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Chapter 1



Who do you think will draw first blood?”


Cece Shipley glanced up from her sewing pattern, spread across the floor, to find her sister Aurora looming over her with a knife. “Jeez!” She jerked upright. “Are you trying to give me heart failure?”


“Sorry.” Aurora lowered the knife and blew a strand of loose reddish-blond hair from her forehead. “Chopping onions,” she said, as if that explained everything.


“And?” Cece shook off the scare. They’d all been jumpy lately, in the last months leading up to their oldest sister Beth’s wedding to her dream cowboy, Sawyer Silva.


Aurora imitating a slasher in some horror movie didn’t help.


“I said, who do you think is going to injure themselves first in our quest to pull off the perfect wedding? Me, in the kitchen, creating a dozen different dishes until Beth decides what she wants at the reception or you”—she pointed at Cece with the knife—“cutting fabric and altering Grandma’s old wedding dress?”


“I already poked myself with a needle yesterday, and it bled for five minutes. Does that count?” Cece wondered once again how on earth she was going to modernize a midcentury wedding gown made for their vertically challenged grandmother when Beth was like five-eight.


“Nope, that was yesterday. Any injuries today?”


“Not yet.”


“Then let’s see if we can make it to the end of the day.” Aurora held out her free hand. “Come on.”


Cece pulled both hands protectively to her chest. “What are you going to do to me?” she teased.


“Oh, for the love—” Aurora walked over and placed the knife on the kitchen counter. “I want you to try this homemade dressing for the salads. I can’t tell if it’s got too much kick for the average wedding guest or not enough for the average Texan.”


Cece got to her feet. “Fine, but you owe me a whole salad after scaring me. Not just a bite.”


“Deal.”


“I need to take a break from the dress anyway. I’ve separated the skirt from the bodice, and I know what I’m doing as far as the silhouette of the bottom, but the neckline is still a big ole question mark hanging right about…” Cece waved her hands above her head. “Here.”


Aurora pulled two bowls from the cabinet. “Beth was adamant she didn’t want strapless.”


“Exactly. But I know she doesn’t want the sweetheart neckline and cap sleeves that are on there now.” Cece let her let her head fall back with a sigh. “That only leaves, what? Several dozen other options. This isn’t a pillow or curtains or decorating a living room, all of which I can do in my sleep. This is her wedding dress. I’d rather have too much input than not enough.”


And it was very unlike Beth not to be definitive in her decisions about a wedding. As a wedding planner for the Inn, Beth was the definition of control freak, but with her own wedding she’d been… dare it be called laid-back?


Cece knew Beth’s style because, while she and her sisters were very much alike with their blond hair, ranging from slightly strawberry to flax, and fair skin that burned way too easily, their vibes varied greatly. While Cece might think a flowing, twirly wedding dress with some flounce was perfect and breezy, that was simply not Beth. What if she followed her gut down the wrong path and ruined her sister’s wedding dress?


“Do you feel like Beth has been too relaxed about this whole thing?” Cece asked, taking the offered bowl from her sister. “Especially considering how she usually is?”


“Uh.” Aurora grabbed the blender full of her latest dressing concoction. “You think? I finally got her to decide on multiple food stations versus a plated reception. Just makes the most sense with the inn’s layout and an outdoor service, indoor-and-outdoor mixed reception. But then I asked her about protein and heavy plate options. We’re talking, do you want a carving station? If so, what kind? Do you want seafood plates or a shrimp cocktail station? Chicken skewers? Really, any suggestions about what kind of heavier dishes you want at the reception? She said, and I quote, ‘Whatever you think is best.’”


“I think bringing bossy Beth back is best,” Cece proclaimed.


She and Aurora nodded at each other.


“My thoughts exactly. Whatever I think is best? About her wedding? I got a little lightheaded and had to sit down. Maybe you should ask Sawyer if he’s noticed it too? See if he’d talk to her about it.” Aurora kept mixing her concoction.


Cece shook her head. “Why me?”


“Everyone knows you and Sawyer get along like a house on fire. He treated you like a little sister way before he and Beth even got engaged.”


This was true, but she wasn’t about to rock the boat if she and Aurora were the only ones thinking Beth was acting uncharacteristically laid-back.


“Here.” Aurora held out a taste of the dressing she’d been working on.


Cece took the offered spoon and sat down. “What did you decide about the wedding food then?”


“I haven’t. Are you kidding? I’m not making that call for Beth Persnickety Shipley. I think I will gently suggest a shrimp cocktail, a beef tenderloin carving station, some chicken options, and maybe crudités circulating with the waitstaff, but I’m still going to leave the final approval to her.”


“Clever problem-solving.” Cece winked at her sister before tasting her latest concoction. The dressing had citrus on the front, with a savory flavor overall, and a small bite on the back end. “Oooh, it’s got a little kick. I like that. Is it horseradish?”


“Yeah, too much?”


“No, I love it. It doesn’t linger like using a hot pepper. Just sort of pinches you and then runs away, and you’re left wondering, did someone just run up and pinch me?”


Aurora grinned as she began putting their salads together. “You have a way with words, sis. Maybe I’ll call this Lemon Pinch dressing and serve it at the restaurant.”


“You should definitely call it Lemon Pinch.” Cece smiled.


Aurora was almost at the one-year anniversary of owning her successful restaurant, Lavender, in Fredericksburg. For years, everyone thought she’d make Los Angeles her home, but when she returned to help Beth and Cece turn around their bad luck with the family’s Orchard Inn, it seemed Aurora’s home and heart were still in Texas.


She’d reconnected with her high school sweetheart, Jude, and Cece had never seen her sister so happy.


Both of her sisters had found love, and their lives were moving forward in the best ways, both personally and professionally.


Cece was happy for them, of course, and she loved Jude and Sawyer; they were perfect for her sisters. Still, a tug of longing, or maybe even envy, pulled at her.


She loved love, but life wasn’t as simple as that. Look at their mom. She’d loved their dad and trusted him, but he’d lied, been deceitful enough to embezzle money, and then left his family to deal with the fallout.


Wanting to find love didn’t mean you would, or that the love would be true.


Not that Cece needed a man, because she didn’t.


Right now, her focus was on building a life of her own, something just for her. Her sisters were a blessing, and she loved them dearly, but she wanted something of her own too, apart from her family. Something that was hers alone. For a while, she’d thought that meant a small place, all to herself, but that plan fell through.


Now, she wasn’t sure what having something of her own really meant anymore.


Was it a side hustle in alterations or dressmaking? Doing more in the way of interior decorating since she had a knack? Or maybe it was finding another fixer-upper and finally making her cottage-core dreams come true.


She could see it now, her in a little place in the woods—lots of wildflowers and a small garden. She’d have a cat or two, named something irresistible like Whiskers and Mittens, and she’d read by the fire at night—even though they rarely got weather conducive to needing a fire indoors.


Or maybe the future meant finding that life partner.


Ugh, no. Probably not that.


Looking for Mr. Right? That was so depressing and codependent—way too early 2000s TV show.


No. She liked her independence. To be happy and fulfilled, with a life of her own, was her goal. If, eventually, some great guy fell into her lap, fine.


Regardless, she wasn’t chasing after anyone.


Cece stared down into the salad placed before her.


She’d dated plenty after high school, but for the last couple of years, she’d sworn off the dating apps and the setups from friends. When you’d kissed a few toads, you needed a break from the pond. She hadn’t given up hope, but she wasn’t actively looking either.


If she never met her perfect partner, then so be it. She enjoyed being a one-woman show. It might be nice to have a partner who shared in all of life’s triumphs and failures, that person you longed to see at the end of the day and wake up next to and talk to each morning. And if that person happened to be strapping and strong, kind but no-nonsense, perhaps tall and bearded but definitely yummy smelling, then all the better.


“Um, sis?”


“Huh?” Cece shook her head, pulling herself back into the moment.


“The salad?”


“Right. Salad.” Cece took a bite, letting the crisp textures and full zing of flavors dance on her tongue. “Another winner.” She nodded as she finished the bite. “This is amazing, but you’ll have to call it something fancier if you put it on the wedding menu. I don’t think Lemon Pinch suits a wedding.”


Aurora laughed. “True. Not that this new, laid-back Beth would care.”


“Care about what?” Beth walked into the kitchen from the private entry door with Sawyer right behind her.


“Nothing,” Aurora and Cece said in unison.


“Uh-huh. Sure. What smells so good?” Beth leaned over and sniffed the blender, instantly distracted.


“New salad dressing Aurora just made,” Cece answered.


“Nice.” Sawyer admired their salads.


Aurora pulled her bowl a little closer. “Would you both care for some lunch?”


“I mean, if there’s enough for everyone.” He grinned, ever charming.


“There’s plenty.”


“I’ve got it. Don’t get up.” Sawyer made salads for Beth and himself, and the four of them ate at the kitchen counter.


“This is delicious. For the restaurant or the wedding?” Beth asked between bites.


Aurora shared a look with Cece. “I’m thinking both. If that’s okay?”


“I think that’s a great idea.”


“Have you made a decision on the heavier offerings yet?” Cece tried.


“Oh.” Beth pondered the question, looked to Sawyer, then her sisters, and shrugged. “What do y’all think?”


Sawyer smiled in such a way that Cece knew he’d also noticed how calm she’d been about the wedding proceedings. “I think we can go with chicken, red meat, and a couple of seafood options. Sound good?”


“That sounds great to me.” Beth returned his smile.


“Wonderful.” Aurora made a checkoff motion in the air. “Yay! Done.”


“Now about the dress…” Cece jumped in. “We need to discuss necklines and choose which design you want.”


Beth waved one hand in the air while eating her salad with the other. “Just pick a few options, and I’ll decide which one I like the best out of what you pick.”


Cece considered burying her face in her salad and screaming. Apparently, making two big decisions in one day was too much to ask. “You say that now, but I don’t want you freaking out days before the wedding because the dress isn’t perfect.”


“I’m not going to freak out.”


“Can we get that in writing?”


Sawyer waved his fork in the air to get their attention as he finished chewing. “I’ve seen your work at the shop downtown, Cece. Beth showed me. Your pieces were always good, but wow.”


“It’s gotten better, but I still need to work on my accuracy. It takes me too long to finish a—”


“Cece.” Aurora reached for her water glass. “Accept the compliment. Your work is awesome.”


“Oh.” She looked toward a nodding Sawyer. Her ability to accept praise and recognition without argument was a work in progress. “Thank you.”


He smiled. “I bet if you put together two or three dress ideas, then it’d be easier for Beth to choose between them.”


“That’s a great idea!” Beth perked up.


Sawyer shared a wink with Cece. “I think you’ll find choosing between a few options very helpful. Lately, too many choices equal no choice.”


“Ahhh.” Cece nodded. “Got it.” She ate her salad, visions of dresses twirling around her brain. She did feel a lot more confident in her alterations and dressmaking abilities, but the progress had happened so fast, over the last few months.


After she’d done some sewing for interior design work around the inn, she’d gotten some offers to do alterations on dresses at a local shop. It’d been years since she’d sewn clothing, but once she got back on the bike—or the sewing machine—the skill had come back to her and then some.


But her sister’s wedding dress? That was major league.


She’d sewn several day dresses, hemmed many a skirt and pair of pants. True, she had plenty of time, as long as the alterations weren’t too complicated, but the idea of getting her sister’s wedding dress wrong turned her stomach.


“Anyone want a refill?” Sawyer got up from the island to grab the pitcher of tea. “Oh yeah, did I tell you guys that house at the end of Hollyhock Lane finally sold the other day?”


Cece’s stomach turned even more. “What?”


“The one that’s been for sale forever?” Beth asked.


“Yeah, the one we all walked by a few months ago. I was beginning to think it’d sit at the end of that road and rot, but there’s a sold sign on it now.”


“The little two-bedroom cottage?” Cece asked, her throat dry.


“I don’t know if it’s two bedrooms or—”


“The one with the big porch and wisteria growing on a pergola next to it?”


Her sisters stared as Sawyer blinked at her dismay. “I think so, but I didn’t take that much notice. What am I missing?”


Cece stared at her salad, her heart pounding in her stomach now.


The cottage on Hollyhock Lane. Her dream cottage. That was going to be her cottage.


Well, not really. And not legally. But in her dreams? In her dreams, the house on Hollyhock was her home. Hers to bring to code, hers to renovate, to decorate, and to caretake.


Orchard Inn would always be her family home, but that bungalow was the home of her heart. It had been part of her plan for independence, a life outside of her sisters, her own future.


It had been on the market for years but at a price she could not come close to affording. Knowing that someday it’d be sold or otherwise go into foreclosure, she’d saved for years and worked on her credit score. Still, when she’d gone to a mortgage broker months ago, the response hadn’t been good. She was denied based on income. Apparently, part-time alterations work and working for your family’s inn weren’t the reliable sources of finances for repayment a bank wanted.


“Cece.” Aurora touched her arm, drawing her from her thoughts. “Is that the—?”


“Yes.” Cece put her fork down. She’d lost her appetite.


She’d told her sisters of her dream, and while they hated the idea of her not living at Orchard Inn full-time, they’d supported her goals and understood her need to have something all her own.


Then again, maybe they knew, deep down, it was never going to be.


“I’m sorry, Cece,” Beth said.


Aurora rubbed her arm. “Me too.”


“Oh.” Sawyer’s voice lifted with the realization. “You wanted to buy that house?”


“I did. I even tried, but I couldn’t. Buying takes money, and a lot more of it than I have.”


“But, Cece, I could’ve—”


She shook her head, stopping him mid-sentence. She knew what he was about to stay. He could’ve helped, and he would’ve too, because he had treated Cece like family from the day they met. Sawyer would’ve swooped in, loaned her the money, or cosigned the mortgage, or given her the down payment to be repaid whenever—whatever it took. That’s just the kind of guy Sawyer was.


But that wasn’t the point of her Hollyhock dreams. The act of suddenly having it was not what she wanted. This was supposed to be all hers, alone, from start to finish: the saving and getting a loan, the purchase, and the remodeling. The blood, sweat and tears—all hers—were part of the plan.


“I’m going to get some air.” She pushed away from her lunch.


“Cece,” Beth called after her.


“It’s okay. Really. I just need to get out and clear my head. Go for a walk or something.”


“Are you sure?” Aurora asked. “One of us could go with you.”


That was the opposite of what she wanted. She needed to be alone.


“No, y’all finish lunch. You know me; I’ll be fine.” She wanted fresh air, nature, and silence, only her thoughts while she processed a dream lost. Sure, she’d known she couldn’t buy the place soon, but in the back of her mind, she’d held out hope that if the cottage sat there long enough, empty, she’d have enough time to save more. She’d get the opportunity to show regular, steady income. Then she’d go right into a bank and sign for her new home.


Cece slid on her worn-out walking shoes and told the others goodbye. She headed out the back of the inn, through the entrance only family and friends used. From the back of the inn, she could cut through the low, sloping hills of the orchard that made up the family’s farm.


Out front, they had a small section of plum trees, but the rest was all peaches.


Acres of peaches.


The Shipley sisters owned one of the smallest farms in Hill Country, but they still grew enough to sell to a few local vendors and markets. The busy season was over, summer had wound down, and fall was just around the corner.


Cece made her way up and over the rolling hills. The leaves of their orchard had barely begun to shift from a sea of green to the slightest touches of yellow, but the Texas heat still reigned supreme. Actual cool fall weather didn’t hit Fredericksburg until late October or November. A person could easily work up a sweat while trick-or-treating.


Still, the subtle changes in foliage, the occasional afternoon breeze that wasn’t heavy with humidity, lifted her spirits a smidge.


Most folks took walking for granted, but most folks had never had that ability jeopardized. Born with palsy, albeit a very mild case, independent walking wasn’t a certainty for her. Surgeries and years of physical therapy gifted her with mobility. She didn’t take a single step for granted.


Maybe that’s why she loved her walks so much. She didn’t want to let her luck ever go to waste, almost like if she didn’t use it, she might lose it. Some would probably find that fear silly, but most had never walked in her shoes.


Walking was emotional therapy too. The action cleared her mind; being in nature brought perspective. She might not have her cottage, but she had this. Her hidden trails and pathways across the fields and meadows of her hometown. Most people didn’t know about the back way to her cottage.


Correction. The cottage. It didn’t belong to her.


With her general knowledge of the local layout, she’d blazed her own path from the back of Orchard Inn, down the side of a pasture, through a little neighborhood, and onto the winding drive of Hollyhock Lane.


Was some of this journey technically trespassing? When she started taking this path… kind of. At least the pasture part. But she’d met the family who bought the farm, and one day, eventually, she’d mentioned her walks. The owners had said it was fine, and Cece had taken it as permission granted.


She reached the edge of her family’s orchard, found the little cut-through, and followed it. The cut spat her out in the pasture that ran the length of Rolling Hills Farm.


A couple had bought the land a few years back and slowly, over the last year and change, started a rehabilitation and recovery farm. Not only did they take older, injured, or unwanted domestic animals—everything from cats to cows—they provided support for people rehabilitating to visit or work the farm as part of a program.


Rolling Hills was still in its early stages, but it already had a wonderful reputation in the community, and Cece had met a family of goats when she’d met the couple who ran the farm. She wasn’t sure who was more lovable between the two.


Through the tall grass of the pasture she went, hugging the dense tree line, keeping to the shade. The sky was mostly cloudy, but she was still the fairest-complexioned Shipley. The wind kicked up for a moment, rustling the trees and taller grass, and she considered turning back, in case a storm was coming. But even if a storm was missed by the forecast, it would be hours away.


She only needed another half hour, enough time to see the cottage one last time and then head back home.


Once at the end of the pasture, she hung a right onto a road that wound past a small neighborhood. Cece passed modest ranch-style homes, a few old Tudors, and a Cape Cod.


Perhaps one of these could one day be hers. Her dream Craftsman cottage might be gone, but surely something else would work out.


None of these sang to her like the house on Hollyhock Lane, but maybe they’d do.


She needed a fixed income though. Something steady and stable. Maybe she should take Beth’s advice and enroll in an accounting class.


“Ugh,” she groaned aloud.


The thought of learning and doing bookkeeping all day tied a knot of dread in her stomach.


Yes, a skill like that could help with the inn’s finances, even with Aurora’s restaurant, and she’d be successful and secure… and miserable.


“I don’t want to crunch numbers,” she complained aloud.


That was in Beth’s wheelhouse, along with her creativity and her abilities to manage people and multitask like a goddess. Cece liked to use her hands and creativity to make things. She needed active tasks and something tangible to work toward.


Unfortunately, that didn’t pay much, at least not in any way she’d been able to find.


Finally, she reached the drive, lined with the tall hollyhocks that gave Hollyhock Lane its name. The house sat at the end, with about three acres of woodland surrounding. As she turned down the lane, another big gust blew cool air across her skin, and the first drop of rain landed on her cheek.


“Uh-oh.” She quickened her pace.


Then another drop fell on her nose, her shoulder, her arm. The weather lady had called for clear skies all day, but she’d been all kinds of wrong.


Cece walked a little faster toward the cottage as the drops turned into a shower. She could wait out the weather on the roomy front porch of the cottage. Summer storms were often here and gone in thirty minutes.


The rain came down faster, and within seconds, the sky opened into a downpour.


With a little squeak, Cece hurried down the lane, but by the time she reached the cottage, she was already soaked.


“Lovely,” she said to herself once on the porch.


She swiped the raindrops off her face and ran her fingers through her curls. “So much for a nice walk.”


Cece stepped to one side of the porch, peering into a window to give her dream home one last farewell.


A light was on inside.


Cece jerked away from the window.


The light came from the kitchen, shining into what would be the dining room. Cece knew the layout of this house. She’d had a real estate agent show it to her twice and had committed every detail to memory.


The buyer was already here?


Cece looked around and, for the first time, noticed a truck was parked under the big oak tree in the side yard.


“Fabulous,” she muttered.


Number 4 Hollyhock Lane was supposed to be hers. Now she didn’t even feel comfortable seeking shelter on the porch.


Cece stared out at the front yard, the driveway, and down the lane. Lightning cracked nearby, followed by rolls of thunder seconds later. All around her, the wind blustered and moaned, bending treetops to its will. She couldn’t stand outside in this deluge, but it’d be too risky trying to get home in the high winds. Tornadoes were never completely outside the realm of possibility.


She had the protection of the porch and no other options.


For a little while, she huddled away from the windows and front door to remain unseen. Still, curiosity nibbled at her wet feet, making her peek through the window that looked into the living room.


Who was in her cottage?


Whoever they were, she resented them on principle. They’d taken her dream, and there was no way they’d be the kind of loving steward she would have been.


People nowadays bought historical homes only to gut them and redo them in farmhouse gray or boring beige. They wouldn’t put the time and energy into reclaiming this house’s intended charm and nuance. They wouldn’t travel far and wide to antique malls and thrift shops to find the perfect art nouveau lamp or Stickley furniture.


Whoever they were, she hoped she never had to meet them or look them in the eye.


As she moved away from the window to find a better hiding place, the front door opened.















Chapter 2



Hello?” Dustin Long asked the empty doorway.


He swore someone was just standing there. He’d had a long day, but he wasn’t exhausted to the point of delusion.


Yet.


Dustin stepped out onto the porch. “Hello?” he repeated.


His pit-lab mix, Bruce, took this greeting as the opportunity to be a welcome wagon of his own. Bruce bounded out onto the porch with a bark, his nub wagging in eager anticipation of a visitor.


The problem was, Bruce appeared to many to be a man-eater. He looked more pitty than Labby, and he was no longer a puppy. Most people were convinced he’d swallow them whole.


He wouldn’t, of course. He was named for the star animatronic in Jaws, but Bruce was a lover, not a fighter, made for snuggles, snacks, and snoozing.


Bruce did his excited tippy taps across the porch until he spotted his new friend. He bounded for a woman, petite in stature and wearing bright green shorts and a T-shirt with multicolored polka dots. She crowded into one corner of the porch, looking for all the world like she wanted to climb the railing and jump off to run for her life.


“Bruce!” Dustin called. “Brucey! He’s friendly, I promise. I’m sorry.” Dustin grabbed his dog’s collar and eased him away from the woman. “Chill, dude. Not everyone wants to be pounced on. Sorry,” he said again.


“It’s… it’s okay,” she managed, arms wrapped around herself.


“You sure? He can be a lot, but he’s not mean. Overly friendly. Apologize to the nice lady.”


The woman took a deep breath, dropping her arms to her sides. “I’m fine. He surprised me is all.”


Dustin chuckled. He and Bruce had that effect on people.


Both big and burly, they tended to present in such a way that people took one look and thought rough-and-tumble trouble. Appearances served them well when it came to anyone who meant them ill, but being a contractor and businessman, Dustin had learned he had to quickly smooth out the edges if he wanted to be successful or even acceptable to most people.


This skill also served him well with terrified women who’d wandered up on his porch.


“May I help you with something?” he offered. “Are you lost? Selling solar panels?”


“What?” She looked genuinely confused.


Genuinely confused and very pretty.


Petite, but fit, big brown eyes, fair skin, and curly blonde hair… that was mostly wet.


“You’re wet,” he blurted.


“Yeah.” She gestured vaguely toward the torrential downpour. “It’s raining.”


Dustin shook off the spell. Beautiful women had a way of making him stupid. He looked around the porch for clues about this contextless meeting. “Then you got caught out in the rain?”


“Yes,” she answered quickly. Almost too quickly. “I was out for a walk, and it started to storm, so I ran up on your porch to get out of the rain.” She nodded.


The private road was awfully long for someone to choose to run up it to escape the rain, but who was he to judge?


“Okay, um, I have some towels.” He went back inside, leading the way.


She remained rooted to the spot.


“Or I can bring you something.” Why would she come into a stranger’s house? This was the twenty-first century. She had no reason to trust a stranger, especially not a big, scary stranger with a big, scary dog.


“Hang on.” He ran into the house, taking Bruce with him.


“No, that’s okay,” she called after him. “I just needed a little shelter from the storm. I didn’t mean to bother you.”


“You’re not.” He found the towels he’d thrown in his duffel. “That storm came out of nowhere. No wonder you got caught out in it.”


He left Bruce inside and closed the front door behind him as he walked back out onto the porch and handed her a towel.


“Thank you. I’m really sorry about this,” she said.


“It’s okay. Can’t help the weather. I’m Dustin.”


“I’m Cece.” She patted her face dry and rubbed at her arms. “We’re sort of neighbors, I guess. I live a few blocks away. Country blocks.”


He laughed. “Important distinction.”


“Are you from the city?”


A crack of lightning struck, and inside, the lights flickered. Concern furrowed Cece’s brow.


“Listen,” he tried. “I know you don’t know me, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to be out here with this storm.”


She glanced around at the whipping wind and pouring rain.


“You’re welcome to wait just inside the door if you feel safer. I can, I don’t know, lock myself in a bedroom, but we can’t just stand out here.”


Cece shook her head. “No, I know. I’m the one who wandered up on your porch, so you don’t need to lock yourself in a room, but I did just drop a pin on my location so my sisters know where I am. Just so you know.”


He nodded and opened the front door to let her in. “Noted.” He went through the dining room and into the kitchen, and she followed.


Another crack of lightning split the sky, and this time, the lights flickered and went out.


Even though it was still technically daytime, the house grew as dark as the stormy skies.


“Uh-oh.” Dustin racked his brain. “I have a battery-operated lantern for work. Hang on.” He went out to the back porch, where he’d dropped a lot of his work gear that morning. A small toolbox, tarps, buckets, various lighting equipment, including the cordless kind for when you had to cut the power for safety. He dug around in his pile of supplies until he found a couple of lantern-style lights. “Got ’em,” he called.


He got back to the kitchen to find Cece standing by the counter, arms crossed protectively.


Bruce had begun barking in the nearest bedroom.


“Here we go.” Dustin turned on the lanterns. “Okay if I let Bruce out?”


“Of course. Yeah, sorry. I’m just—”


“Don’t apologize. It’s been a weird afternoon. Hang on, buddy,” he shouted to Bruce before letting him out.


Bruce trotted into the kitchen, a little calmer now, and nudged Cece with his nose.


She uncrossed her arms long enough to pet him and give him a scratch behind one of his floppy ears.


Bruce leaned into her touch shamelessly.


“I think he likes you.”


She gave him one more pat. “He’s sweet.”


Not a compliment Bruce heard often, but she was correct.


Another crack of lightning, and this time, the roll of thunder shook the house.


Two lines etched between Cece’s brows.


Dustin found he wanted to comfort her in some way. “It’ll be okay. Probably pass over us pretty soon. Here, you want to sit?” He motioned toward the folding table and chairs he’d set up in the little dining area of the kitchen.


“Might as well.” She eased over to a seat and hung the towel over the back.


“I don’t have any real food, but I’ve got some snacks and a thermos of coffee.”


“Coffee would be nice.”


“Coffee it is.” He found the sleeve of paper cups he’d stuck in a cabinet and poured two cups full of the coffee he’d brought with him that morning.


He always kept a Stanley thermos with him. True to its reputation, the coffee he’d made at the hotel this morning was still steaming when he poured it.


“Here you go.” He slid into the chair across from Cece.


“So… you bought this place.”


Her words were more statement than question, and they carried a heaviness that seemed out of place in a casual conversation.


“I did. Closed on it yesterday. Hence the temporary furnishings and paper cups.” He smiled to lighten the mood.


“I didn’t think anyone would want it. It was on the market forever.”


That was exactly why he’d wanted it.


This little cabin was not hot on the market, so no high demand or bidding war. He’d used almost all his savings but had paid a very reasonable price for what he’d gotten in return, and the rest he could fix up with sweat equity.


“Yeah? Well, it is a bit of a fixer-upper, but I’m up for it.”


Dustin was more than up for the challenge. This was his profession, after all. Other people had paid him to do remodels for years, and now he could finally do one for himself.


Cece took a small sip of her coffee. “You’ll have your work cut out for you.”


“True, but I had this place thoroughly inspected, and the bones are good. Plumbing needs a little work, but not as much as you might think. These old houses were built better. They hold up.”


“I’m aware.” She placed the cup down on the table and laced her fingers around it. “What are your plans?”


“I’ll take care of the wiring that needs updating. See if I need an electrician, which I doubt. Take care of the plumbing and then the floors. First, though, I’ll dig into the details of what needs work and see how much to budget for the place to get something out of it.”


Cece sat up a little straighter. “What do you mean, ‘get something out of it’?”


“Profit.” He hadn’t bought the house to live in. This was an investment intended to produce a good return. “See what kind of profit I can make on the house.”


“You—you’re going to flip it?”


“That’s the plan.” All he needed was two hundred thousand, free and clear, and he’d be able to buy into his half of a new construction business in Florida.


Her eyes darkened as she shook her head and pulled her arms off the table. “Why would you do that?”


Why did he suddenly feel like he was being interrogated? She’d gone from curious stranger to local detective in a minute flat.


He sat back, completely baffled. “Why? Because that’s what people do with investment properties.”


The scowl deepened, and she looked like an angry doll with all the golden curls framing her face. “But this house has been here since the 1920s.”


“Obviously.”


Her mouth fell open again before she clamped it shut, her jaw clenched. “It’s important,” she said between her teeth.


“I’m sorry. Is this—What am I missing here? Did this house belong to your family or something?”


“No.” She immediately grabbed the coffee and began drinking it again.


“Then why do you care?”


“Because it’s…” She closed her mouth, opened it, and closed it again. The lines between her eyebrows lessened, and she tucked a stray curl behind her ear with way too much force. “This is not the kind of house a flipper should have.”


Now he was intrigued. “Oh really?”


She nodded, indignant. “I can see it now. You’ll have builder beige and shiplap everywhere.”


“I’m not going to use shiplap.”


“But you will have beige or greige walls in every room and, I don’t know, probably farmhouse-style ceiling fans and those god-awful barn doors.”


He shrugged.


She looked appalled. “You can’t,” she basically pleaded.


He had to chuckle because this whole conversation confused him. “Why are you so offended? Are you with the historical registry or something?” More importantly, why did he care? He’d always gone about his business with no interest in anyone’s opinion except the paying customer’s.


“Historical registry? No, I just… I’m a concerned citizen. And neighbor.” She added the last part with a nod, like that gave her viewpoint merit.


“You want some Oreos?” he asked, getting up to find his cooler.


“What?” She blinked.


Good, now she was confused too. He stepped out on the back porch again and grabbed the new pack from the cooler. They were best served cold.


“I figured if I’m getting scolded, I might as well have a snack. You want some?”


Cece dipped her chin as he put the pack of cookies on the table and opened them. “I’m not scolding you.”


“You aren’t? Kind of feels like it. But I’m grown; I can take it. Goodness knows I’ve gotten a lot worse. Please, continue.” He grabbed two Oreos and popped one in his mouth, motioning that the floor was hers.


Cece took a deep breath and looked out the window by the table. She sat silently for a moment, as if gathering herself. “I’m sorry,” she said eventually.


“It’s okay, really. I was kind of enjoying your speech.” Dustin popped the second cookie in his mouth.


She hid her smile at his comment, or maybe at his mouth full of cookie, and reached for an Oreo.


“They’re really good with coffee.” He grabbed another.


“I just… I have a lot of feelings about this house,” she said, as if that weren’t already obvious. “Since I live near here, I walk by a lot and… I’ve always admired it. I guess I want to make sure someone treats the house properly. I care.”


“I promise I’m going to do my best, if that helps?”


She nodded and nibbled at her cookie.


“Have you always lived around here?” he asked. “I’m guessing so, since you’re so passionate.”


“Born and raised. My sisters and I own the Orchard Inn just down the road and around the bend. What about you? Where are you from?”


Wasn’t that the million-dollar question?


The story of his childhood didn’t make for a fun icebreaker. That topic wasn’t brought up in small talk, or really any of his talks.


Dustin kept it simple and vague. “I was born near here, actually.”


Her eyes brightened as she tried to place him. She wouldn’t be successful.


“But I wasn’t raised here. I moved a few times and mostly grew up in Michigan.” Nowhere near the full story, but enough to satisfy most people. “Cold, long-wintered Michigan. Decided I want to be somewhere a lot warmer, so I came here for a bit.”


“We’re definitely warmer than Michigan.” She smiled.


Her smile alone was warmer than anything in Michigan.


Dustin had known Cece for less than twenty minutes, and she’d already gone through more emotions than he normally experienced in a week. Embarrassed, suspicious, friendly, frustrated, and now back to friendly. Each emotion was so big and fully expressed.


When she smiled, her entire face changed. A dimple graced each cheek, her eyes somehow grew lighter and more golden. When she got mad, her scowl was fierce, crinkling her eyes and forehead. She was one of those people who didn’t have an angel and devil on each shoulder. They lived within her, and she wore their expressions on her face.


“We hardly ever get snow,” she continued. “I think once when I was little and again when I was a teenager, but it wasn’t even an inch. We get storms.” She indicated the weather outside, where the thunder was down to a rumble, gaining distance every minute.


“That’s the vibe I’m going for.” Even farther south though, where cold weather was a rarity and snow unheard of.


“So.” She grabbed another Oreo and took a sip of coffee. “If you aren’t going to do shiplap and beige for decor, what are you planning to do?”


Dustin grabbed another cookie too, and sat up a little straighter, like he was at a job interview. In his defense, that was the mood she created.


“Other than general repairs to the flooring and bringing certain things up to code, I’m thinking I’ll update the kitchen and bath. If the structure can take it, I thought about plumbing a half bath for the upstairs bedroom, but I don’t know. Might not want to put that much money into it.”


“Yeah, you wouldn’t want to put too much money into this place,” she snarked. “What kind of updates to the kitchen and bath?”


She was back on the offensive. Something about updating the house set her off, but the house needed to be brought into this decade.


“Modern appliances, modernized bathroom,” he explained. “Maybe a walk-in shower since—”


“A walk-in shower?” She all but came up out of her chair. “You can’t put a walk-in shower in a Craftsman home. There’s a claw-foot tub in there now, and no, it’s not in great shape, but you could get another one to replace the original.”


“Who takes baths anymore?” he argued. “People want showers. Walk-in showers with bench seats all in tile. And how do you know what kind of tub is in there?”


“Oh my gosh!” Cece raised her voice, and Bruce looked at him like he’d done something wrong.


“You’re going to tile that bathroom in all gray and white, aren’t you?” She angrily finished off her cookie. “There won’t be an ounce of warmth left in this place. All the wood framing and accents, gone. Do you know how much original red pine is in here? You’ll have it all mismatched with shiny silver appliances. Or worse yet, you’re going to pull it out. Ashy gray laminate floors, chrome and white all over, and it will look like every other house that was built within the last ten years.”


“I’m not going to tear out the hardwood floors. I’m not crazy.”


“But you’re not going to take the time to research all this house needs to return it to its former glory. You don’t care enough. Not like you should.”


He blinked.


“Because I know that these floors are special. It cost the original designer and builder a lot of money, especially around here, to have pine floors and molding. They got the lumber from a local pine forest and put it down themselves. This was a custom build, and you should know things like that. I know that the appliances should remain white, even though that’s not popular now. At worst, maybe brushed nickel so they blend with the woodwork. And no walls should be gray or anything too far into the cool palette. Creams, candlelight ivory, maybe the lightest sage green in a bedroom. Nothing that takes away from the natural elements of the framework, wood accents, and open gables. A place like this should feel lived-in, warm and welcoming.”


Something in her tone struck his heart. She loved this house.


He’d been growing more and more annoyed at her prodding and know-it-all attitude and was just about to tell her to mind her own business, but now he understood. He recognized the ache in her voice. A longing so deep that it’d become a vision. Cece wanted to call this place her own.


How had he not realized until now? “You wanted to buy this place.”


Cece recoiled. “No I didn’t,” she answered way too fast.


His chest warmed as he studied her. Her arms crossed, refusing to meet his gaze. She was a terrible liar. “You wanted this to be your home.”


It wasn’t a question because he knew the truth.


Her gaze met his, and he saw how badly she wanted to hide her feelings from him. He knew that look. He wore it every time people asked him about his parents, or his childhood, or his past. The truth wasn’t one he wanted to share. He wanted to protect himself from what they might see and think.


“Why didn’t you tell me straightaway?” he asked gently. “I wouldn’t have gone on and on about my plans. I’m sorry I didn’t know.”


“Do not pity me.” She bristled. “It’s patronizing.”


“Sorry, I wasn’t—”


“You don’t have to apologize; I’m just saying. I don’t like it when people try to be all sympathetic and like, oh, you poor thing. You said you were a grown man and you could take it? Well, so am I. Not a man but…” She pushed her hair back again, flustered. “I’m a grown woman, I mean.”


“Okay, but for the record, I don’t pity you. I bought this house fair and square, and I won’t apologize for that, but I wouldn’t have gushed about it if I’d known you were interested.”


“Well, that’s polite of you, but still. I’m worried you don’t know what you’re doing when it comes to restoration of this particular kind of house, and that bothers me. That’s all.”


“I’ve been doing remodels for almost ten years.”


“On Craftsman bungalows that are a hundred years old?”


“No, but—”


“There is a huge difference. Homes like this are part of a huge architectural revival, and the fact that you can’t see that tells me everything I need to know.” She stood like she was leaving.


Reviving old homes wasn’t the center of his wheelhouse. He wanted to do a remodel. What was wrong with a plain old remodel?


Bruce barked at Dustin as if urging him to do something as Cece walked toward the front door.


“You can’t just leave like this. We’re in the middle of a conversation, and it’s still storming.”


“Barely. It’s let up. I’ll be fine.”


“Wow.”


“What?”


“You’re just… You’re a lot.”


“I know.”


“Like the weather today. All nice, and you think, oh it’s going to be a nice, pretty day, and then boom, black skies and torrential winds. You come into my house, bluster at me for the last half hour or so, and now you’re going to leave. You’d rather walk out in that rain than listen to my side when I listened to yours.”


“I’ve heard your side, thank you very much.” She marched toward the front door.


“You’re welcome.” He followed, and Bruce barked at both of them. “You’re going to get soaking wet again if you walk home.”


“I’ll be fine.”


“You want to go, go, but I think this is a dumb idea.”


She cocked her head before marching toward the door. “Then it’s a good thing me and my dumb self are leaving.” She yanked open the door and stomped across the porch and down the stairs.


Bruce followed her out and stopped at the edge of the porch.


“I didn’t call you dumb!” Dustin yelled after her. “But this is dumb.”


He slammed the door closed, and immediately, his soul filled with concern.


The wind wasn’t completely gone, and though the lightning seemed to be done, the storm hadn’t totally died down. Plus, Bruce was still out on the porch.


Dustin opened the front door and watched Cece tromp through the rain, imagining he could see steam rising off her hot head.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he grumbled, and stepped off the porch, Bruce right beside him.


He stayed half a football field length’s back, but he followed her down the lane and turned where she went through some trees.


“Can you believe she’s got us out here?” he asked Bruce.


For his part, Bruce looked delighted to be tromping through puddles.


Cece walked away with all the righteous anger of a woman furious about how he’d paint the walls of a house she didn’t own.


He wanted to remain annoyed and angry at her, but she was just so righteous and indignant, like she was president of some imaginary HOA that had a right to tell him what to do with his own property.


She turned again, into the thickest part of the woods. Dustin followed where he thought she’d turned, trying to keep one eye on Bruce—habitual critter chaser—and one eye on Cece. She turned again, almost like she knew he was back there and she was deliberately trying to lose him.


He thought he caught a glimpse of her to his left, and he followed. After another minute of walking, he realized he wasn’t following Cece in the name of her safety. He was wandering around in the rain.


He glanced down at Bruce, tongue out and tail wagging.


“What are we doing out here?”


Bruce wagged his tail faster.


“I don’t think we need to worry about her, boy. We need to worry about finding our way back. C’mon.”


Dustin turned, tracing his steps back to the road.


Cece might’ve had a point about his lack of experience with a century-old house. But he wasn’t trying to adhere to some revival of this home’s original state. Even if he decided to go that route, he could figure it out. He had the internet, his experience, and his gut.


“I could figure it out,” he told Bruce as if trying to convince them both.


Bruce glanced up at him like he wasn’t so sure.


“Thanks for the vote of confidence, buddy.” Dustin found the road, and they made their way back to the cabin, his shirt soaked from the rain still dripping off the trees.


One thing was certain, if he ran into a situation where he wanted some input or the opinion of someone who knew the house, he sure couldn’t ask her.


Oh, she would just love it if he went to her, wanting any kind of feedback or even recommendations for local vendors. And did he know anyone else in the area to ask?


No.


But he could find someone. Go to the hardware store and strike up a conversation with some old guys. He’d done it before. Sure, none of them would be pretty like Cece, or even as knowledgeable when it came to all that historical hoo-ha, but they wouldn’t give him nearly as much grief either.


Or sit there and eat Oreos with him, polishing off half a row between them without even trying. They wouldn’t smile and laugh one minute, then look ready to throttle him a moment later.


“Dang it,” he said as he stepped up on the porch.


He wasn’t sure if he wanted to see her first thing tomorrow or never again.
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