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            Chapter One

         

         This wasn’t a good way to start off the day.

         Trisha Langly grabbed a towel and hurried out the door and down the steps just as the sun rose over the Blue Ridge Mountains. She’d accidentally overslept this morning and needed to get to the west side of Somerset Lake quickly—before some poor, unsuspecting person happened upon a sight that couldn’t be unseen.

         As property manager of the Somerset Rental Cottages, Trisha had the unique job of heading out every morning to make sure Mr. S wasn’t lying on the shore in his full glory.

         This wasn’t a nudist colony by any means, and Mr. S was in his eighties. In his thirties and forties, however, he’d lived on a nude beach. And apparently old habits die hard.

         Trisha quickened her step. She’d left her son Petey in bed as usual. She’d only be gone long enough to toss the towel over Mr. S, nudge him awake, and convince him to go home. Then she’d hurry back to have coffee and make breakfast for her son.

         Trisha had done a lot of things to make ends meet in her adult life, including housekeeping and running a women’s shelter in her hometown of Sweetwater Springs. She was technically the property manager here, but the job description included a lot more than tending to the twelve cottages and sparse tenants. She also tended to her boss, Vi, an older woman in the house next door. Trisha kept Vi’s garden and purchased her groceries, as well as those of two other homebound tenants. She retrieved the mail every day from the boxes at the end of Lakeshore Drive and delivered it to the addressees’ doorsteps.

         And every morning at dawn, Trisha woke a naked elderly man from his slumber.

         The blurry image of Mr. S came into view.

         Trisha picked up speed. The sun was rising and so would the folks who lived on Somerset Lake. Her gaze caught on movement in the distance. Oh no. Someone was approaching from the opposite direction. Making sure no one happened upon Mr. S was one of Vi’s most important requests from Trisha. Apparently, the last time someone had seen him, it’d caused quite a stir. So much so that an ambulance had to be called.

         Trisha started running now. “Mr. S!” she whisper-shouted. “Mr. S, wake up!”

         He didn’t move. Over the month that Trisha had been working here, she’d discovered that he was a sound sleeper. It usually took several long minutes to wake him up. That was time she couldn’t afford this morning.

         She reached him now, tossed a towel over his midsection, and tapped his shoulder. “Mr. S!” She glanced up and saw the approaching man getting closer, walking a dark-colored dog off leash. Trisha tapped Mr. S a little harder. “Wake up!”

         Mr. S cracked an eye. “There you are, T. My beautiful alarm clock.” Mr. S had a thing for calling people by their first initial. It was another oddity in the growing list of the older man’s quirks.

         Trisha shook her head. “I’m not the only one here this morning, Mr. S. Please return to your cottage or I’ll have to talk to Vi.”

         Vi was tough, although physically she was tiny and medically frail. Mr. S sat up. “Please don’t tell Vi. I’m going. I’m going.”

         He turned to look in the direction of the man walking his dog. “Oh, it’s just you, J,” he called down the shore. “You don’t mind me being naked, do you?”

         The other man stepped toward them with his dog at his side. Trisha had never seen him at Somerset Lake before, but that didn’t mean anything. Vi and the Fletcher family owned her house and the twelve cottages on the west side, but there were other, larger lakeside houses that rounded the lake. “I don’t mind, but I think the lady’s probably right. You should go home before the folks here wake up.”

         Mr. S huffed loudly. “All right, all right.” He stood and secured the towel around his waist before making his way to a nearby cottage that was bordered by a thick wooded area.

         Trisha faced the man that Mr. S had called J. “Sorry about that.” She folded her arms across her chest, feeling the need to distance herself from the man in front of her.

         “Not your fault. You can’t control Mr. S any more than his wife can. Or Vi.” The man chuckled, his hand absently petting the head of his medium-sized dog, who tipped its head back and let its tongue hang out, seeming to love every second of the attention.

         Trisha inspected the man more closely. He was tall with golden brown hair that was slightly overgrown and curling at the tips. His T-shirt hugged his broad chest and not because it was too small for him. He didn’t have bulky muscles, but they were there, begging for her attention just like that dog, whose eyes were now rolled back in its head.

         Trisha blinked and willed herself to stop checking out the handsome stranger. She swallowed and glanced down at her bare feet. She hadn’t taken the time to put on shoes or even brush her hair. Mortification quickly flared up through her chest and neck.

         Here she was checking out the hottest guy she’d seen on the lakeshore so far, and her just-rolled-out-of-bed look must be making his eyes sore. She was pretty sure she’d coated an oncoming zit with white benzoyl peroxide cream last night too. She suddenly felt as naked as Mr. S.

         Trisha glanced over to make sure Mr. S had gone back inside his cottage and was relieved to see that he had. Then her thoughts jumped to her son, who was alone in bed. Or awake and wondering where she was. Somerset Lake was safe, of course. There was no reason to be concerned. Just the constant mom-worry that no one ever told you came along with being a parent. “I have to go,” Trisha told the man she only knew as J. “Enjoy your day.”

         Trisha took a step backward, ready to run for more than one reason. A handsome man with no ring on his finger—she’d gotten that far before she’d yanked her gaze—couldn’t lead to anything good for her right now. She’d only been in Somerset Lake for one month. She and Petey were finally starting to settle in, and staying here depended on keeping their distance, and their pasts, locked away. Any kind of romantic interest was definitely off the table.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Where were you?” Petey looked up a few minutes later as Trisha stepped into their little two-bedroom cottage. The place was quaint, although it needed a few repairs and renovations just like the rest of the cottages on the lake. A hurricane had swept through the central and western part of North Carolina last year, causing flooding and damage in its path.

         To this point, Vi, the trustee of her family’s rental cottages, had struggled to complete the repairs. That was the reason Trisha was hired—to pick up the slack. In return, Trisha received a modest salary and a home here at Juniper Cottage.

         Trisha ruffled Petey’s hair as she walked past where he sat on a barstool. “Just helping Mr. S find his way home,” she said, not mentioning why that task was so important.

         “Why does he sleep outside when he has a bed inside his cottage?” Petey looked up from the sandwich he’d made himself.

         “Good question, but I don’t have an answer. I was going to make you pancakes,” Trisha said, eying the mess he’d made.

         “But isn’t it against the law to sleep outside without your clothes on?” Petey asked.

         Trisha’s mouth dropped open as she spun to fully face her son. “How did you know about that?”

         Petey took another bite of his sandwich. “Vi told me,” he said.

         “Mrs. Vi,” Trisha corrected. This was the South, and in the South, it may as well have been against the law for a youth to address their elder without a proper Mr. or Mrs. salutation.

         “She told me to just call her Vi,” Petey said as he chewed. “She said it makes her feel old when I call her Mrs.”

         Well, Vi wasn’t exactly young. She was in her late seventies.

         Trisha headed to the back counter and started preparing her coffee. She needed it extra strong this morning. She’d slept restlessly last night, thinking about all the things on her to-do list for this week. It was a hefty job for one person, and she was surprised that she was the first property manager ever at the Somerset Rental Cottages. “It’s respectful to use Mrs.,” Trisha told Petey.

         “Not if using Mrs. makes her feel old, Mom. I don’t want to hurt Vi’s feelings.”

         Trisha flipped the coffeemaker on and turned, leaning against the counter and looking at her son. Maybe she was a bit biased, but he was the sweetest boy in the whole wide world. There was no risk of him coming off as disrespectful. “Okay, but she’s the only adult you can call by just their first name.”

         “Okay.” Petey bit into his sandwich again. He chewed and swallowed before talking again. “But it’s illegal, right? To sleep outside naked? He could go to jail like Dad?”

         Trisha hesitated a moment before answering. “Remember, we don’t talk about your dad being in prison around other people here. That’s very important.”

         Petey looked down at the counter of the kitchen island for a long moment. “I know. But no one else is here right now. You’re the only one who can hear me.”

         “I’m just reminding you. We don’t want other kids picking on you the way they did at your last school.”

         Petey’s shoulders slumped forward as his chin tipped toward his chest. “What other kids, Mom? I haven’t seen any kids my age here.”

         Trisha sighed softly. “It’s summer. Other kids live in Somerset Lake, I promise. And when you start school in the fall, you’ll meet them and make new friends. And to answer your question about Mr. S…”

         Petey looked up at her.

         “I guess it is a crime,” Trisha said, “but it’s not like Daddy’s.”

         “Daddy’s is worse?” Petey asked. “Because he stole money from people?”

         Trisha turned back to the coffee maker, which wasn’t brewing fast enough. “That’s right. He hurt people with his actions. But he’s still your dad,” she said, like she always did when the subject came up. Her ex-husband, Peter, was far from perfect. But Petey deserved a father, even if his father had embezzled, lied, and robbed people of their life savings. Petey also deserved to be able to go to school without other kids reminding him of that fact every day.

         “Mom?” Petey asked.

         Trisha braced herself for another hard question as her coffeepot grumbled to a stop, signaling that her French roast brew was finally done. She reached for a mug from her cabinet. “Yes?” she called behind her.

         “There’s a man with a big dog standing at the door.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jake Fletcher waved from where he stood on the porch of Juniper Cottage. The Somerset Rentals were owned by the Fletcher family, but as the last of her generation, his grandmother Vi was the trustee. She handled all aspects of business, including management of the property and the money it brought in, which in recent years wasn’t much.

         Jake didn’t think anyone who wasn’t of retirement age stayed in these old cottages, but he supposed he was wrong. Where had the beautiful brunette come from? He held up the bracelet that she’d dropped along the lakeshore when she’d poked at Mr. Santorini. Jake’s dog, Bailey, had sniffed the item out and alerted Jake to it once the woman had left. And Jake had to admit that some part of him was relieved because he’d hoped to run into her again. She’d hurried off so fast. He hadn’t even gotten to ask her name.

         The woman squinted at him through the glass door, but she didn’t come to answer it. Instead a little boy with a mop head of black hair came running toward him, plastering purplish fingerprints to the glass that Jake guessed was from jelly residue.

         The woman finally walked over to peel her son away. Then she opened the door and looked up at him. “Hello.”

         Jake was taken aback for just a second, like a teenaged boy being awestruck by a pretty girl. He hadn’t gotten a good look at the color of her eyes on the beach earlier because he’d been wearing sunglasses. Now he saw that the woman’s eyes were a bright brown that matched a small splattering of freckles along the bridge of her nose and cheeks.

         Jake cleared his throat and offered the bracelet. It had a silver turtle dangling from one of its links. “Hi again. You dropped this on the shore. Just returning it to you.”

         She lowered her gaze to his palm. While she did, he took a second to look at her more closely. She’d obviously just woken up when he’d run into her earlier. Why she’d left her home so quickly, he wasn’t sure. But even with her unbrushed dark hair and pillow creases running diagonal to her high cheekbones, it was plain to see that she was beautiful.

         She took the bracelet, her fingers briefly brushing against his skin. Then she looked up at him. “Thank you. I would have missed this bracelet. I never take it off.”

         “You’re welcome. Mrs. Jenkins down the way likes to take her metal detector out every now and then. If she would have found that, she’d have added it to her treasure chest.”

         The boy’s eyes lit up comically. “She has a treasure chest?”

         Jake chuckled as he looked down at him. There was the same purplish jelly at the corner of his mouth. “That’s right. One man’s junk is another man’s treasure.”

         “Isn’t that wrong though? Finders keepers isn’t a real thing. It’s stealing,” the boy said, frowning deeply. “And we don’t steal in this family.”

         Jake rubbed the side of his cheek where a new growth of hair was filling in. He’d just rolled out of bed before heading down the beach this morning as well. “That’s a good family policy to have,” he told the boy, who couldn’t have been older than seven or eight. He looked back up at the woman. “I should’ve introduced myself to you earlier, but there wasn’t really a chance. I’m Jake. Otherwise known as J.” He gestured at his Labrador retriever mix at his side. “And this is Bailey.”

         Her gaze flicked to his dog and back to him. “Well, thank you again for returning my bracelet, Jake,” she said with a too-quick smile. She took a tiny step backward. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to make breakfast for my son.”

         Jake’s gaze dropped to the purple jelly evidence on the boy’s mouth again. As a lawyer, Jake wasn’t one to miss details. It was his job to notice.

         “I’ve already eaten,” the boy said.

         “Well, I also need to, um…” The woman trailed off, not meeting Jake’s gaze again.

         “Brush your hair and get dressed for the day?” Jake supplied. He was usually a lot more charming than this with a beautiful woman. The brunette standing in front of him looked anything but charmed.

         “Yes.” She smoothed her hand over her mussed hair. “That too.” A shy smile curled at the corners of her mouth. Before he could appreciate it too much, it disappeared. “It was nice to meet you,” she said, looking at him now.

         “We didn’t meet, actually. I introduced myself, but you never told me your name.”

         The woman hesitated. Maybe she was just shy, but the impression he got from her was one of guardedness. “I’m Trisha.”

         Jake offered his hand for her to shake. She looked at it for a moment and then seemed to take a breath as she slid her palm against his. “I’ve never met a Trisha before,” he said. “You’ll be hard to forget.” He released her hand and took a step backward. He would’ve asked the boy’s name, too, but something told him he’d be pushing his luck with the inquiry. Instead he waved at the two of them. “See you around the lake.”

         Jake walked Bailey for another good twenty minutes. Bailey needed the exercise as much as he did. Plus, Jake was stalling. Grandma Vi didn’t know he was back yet, and she certainly didn’t know the reason he was here.

         But he couldn’t delay going to see her forever. He turned and headed toward his grandmother’s house beyond the twelve cottages. He didn’t suspect she would love the idea of selling the Somerset Rental Cottages. But Jake agreed with his parents, aunt, and uncles. Considering Vi’s recent health issues and the fact that the property was edging closer toward foreclosure with each passing month, there was no choice.

         And since his family had nominated him to come here and convince Vi, he didn’t really have much choice either.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Jake!” Grandma Vi moved a lot slower than she had at Christmastime when Jake last saw her. She still moved faster than most people he knew in her age group though. “I didn’t know you were coming to town,” she said as she opened the door for him.

         Jake stepped inside. “Sorry I didn’t call,” he said, noticing that Vi wasn’t alone.

         “We’re family. You don’t have to apologize for visiting.” Vi turned toward Trisha, who was standing in the living room, adding to the growing mystery of who she was and why she was here. “Trisha, this is my favorite grandson, Jake.”

         Jake chuckled and narrowed his eyes at his grandmother. “I bet you say that to your other eight grandchildren too.”

         “You are the only boy, so that makes you the favorite grandson.”

         This was true. Jake was the only male grandchild, but there were seven other grandchildren. Half of them were defense lawyers at what used to be Fletcher and Sons. Now it was called Fletcher Law Practice. Jake was the only one in his family who’d become a prosecutor. He guessed that made him the black sheep of the family.

         Jake gave Trisha a nod and a smile. In return, she lifted her hand and offered a slight wave.

         Vi’s gaze bounced between him and Trisha. “It appears that you two have already met.”

         Jake slipped his fingers into the pockets of his jeans, rolling his shoulders out until they felt more relaxed. “Trisha and I ran into each other on the lake this morning. She was waking Mr. Santorini.”

         Vi frowned. “You know he prefers to be called Mr. S. Was he”—she lowered her voice—“clothed?”

         Jake grinned. “Is he ever dressed before dawn?”

         Vi shared a glance with Trisha. “You’ve only been here a month, and you already deserve a raise.”

         Jake felt his smile drop as he looked between them for answers. “What does that mean?” His grandmother was a one-woman show when it came to running the Somerset Rental Cottages. She’d always refused to hire anyone for anything. There were some things she couldn’t do herself, of course, but those were times she got friends and family to pitch in.

         Vi gestured at Trisha, who had taken the half hour since they’d met to change clothes and brush her chestnut-colored hair back into a ponytail. “Trisha is my new property manager. After my little…medical issue, I decided it was time for some assistance. She has been so much help to me already.”

         Jake was speechless for a moment. “That little medical issue, Grandma, was a stroke that could have killed you.”

         “Could have, but didn’t. A colonoscopy can kill you, too, by the way. It’s been documented,” Vi said.

         Jake’s mouth dropped. The lawyer in him took over. “No, that would be medical negligence that killed whoever you’re talking about. Not the procedure, which saves many lives each year.”

         Vi laughed quietly. “Oh, it’s so good to have you home, Jake. We have the best debates, don’t we? Always have.”

         Jake wanted to argue more. He wasn’t home. Somerset Lake hadn’t been home to him in a long time. Neither was the DC area, where he was coming from. He’d wanted to make his own way in life so he’d stubbornly gone north when the rest of his relatives had gone south. But there was nothing up there for him anymore, and after years of his family tugging on him to join them, he’d finally agreed. He was headed in that direction and aiming to take Vi with him.

         He looked at Trisha again. This woman was going to complicate things. It would be a lot easier to convince Vi she wasn’t up to handling the family’s rental properties if she was still handling it on her own. “You hired someone to help? That’s a surprise.”

         “Well, it was time. And it’s been amazing to have someone here to relieve me of some of the daily chores involved in running these properties.” Vi clapped her hands together at her chest. “Why don’t we catch up over breakfast?” She turned to Trisha. “You and Petey can join us, too, of course.”

         Jake noticed that the boy, Petey, was sitting on Vi’s couch with a book in his lap. A boy after Jake’s own heart.

         Trisha shook her head, a beautiful smile blooming on her lips. “No, thank you, Vi. Petey ate earlier, and I need to take this list of yours to Hannigan’s Market.”

         “You’ll check to see if Tammy needs anything?” Vi asked.

         Tammy lived in Ivy Cottage right next to Mr. S.

         “Of course.” Trisha was still smiling.

         For a moment, Jake couldn’t take his eyes off her. She possessed an unassuming beauty that seemed to grow the more you looked at her.

         “So breakfast?” Vi turned back to him.

         “I would never turn down a home-cooked meal from you,” Jake said, partly relieved that Trisha had declined to stay. The other part of him was disappointed though. Sharing breakfast with a beautiful woman wouldn’t be a bad start to his day.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “What are you doing, Mom?” Petey stepped over to where Trisha was sitting. They’d already been to the market, picked up groceries for Vi and Tammy, another cottage resident, and delivered them. Now Trisha was holding an old camera that she’d found while packing up her home in Sweetwater Springs last month. It was a nice camera. Expensive. And she felt a little guilty owning it because maybe her ex had purchased it with money from cheating his clients.

         “Just looking at this old camera.” It wasn’t old though. It’d never even been used.

         “Dad gave it to you, right?” Petey leaned in to get a better look at it.

         “Yep.” After Peter’s arrest, the feds took most of the things of value that Trisha owned. “I don’t even know how to use it. I can’t find the manual that came with it.” Trisha laid the camera on a small outdoor table in front of her.

         The table was part of the porch furniture. It had taken Trisha a good hour when she’d moved in just to clean this one table from the grime that had set in from being outside. Then she’d done the chairs, working her way through all the porch furniture. She’d also cleaned Vi’s, and now she was going to Mrs. Beaver’s house once a week and slowly reviving hers as well. The job description as property manager here wasn’t set in stone, but Trisha didn’t want for anything to do either.

         “Hi there!” A voice floated on the air toward Trisha, coming from the south side of the lake. A woman with long, auburn hair in a ponytail was headed toward her. She looked to be in her thirties or maybe her late twenties.

         Trisha didn’t invite her up her steps, but the woman climbed up anyway, stopping at the top stair and resting against the banister. She was holding a plate of something that looked and smelled delicious.

         “Hello, neighbor. I’m Lucy Hannigan,” she said. “I live down the lake. I heard there was a newcomer in Somerset so I came to see for myself. I’m ashamed that it took me this long to get here.” She lifted the plate. “But I come bearing cinnamon buns hot from my oven. Hopefully that makes up for my rudeness.”

         Trisha stood and stepped closer, leaning in to get a better look at the tray of treats. “Wow, that’s very kind of you.”

         “Full disclosure, because there’s no such thing as secrets in this Hallmark town, I bought these sticky buns at the market and warmed them in the oven before heading over.”

         Trisha tried to ignore the whole no-secrets-in-a-small-town line. Maybe she should’ve moved to the city, but she’d never been a city girl at heart. She liked the slow pace of a town that only held a thousand people or less. Somerset Lake’s population was a little over five hundred. Trisha also liked knowing everyone’s name and their story; she just didn’t want people to know her story.

         Lucy offered her the plate of cinnamon buns. “Careful. They’re hot,” she warned.

         “I’m Petey,” Trisha’s son said first, making Trisha realize that for the second time today, she hadn’t introduced herself to someone she was in a conversation with. “I’m seven years old, and I want to be an engineer when I grow up. Or an architect. I like to build.”

         “Wow. That’s ambitious.” Lucy looked down at him with a warm smile.

         “Or I want to be a veterinarian like my uncle Chase because I like animals. But my mom won’t let me have a pet.”

         Lucy shared a look with Trisha. “Well, pets are a lot of work,” she offered, helping Trisha’s case. “You have to feed them, walk them, bathe them.” She tapped the list out on her well-manicured fingers. “I have a little dog at home, and she’s very demanding.”

         “Why didn’t you walk her down here?” Petey asked, ever ready with a question. For that reason, Trisha thought he’d make a better lawyer or reporter.

         “Well,” Lucy said, “because she would’ve tried to eat your cinnamon buns. And they’re for you and your mom.” Lucy looked back up at Trisha.

         Time to introduce myself. “Thank you for these.” Trisha offered her hand to shake. “I’m Trisha. It’s nice to meet another neighbor.”

         Lucy shook her hand and seemed to look around the deck, which had very little on it. Just a couple chairs and one drooping plant that needed watering. “You’ll meet us all eventually. The crowd on my stretch is younger than the folks over here. This stretch of property used to be more of a place for retirees on vacation. You know, the whole live in the south in the summer and fly farther south for the winter.”

         Trisha surprised herself by laughing. “Yeah, I’ve heard that about the Somerset Rental Cottages. I’m the property manager here.”

         “Oh?” Lucy apparently hadn’t heard that bit of information. “Interesting. So what are Vi’s plans for these old cottages?”

         Trisha set the plate of cinnamon buns down on the outdoor table. “Renovate them and rent them out. To anyone. Vi would actually like to attract a younger crowd, just to change the perception of this place.”

         Lucy’s gaze roamed over Juniper Cottage, no doubt taking in the wear. There was a lot of work to be done before people would flock to live here. Trisha wasn’t in charge of doing all that work herself. Vi wanted her ideas though. She wanted Trisha to do the legwork and find the necessary and cheapest contractors. Vi didn’t have a lot of money to invest so frugality was important.

         Trisha’s first priority in her job title was caring for those who already lived on the lake though. And those residents were needier than Trisha would’ve expected.

         “So anyway”—Lucy pointed down the shore—“if you ever need anything, I’m in a neighborhood called The Village. Turn in there and head straight down Christmas Lane. I’m in the pink house at the end. You can’t miss it.”

         “Christmas Lane?”

         Lucy grinned. “We love the holidays around here. Just wait.” Lucy looked between Trisha and Petey for a moment. “So just the two of you, huh?”

         Tension rolled back between Trisha’s shoulder blades. “Yes, it’s just us.” And she hoped Lucy didn’t ask the next obvious question: Where was Petey’s father?

         Lucy apparently had more class than that. “Well, maybe you’ll come downtown with me one Friday night. There’s live music and dancing in the summers. It’s a good time. We call it Sunset Over Somerset. You’ll meet a lot of people, and I’d be popular if I was the one to lure the town newbie down there.”

         Trisha smiled because it seemed like the polite thing to do. But she had no intention of going downtown with Lucy, even if she seemed nice. And even if Trisha missed having a close friend nearby. Her best friend Sophie in Sweetwater Springs was only a phone call away, but it wasn’t the same.

         “What an amazing view this stretch of lake has,” Lucy said with a long sigh as her gaze roamed over the lake and then snagged on Jake, who was sitting on the neighboring deck. She looked at Trisha with wide eyes and an open mouth. “Jake is back?”

         Trisha couldn’t figure out if Lucy looked shocked or excited. “Just for a couple weeks or so. You know him?”

         Lucy’s expression was unreadable. “Of course I do. He was one of those guys that all the girls had an eye for growing up. He only ever had eyes for my friend Rachel though.” Lucy’s gaze lowered for a moment. Then she looked back up at Trisha with bright eyes and a brighter smile. “Well it’s official, my new friend. You definitely have the best view on this lake.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Later that morning, Jake headed down Vi’s pier, where his amphibious seaplane was tied to the end post. It’d been kept in a large garage, getting tended to whenever Jake came to visit. Now he’d have access to it for a decent stretch of time. In his experience, there was no better way to relax than to immerse yourself in the clouds.

         He walked toward the plane with Bailey matching his pace. When he reached the end of the pier, he opened the door to his plane. He’d started flying these birds when he was fifteen. His grandfather had owned one, and he’d taught Jake everything he knew.

         Bailey jumped up onto the seat of the seaplane, knowing the routine. Jake unwound the rope securing the plane to its post and prepared to cast off. Then he walked around to the pilot’s side, hopped in, and took a seat, his hand moving to pet Bailey’s head before turning the key.

         The plane purred to life. It was a smooth sound, clearing all of Jake’s troubles immediately. Ah, yes. This was one of the things Jake still loved about being here at Somerset Lake.

         He taxied the plane slowly, keeping his speed below seven knots and making sure the area was clear of other seacraft or swimmers before gaining momentum. Then he operated the gears on autopilot, bringing the plane in a nose-up position. The rudders dipped below the lake’s surface, and then…Liftoff! They were airborne. The buzz, like music, filled Jake’s ears.

         Once they were leveled out, Bailey started shifting around restlessly, which wasn’t like her at all. Usually she kept her tongue out and her gaze pinned forward, enthralled by the experience. This time, she twisted to look in the small back area of the plane, panting more loudly than normal. An emergency kit and some life preservers were the only items back there.

         “Whatcha doin’, girl?” Jake petted her back. “It’s okay.”

         Maybe some kind of animal had stowed away with them. A rabbit or a cat.

         Ah, geez. If that was the case, Bailey would go nuts, and this plane would take a dive in no time.

         Bailey’s panting increased. She seemed excited about something. Jake kept his gaze forward, steadying the plane until they reached twelve hundred feet. Then he turned to see what was going on.

         Two dark eyes peeked out from behind a seat.

         Jake’s heart took its own sort of dive straight to the bottom of his stomach. “What are you doing in here?” he snapped. He didn’t mean to, but this was not good.

         What was the kid’s name again? Jake tried to remember.

         The boy didn’t respond. His eyes were wide, and his complexion was paler than Jake remembered.

         “Kid? Are you okay?” Jake moved his gaze from the cabin to the front windshield and back. “Kid? What are you doing here?”

         The boy opened his mouth. “I…I was just…I was…I was just playing,” he finally stammered. And if Jake wasn’t mistaken, he was on the verge of tears. “I didn’t know…”

         Jake looked forward again. The last thing he wanted was to lose control of his plane. “I’m guessing you didn’t know we were going to have liftoff, huh?” He patted the passenger seat where Bailey was. “Want to come up here so I don’t have to keep looking back? It’s safer if I look forward when operating this thing.”

         Jake heard the little boy shift around as he moved to the front of the plane. “That’s better, huh?” He glanced over at the boy’s wide-eyed expression. Jake didn’t think it was terror so much as excitement.

         “What’s your name?” Jake asked.

         “Petey. I don’t think my mom is going to like this,” the boy said shakily.

         Jake suspected that was true. That’s why he was circling around and heading straight back to the dock. He couldn’t get around telling Trisha that this had happened, but it wasn’t his fault. He never would have willingly given a ride to a minor without parental permission. Or without the parent coming along.

         “Don’t worry. We’re going back,” he told Petey. “You’ll be on land before she even knows you’re missing. But we still need to tell her. You can’t go hiding in strange places. That can get you into all kinds of trouble.”

         Petey leaned forward, watching the land below them. His breathing seemed to even out, and a small smile curled at the corners of his mouth. “This is so cool!” He petted Bailey’s head as they shared the passenger seat. “I’ve never been up in a plane before.”

         “Never? Well, this is a different kind of plane than you’re probably used to seeing. This is what’s called an amphibious seaplane. It can land on water or on the ground.”

         “Amphib-ous like a frog?”

         Jake glanced over and chuckled. “That’s right. Smart boy.”

         “You should just call this a frog plane,” Petey suggested. “That would be easier to say.”

         “That’s not a bad suggestion. I’ll think about it.” Jake glanced over at the awestruck expression on Petey’s face. The boy was loving this. It would only take a few minutes more to fly once around the lake. “Want a tour of Somerset Lake?”

         Petey’s mouth dropped open. “I thought you said we had to go straight back.”

         “And we are. We’re just taking the long way,” Jake told him.

         Wrong, wrong, definitely wrong.

         But the grin on the kid’s face was 100 percent right. Jake remembered being a kid flying with Gramps. It was the stuff that good memories were made of.

         “Awesome!” Petey exclaimed, placing a hand on the passenger window.

         Jake searched for something interesting below to show the boy. “Let’s see.” He pointed out the front window. “Those are the Somerset Cottages. Have you counted them yet?”

         “Twelve,” Petey supplied. “We live in the first one because Mom says that Vi’s house doesn’t count. Vi lives in a mansion.”

         “It is pretty big, especially next to the cottages.” From this distance, the cottages didn’t look old and run-down. They looked scenic against the ever-blue water, each one a different color. Jake was reminded of looking down at the cottages when his grandfather used to take him up in his plane. There’d always been pride evident in Gramps’s voice as he pointed and named each of them.

         Juniper Cottage. Peony. Laurel. Tea Rose. Ivy. Orange Blossom. They were all named after some sort of flower or plant, except for the last one. “That’s Bear Cottage, where Mr. Santorini lives.”

         “Mr. S,” Petey said.

         “That’s right. When I was around your age, there was a story of a black bear from the woods getting inside the cottage and making himself at home. It was kind of like ‘Goldilocks and the Three Bears.’”

         “That’s why it’s called Bear Cottage instead of some sort of flower?” Petey asked.

         “Yep.” Jake wasn’t sure what the cottage was named before, but after that day, it became known as Bear Cottage.

         A wave of sentimentality crashed over him as they passed his family’s rental properties and skimmed over the small copse of hickory and sassafras trees beyond. He kept his altitude somewhere between twelve and fifteen thousand feet as they flew over other lakeside houses, acres of lake water, rivers, and small canals.

         Jake didn’t venture past the actual lake. The town of Somerset Lake was a sight to behold, but he didn’t want to upset Petey’s mom by keeping the boy MIA for too long.

         “There’s a pink house!” Petey pointed as they flew over the other side of the lake. The Village was a prestigious neighborhood in Somerset. “That’s Lucy’s house!”

         Jake glanced over. “You know Lucy?”

         “She came over to introduce herself this morning. She said my mom had the best view on the lake, but she was looking at you when she said it.”

         Jake glanced over. “Did she now?” He chuckled as he slowly started descending and prepared to land back on the lake. “Where did you live before Somerset Lake?” he asked, hoping to find out more about Petey and his mother.

         Petey hesitated for a moment. “In Sweetwater Springs. But you probably shouldn’t ask me any more questions.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because you’re a stranger. Mom says I really shouldn’t talk with strangers.”

         “How else are we supposed to become friends if I can’t ask you questions?” Jake asked.

         Petey draped an arm around Bailey, giving her a gentle hug. “I don’t know, but my mom won’t like it if I air our dirty laundry.”

         Jake laughed unexpectedly. “Her exact words?”

         “Yep.” Petey continued to pet Bailey.

         “Well then, we’ll just talk about other things. Like fishing. Do you know how to fish?”

         “Not really.”

         Jake wondered where the boy’s father was. The fact that Petey didn’t know how to cast a line was evidence, in and of itself, that he didn’t have a father in his life. Jake’s father and grandfather had taken him fishing from the time he could walk.

         “Well, maybe I’ll teach you while I’m here.” Assuming Petey’s mom ever let Jake near the boy again once they landed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Where is Petey?

         Trisha had looked everywhere. She’d told him not to run off, and he was usually pretty good about listening. For the most part, Petey was an obedient child. He rarely misbehaved on purpose.

         The thing that usually got him in the most trouble was his inquisitive nature. Petey asked a lot of questions, and there were a dozen unasked questions in his little mind for every one he did ask.

         “He’s around here somewhere,” Vi said from where she was standing in front of the stove, stirring something. The aroma wafted in the air, but Trisha couldn’t begin to appreciate it because she was so worried. “Did you check with the neighbors?” Vi asked.

         “I did.” Only four of the Somerset Cottages were rented, and she’d checked with all the residents. “Petey wouldn’t have ventured beyond the Somerset Rentals. He knows that’s against the rules.”

         “You said he met Lucy from The Village this morning. It’s quite a ways down the lake, but possible. You’re sure he wouldn’t have gone to see her?”

         “I’m sure.” Trisha nervously fidgeted with the silver bracelet on her wrist. Her best friend had given it to her before Trisha had moved. The turtle charm signified home.

         “Turtles never leave home because they carry their homes with them wherever they go,” she’d told Trisha. “As long as you have Petey, and he has you, you’ll always be home.”

         Trisha didn’t have Petey right now though, and that was the problem. “What about beyond Bear Cottage? In the woods. Is there anything back there?”

         Vi glanced at her. “Well, there’s a path back there, but I don’t think Petey would have gone that way. The woods are a scary place when you’re alone.”

         Trisha suspected Vi was right. Petey never would have stepped into the woods without an adult. “What if he fell into the water?”

         “You said he was a good swimmer.” Vi stopped stirring and turned to face Trisha. Why was she so calm right now? Petey was missing. He could be hurt. Someone could have kidnapped him.

         “He is a good swimmer. But he could’ve hit his head and fallen in.”

         Vi stepped away from the stove, moving slowly. Unevenly. When she reached Trisha, she put a hand on her shoulder. She had to lift her arm because Vi was a good five inches shorter. “You’re on lake time now, which means things move at a slower pace around here. The worst-case scenario is rarely the truth.” She lowered her hand and headed to the lakeside window. “Did you check with Jake?”

         Trisha shook her head as Vi turned to look at her. “He wasn’t at Peony Cottage when I knocked. But I can’t imagine Petey would be with him. He barely knows Jake, and he knows not to talk to strangers.”

         “Jake isn’t a stranger; he’s my grandson,” Vi said. “And he’s a lawyer. As such, he is one for details and facts. He makes it his business to know everyone and everything that goes on around him. Your son reminds me of him a lot in that regard.”

         Trisha folded her arms over her chest. “What responsible adult would take a kid from his home without asking a parent?”

         Vi frowned as she looked at her.

         Trisha shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried about Petey.”

         Vi looked out the window again. “Hmm. Jake’s seaplane is missing from the dock.”

         “Seaplane?” Trisha followed her gaze. “I haven’t seen a seaplane.”

         “He brought it over early this morning. When he’s here, he usually brings the plane with him. I always said his head was in the clouds, and his heart was there too. He must be flying.”

         “Well then, Petey definitely isn’t with him,” Trisha said. “He’s never flown, and he would check with me before doing anything like that.”

         Vi glanced over her shoulder. “You’re probably right.”

         “Should I call the sheriff?” Trisha really didn’t want to get on any law enforcement’s radar in Somerset Lake. She wasn’t a criminal, but her ex-husband was probably known by most officials in North Carolina. If they ran any kind of check on Trisha, they’d see that she was formerly Trisha Lewis. And then they’d see Peter’s crimes. And if word got out to the locals here, Trisha might find herself defending her innocence again. And Petey would have to do the same.

         A loud buzzing sound grew louder outside. Trisha turned to watch a seaplane descending and preparing to land on the water. The plane was white with a thick purple stripe along the side. There was cursive writing on the door that Trisha couldn’t quite read.

         “Let’s go out there and check with Jake anyway.” Vi didn’t wait for Trisha to respond. The older woman headed to the door and stepped onto her porch, waving at the plane as it skimmed the water.

         Trisha stepped onto the porch beside Vi, her gaze roaming the beach for any sign of Petey. She returned her gaze to the seaplane. It took several minutes for the plane to dock. Then Jake stepped out with his long legs and lean body.

         An unwanted attraction whirred inside Trisha. This was not the time for that, but her body and her mind never seemed to be on the same page anymore. Her breath caught as a smaller figure stepped out behind Jake along with a dog. “Petey!” Trisha hurried down Vi’s porch steps and sprinted toward the dock. “Petey!”

         When her son looked up and saw her, he started running in her direction, plowing into her stomach and wrapping his little arms around her waist, his hands fisting in the fabric of her long T-shirt. He hadn’t fallen and hit his head. He hadn’t gotten lost in the woods or been attacked by a wild animal beyond Bear Cottage. No, Petey was in the very last place that Trisha ever would have looked—the sky.

         Trisha snapped her gaze up to meet Jake’s, fury funneling inside her chest. “Who do you think you are taking my son up in a plane without asking me first? My answer would have been no by the way.” Heat flared red-hot in her body. She could feel it climbing through her chest, neck, and face as she continued to hold tightly to Petey.

         Jake held up a hand. “Now, hold on just a minute. I didn’t ‘take’ your son anywhere. Not on purpose at least.”

         Trisha furrowed her brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         “He stowed away with me. I had no idea he was in my plane when I took off half an hour ago. He was there without my permission.” Jake gestured at Petey. “I didn’t see him until I was twelve thousand feet in the air.”

         Trisha suddenly felt nauseous. Her son was twelve thousand feet in the air?

         Petey peeled away from Trisha’s body, and she saw now that he was crying. “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to go on a plane. I was just playing. Vi said I could go anywhere in her yard, and the dock is part of her yard.” He sucked in a shallow breath as he cried harder. “Please don’t be mad at Jake. It’s not his fault.”

         Trisha lifted her gaze to the man in front of her. He was wearing dark sunglasses. She wished she had something covering her eyes right now too. Some say the eyes are the window to the soul, and right now she guessed there was a television screen of emotions visible for him to watch.

         She lowered her gaze back down to Petey. “You were in his plane without his permission?”

         “I didn’t know he was going to take off. Then he got in, and I was worried I would get in trouble so I hid. Then the plane started moving. I didn’t know what to do.”

         “As soon as I realized your boy was on board, I redirected my path back home.” Jake grimaced slightly. “In full disclosure, I did take the long way back so he could see the lake. He’s new to town, and I thought he’d enjoy it. Sorry ’bout that.”

         Trisha felt frazzled and frayed. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to be upset with Petey or Jake, or just be happy that he was safe.

         Vi reached them now. “Petey was on your plane?”

         Jake gave a brief nod. “A stowaway.”

         Vi put her hands on her hips as she looked at Petey. “Well, did you see anything interesting up there in the clouds?”

         Petey blinked up at her, the tears on his cheeks drying quickly in the sun. “Yes,” he said almost shyly.

         Vi chuckled softly. “Wonderful. You can tell me all about it over lunch. I made farmer’s stew from my garden.”

         Trisha opened her mouth to protest. But Vi was her boss, and technically Petey was the one who’d done wrong. Trisha was wrong too. She looked at Jake, discomfort tightening her chest. “I’m sorry for yelling at you.”

         He lifted his sunglasses onto the crown of his head, revealing blue eyes the color of the lake behind him. There was no mistaking that he was a handsome man—and her mind and body agreed. “You can make it up to me by saying yes to my grandmother’s lunch. Farmer’s stew is my favorite, especially when she includes a side of cheese drop biscuits.”

         “They’re in the oven.” Vi turned back to the house as if the answer was already yes.

         Trisha guessed it was. She didn’t really see how she could possibly say no.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Grandma Vi’s farmer’s stew tasted like home.

         Jake’s spoon paused before reaching his mouth. He was surprised that he still thought of Somerset Lake as home. This was where he’d grown up, though, and these rental cottages along the lakeshore brought back memories—mostly good, but there were one or two weeds in the lot.

         Jake refocused on the bowl of colorful vegetables in front of him. He lifted his spoon to his lips and let the tangy taste of tomato, corn, beans, and spices hit his tongue. “So you moved here for the job?” he asked Trisha.

         Vi was the one who answered. “I placed an online ad, and Trisha interviewed for the position here. As soon as I met her, I just knew she was meant to work at the Somerset Cottages with me.”

         “I didn’t know you even knew how to turn on a computer, much less place an ad, Grandma.”

         Vi lifted her chin high, looking down her nose at him. “I should take offense to that. I’m old, but not too old to learn new tricks. Since your grandfather has been gone, I’ve taken up lots of new hobbies, including computers. It keeps my mind young.” She reached for a cheese drop biscuit with her right arm. Her left side was still weak from last year’s stroke.

         “You didn’t want to hire someone locally?” Jake dipped his spoon into his stew. “No offense to you.” He looked at Trisha.

         The newcomer stiffened. “None taken,” she said, but he could tell by her posture that her defenses were up.

         Vi bit into her biscuit while catching the crumbs with a shaky hand. “Well, I interviewed Cristina Meadows,” she said after chewing and swallowing. “You remember her, right?”

         Jake nodded. He’d dated Cristina for about a month in high school when he’d been on a small break from his longtime girlfriend, Rachel. And Rachel had dated a guy named Miles Bruno during that brief time; Jake had never liked Miles again.

         “But when she toured the cottages, Cristina decided she wasn’t interested in the job after all,” Vi said. “I guess there’s a lot more work to be done than she’d expected.” Vi reached for her glass of sweet tea. Even though it was with her strong arm, her hand shook. Maybe it was just age.

         “So Trisha came to interview, and I couldn’t be happier that she did.” Vi beamed at her new employee.

         Jake tried to stay casual as he turned to Trisha. “So you just up and moved your entire life for this job?”

         Trisha shifted. If he wasn’t mistaken, her hands shook as well. “Um, well…We were looking for a change of scenery, and the town of Somerset Lake seemed like a wonderful place for a fresh start.”

         “Why would you need a fresh start?” Jake asked.

         “Jake,” Vi said sternly, “what are you doing?” She looked at Trisha. “I’m so sorry. As a lawyer, Jake thinks it’s his job to cross-examine everyone.”

         “I’m just asking a friendly question, Grandma. I’m trying to get to know my new neighbor.”

         Trisha looked at Petey for a moment. “Sweetwater Springs is our hometown,” she said. “I’m sure you understand the need to get away and experience a new place.”

         Jake grabbed the biscuit on his plate. “Perfectly. I left Somerset Lake when I was eighteen years old. I haven’t spent a summer here in over a decade.”

         “It’s overdue. There is no life like lake life.” Vi smiled crookedly, the left corner of her mouth not quite reaching as high as the right. “I’m glad I have you both here together. I need to ask for your help.”

         Jake straightened. “What’s wrong?”

         She waved a hand. “Nothing is wrong necessarily.” Vi slid her bowl of soup away and folded her hands on the table in front of her, looking between him and Trisha. “It’s just, the cottages are dying.”

         Jake was glad to hear she agreed. Maybe talking her into selling would be easier than his family suspected. It was better to sell than lose them to the bank.

         “Only four are rented out, and two are occupied by the two of you.” Worry creased the area between her blue eyes. “So I’ve decided it’s time for a change.”

         “I couldn’t agree more.” Jake reached for his glass of tea. “And I’ll help you in any way I can.”

         Vi looked pleased. “There are six that are open right now. I’ve already told Trisha this, but I want to reinvigorate them. A few still have damage from last summer’s hurricane. They need minor repairs, painting, and landscaping. They need a good cleaning too.”

         “That would definitely increase their market value when we sell.” Jake bit into his biscuit.

         Vi frowned at him. “Sell?” she repeated in disbelief. “These cottages are part of our family. Our legacy.”

         Jake chewed and swallowed. “I thought that’s why you wanted to fix them up.”

         “No. I want to rent them out. It’s much too big a job for one person though. I can’t expect Trisha to take care of everything on her own. I want you both to work together to spit shine them and get new blood living under their roofs.”

         Jake looked at Trisha, who seemed as taken aback by the idea as him, although he was sure her reasons for being shocked were probably different. “Grandma, the cottages haven’t been updated since before I was born. It won’t happen overnight.”

         She pulled her bowl of soup back toward her and picked up her spoon again. “Well, you said you’d be here for a good month. A lot can happen in that amount of time,” she said, eyes twinkling.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Even though it was evening now, Trisha was still trying to relax after the long lunch at Vi’s house. She walked out on her front porch overlooking the lake and sat in one of the red Adirondack chairs. Then, without thinking, she glanced over at Jake’s house.

         He wasn’t sitting outside. Thank goodness. Then she would’ve been forced to wave at him politely, and all her efforts to calm down since their last encounter would’ve been for nothing.

         He’d interrogated her. She was a good person. She’d never even gotten a speeding ticket. She’d worked at the women’s shelter in Sweetwater Springs for the last several years helping women who were trying hard to rebuild their lives. She didn’t need an award, but she also didn’t deserve to be treated like she belonged in a prison cell. Like her ex.

         “Mama?” Petey pushed through the screen door and stepped onto the porch. “What are you doing?”

         Trisha glanced over. “Enjoying the view.”

         Petey looked out on the lake as well. “It’s pretty here. You should see what it looks like from the sky.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he looked regretful, lowering his chin to his chest.

         Trisha reached out and tugged him toward her. “I bet it was a lot of fun up there, huh?”

         He wasn’t too big to crawl into her lap just yet. She wrapped her arms around him, and they both looked out into the night.

         “So fun. Scary, too, but more fun than scary.”

         Trisha laughed quietly. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

         “Jake took good care of me. He’s really nice.”

         “Mm-hmm,” Trisha said, not exactly agreeing.

         Petey grew quiet for a moment. In that moment, the night seemed to thicken as the sun continued its descent behind the mountain ridgeline. “Mom?”

         “Yes?”

         “When are we going to visit Dad again?”

         Trisha had been traveling up to the prison, two hours away, once or twice a month, but they’d missed last month’s visit due to the move. “Soon. I’m sure he misses you.”

         She’d filed for divorce pretty quickly once she’d realized the charges against Peter weren’t a big misunderstanding like she’d been telling everyone who would listen. She’d never yelled. She’d never cried—not in front of anyone at least. Despite his failings, Peter was still Petey’s father, his namesake even, so she’d done what she thought was the right thing and she’d driven Petey up to the prison for monthly visits.

         Family and friends told Trisha how impressed they were with her strength. Trisha wasn’t sure if it was a strength or if she was just really good at pushing her feelings down. She was a mother after all. She didn’t have time for breakdowns. Petey was her first priority. He needed the basic necessities, which were all her responsibility now. And he needed as much love as she could give him because he only had one parent most days.

         “I miss Dad,” Petey said, resting his head against her chest. “When will he get out?”

         Trisha had been asked this question before. Petey knew the answer, but maybe he thought the answer might change if he asked enough times. “Five years.”

         “I’ll be twelve years old,” Petey said.

         “Mm-hmm.”

         They grew quiet again, looking out on the lake. It was peaceful here.

         “Will you ever get married again?” Petey asked after several minutes.

         That was something Petey hadn’t asked before. “Where did that question come from?”

         He shrugged against her. “I had friends at my old school whose moms married guys who weren’t their dads. Will that happen to me too?”

         “I don’t know. Not anytime soon,” Trisha said. “Would you be sad if I did remarry?”

         “I guess not. As long as he’s cool. Jake is pretty cool. I’ve never met a pilot before. He’s really good at it too. He said he’s only ever crashed once.”

         Trisha stopped breathing for a moment. “He’s crashed before?”

         “Yep. Neat, huh?”

         This made Trisha laugh. “No, not neat.”

         “Well, I was wondering. Since I’ve already been up once, shouldn’t I be able to do it again?”

         Trisha squeezed him in a hug. “No, you shouldn’t. And if you do, you’ll be grounded until you’re one hundred years old. Maybe longer. Now go inside and get ready for bed.”

         “Already?”

         “Yep. It’s a big day tomorrow.”

         Petey stood and faced her. “Why?”

         “Because we have a long to-do list for the empty rental cottages. You’re my helper.”

         “Jake too,” Petey noted. “Vi told him so.”

         Yeah, Trisha was trying not to dwell too much on that fact right now. She didn’t mind giving Jake a list of things to handle for the cottages, but she didn’t intend to do any of it together.

         “Go brush your teeth and change into your pajamas,” she told Petey. He disappeared back inside the cottage. Then Trisha turned toward a noise coming from the cottage to her left and sucked in a sharp breath. Jake was standing there on his porch. Bare-chested with a pair of low-slung jeans.

         Trisha gulped. How was she going to focus on the cottages if he was around? Next question: How was she going to get rid of him?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Trisha rolled out of bed with her alarm clock the next morning. She tiptoed half asleep down the hall and grabbed her cardigan off the back of a stool at her kitchen island. Then she walked to the lakeside door and slid her feet into a pair of flip-flops.

         As usual at this hour, Petey was still sleeping. Trisha would venture to guess that so was Mr. S somewhere down the lakeshore.

         The sun wasn’t quite up so the air held a slight chill to it as Trisha hurried down the steps with a towel draped over one arm. Her gaze stayed on the water for the first leg of the walk. There was something magical about Somerset Lake. It eased some space inside her that had felt restless and achy since the whole thing with Peter. Watching the water gave her serenity for the moment she focused on it.

         Trisha looked forward just in time to keep from tripping over a sleeping, naked man. Poof! There went the fleeting serenity. She tossed the towel over his midsection and dipped down to tap Mr. S’s shoulder. “Wake up. Time to go home, Mr. S.”

         He groaned as he cracked open one cataract-glazed eye. “T, my beautiful alarm clock.”

         “Yep. Afraid so. Vi doesn’t like you sleeping out here, and it’s my job to—”

         “Yeah, yeah. I know.” He sat up, and Trisha looked away, trying not to get more of a look-see than she wanted as the towel slid off the mound of his belly. The memory of her eyeful of Jake last night came to mind.

         She’d gotten a good look at Jake’s chiseled abs. He’d had a little patch of golden chest hair too. Not too much, but he wasn’t the kind of guy who waxed, which she liked. Lucy from The Village was right. Jake was quite the view when he wasn’t giving Trisha the third degree.

         Mr. S stood and secured the towel around his waist as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. “See you tomorrow, T.”

         “Or you could just stay in your bed tomorrow,” Trisha suggested. “That would make Vi happy.” And her.

         Mr. S grunted, which Trisha took as a no. She felt a frown tug at the corners of her mouth. Every job had its downsides. This was one of being the property manager here.

         She hurried back up the shore toward Juniper Cottage and took the steps two at a time.

         “How’s Mr. S doing this morning?” a voice asked as she reached the deck.

         Trisha turned to face Jake, who still wasn’t wearing a shirt. He was holding a steaming mug in his hand. Trisha had succeeded in quickly looking away from Mr. S, but she couldn’t pull her gaze from Jake. “He’s, um, well, he’s back inside Bear Cottage now and hopefully putting on pants.” She swallowed as her eyes traveled down Jake’s bare chest. “And a shirt.”

         Jake looked at her. “In this town, the signs don’t read No Shirt, No Shoes, No Service.”

         Trisha folded her arms over her chest, squeezing herself in a barely perceptible hug. “No?”

         Jake sipped his beverage, taking his time in answering. “It’s No Shirt, No Shoes, No Problem.” A slow smile crawled onto his cheeks, creating dimples. “I guess Mr. S took that literally.”

         “Apparently so. Well, have a good morning.” Trisha offered a smile that felt forced because she was still a little peeved about the way Jake questioned her over lunch yesterday. She gave a quick wave and headed inside to check on Petey, who was still sleeping. Good. She could get started on making breakfast and have her first cup of coffee, too, if she was lucky.

         Predictably, Petey shuffled down the hall within five minutes of hearing the rattle of pots and pans. His hair was a sight to behold, poking into the air in various directions.

         “Coffee?” Trisha asked, laughing when Petey’s pillow-creased face twisted adorably.

         “Yuck, Mom. I drink orange juice.”

         “Oh, that’s right.” She grabbed a glass and poured him a healthy serving, setting it on the counter. Then she prepared him a bowl of cereal. “I’m getting dressed. Once you’re done eating, I want you to get dressed too. We have a busy morning, remember?”

         Petey gave an enthusiastic nod. “We need new blood in the cottages for Vi.”

         Trisha laughed and then turned toward a knock on her door. Jake was standing on the other side, wearing a T-shirt now. Even with shirt and shoes, he was a big problem.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jake knew an irritated woman when he saw one. He’d thought they’d cleared up the misunderstanding about Petey’s plane ride with him, but maybe Trisha was holding a grudge. Or maybe he’d asked too many questions at lunch yesterday. Yeah, that was probably true.

         Trisha walked toward the screen door but didn’t open it. “Hello again.” She appeared to be waiting for him to explain why he was standing on her porch.

         “I’m here to work,” Jake told her. “Vi said she wanted us to get started on the rental cottages today. I figure that means we need to go through each of the vacant ones and make a list of what needs fixing.” And he fully intended for that list to be so long that Vi realized she was in over her head with renovations. It would only help to prove that selling was for the best. He also intended to find out more about the Somerset Cottages’ beautiful new property manager.

         Trisha folded her arms over her chest like she’d done earlier as they’d stood on their respective porches talking to each other. “I don’t think we need to assess them together.”

         “We should be on the same page when we make our recommendations to Vi.”

         Trisha seemed to think on her answer. “I’ve been working here for over a month. I’ve already determined what needs to be done.”

         “Then you can show me.” He gave her a polite smile.

         “Well, I’m afraid we’re not ready yet. I need to get dressed and so does my son,” she said.

         Jake glanced past her to Petey, who was watching their conversation from the kitchen island. “Hey, Copilot.”

         “Hey, Jake. Are you flying today?” Petey got up and ran toward the door.

         “Maybe. Not this morning though. We have work to do, you included.”

         Petey grinned. “My mom says I can’t fly with you again until I’m one hundred years old.”

         Jake lifted his gaze to meet Trisha’s. “That’s a long time.”

         She played with the bracelet on her wrist. He’d seen her do this a couple times now and wondered if it was a nervous habit. “By then you’ll be back home, wherever that is,” she said.

         “That’s right.” Once upon a time, he would’ve said Somerset Lake was home. But not these days. Neither was the DC area or Florida. He was currently without a place to call home.

         “Where’s Bailey?” Petey asked.

         “She likes to sleep in,” Jake said. “I’ll grab her while you and your mom get ready for today. Maybe you can be in charge of Bailey while we’re at the cottages. What do you think, Copilot?”

         Petey bounced slightly on his heels. “Yes! I’ll go get dressed right now.”

         Jake watched the boy race down the hall that had once been his own stomping ground. Then he looked at Trisha again. Her features were soft, but her expression was hard. She didn’t like him all that much. That was easy to see. He wanted to not like her, too, because that would make his role here easier.

         He did like her though. She had grit, and from what he’d seen, she seemed to be a hard worker. “Why don’t you just stop by my place and get me when you’re ready?”

         Trisha hesitated. “I’ll have my son with me, and he’s a lot to deal with. He asks lots of questions and gets into trouble sometimes.”

         Jake chuckled as he turned to head down her steps. If he let her, he supposed she’d continue to make excuses until she found a viable one. “I don’t mind. I like kids,” he called over his shoulder. Then he paused, looked back, and met Trisha’s gaze. “Meet me at my place then?”

         Trisha hesitated. “Give us fifteen minutes.”

         “You got it.” Jake headed over to Peony Cottage and climbed the steep set of steps. Bailey was waiting by the screen door. If a dog could pout, she was. Her expectation was that anytime Jake left home, he was to take her with him.

         He opened the sliding glass door and patted her head. “Jealous?” he asked, running his hand down her coat of dark brown and black. “Don’t be. I was setting up plans for our morning that include you getting to play with our copilot next door.”

         Bailey didn’t understand him, of course, but she looked excited anyway. And despite the friction between him and Trisha, he was excited too. Trisha felt like a challenge somehow. If she smiled and gave him the time of day, he would win.

         It was silly. And dangerous. He didn’t need to get involved with someone who was on the opposing side of his mission at Somerset Lake.

         His phone dinged with an incoming text.

         I’ve changed my schedule. I’m coming to town sometime in the next two weeks, depending on how this case I’m working plays out. It was from his uncle Tim. If you can’t convince Vi to sell, I will.

         Jake muttered a choice word under his breath. Then he whirled to the sound of a soft gasp on the other side of his screen door, where Petey was standing, mouth gaping.

         “You said a bad word.” Petey pointed and grinned mischievously. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell my mom.”

         Jake liked this kid a lot. “Where is your mom, Copilot?”

         “She’s coming up the steps. She said a bad word, too, right after you left.”

         A laugh kicked its way out of Jake’s belly, unexpected and unannounced. Then he laid eyes on Trisha as she cleared his porch and another feeling kicked its way through his chest, unexpected, unannounced, and unwanted.

         A camera hung from around her neck.

         “Are you a photographer?” he asked.

         She shook her head. “Aspiring, I guess. I’ve owned this camera for a while and haven’t learned the basics yet.”

         Jake dropped his gaze to the nice Canon. It was a pricey piece of equipment, which struck him oddly because nothing else about Trisha screamed money. “Maybe you’ll be an expert by the end of the summer.”

         She looked down at her camera and back at him. “That’s the goal. Not an expert, but maybe just competent enough to snap the after pictures of the cottages once they’re renovated.”

         Jake stepped onto the porch with Trisha, Bailey following at his heels. “I think that’s a great goal.”

         Trisha smiled. A real, genuine smile. As quickly as the smile bloomed, however, it dropped into a straight line across her lips. “I think we got off to a bad start yesterday. I’d like to try again. If we’re going to be temporary neighbors and working together for Vi, we should get along.” She offered him her hand.

         They might be working for Vi, but they had two very different goals. “Well, from my viewpoint, we’re already getting along just fine.” Jake slid his palm against Trisha’s, finding her skin smooth and soft. “But you’re right, our first impression of each other was a little shaky. I don’t mind starting over. My name is Jake Fletcher.”

         The corner of her mouth curled slightly upward—another win for him. “I’m Trisha Langly.”

         Her last name was a new bit of information. Maybe he’d run an internet search on her later this evening. No harm in knowing who your neighbors were, especially ones working for his grandmother. Vi had a reputation for being open and trusting. Jake just needed to make sure Trisha Langly didn’t take advantage.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Trisha didn’t trust Jake. Of course, it was quite likely he was a very nice man, and the only factor in her not trusting him was that he was good-looking and charming. Those qualities set off little alarm bells inside her. Her ex was good-looking and charming too. Those two qualities were an easy mask to hide huge character flaws.

         As they’d walked over to Jake’s place, Trisha had reminded Petey of their rules.

         “Remember what I told you,” she’d said, looking down at him. “We don’t talk about Daddy. Or why we left Sweetwater Springs. We don’t talk about the past at all, okay?”

         Petey’s boyish grin had slipped away. “I know, Mom.” Then he’d run off ahead of her to Jake’s place.

         Trisha felt horrible for asking her son to keep secrets. But it was for the best. They’d had a taste of living their truth in their last home.

         Petey wasn’t the only one who’d been bullied. Trisha had kept two jobs. One at the women’s shelter and one cleaning houses on the weekend. One of her housekeeping clients used to follow her around as she’d cleaned once she’d found out about Peter’s crimes. Then she’d let Trisha go, based on nothing but the supposition that she might be guilty too.

         Jake closed his cottage door and stepped onto the deck. Bailey jogged over and sniffed Trisha’s thighs and then returned to sniffing Petey’s chest and neck where there were likely a few crumbs from the breakfast he’d gobbled down. “Sorry, she has no manners at all,” Jake said of his dog.

         Trisha shook her head. “She’s fine.”

         Jake handed the leash to Petey. “Here you are, Copilot. We probably won’t use this. Bailey is really good about not running off.”

         Petey took it and nodded, taking his job very seriously.

         They headed down the steps and along the shore in front of the cottages.

         “Which place do you want to start with?” Trisha asked.

         Jake gestured toward the end of the shore where the woods popped up beyond Bear Cottage. “I figured we’d go all the way to the end and work our way back. Sound good?” He glanced over.

         When he did, Trisha didn’t look away fast enough. She found herself staring into those blue eyes of his. This was a working relationship, she reminded herself. That was all.

         She pulled her gaze away. “Yes, that sounds like a plan.” They walked for a few moments in silence. Then she asked, “What brings you here? I mean, not many people can afford to take off an entire month for a lake vacation.”

         Jake shoved his fingers into the pockets of his jeans. “I recently got out of a romantic relationship. It seemed like a good time to make a few life changes. I’m heading to Florida to work with my family.”

         “So you decided to break up with everything in your life?” she asked.

         “Actually, my ex is the one who broke up with me.”

         “Really?”

         Jake looked over and grinned. “You sound surprised. You don’t think I’m capable of running a woman off?”

         Trisha shook her head and answered a little too quickly, “Oh, I’m sure you are. What did you do to make your ex dump you?” Not that it was any of her business. She didn’t want to talk about her past so she really shouldn’t be prying into his. But since he was being so open, she had to admit that she was curious.

         “Nothing really. We just grew apart. Parting ways felt like the next right step in our relationship.”

         Trisha found herself suddenly sympathizing with Jake. “I’m sorry.”

         Jake looked over. “It’s okay. At least I got to keep the dog.”

         They were now standing in front of Bear Cottage, the last of the family’s property. Trisha gestured. “Mr. S lives here, of course. So we’ll go to this one.” She pointed at Magnolia Cottage. “Ready?”

         “Lead the way,” he said.

         They walked inside Magnolia Cottage, and Trisha stood back while Jake walked around and Petey played with Bailey.

         Jake’s gaze roamed the open floor plan, no doubt taking in what a fixer-upper the place was. She’d already seen what needed to be done, and it was extensive—more than she could do on her own.

         Jake craned his neck back and stared at the ceiling, where there was a hole in the roof. A bright blue tarp could be seen covering it from the other side.
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