamond-clad finger landed. Each time she signed her name her pulse increased.

         Maureen rolled away from her desk and pushed off the chair. “Now for the keys. What we’ve got here could supply a small hotel.” She dropped them into an envelope and handed it to Faith. “I can’t tell you what they’re all for. Some are labeled, and others you’ll have to figure out as you go.”

         Faith peered into the envelope and back at Maureen. “So that’s it? I officially own the place?”

         “For better or worse.” Maureen sealed the deal with a handshake. “Congratulations, Faith. Locals say the place was beautiful in its heyday. I’m sure it could be again, with the right owner.”

         Maureen went back to her chair and flipped through the file until she landed on a pink Post-it. “On that note, I have a few names and numbers for you. Town council and the Sapphire Springs Historical Society both have a vested interest in whatever you decide to do, given the cultural significance of the property, and a couple of people here in town are interested in buying the house to restore it. I know they’ll all be eager to speak with you. They’ve practically been waiting with bated breath.”

         So now she had potential buyers before she even saw the place in person? If a bunch of people wanted it, she might find herself in a bidding war. Cha-ching. Clearly she needed to pay this house a visit. See what all the fuss was about.

         Maureen lowered her voice and leaned into Faith’s space before going on. “One guy’s all but driven me crazy since William passed away, checking in a few times a week to see if I’d tracked you down. If you ask me, he’s got too much free time,” she added with a wave of her hand. “Anyway, you can contact him yourself, or if you’d rather meet with legal presence, I can set up a meeting. Assuming you want to sell, that is.”

         Faith stared at the pink square of paper, the names going out of focus as she tried to process everything. She didn’t have a clue about legalities of anything, much less selling a property, and something about the lawyer’s energy instilled trust on Faith’s part. “I most likely will sell it…I mean, I don’t even know anybody in Sapphire Springs.” And had no reason to hold on to any attachment to the place. “You keep the number for now, though,” she finally managed. “I’d rather meet interested parties with you present.”

         Maureen laid a warm hand on Faith’s bare forearm. “You’re overwhelmed. It’s completely understandable, given what’s been thrown at you. I’ll set something up for a couple of days from now so you have time to make sense of all this. Now that you’re back in the land of the living, I’ll text you with the time of the meeting. I’d suggest you take the evening to get your bearings. Maybe the photos will spark your memory of the place.”

         She loaded all of Faith’s copies into a large envelope and pushed it toward her. “If you’re interested in spending a couple of days in town while you take care of business, I highly recommend the Nightingale Inn. It’s around the corner in town square, right on the corner of Queen and Nightingale Streets. I’ll be in touch about that meeting.”

         “Yeah, I’ll probably just drive back ho—” She paused midsentence. Huh. Well, she’d need to stay somewhere.

         Out on the sidewalk, Faith flipped through the photos. Grandiose was an understatement. Fish scale shingles and gingerbread trim offset the soft brick exterior. It had columns and a rounded tower, for crying out loud. Big stately magnolia trees flanked the driveway, their blossom-speckled branches draping over the upper-level balcony like a pair of vintage parasols.

         She’d been rendered homeless and inherited a freaking house in the same day. It had to be some kind of karmic balance. Faith put on her sunglasses to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun and rounded the corner to the town square. Her gaze swept down the sidewalk over the row of brick buildings. The inn was in plain sight—right at the end of the street, as Maureen had mentioned, but she wasn’t sure yet about spending a couple of days in town. Her eyes narrowed on a red hanging sign. Jolt Café.

         Take the evening to get your bearings, Maureen had suggested. What she needed was a glimpse of this house.

         But first, coffee.

         She tried to stuff the bulky envelope into her oversized purse, but it was a tight fit between her wallet, water bottle, and the magazine she’d been reading on the plane earlier. She twisted around to paw through her bag and make room, veering off a little on the sidewalk. “I really need to clean this thing out,” she muttered.

         A door swung open, and a guy stormed out of a restaurant, barking something into his cell phone about a stuffy condo. Faith glanced up just in time to collide with him. The impact stole her breath for a couple of seconds and sent her reeling backward as the contents of the envelope spilled onto the sidewalk.

         The guy cursed into his phone and then ended the call. “What the hell, are you all right?”

         Faith squatted down to pick up the paperwork. “Sorry, yes, I’m fine,” she said, glancing up at him as she gathered pages and stuffed them back into the envelope. Hello. His chestnut-colored hair was a little tousled, and his chest moved up and down with choppy breaths.

         His dark brows drew into a deep V. “You should really watch where you’re going. You walked right into me.”

         Walked into him? Clutching the giant ring of keys, she rose up to his level. “Maybe you should watch where you’re going,” she countered, pointing at him. “You appeared out of nowhere and plowed right into me.” The keys jingled with her every gesture.

         He propped his hands on his hips. “No, you weren’t paying attention. You were a million miles away, digging through your purse.”

         “Actually I think you were too busy talking on your phone to notice anyone in your path.” So typical, these self-important types. He probably raced through life with that thing glued to his ear. Someone like that could use a retreat like the one she’d just taught.

         He rolled his eyes and stuffed his phone into his pocket. “Whatever. Sorry to have crossed your path.”

         Faith shrugged. “It’s fine. Nobody’s hurt, right?” She shifted the weight of the keys, but they slipped out of her hand and landed at his feet.

         “Right.” He nodded, crouching down to pick them up. He glanced at the restaurant and then back at her, a little frown forming on his otherwise gorgeous face. “So what, do you work in a jail or something?”

         Faith wrinkled her nose. “I…what? This conversation is getting weird.”

         He held up the key ring. “That’s a lot of keys.” With a flick of his wrist, he tossed them at her.

         With a knee-jerk reaction, she swiftly snapped them right out of the air. “Right, that reminds me. I was on my way somewhere.” She spun around and headed back in the direction of her car. Coffee could wait.

         “Hey, Red,” he called from down the street.

         Her jaw stiffened and she glanced over her shoulder to where he still stood.

         He offered the slightest nod. “Nice catch.”

         Somewhere between town square and Sycamore Street, Faith let the sidewalk incident go to focus on the task at hand. It occurred to her that Romano Estate was probably haunted, and how cool would that be? After all, every old house worth the beams it was built on deserved a ghost.

         Rolling down the driveway, she clutched the steering wheel. A ghost would be the least of her worries. It would take a bulldozer to plow a path through the alders and vines that had taken over, like a protective barrier to ward people off. What happened to the place in the picture? The place where Mom grew up?

         Before she went any further she needed to fill her father in on the bizarre series of events the day had handed her. He might be the only person who could shed some light on the situation. Normally she avoided calling him in the middle of the day, and she hoped he wasn’t in one of his snappy moods.

         “Dr. Chip Rotolo.” He grumbled into his cell phone, despite the fact that her number would’ve shown up on the caller ID.

         “Hey, Dad.”

         “Faith, honey, I’m glad you’re back from your trip, but this is not a great time. I’ve got a surgery. What do you need?”

         Why did he always assume she needed something? She never asked him for anything. Best to cut right to the chase. She rolled down the car window for some fresh air. “I’ve had a peculiar day. I came home to several messages from a lawyer in Sapphire Springs. I’ve inherited William Gray’s house.”

         Silence. That got his attention.

         “What in God’s name would you want with that monstrosity?”

         His choice of words wasn’t entirely off the mark. Faith eyed the sagging veranda, which looked like it was clinging to the dilapidated old house by one nail. “I didn’t say I wanted anything with it, Dad. It fell in my lap. Any idea why the old man would leave the place to a complete stranger?”

         He sighed into the phone, and when he spoke again, the rushed tone melted away and his voice had gone gruff. “I don’t know, Faithy. Your mom’s family were always an odd bunch. It’s hard to guess what his reasons may have been. He didn’t have any family of his own. It’s possible he went senile.”

         “Why not leave it to you? You’re like his…nephew-in-law.” Was that a thing?

         Her father chuckled. “He’d never leave it to me, not that I’d want it anyway. Faith, the best thing you can do with that place is sell it, for whatever you can manage to get. The last thing a young woman like you needs is to be ridden with an old house in the middle of nowhere that’s likely falling down by now.”

         A pretty accurate description, unfortunately.

         Her father continued offering suggestions. “Someone might want to buy it for the land. Hell, I’d buy it from you for the land. If nothing else, it could be bulldozed over, divided up, and sold off into lots. You could use the money to open your little store you’ve been talking about.”

         She shifted her gaze to the photo of Romano Estate in its prime resting on the passenger seat. Her heart grew heavy, both from the way he always referred to her vision as a “little store” and the image of the house where her mom grew up being demolished. The house was in rough shape, but to discuss tearing down the place when it towered over her felt sacrilegious somehow. “You’re probably right, Dad. Apparently there are a few interested buyers. The lawyer is setting up at least one meeting.”

         “Good girl, Faithy. Take the money and run. Now, I gotta run.” He hung up before she could reply.

         Rising from the car, she wished she’d never made the call. She waded through foliage, praying there were no hornet’s nests. On the other side of that first hurdle lay the whole new challenge of swiping away spiderwebs to proceed up the rotting steps to the veranda.

         Contrary vines grew over the door and weaved themselves through the decorative iron trim. Yanking and untangling eventually resulted in locating the lock, and luckily, one of the long, smooth keys in the envelope was clearly marked “front door.”

         She released a little sigh of victory, slid the key into the lock, and turned. Prepared to stride across the threshold, she nearly smacked her face against the door when it didn’t budge. Now it seemed only a decrepit doorknob stood in her way. A long strand of copper hair slipped from her ponytail into her eyes, and she blew it out of the way while fidgeting with the lock.

         “Must be stuck,” she muttered, jiggling the doorknob. Sweat dripped down her back, and she eyed the closest window. It might be easier to break in. Finally, with a click, and a stubborn creak, the door gave way. A cool draft escaped and fell over her pale shoulders like a cloak, luring her inside. Faith took a deep breath, unsure of what emotions stepping over the threshold would present her.

         “Note to self, new doorknob. Possibly something manufactured in the last five or six decades.” Talking to herself took the edge off being alone inside a creepy old house.

         She felt around for a light switch. To her dismay, the wire hanging from the ceiling contained no bulb. The logical thing to do would be to use the flashlight on her phone. Instead, she sauntered over to the same window she’d considered throwing a rock through and tugged on the brittle blind. The corner ripped off as it reeled upward and snapped into a tight roll at the top of the window, flooding the dark entry hall with sunlight and illuminating a haze of dust particles dancing in the air.

         She choked from the dust, and her eyes adjusted and darted to the rest of the windows. “Yes. We will need much more light in here.”

         She moved from one to the next, sending every blind on a tailspin until she had plenty of light to see what she had to deal with. It didn’t instill a lot of optimism. The fancy staircase had withered to dull and rickety, and the crystal chandeliers were long gone. William Gray no doubt took the chance to sell anything of value long before he passed away.

         Still, it wasn’t that bad. The place had…potential.

         Water stains mingled with the daisy pattern on the wallpaper. How many layers would there be? She peeked under one of the seams. Jobs like that—cosmetic stuff, might be fun to tackle herself, but she’d need to hire a contractor to deal with any major renovations.

         Or the new owner would, rather.

         Would it make sense to fix the place up a little, so she could increase her asking price, or sell it as-is and be rid of it? So much to think about.

         Remnants of candles wedged down into wine bottles littered the living room, along with an ashtray full of cigarette butts. Maureen’s love shack theory took on more merit. It didn’t bother her, though. Worse things could have been going on in an old abandoned house at the end of a tree-lined road.

         Despite the evidence of romance, the house had a lonely vibe. Windows begged to be opened to inflate the empty rooms with a breath of fresh air. A breath of life.

         She fingered the sun-bleached lace curtains, almost able to smell the past in their fibers, if such a thing were possible. Moving on to the furniture, she lifted the corner of a thin sheet to reveal a heavy oak table. For a split second, old trinkets floated atop doily-covered surfaces, family photos crowded the walls, and a handmade quilt hung over the back of the antique chaise sofa. A golden loaf of bread baking in the oven made her stomach rumble, and her mouth watered from the succulent aroma of beef stew simmering on the stove.

         Nana’s recipe, Mom used to say.

         She blinked, and the room turned cool and stark again. She dropped the sheet and pressed her fingertips to the ache in her heart. Where had that memory come from?

         Moving the sheet had stirred up more dust and wreaked havoc on Faith’s sinuses, sending her into a fit of sneezes that echoed throughout the nearly empty house.

         She heaved on the nearest window to try to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. Painted shut, no doubt. What could she expect? First thing first, she would do a sage burn to rid the place of negativity. Then she’d blast some music, because the quiet only added to the sadness. With the vines cleared away from the windows, the place would perk up, and locals would realize that someone looked after it. After all, even if she wanted to sell the place right away, it would have to be cleaned up a bit.

         Something pulled at her, though, as she explored the rest of the main floor and then made her way back to the kitchen, where a sprawling field lay beyond the window over the sink. Restoring the house it to its former glory didn’t seem that far-fetched. Her father had always promised to help her buy her first home. Maybe he’d help her renovate instead. She had a bit of money from the divorce and some from Mom’s trust fund. It wasn’t out of the question.

         Obviously she’d never live here permanently, but she could turn it into an inn or a bed-and-breakfast. Old houses deserved life, especially when they’d been in your family ever since they were built.

         It was a hell of a lot better idea than selling the land off into lots.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Rob Milan swept the last mound of sawdust into the dustpan and handed the broom to his uncle. “One hell of a reno, man.”

         Gino slapped him on the shoulder. “You did most of the work.”

         “You’re being modest. I never could have pulled this off without your help.” He wiped dust off of an oil painting and tossed the rag aside.

         Backing up, Gino raised a bushy gray eyebrow, squinting as Rob positioned the landscape back on the wall. “The left needs to come down a little bit.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Seriously though, you do great work, Rob. This was a big job, knocking out walls and adding that sunroom your mother wanted so badly. Where the hell were you when I operated my business full time?”

         “Wasting away in an office at the bank.”

         Gino nodded, his mouth forming a crease. “Right. That. Well, I think you got yourself a new career, if you want it.”

         Taking a step back, Rob eyed the picture to make sure it hung straight. He’d put himself through college doing carpentry with his uncle, but at the time he never thought of it as actual work. “Thanks, G. It’s rewarding to see it finished. Mom and Dad have been talking about these upgrades to the bed-and-breakfast for years. I’m grateful they took a chance on me, considering I hadn’t held a hammer since I built Guinness’s doghouse.” He pondered that for a few seconds, rubbing his thumb over the underside of the finger where his wedding ring used to be, before going on. “Had I known the fate of my marriage, I might have gone a little more extravagant so I could’ve moved into it with him.”

         “At least you’re at the point where you can joke about it,” Rob’s brother-in-law, Jay, said from the doorway.

         “I’m only half joking, and nice of you to finally join us. You can give me a hand carrying in some of the heavier furniture, so the old man here can take a load off.”

         Gino made a show of hunching over. “That’s right, the doc says I need to take it easy on my back.” He joined Jay near the doorway. “Where’s my beautiful niece?”

         “Emily dragged her to a town council meeting.”

         Gino gave Rob a playful shove. “If you were smart, you’d have those two hook you up with one of their nice single friends.”

         Rob furrowed his brow. “Easy. I’ve only been divorced four months. I think I have enough turmoil in my life without a relationship.”

         “You have a point,” Gino agreed. “On that note, I’m going home to my lovely wife. See if I can talk her into a foot rub. I’ll call you when I get another job lined up. If you’re still out of work, you got yourself a gig.”

         “When I buy Romano Estate, I’ll be the one hiring,” Rob called after him.

         With Gino out of earshot, Jay turned to Rob. “It’s not a bad idea.”

         Rob adjusted the area rug and began placing furniture back in place. “Me buying Romano Estate?”

         “You working for Gino.” Jay tilted his head back to admire the crown molding Rob installed around the ceiling. “You’ve got a real knack for this. If things go south in the finance world, you’ve definitely got a fallback in construction.”

         Hadn’t things already gone south? Finding out his wife was banging their boss and then causing a scene that cost him his job had proved difficult to bounce back from. Rather than reply, he simply motioned for Jay to grab an end of the heavy oak side table.

         They waddled with it to the far wall. At Rob’s silence, Jay pressed on. “Have you heard back on any of the jobs you applied for?”

         Rob set down his end and backed away. “Nothing, so it’s a good thing I do have a fallback. People aren’t exactly jumping at the chance to hire a guy with a criminal record, unless you count my parents, who I’m pretty sure cooked up this whole renovation to pull me out of my own demise.”

         Jay reached into the cooler, cracked open a beer, and handed it to Rob. “I hope you don’t feel that way about what I’m about to propose.”

         Not realizing how thirsty he’d gotten working, Rob indulged in nearly half the can in one gulp. “Go on.”

         Jay grabbed a beer for himself before taking a seat on the sofa. “Remember when we discussed you lending your finance expertise to Wynter Estate?”

         It had been nearly a year ago, before all hell broke loose, leaving Rob with too much drama going on to commit. “Are you offering me a job at the winery?”

         Jay pushed off the chair to wander. “It would only be part time for now, but you could work whatever kind of schedule you want, even from home if you want, if that’s easier when you have the kids.” He paused to sip his beer. “You could keep working for Gino, too. Maybe the two jobs together would be enough to keep you going. Just tell me what to do with the money, and make sure the bills are paid and that money gets invested into the right places. I’m no good at that stuff, but you are.”

         Rob gazed out the window at the afternoon shadows across the backyard. Wynter Estate was Jay’s legacy. The fact that he trusted Rob with something as crucial as the finances meant more than Jay could ever know. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but I got myself into this predicament.” He sighed, turning back to face Jay. “I mean, what if it doesn’t work out? You’re one of my best friends in the entire world, and I’m not exactly known for making the best decisions anymore.”

         Jay pointed a finger at him. “That’s Issey talking, trashing your confidence. If you hate the job and want to go back to working for a bank, I won’t be offended, and I’ll even give you a kickass reference. Come on, what have you got to lose?”

         What did he have to lose since life had spun out of control almost…a year ago? Yeah, it was coming up on a year since Issey’s affair knocked him on his ass. One racy text message to the wrong guy set the first domino in motion the day Rob went apeshit and sucker-punched their boss—and Issey’s lover—Marcus Danbridge. He was charged with assault, lost his job, and became the subject of local gossip.

         The real repercussions, though, were with his kids. He’d been granted strict visitation after the separation from Issey, and only in the presence of Leroy, a court-appointed supervisor, until the court matters were cleared up and social services deemed him a fit parent. So the answer to Jay’s question was not a whole hell of a lot.

         “When you put it that way, I suppose there’s no way I can turn it down.” He stole a glance at Jay and shook his head. “I don’t know what to say. The fact that you’d do this for me…”

         Jay propped his bare feet onto the coffee table. “I won’t get into the list of ways you’ve helped me, or we’ll be sitting here all night. You don’t deserve to never work again because you had what any man would consider a reasonable reaction to finding out your wife was having an affair with some dipshit. Even hard-core criminals are given opportunities to reintegrate. You paid for your mistakes, and you should be allowed to move on. On that note”—he held out his beer can—“consider yourself hired.”

         Rob sighed, relaxing his tense shoulders. Truthfully, money wasn’t a major issue. He was currently living in his sister’s vacant cottage, and he’d been smart with his investments over the years. But maybe with his anger management classes behind him and the custody issues near resolution, a career move was in order. Sure, he’d made a lot of mistakes, but Issey’s choices had set it all in motion. Why should he continue to beat himself up? Rob tapped his can to Jay’s. “All right, you’ve got yourself a finance consultant. When do I start?”

         Jay laughed and shrugged his shoulders. “Tomorrow, if you want.”

         “I can’t tomorrow. I’ve got a meeting with my lawyer.” He raked a hand through his dark hair, sending sawdust fluttering down onto the shoulders of his black T-shirt. “Ugh, when did I become the guy who says that?”

         “No worries, I’ll email you some reports, and you can check them out when you have a chance.”

         “I’ll do that.” Rob took a sip of his beer, then changed the subject. “You know, I’m meeting Maureen Carver and the owner of Romano Estate in a couple of days.”

         “Maureen finally tracked down the woman?”

         Rob nodded and polished off his drink. “Apparently she finally called Maureen back and they got it signed sealed and delivered.”

         “And she wants to sell?”

         “When the dust settles, I think so, yeah. She’s a bit taken aback, being left this house out of nowhere, but Maureen said she gets the idea that the woman isn’t the type to stick around one place too long, so it’s looking good.”

         Jay set his empty can on the table. “Sounds like your luck is changing. You sure you want to saddle yourself down with an old house in disrepair though?”

         Romano Estate was a landmark in Sapphire Springs. Even as a child, he remembered being in awe of the big swanky house. Like everyone, it disappointed Rob to see it diminish in the years since it closed up. When he moved back to Sapphire Springs last year, he’d drive out there once in a while, and before long he started thinking about what it would be like to own the place—restore it to its former glory. Something about it just drew him in.

         The fact that it stood alone at the end of a quiet road didn’t hurt, either. Romano Estate could provide the solitude he craved. Privacy had become a virtue in the weeks and months after the assault charges became the topic of conversation in all of his circles back in the city and he’d been made out to be some kind of monster. That’s what brought him back to Sapphire Springs and moving into Leyna’s cottage in the first place. That, and the fact that he had no desire to throw money away on rent for a two-bedroom apartment.

         His daughters would love the house, too. The sprawling fields and little pond would be a haven for them to run and play in, and though he’d never been inside, he imagined a big place like that would both impress and fascinate a couple of little girls. And he was damn sure it was a hell of a lot better home than Marcus’s tenth-floor condo, which Issey had informed him this afternoon they were moving into.

         Rob’s cell phone vibrated in the back pocket of his jeans, and he checked the caller ID. Shit. “It’s Issey.” He’d hung up on her rather abruptly earlier when he all but ran over that woman on the sidewalk, and he had been avoiding calling her back. They were supposed to be communicating through their lawyers. His heart began to pound to the beat of the vibration, while he launched into his usual train of thoughts. Was one of the kids sick or hurt? Had he unknowingly done something to piss her off? Did she have a sudden change of heart about moving? She could want any number of things, but it definitely regarded the girls, because they didn’t speak otherwise.

         Romano Estate faded from his mind and he took a couple of deep breaths to mentally prepare for whatever the conversation with his ex-wife would bring. “Hello?”

         “Rob, hi, is this a better time?”

         An image of the redhead instantly popped into his head again. “Sure, yeah, what’s up?”

         She paused, and exhaled. She was smoking again. She hadn’t smoked since college. At least, not that he knew of.

         “Look, about the weekend…I wanted to let you know there’s been a change of plans.”

         He strode away from Jay, into the next room. “What do you mean, the girls are supposed to be coming for the weekend. Tim is taking us out on his boat.”

         Her voice was rushed and agitated. “I know you had plans, but it will just have to be another weekend.”

         She pulled her puppet strings again. Tension crept up into his shoulder blades as he paced. “But they love the boat,” he countered, watching his mother outside kneeling on a cushion and tending to her dahlias, while his dog Guinness snored beside her in the grass, without a care in the world. “Are you honestly telling me they don’t want to go all of a sudden?”

         Her dramatic sigh rivaled any teenage girl’s. “Look, a client gave Marcus passes to Wonderland this weekend, so obviously they want to do that instead, Rob. They can go out on the boat anytime.”

         He fought not to put the fist he clenched through the window. The fact that he’d only installed it three days ago stopped him. “Damn it, Issey, no they can’t. The season is practically over. You’ve known for weeks I’ve been planning this.”

         “I didn’t call to argue. I’m merely giving you notice that Carly and Sarah changed their minds.”

         If the conversation was in person, he was certain his glare could have turned her to stone. “No you changed their minds. We’ll see how the judge likes you changing the visitation last minute.”

         The thing was, if they truly wanted to go to Wonderland with Marcus and Issey instead of spending time with him, standing in their way would only make him the bad guy. He hated that he had to compete for time with his girls. “Put Carly on the phone for a minute.” He’d have better luck reasoning with a four-year-old.

         “Rob, come on.” She let out a long, exaggerated sigh. “They aren’t here. They’re spending the night at my parents’ place while Marcus and I set up bunkbeds in their new room.”

         That tipped him over the boiling point. “So now you’re getting your parents to babysit instead of giving them the option to visit their dad?”

         “Like I said, I didn’t call to argue,” she cut in. “We can reschedule your weekend when you’re in a better mood.”

         Two beeps in his ear told him she hung up.

         Screw that. Time to take a stand. If they wanted to go, fine, but it was the last time he’d let her walk all over him. He shoved the sliding glass door open and marched out onto the terrace. Angry tears stung the backs of his eyes. The first object in his path was a pot of red flowers, and though it wasn’t how he was supposed to handle his anger, he channeled every bit of pent-up frustration into a swift kick to the pot.

         It didn’t budge and God damn it, his foot throbbed.

         “Whoa, easy.” Jay surfaced in the terrace doorway. “What the hell are you doing?”

         “She screwed me over again,” Rob spat, his chest rising and falling. “She knew about the plans I had this weekend, and she came up with something bigger and better they couldn’t refuse. I even bought the damn instant coffee Leroy drinks, and now she and Marcus are whisking Carly and Sarah off to Wonderland.”

         Jay leaned against a post. “Sorry, dude, I know you were looking forward to it. Keep in mind, after the hearing your visitation agreement will be settled, and she won’t be able to pull this crap anymore.”

         Yes. The hearing couldn’t come soon enough. Wincing, Rob took refuge on the railing. His vision blurred at the edges. With a deep exhale, he gave in to the throbbing in his foot. “What the hell is that flowerpot made of?”

         Jay tucked his hands into his sides and grimaced. “Looks like cast iron.”

         “Sounds about right. I think I broke my foot.”

         And that’s what he got for losing his temper.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Turned out it wasn’t broken, but he did fracture a bone. Either way, it could have been much worse if he hadn’t been wearing work boots. It hurt like hell as he hobbled from his car to Jolt Café the next morning, wearing one Birkenstock and leaning on a crutch.

         The place bustled with the morning rush. Bon Iver drifted through the speakers, though the writer types plugged away on laptops to the beat of their own playlists. The big, plush couch in the back was occupied by a couple of women flipping through magazines, but most people were simply grabbing their magic elixir and hurrying off to work.

         Rob waited his turn while a cheery redhead in line ahead of him questioned the ingredients of practically everything on the menu. It was the woman he’d run into yesterday. Had to be. Before she’d ordered, she’d been chatting with Mrs. Carlisle, an elderly lady Rob recalled having worked at the library in her younger years. Red seemed to notice her juggling a banker’s box and offered to hold it, so Mrs. Carlisle’s hands were free to fish exact change out of her wallet. Shifting the box to rest on her other hip, Red nodded while one of the guys working gave her an in-depth rundown of their wide array of dairy-free milk options.
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