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This book is based on a true story. 

 

The names, dates, and places have been changed 

to protect the innocent. 




Prologue 

Tugging on the front of her pajama top, Annie Ferguson fumbled for the buttons. They were her oldest pair of pajamas, and two buttons were missing. Trembling, more from shock than cold, she barely noticed the wet pavement beneath her bare feet. Red and blue lights flashed in the black night, announcing the terrible truth. Something unthinkable had happened at 827 Mulberry Lane. 

Hardly able to comprehend what was happening, she watched as a policeman stretched yellow crime scene tape across her front porch. The man in front of her was asking questions. She willed herself to concentrate as the detective’s voice droned on. 

“Did you know the perpetrator, ma’am?” 

“Yes.” 

“How long, ma’am?” 

Her mind reeled. How long, how long? Was it yesterday or a million yesterdays ago? Her mind was shorting out as she watched EMT’s lift him onto the gurney and roll him toward the ambulance. He’s still alive! The realization resonated in her mind as her eyes darted up and down the lane. 

“What is it, ma’am? What are you looking for?” 

“My dogs. I was looking for my dogs. They aren’t used to being outside. They should have barked. I didn’t hear them bark.” 

He frowned and wrote something in his book. Turning, she saw a crowd of neighbors gathering in small knots, whispering and pointing. The scene was surreal. It couldn’t be happening, but it was. 
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Chapter One 

Sitting in the doctor’s office, she waited for him to explain the results of her latest test. 

“You’re actually doing extremely well, Annie,” Doctor Jansen said. He flipped through several pages on his clipboard, looked up and smiled. “I know you’ve had a problem with speech sequence, but that will come back. The stroke affected mostly your right side, but miraculously you’ve regained ninety percent of your motor skills. Still practicing your writing?” 

She nodded. 

“I want you to continue with your therapy, and also start getting a little more exercise. That right leg is dragging some, but you’re doing well. Quite well actually, considering the shape you were in six months ago. I’d say that high stress job you were in did a number on you, and you ignoring your blood pressure . . . hmmm.” He hesitated, looked up and questioned, “You’re remembering to take your medicine?” 

“Every day.” 

“Are you still living with your father?” 

“For now,” she sighed. 

“I know you’d like to get back in the swing of things, but I’m sorry, I can’t release you yet. And seriously, Annie, once you’re released, I’d look into some kind of work with less pressure.” He patted her on the shoulder. 

Having been her family doctor since she was five years old, he was more like a lovable uncle than the family doctor. He’d given her examinations in high school, delivered all three of her babies, given her moral support and tranquilizers when she was going through her divorce, and had just generally always been there for her. 

He was a kind man, but there was one thing she and Doctor Jansen did not agree on. He was positive Annie’s stroke was a 
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genetic weakness aggravated by her high-stress job. She knew for a fact it was much more than the demands of her work. 

Studying the chart, he continued. “After all, your mother died of a stroke, and your father has dangerously high blood pressure. Is ol’ Jim taking his medicine?” he asked, referring to her father. 

“As far as I know.” 

“How’s he been doing since your mom died?” 

She mumbled something that seemed to satisfy him, all the while thinking, If only I could tell him. If only I could tell someone. It wasn’t the stress of my work. 

Sighing heavily, she knew she could never expose the real reason. To speak of it even to this beloved family friend would be to court more scandal than she had the courage to face. 

“It’s hard to understand what brings these things on,” Doctor Jansen continued. “Stress and diet have been blamed, but sometimes it’s just genetic. You’ve been through a lot in the last few years—your mom’s death, that husband of yours acting out, and I imagine working for Mr. Squire came with more stress than any of us could imagine.” 

She nodded, thinking, You would never imagine, that’s for sure. 

“But listen,” he continued, “I’ve seen people suffer a stroke and then go right back to leading a perfectly normal life.” 

Wordless, she nodded. 

“I know you want to be in your own home again. I’m sure living at your dad’s house with three kids isn’t the best of circumstances, but have a little patience. You’re strong, Annie. Don’t slack off on your therapy, and move. Moving is going to be the best thing for you right now. Make that body move even if it hurts. Believe me, it will pay off in the end. You’ll see, you’ll be back on your feet in no time.” 

She dressed quickly and met her dad in the doctor’s waiting room. 

“Well?” 
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Shaking her head, she tried to smile. “He won’t release me.” She blinked nervously. “No driving yet,” she sighed, “and no going back to work.” 

Her father hugged her and tried to make light of it. “Guess I’ll have to put up with you for a while longer,” he teased as he helped her into the car. 

She nodded and tried to swallow the tears. 

Sliding into the driver’s seat, he patted her arm and clicked the seat belt. “I know this is hard Annie, but it’s not going to be forever.” 

As he maneuvered the car back to his farm, he tried to encourage her. “You know I’m in no hurry for you and the kids to move out. Since Mom’s been gone, it’s been great just to have the company. I wouldn’t care if you never moved out.” 

Staring out the window, she exhaled slowly and tried not to sob. “I know that, Dad,” she whispered. “I know.” 

*** 

Supper time proved to be quiet with both boys at baseball practice and eleven-year-old Sarah spending the night with a friend. Annie put potatoes in the microwave while her dad turned hamburgers in the frying pan. 

He turned to her and smiled. 

She looked up. “What?” 

“I just thought of something. You know that old house on the back parcel?” 

She turned, wondering what he was talking about. 

“You know, granddad’s old house on Denver Road?” 

“What about it?” 

“Well, it has sat empty for the last twenty years, and I’m pretty sure the varmints have taken up residence, but didn’t your doctor say you needed more physical activity?” 

“So?” 
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“So what do you think about you and I restoring it?” 

“Oh, Dad, I don’t know about that,” she said, emptying a package of frozen corn into a glass bowl. “You’re busy with planting, and besides, I’m the one who needs more physical activity, not you.” 

“I’ve built a thing or two in my lifetime.” He nudged her with his elbow, saying, “Put a little more butter in that corn.” 

“Dad, you don’t need the fat,” she said, pushing him away gently. “Now, what were you saying? 

“Just that I could tell you what needed to be done on that old place. You can do what you’re capable of doing, and we’ll hire the rest out. That house sits on a parcel of land separate from the rest of the farm, and it’s got its own entrance. You take this project on, and I’ll deed it over to you.” 

“But Dad?” 

“What? I was going to give it to you one day anyway. Why wait until I die?” 

“But what about Roger?” 

“Pumpkin, I have a will all written out and in a safe at the lawyer’s office. Your brother’s not going to come short of any good thing, I promise.” 

“Do you think it’s possible to really restore it?” she asked, opening a package of hamburger buns. 

“I was back there last week, and in spite of everything, it’s still structurally sound. You would have to pull out all the drywall, probably the flooring, too, and we’ll have to put in new windows and a new roof. Still, it will give you something to do until you get released by the doctor and can look for a job more in line with your education. New siding, new doors, and that place will look like a million dollars.” 

Turning, she hugged him. “Oh, Dad, this just might work. It’s the first thing that has seemed doable in a year.” 

“Well, of course it’s doable. Of course it will work.” 
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“But the money?” 

“I’ll go down to the bank with you in the morning and cosign for a loan.” 

“And school will be out in a month,” she said excitedly. “Ryan and Alex can help!” 

“Your boys wanted summer jobs. We’ll just explain that they’ll work like contractors, and we’ll pay them when it sells.” 

Placing plates on the table, she looked up perplexed. “Sells?” 

“What do you think we’re doing this for?” 

Frowning, she removed the potatoes and placed the frozen corn in the microwave. “I—I—I confess I just thought you were doing this so you would get your house back,” she smiled sheepishly. “I thought the kids and I were going to live there so you could have some peace and quiet.” 

“Listen, sweetheart, once it’s finished, you can do whatever you like with it. But restored, it could bring you a pretty penny. If you decide to live there, you can pay me back for supplies once you get on your feet.” 

Searching his face, she smiled the first real smile he had seen on her face in a long time. “We’ll sell!” she giggled. 

He threw back his head and laughed. “That’s my girl!” 
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Chapter Two 

Six years later, Annie sat in the office of the Smithton Financial Corporation, waiting for the bank to approve yet another loan. As the loan officer looked over the paperwork, she let her mind wander back to the very first time she had sat in this chair. She could almost imagine her father sitting beside her in his bib overalls and flannel shirt, just as he had the first time. Recalling how naive she had been, she smiled. 

The loan officer, Karl Lewis, made a few notations on the papers and handed them to her. “You know how it goes,” he smiled. “Just initial everywhere you see an x, and yes, sign your name there at the bottom, and you will be the proud owner of the colonial house on Mulberry.” 

Doing as he instructed, she signed without reading, pushed the papers toward him, lay down the pen, and leaned back in her chair. 

“You’ve done well, Annie. I know your dad would be really proud of you. How’s the apartment building going?” 

“Every unit rented out,” she reported proudly. 

“Well, you’ve had good luck turning properties. I’m sure you’ll make a tidy profit on the house on Mulberry.” 

She chuckled, and he looked up and frowned quizzically. 

“Sorry, I was just remembering when Dad talked me into restoring that old house on Denver Road. He said almost the same thing—about the tidy profit, I mean.” 

“I’m sorry about your dad’s passing, Annie.” 

“Thank you.” She dropped her head. It had been over a year, but the grief was still fresh. 

“It’s none of my business, but it would probably be a good idea to invest your inheritance. It’s not making money just sitting in savings, you know. Our investment department could probably . . .” 

“Oh, I’ve already got my eye on that shopping center at the edge of town.” She laughed. “In fact, I’ve got three businesses 
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chomping at the bit to rent from me. Dad always said property is the best investment.” 

Leaning back in his swivel chair, he studied her and nodded slowly. “Annie, Annie, Annie, who would have guessed. You’ll end up owning two-thirds of Assumption Springs if you keep going.” 

She laughed. “Is that bad?” 

“Nope, but I guess I’m just a little bit surprised. Who would have thought a little country girl like you had that kind of grit? You amaze me.” 

“Well, I have to admit, if you and my dad hadn’t encouraged me, it never would have happened.” 

“You and Sarah still living on the farm?” 

“For now. It’s part of Roger’s inheritance, but he is graciously allowing us to remain and pay him rent until we move.” 

She stood, and he extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Annie.” 

“Thank you, Mr. Lewis,” she said, shaking his hand. Turning back at the door, she asked, “Oh, by the way, I won’t be selling the house on Mulberry. I intend to live there. Before I start the renovations, I’ll need to put a roof on her. Mike Hawkins did a good job, but his wife got a job in Texas, and they moved last month. Do you know a good roofer?” 

He frowned and then flipped through his Rolodex. “Can’t say as I can give you a personal recommendation, but my neighbor used this guy. Let me see. Yes, here it is. It’s D&W construction. I hear they do a good job. Cheap, too.” He jotted down the needed information and handed her the card. 

“Thanks, Mr. Lewis, and once I get the house in shape, you and your wife will have to come by and see it.” 

“It’s sat empty for a while, but I’ve seen you work your magic, Annie. I’ll be anxious to see what you can do with it. You’re a remarkable woman. I’ll bet Mr. Squire’s still grieving over the day you left him high and dry without an assistant.” 
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Knowing he was fishing, she shuddered, but she plastered a grin on her face and refused to answer. Probably half the town wonders why I left such a prestigious job without notice, she thought. 

Before he could ask another question, she bid him a lighthearted goodbye. Striding confidently in her new alligator sandals, she waved and smiled at the tellers as she made her way to the front of the bank. Once again, she had escaped interrogation by Mr. Lewis. 

Sliding into her Lincoln convertible, she twisted her shoulder-length blonde hair into a bun and clipped it in place. After checking her makeup in the rearview mirror, she glanced at her watch. Sarah wouldn’t be getting out of school for another hour. She still had time to buy that olive green suit she had seen in the window of Dillard’s. 

 

*** 

Parking in front of the high school, Annie waited for the flood of students to pour out of the double doors. Most of the students had their own cars. Sarah would be seventeen in a week and had been dropping not too subtle hints for the last few months. 

Annie acknowledged if any child could be trusted with their own wheels it was certainly Sarah. She had never given a moment of worry, was a good student, popular, good in sports, carrying a four-point average all the while participating in the Honors Club and band. Annie watched as Sarah walked out of the school in animated conversation with her best friend, Molly. The girls parted giggling, and Sarah made her way toward the car. 

Watching Sarah, Annie couldn’t deny the resemblance. It could have been me at that age, she thought. Same long legs, same self-assurance. Oh, Sarah, I hope you never make the mistakes I’ve made. 

Sliding into the passenger side, Sarah tossed her backpack into the back seat. “Can we pick up Molly for the game tonight? I told her we would. I’m starving! Can we get something to eat at McDonald’s?” 

“What time is the game?” 
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“Seven, but we’ve got to be there by six.” 

“Hmmm. I was hoping we could eat something a little more nourishing, but sure. We’ll pick up some sandwiches and then swing by home, and you can change into your uniform. By that time, we should probably head back to pick up Molly.” 

“Ugh, I hate living in the country. It’s going to be so much easier when we move into the house on Mulberry.” 

“That won’t be right away, sweetheart. I’m pretty sure I’ll have to hire a crew to finish up. I want to make a lot of changes, and that will take some time.” 

“What’s ‘some time’?” 

“I’m not sure . . . Months? Maybe a year?” 

“Before next year, I hope. I’m not complaining. Grandpa’s house is nice, but it would be so much easier if we didn’t live seven miles away from school my senior year. Everyone says senior year is the best . . . and about that car we talked about last night.” 

“That car you talked about last night,” Annie teased. 

“Mom!” 

“I’m thinking about it.” 

Sarah sat back, satisfied. She knew how much her mom loved to please her. With both Alex and Ryan going to school out of state, the close relationship she shared with her mother had grown even closer. 

“Are you staying for the game, Mom?” 

“I’m meeting a contractor at the Mulberry house at seven. It shouldn’t take long.” 

“Promise me you’ll be there by halftime. Wait until you see our routine. You’ll love it.” 

“Before half time for sure.” 

 

*** 
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Entering the tree-lined driveway of the Mulberry Street property, she thankfully noted Danny Wolf was already there and waiting. A good sign, she thought as she exited her car. She had a pet peeve and little tolerance for people arriving late for an appointment, especially contractors. 

The door on his white pickup truck stood open, and a man, who she supposed was the owner, was circling the house, gazing up at the roof. 

Knee-high grass was taking over the yard, and she apologized as she walked toward him. “Sorry about the grass. Guess I better get someone in here to mow,” she chuckled. 

Turning, he smiled and extended his hand, “Danny Wolf.” 

“Annie Ferguson. Thank you for coming on such short notice.” 

As he took her hand, she suddenly felt shy. It didn’t take a second look for Annie to notice he was extremely handsome. His hands were soft, unusual for someone in his line of work. She looked away, embarrassed at noticing his physical attributes. 

He smiled, not seeming to notice her discomfort, and displayed two dimples in skin that was probably olive but burned darker from hours of outside work. 

“Mr. Jansen at the bank said he’s heard you do good work.” 

He tilted his head, and she could feel his eyes examining her. “Yes, well, my men do good work. Actually, roofing is only one of the many things we can offer you. In fact, I’ve a landscaping crew that could spruce up this yard in no time.” 

“I would be interested in having someone mow, but that’s all for now. Eventually, I want to pull out those yews, but that can wait until next spring.” 

“We can probably start on your roof the first of next week. I’ve got some shingle samples in the truck, but of course, you can pick out your own someplace else if you please.” 
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“No, no, your shingles will work.” 

“Do you want to take a look?” 

She felt uncomfortable getting into his truck but pushed down her hesitancy, admonishing herself that every man she met was not like Mr. Squire. “Alright, but if I pick something, will you have it in stock?” 

“No, but anything you want can be delivered within three days.” 

Turning the pages of the sample book, she was acutely aware of how close he was sitting as he pointed out his suggestions. Making a decision, she looked up and into his pale blue eyes. Something about the way he was gazing at her was disconcerting. 

“Let’s just go with this one,” she said, pointing to a sample. 

“I’ll get that ordered right away.” 

She slipped out of the truck while he jotted down the information on an order pad. Standing on the outside of the truck, she felt a little safer. 

“I’m sure we’ll be able to work together, but why don’t you write up a proposal, and if it’s satisfactory, I’ll give you the go ahead.” 

“I can have it ready by tomorrow.” 

“Good, you can leave it in the mailbox, right there on the porch.” 

“I could do that, or we could meet for coffee in the morning.” He smiled. 

She studied her shoes as if trying to remember her schedule. “No, no, that won’t work for me. You can just leave the proposal here,” she said, once again pointing to the box on the porch. 

“Just one more thing, Mrs. Ferguson, I’d prefer you pay for the supplies in cash.” 

Surprised, she looked up and into those pale blue eyes. 
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“The government gets enough of my money. I can’t afford to pay my help and give it all to the government,” he said softly. 

Before she could question, she found herself staring into his eyes and agreeing. “Yes, yes, I understand, and go ahead and have one of your men do the mowing.” She laughed as she pulled a bit of grass out from between the straps of her sandals. 

 

*** 

Driving toward the high school, she tried to analyze what had just happened. He’s certainly handsome. Any fool can see that. And that is just what I was acting like . . . a foolish schoolgirl. Oh, good Lord, did he notice? I can’t believe the way I was acting. It’s not like I’ve never seen anyone that good looking before . . . on TV or maybe the movies. I should probably see if I can find someone else. But how will I explain? I can’t very well say, “Sorry, Danny, but you are just too ruggedly handsome, and your bulging muscles discombobulate me.” 

Pulling into the schoolyard, she could hear the band had already started to play. Thinking of how ridiculous her reactions were with Danny Wolf, she laughed out loud as she hurried toward the bleachers. 
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Chapter Three 

The following morning, after dropping Sarah off at school, she decided to drive by the house on Mulberry Street. 

Surprisingly, the white truck was in the driveway, and Danny was just getting ready to drop the proposal in the mailbox. Hearing her car pull into the drive, he raised his hand in a friendly greeting, and her heart did a flip-flop. 

Walking slowly toward her car, he waved the paper. “Thought I’d drop this off.” 

“Thank you.” 

“How about that coffee?” 

“Actually, I don’t drink coffee,” she laughed. 

“Then what about lunch? You do eat, right?” 

“Sorry, I can’t fit it in today. I’ve got an appointment with James Duncan.” 

Leaning against the car, he dropped his head. “I’ve heard of him. Heard he’s a pretty good finisher. Does drywall, too?” 

“Yes, he and his crew have worked for me quite a bit over the years.” 

“Well, if he doesn’t work out, you give me a call.” 

“Thank you, but I’m sure he will.” 

“And what about dinner?” 

“Pardon?” 

“You said you were having lunch with James Duncan. Does that mean you’re free for dinner?” 

Giggling nervously, she stuttered. “I . . . I . . . I’m having dinner with my daughter. I have a daughter in high school.” 

“Impossible! You aren’t old enough to have a daughter in high school.” 

“I’m afraid so, and two sons in college.” 
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“You must have married right out of grade school.” 

“In college. I put my husband through college.” 

“And then he divorced you?” he said with compassion. “I’ve seen that happen before but never with someone as attractive as you. He had mental problems, right?” 

She laughed. “Well, I sometimes wondered about that. What about you? Are you married?” 

“Naw, can’t seem to find the right one. Not that I’m not looking.” 

“Well, good luck with that,” she giggled nervously. “I’ll get back with you about the roof.” 

He gave her a salute. She closed the car window and drove away. 

 

*** 

Sitting at a booth with James Duncan, she slid the paper with her hastily drawn plans across the table and then took a bite out of her hamburger. “Of course this is rough, but I think if we knock out most of that wall between the dining and living room, it will really open that area up. I believe that wall was built sometime in the last few years. I also want the dropped ceiling taken out. It was probably added to conserve energy, but it makes the rooms feel closed-in. I’m trying to get the house back as close as possible to the original design.” 

Studying her paper, he nodded. “Did you find someone to do the roof? I can probably get started by the end of the month once the roof’s been repaired.” 

“Actually, I did. D&W construction said they could start next week, and the price is good, too.” 

James frowned. 

“What?” 

“Oh, nothing, it’s just . . .” 

“James, if you know something . . .” 
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“It’s probably just gossip. I think the guy who owns the company has several of his family members working for him. Someone told me they’re a rough bunch.” 

“Rough? How?” 

“I’m sorry, Annie. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’ve not heard anything bad about their work, just that they’re a wild bunch, that’s all. I’m sure it won’t affect their labor.” 

“Wild  how?  Drinking . . . drugs . . . fighting?  What  did  you hear?” 

“Forget I said anything. It’s probably all gossip anyhow. I’m sure they’ll do a good job.” 

She frowned but dismissed her apprehension. “Well, we all know how much the people in Assumption Springs love to gossip. I guess that’s typical of most small towns.” 

He nodded, “I suppose.” 

“You’ll probably be able to see what needs to be done once you do a walk-through of the house. I’ve got some spindles that need to be replaced on the banister toward the top of the stairway and, of course, all the wood needs to be stripped down and refinished. I thought about painting it white, but I think it’s all oak. It would be a shame to cover it.” 

“Especially if you want to restore it to the original,” he agreed. 

They finished lunch, shook hands, and he said he would wait to hear from her after the roofers were finished. 

Annie checked her watch. If she hurried, she would have time to go by the interior design shop before picking up Sarah. 

*** 

Sitting across the table from a pert, well-dressed interior decorator by the name of Linda Swanson, Annie fished in her purse for the snapshots she had taken of her windows. “I’ve got the dimensions, but I’m sure you’ll want to do your own measuring.” 
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Linda smiled. “Not that we don’t trust you, but yes, we don’t trust your measurements.” 

The two laughed together easily. 

“I’m sure I would be the same way,” Annie volunteered. “A half inch could mean a difference.” 

“Well, fabric is a little more forgiving than wood, but we still like to do our own measuring. Of course, as far as price goes, I could probably give you some idea of price based on your measurements once you pick out your fabric.” 

“I don’t want to get ahead of myself. I might not be ready for window treatments for another six months, but I didn’t know how busy you’d be, or the wait factor.” 

“Actually, six months might be a good time frame for us. We’re pretty swamped until the first of the year. But I’ll have to admit, I’m really excited to work on your house. Actually, I live on Mulberry, so we’ll practically be neighbors. Have you considered joining the Historical Society? Your house is well over a hundred years old, I’m sure.” 

Annie grinned. “I’d love it, but I thought you had to be sponsored.” 

“That’s no problem, I’ll sponsor you.” 

Annie’s eyes lit up. “That would be wonderful!” 

“In fact, you’ll probably want to meet some of the others. We have a meeting next Thursday at seven. Can you come?” 

“Of course!” 

“If you have any information on your house, bring it with you. Here’s my address.” 

Annie stood. “Great, I can hardly wait.” 

 

*** 

After picking up Sarah, Annie suggested stopping by Sorrento’s Pizza and picking up a pizza. “You want to eat there or take it home?” Annie asked. 
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“Let’s go home. I’m really tired.” 

“What about homework?” 

“Finished it all in study hall.” 

*** 

Once home, Annie cut the pizza and put it in the toaster oven while she listened to Sarah chat about her day. “Why don’t you put some ice in the glasses and get a couple of Dr. Peppers out of the fridge, honey?” 

Sarah paused and studied her mother. “You seem really happy tonight, Mom.” 

“I am.” 

“Me, too. Band competition is next month, and Mr. Green said I’ve got a good chance at state champion.” 

“That’s wonderful, honey. I’m really proud of you.” 

“Just think, this time next year, we can have pizza delivery. Won’t that be nice, Mom? Just one more reason to live in town.” 

“I hope it will be nice,” Annie sighed. “But next year will go fast, and then you’ll be away at school.” 

“Our pizza won’t be cold by the time we get home,” Sarah said, choosing to ignore her mother’s comment about being alone. “Won’t it be nice not to warm up carryout in the toaster oven? Of course, we’ll love it.” 

Annie smiled. “Of course, we will,” she said, a touch of melancholy in her voice. “Hey, guess what? I’ve got some good news, too. Today I was invited to join the Historical Society.” 

“You seem pretty excited.” 

“I am.” 

“Sort of like being invited to sit at the cheerleader table during lunch,” Sarah teased. 

“Yes, sort of,” Annie said, pulling paper plates out of the cupboard. “You want to eat in here or in front of the TV?” 
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“TV for sure. The new NCIS series starts tonight.” 

“Murder, murder, murder,” Annie quipped as they carried pizza into the living room. 

“Like you said, Mom, sometimes it’s nice to just veg out and think about a life we won’t ever have to experience.” 

Annie shuddered but couldn’t understand why. “I guess so,” she said, throwing Sarah the remote. 
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Chapter Four 

 

True to his word, the grass was neatly clipped, and a crew of five was on the roof when Annie drove up on Monday morning. Danny waved when he saw her car and quickly slid down the ladder. 

“Wow, your men are making short work of my roof.” She smiled. 

“I noticed you have some rotten boards on your wraparound porch,” he said. “With workers coming and going, it might be a good idea to tear out those boards before somebody falls through. You don’t want a lawsuit on your hands.” 

She frowned in concern. “Thank you, I’ll be sure and tell James.” 

“About James. I . . . well, I know you said you’ve done quite a bit of business with him over the years, but if you’re willing, I sure would like to make a bid on this job.” 

Uncomfortable, she blinked nervously. “Danny, I don’t know what to say. James was a good friend of my father’s. Actually, I’ve never asked for a bid from James. He just gives me a general idea of what it will cost. I trust James and—” 

“I understand, and why would you trust me when you aren’t even sure what kind of work I can do?” 

“Well . . .” 

“Tell you what, let me fix that porch for you as an offer of goodwill.” 

She started to protest, but he put up his hand and waved it, signaling her to halt. “Please, you won’t let me buy you a meal, the least I can do is repair your porch. Come by tomorrow. If you don’t like my work, I won’t ask you to do anything else, except maybe to give me a good recommendation.” He smiled, and his dimples made her catch her breath. 

She rolled her eyes, which made him laugh. “Danny, you’re incorrigible.” 
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“You don’t know the half of it,” he chuckled. She couldn’t help but laugh with him. His humor was contagious. 

 

*** 

The next morning, she drove slowly past the house on Mulberry. To her astonishment, the entire front of the roof was finished, and Danny was working feverishly on the porch. She didn’t stop, instead willing herself to keep driving and check in at the bank to solidify a loan for the shopping center. 

Mr. Lewis was happy to see her and offered her a cup of coffee. She declined, saying, “I may have to learn to drink the bitter stuff.” 

He looked up with questioning eyes as he poured a cup for himself. “Pardon?” 

She shook her head and smiled. “It just seems like if you’re going to get ahead as a developer, you need to drink coffee.” 

“You, for one, don’t need to worry about getting ahead. You’re already way ahead. Now tell me what I can do for you.” 

“I’ve decided to go forward with the shopping center.” 

“And for a down payment?” 

“I want to use my inheritance. I’ve talked to the owner, and he’s ready to sell at my price.” 

“Are you sure you want to do this, Annie? It’s going to take your entire inheritance. If something goes wrong . . .” 

“What could possibly go wrong? I’ve already got renters lined up, and even if half of them back out, the other half will make the payment.” 

“I’ll have the papers drawn up right away. Who am I to argue?” He smiled. “Everything you touch turns to gold.” 

 

*** 

It wasn’t quite eleven o’clock in the morning, but Annie had exhausted her willpower. Like a magnet, she found her car drawn toward the house on Mulberry. 
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Pulling into the drive, she could tell the porch work was completed, and the crew was nearly finished with the roof. 

Danny came from behind the house, saw her car, and was all smiles, dimples, and sparkling blue eyes. Waving for her to come and look, he stood back like a proud schoolboy. “Well?” 

She nodded. “Nice job, but I can’t let you do all this work for free.” 

He pouted like a child, and she put her hands on her hips. “What am I to do with you?” 

His eyes lit up. “You’re going to let me take you to lunch!” 

She frowned and shook her head. 

“I don’t blame you. Look at me and look at you. Why would a beautiful, perfectly dressed little thing like you want to be seen with the likes of me?” 

She sighed. “You win. How can I say no to that look?” 

He threw back his head and laughed. 

“Danny, you’re, you’re . . .” 

“I know . . . incorrigible.” He laughed. 

She laughed with him and nodded. 

“I’ve been practicing,” he teased. “Your car or my truck?” 

She handed him the keys to her car. 

 

*** 

Much to her amazement, he drove past the diner, past the cafeteria, past the Chinese restaurant, and into the driveway of the Country Club. 

She looked at him in question. 

“Don’t worry, I’ve got friends in high places.” 

She cocked her head and studied him, not sure what he was saying. 

“Actually, I work out a lot at the gym here. Some of the people I work for make sure I’m well taken care of. I’ve got a change of 
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clothes in my locker. How do you feel about taking a stroll down by the lake while I go in and make myself presentable?” 

When she looked surprised, he apologized. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask if you have time for this. Are you in a hurry? We can go someplace else if this won’t work for you.” 

“No, no, this is fine. I’ve got all afternoon. It’s just not what I was expecting.” 

“Can’t take a fine looking lady like you to a dive.” He winked. 

Accepting the compliment, she began to relax and believe he was sincere. Well, even if he just wants to work for me, I have to admit this is more fun than I’ve had in a long time. It’s kind of nice to be pursued and complimented. Not that anything will ever come of it. For one thing, he’s probably ten years younger than me. She checked her watch. I’ve got a good three hours until it’s time to pick up Sarah. I really need to look into buying her that car.

*** 

Sitting on a bench by the water, watching the swans, she questioned the wisdom of handing over her keys to a man who was practically a stranger. But when he reappeared and sat beside her on the bench, she threw caution to the wind. He pointed to the restaurant at the top of the hill, took her hand to help her over rocky ground, and admonished her to be careful as they made their way toward the sidewalk. Taking a deep breath, she tried not to read anything into it. He let go of her hand when they reached even ground. It was the gentlemanly thing to do, that’s all, she told herself. 

While she had waited for him by the lake, he’d changed into a polo shirt, khakis, and loafers with tassels. A standing joke between Annie and her father had been that if she ever remarried, the guy would have to wear loafers with tassels. Smiling, she wondered if perhaps her dream of finding someone was coming true. 

The food was good, and the conversation stimulating. She was surprised to learn he had a BA in business, and his company was doing quite well. The waiters all seemed to know Danny, and 
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Annie began to wonder if she had been a bit snobbish in her original evaluation. 

He was a perfect gentleman, and when a waiter asked, “Who is this beautiful woman?”, Danny introduced her as a business friend and then went on to explain he would be doing some work for her. 

She tried not to be disappointed. How stupid have I been? Of course his only interest in me is business. Why would I have another thought in my head?

Returning to the Mulberry house, he once again asked if he could submit a bid. She knew he was wearing her down, but reasoned, What harm could come of accepting a bid?
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