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To Ella Lavoie Byram

(1913–1995)

I used to look into your eyes and wonder where you were;
 now I realize you were taking shelter in the hearts
 of those who loved you.

You’re still in our hearts, Mama.








Chapter One




Kenzie Gregor politely smiled down at the tiny prattling woman, nodding occasionally. He had no idea what she was saying, as he didn’t recognize the language. Stealing a quick glance around the bank lobby, he arched a questioning brow at Father Daar, sitting in one of the chairs against the side wall. When his companion merely shrugged, Kenzie was forced to turn his attention back to the woman.

She appeared quite spry for her advanced years, considering how quickly she’d jumped up from her chair when he and Daar had walked in two minutes ago. Her white hair was coiled on top of her head in a loose bun held in place by two knitting needles.

Kenzie darted another desperate glance around the lobby, hoping to discover whom the woman belonged to. The man at the teller’s station, engrossed in his business transaction? The couple sitting at the desk on the far wall, signing papers?

The woman tugged on his sleeve. “Please look at me, young man, when I’m speaking to you,” she said, her firm command softened by her smile.

English! “I’m sorry, madam. But I did not understand what you were saying before.”

She launched into her foreign tongue again.

“Can ye not see she’s touched in the head, Gregor?” Daar said from the sideline. “It’s an omen, telling us we shouldn’t be here. Handing over all our money to someone else to look after surely makes ye as crazy as the old woman.”

Kenzie took hold of the woman’s arm when she turned to advance on Daar, and shot the old priest a warning glare. “I promised Matt I would open a bank account the moment I found a town I wished to settle in. Writing checks is how money is exchanged in this time, and I intend to fit in here in Midnight Bay.”

“Fine,” Daar said in a huff. “Then your brother can just write ye another fat check when the bank suddenly misplaces our money. I can’t exactly conjure up more coin now, can I?”

“Mom?” came a woman’s voice from Kenzie’s left. “Oh my God, Mother,” she said, rushing toward them.

Kenzie immediately let go of the old woman and clasped his hands behind his back.

The younger woman stepped between them. “I told you to stay in that chair,” she whispered, trying to lead her mother back to the row of seats. “You can’t just walk up to strangers and start bothering them.”

The older woman pulled free. “I wasn’t bothering him, was I, young man? I was merely telling him to do business with the bank over in Oak Harbor,” she said, projecting her voice to the whole lobby of onlookers. “And explaining how the people running this bank are trying to steal a widow’s only means of support right out from under her.”

“Mother!” the young woman quietly hissed, glancing at the back office as she led the woman away once again. “You’re not helping matters. I’m trying to get us a new loan.” She nudged her into one of the chairs. “Please just sit here and don’t speak to anyone.”

The moment the young woman turned to give Kenzie an apologetic smile, her mother jumped to her feet and rushed back to take hold of his arm—which she squeezed. “My, but you’re a big, strong man. Are you married?” she asked, glancing at his left hand.

The younger woman turned a lovely shade of pink.

“Eve, come introduce yourself, so this handsome young man will no longer be a stranger.”

Kenzie smiled at the beautiful daughter, and gave a slight nod when her crystal blue eyes met his. She immediately dropped her gaze, her short blond curls framing a flawless complexion that was now bright pink.

Thoroughly enchanted, Kenzie held out his hand, suddenly having an overwhelming need to touch her. “Kenzie Gregor,” he said, careful to keep his voice soft, as she appeared as delicate as a fawn. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss…?”

“This is my daughter, Eve Anderson. She moved home with me two months ago. I’m Mabel Bishop. Are you moving to Midnight Bay, Mr. Gregor, or just passing through?”

Kenzie dropped his hand when it was obvious Eve Anderson had no intention of taking it. “Father Daar and I are planning to settle here,” he said, nodding toward his companion.

Mabel turned to Daar. “I am not crazy,” she declared. “I merely get confused sometimes, and it was very unkind of you to refer to me so.”

Just then a man emerged from the office. “Eve. I need you to sign the new loan application before I submit it for consideration.” He nodded to her mother. “Mabel. You’re looking especially fine today.”

As Mabel Bishop sat down with a harrumph, pointedly ignoring the man, Eve walked into the office behind him.

Kenzie sat down between Mabel and Daar.

She immediately turned to face him. “So, Kenzie, what is it you do?”

“Do?” he asked.

“For a living. What sort of work are you planning to do in Midnight Bay?” She gave a desolate sigh. “There’s not much here, I’m afraid. Just a few clam diggers and lobstermen. The cannery closed quite a while back, and our one industry in town, the lumber mill, has been laying off workers.”

“I’m in the process of buying a farm out on the point. I’ve had thoughts of opening an animal sanctuary. I enjoy working with animals.”

Mabel’s silver eyebrows arched. “You’re wealthy, then?”

Kenzie ignored Daar’s snort behind him. “If ye mean do I have enough money to get by, I suppose you could say that.”

Mabel leaned closer. “Then I should warn you, Kenzie, that every unattached female in Midnight Bay will be showing up on your doorstep, casserole in hand, the minute word gets out that a wealthy man has moved to town.” Her eyes sparkled. “Your being handsome won’t hurt, either. Nor will that charming Scottish accent of yours.”

Daar snorted again, and Mabel gave him a glare.

“Will your daughter bring me a casserole?” Kenzie asked, having absolutely no idea what a casserole was, but quite intrigued by the idea. “I did not see a ring on her finger.”

Mabel gave a small laugh. “Sorry, but you’d probably starve to death waiting for Eve to show up on your doorstep. She swore off men when she divorced two months ago.” Her expression turned sad. “It’ll be years, I’m afraid, before she’ll ever trust another man.”


“Your daughter was married?” Kenzie remembered how delicate she’d looked. “Was she forced to divorce him because he abused her?”

Mabel looked surprised, then laughed. “Oh, good mercy, no. Parker wouldn’t have dared lay a hand on her. Eve might appear all soft and feminine, but only a suicidal idiot would mess with her. No, Parker ran off with all their savings and their neighbor’s wife after Eve suggested I move down to Boston to stay with them.”

Mabel suddenly stood up as Eve walked out of the office. “Welcome to Midnight Bay, Kenzie. And you, too, Father Daar,” Mabel said, giving the priest a cursory nod. Her eyes sparkled again when she looked at Kenzie. “We’ll be neighbors—Eve and I live out on the point. And if you need a nice woodstove to heat your new place, come to our store and we’ll fix you right up. It’s Bishop’s Hearth and Home, just across Main Street.”

Kenzie had stood when she had, and he took her extended hand and gave a slight bow. “It was wonderful to meet you, Mabel. Thank you for the warm welcome. And the warning about the casseroles,” he added with a wink.

He held out his hand to Eve, who had taken her mother’s elbow. “It was wonderful meeting you, too, Eve. I look forward to shopping in your store.”

She gave him a small nod as she stepped away. “Yes, do stop in, Mr. Gregor. We sell the most efficient woodstoves on the market.” She glanced at the office she’d just left, then back at him. “Or once we get them in stock, maybe we could interest you in a new wood-pellet stove,” she said, ushering her mother from the bank.

Kenzie walked to the large window, clasping his hands behind his back as he watched the two women walk across the street.

“Aren’t we buying our farm from a gentleman named Bishop?” Daar asked, coming to stand beside him.

“Alvin Bishop,” Kenzie confirmed, watching Eve and her mother enter one of the shops, the weathered sign over the door stating it was Bishop’s Hearth and Home. “He could be Mabel’s brother-in-law.”

“Mr. Gregor?”

Kenzie turned to the banker Eve had been talking to earlier. “Mr. Johnson?” he asked, shaking the man’s hand. “Did Chelsea send down the paperwork from Bangor?”

“Yes, she did,” Mr. Johnson said, leading the way to the back office. “Your lawyer had everything overnighted. It helped that you and Alvin Bishop used the same law firm. Alvin mentioned Mrs. Rand is related to you?”

“My brother married her sister. Chelsea’s actually the one who saw the Bishop farm advertised in the Bangor newspaper and called me last week.”

“Alvin should be along soon,” Mr. Johnson said, gesturing to the chairs in front of his desk as he took his seat behind it. “He also lives in Bangor, and he called earlier to say he’s running late. It seems there was a bad accident on Route One this side of Ellsworth, and traffic was backed up. I’m sorry you had to wait, Mr. Gregor. The woman who just left didn’t have an appointment; she simply showed up.”

“Eve Anderson. Mabel implied they’re having money problems? How long has Mabel been widowed?”

Mr. Johnson appeared startled. “Ah…Nathan’s been gone almost six months now. But I can’t discuss Mabel’s financial situation with you, Mr. Gregor. Our bank has a very strict privacy policy, and I assure you, your business with us will remain equally confidential.” He leaned forward. “You mentioned on the phone that you have some funds you wish to deposit? We can take care of that before Alvin arrives, so your account will be in place when you write him your check. It will take just a few minutes to verify the transfer of funds.”

Kenzie reached in the inside pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out the check Matt had given him over a month ago. “It’s from a Maine bank. Matheson Gregor is my brother. There shouldn’t be any problem,” he said, setting the check on the desk.

Mr. Johnson picked up the check, read it, and snapped his gaze from Kenzie to Daar, then to Kenzie again. “Of course, Mr. Gregor. And the balance, after you’ve purchased the Bishop farm? Will you be leaving the rest on deposit with us?”

Kenzie leaned back in his chair and propped his right foot on his knee. “That would depend on whether or not ye took care of Mabel’s problem to her daughter’s satisfaction.”


“Excuse me?” Johnson’s gaze darted nervously to a stack of papers on his left. “But what…um…are you a friend of Eve’s?”

“I’m a friend of Mabel’s.”

The banker slid an account document toward Kenzie. “But I’ve known Mabel most all my life, and I’ve never heard her mention you. If you would just sign here, Mr. Gregor, to open your account with us.”

“I only met Mabel today.” Kenzie pulled the pen Matt had given him from his pocket, still leaning back in his chair, and nodded toward the papers on the banker’s left. “I’m not sure I wish to do business with a bank that is trying to take away a widow’s means of support.” He dropped his foot to the floor and reached for his check.

The banker immediately leaned back, taking the check with him. “I was only able to get a three-month extension on Mabel’s business loan, but I give you my word, Mr. Gregor, that I will do everything in my power to persuade the main office to give Eve a working line of credit to expand their business.”

Kenzie smiled, clicking the pen to make the ballpoint appear, and quickly signed his name. “Then I look forward to our doing business, Mr. Johnson.” He slid the signed document toward him. “Make the transfer. I’m eager to go explore my new land.”

 

Kenzie settled Father Daar on the sheltered knoll overlooking the ocean so that the old priest was facing the late April sun. He placed a blanket over Daar’s legs before walking back to the truck for the basket of food.

“I cannot believe we have to spend five more nights outdoors when we just paid a king’s ransom for a warm, dry house,” Daar muttered.

“Which is occupied at the moment,” Kenzie said, setting the basket beside him. “You saw that someone was still living there when Alvin Bishop showed us the farmhouse after we signed the papers. And you heard him ask if I’d give his tenants five days to move out.”

“I heard ye say you don’t mind waiting,” Daar said, opening the basket and scanning its contents. “I did not hear anyone ask me if I minded.” He grabbed one of the sandwiches and glared at Kenzie. “Nor did I see my name on the deed beside yours. Considering all the trouble your blackguard of a brother caused me last year, I believe I’m entitled to a portion of that check.”

“You’ve taken a vow of poverty, remember?”

Daar harrumphed and bit into his sandwich.

Kenzie sat down beside him and rummaged through the food basket. “This is good land,” he said. “It has nearly four hundred acres and is surrounded by ocean on three sides, which will afford us plenty of privacy. And turning it into a working farm will be a good disguise for our true mission. The farmhouse seems sturdy, sitting high on a bluff overlooking the Gulf of Maine, though the barn is in need of repair.” He pointed at the ocean. “The deed claims we also own those small islands. I’m sure William will find one of them to his liking.”


“Speaking of William, where is the accursed beast?” Daar asked, before stuffing the last of his sandwich in his mouth.

“Holed up in a nearby pine grove,” Kenzie said. “He’ll join us after dark.” He lowered his own sandwich to his lap. “I’m worried that William’s not adjusting well to this century. Maybe the ocean air will give him some comfort by reminding him of his old homeland.”

“Not that you gave any thought to my comfort,” Daar said. “The damp air makes my bones ache.”

“The salt breeze will do you good as well, old man.”

“I miss my cabin. TarStone Mountain has been my home for nearly forty years, and until you bullied your way into my life, I was perfectly content to die there.”

“You’re many years away from dying, priest. So, what do ye think of Mabel Bishop and Eve Anderson?” Kenzie took a bite of one of the sandwiches he’d had the waitress make up for them at breakfast.

“I think the daughter left no doubt she isn’t interested in you,” Daar said with a scowl. “Don’t think I didn’t notice the way ye were looking at her.” His scowl intensified. “Ye best not be entertaining any notions of being attracted to her. Women have a sneaky way of diverting a man’s attention from his true work.” The old priest’s face suddenly softened. “I know ye returned to being a man only a few months ago, Kenzie, but ye must fight any romantic notions of getting involved with a woman in this modern time. Helping displaced souls become human again is going to demand your full attention.”


“I am well aware of my duties,” Kenzie countered. “I just wanted to touch the lass, to see if she felt as soft as she looked.” He sighed. “Ye needn’t worry, old man. Mabel said Eve doesn’t trust men after what her husband did to her, so it matters not if I find her attractive.”

“Mabel Bishop is crazier than a loon.” Daar shot Kenzie a reproachful glare. “And ye had no business sticking your nose in her money problems. The whole point of us moving to this godforsaken coast was to remain anonymous. We haven’t been in town one day, and ye already started throwing your weight around to rescue some crazy woman ye just met.”

“I was testing Matt’s theory that the pen he made me would prove to be mightier than my sword, even when I don’t use the magic he placed in it,” Kenzie said with a shrug, not at all contrite. “It does appear that in this age, ink is a rather powerful weapon. Instead of having to hold a sword to his throat to get Johnson to help Mabel and Eve, withholding my signature got him to give me his word to help them get credit to expand their business.”

Daar was back to glowering at him again. “And if that hadn’t worked, you’d have gone to the truck and gotten your sword, I’ve no doubt. What’s a casserole? Do you suppose it’s something to eat?”

“I have no idea.” Kenzie looked over to see Daar holding a large muffin. “I thought the older a person gets, the less of an appetite he has,” he said with a chuckle. “I’ve never met anyone who worries so much about his next meal before he’s even finished the one he’s eating. Yet you’re so thin, a good wind would carry ye off. Why do you eat as if every meal might be your last?”

Daar stopped with the muffin halfway to his mouth. “God’s teeth, I’m eighteen hundred years old; every meal could be my last. And you were once an eleventh-century highland warrior who never knew where your next meal might come from. How many battles did you fight on an empty belly?”

“All of them, if I wanted to win. A full belly would have slowed me down.” He gestured toward the basket of food. “But this is the twenty-first century, not the eleventh. And here a person can’t travel five miles without passing a store or diner.” He snorted. “You and William suffer from the same affliction. That beast is going to eat himself to death.”

Daar set the muffin back in the basket with a sigh. “I visited Ireland once in the ninth century, about the time William would have been living there.” The aged priest puffed up his chest. “I was at the peak of my powers, and the council of drùidhs asked me to go straighten out some old witch who had gotten too big for her britches.”

Kenzie gaped at him. “Is there a reason you’re just telling me this now, after I’ve spent months trying to help William? Could it have been the same witch who cursed him? Why didn’t ye tell me you knew her?”

Daar shrugged. “I’d just as soon forget what happened in Ireland.” He shot Kenzie a defensive glare. “And because it matters not. My powers are gone, Gregor. I can’t help you with William any more than I can light a candle without a match, now.”

“But I’m only just discovering my own abilities. And though you may have lost the magic, ye still have the knowledge. Do ye think I asked you to come here with me because of your cheery disposition? What happened to the hag?”

“You’re a bigger blackguard than your brother,” Daar growled. “I only agreed to come with you and William because Pine Creek had too many wizards and too many damn bairns being born.” That said, he gathered the blanket around him and lay down, his back to Kenzie.

“Ye left because you were bored to tears, now that you don’t have the power to interfere in everyone’s lives.” Kenzie sighed. “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. We’re a good fit, you and me, both of us being outcasts of sorts. And living on TarStone as a panther for the last three years…well, I’d have gone hungry many nights but for the meat you left out for me.”

“I tossed out those leftovers for the raccoons.”

Kenzie chuckled. “Aye, even when the wee bandits were taking their winter sleep. So what happened to the old—” Kenzie suddenly got to his feet. “Do ye hear something?”

Daar sat up, canting his head. “It’s only the breeze.”

“Someone is calling out.” Kenzie walked to the crest of the knoll and scanned the shoreline to the west. “It coming from this direction. There! I see a woman.” He leapt onto a boulder for a better angle, and watched a wave nearly knock the woman off her feet as she scrambled up onto an island. “It’s Eve Anderson! She’s waded out to one of the islands, and she’s calling her mother.”

“I knew those two were going to be trouble,” Daar muttered, standing up. “Women always are.”

“The tide is coming in, and she’ll be trapped.” Kenzie jumped off the boulder and ran toward the island. “Bring the blanket. We’re going to need it.”










Chapter Two




Eve clung to the rocks as another wave washed over her. The moment it passed, she found a toehold higher up on the granite ledge, climbed out of the frothing surf, and ran toward the center of the island, hoping like hell she’d guessed right.

“Mom! Are you here? Mom!”

Dammit, she hadn’t noticed when her mother had left the house. She had brought Mabel home from the store as soon as Alvin Bishop had left, and started calling lawyers to see if he had the right to do what he’d done. She needed to get an alarm for the door so she’d know when her mother was wandering off.

Except in five days, they wouldn’t have a door to put the alarm on, would they? The bastard had sold her home right out from under her mother—who was here, thank God.


“Mom! The tide is rising, and we’re going to get trapped!”

It was a small island, only thirty acres, and Eve knew it well. She and her mom had come here often for picnics, when Eve returned every summer after getting married six years ago.

“Why are you all wet?” Mabel asked from the bench that overlooked the Gulf of Maine. She gave an involuntary shiver. “Evangeline, it’s too early in the year to go swimming. This is Jens’s fault. Your father had you playing in the tidal pools when you were three.”

“I remember, Mama,” Eve said, taking her mother’s hand. “Let’s go back to the house and you can make me a cup of tea to warm me up. But we have to hurry. The tide’s coming in, and we’re going to have to wade to shore.”

“Oh, dear. I’ve spent the entire day daydreaming again, and now I’m late getting dinner ready for Nathan.” Mabel stood up and started down the path. “Maybe I can throw together a can of soup and whatever I have in the fridge. Nathan won’t even realize he’s eating leftovers.”

They were just approaching the water-covered gravel bar when Kenzie Gregor strode out of the ocean and rushed toward them.

Mabel stopped in her tracks. “A tourist. I bet he wants to camp on our island. Tell him the state park is several miles farther east.”

“Mr. Gregor!” Eve said in surprise.

“I heard you shouting. Is Mabel okay? The tide’s coming in,” he said, giving them a quick visual inspection.


Her mother eyed him curiously. “How do you know my name, young man? Did I have you in school?” She waggled her finger at him. “I don’t care how big you’ve grown; I’m still Mrs. Anderson to you.”

Kenzie gave Eve a concerned glance, then smiled contritely at Mabel. “Forgive me, Mrs. Anderson. I forgot my manners. But you can be thankful I’ve grown big. I’ll carry you to shore.”

He swept Mabel into his arms, then turned to Eve. “Stay here. I’ll come back for you.”

Eve stepped past him onto the rocks. “I’ll lead the way. There’s only a narrow gravel bar. One wrong step and you’ll be swimming.”

Eve guessed he must have muttered something inappropriate, for she heard her mother say, “Your mouth could use a good washing with soap, young man. Be careful!”

“I won’t drop ye, I promise.”

Her mother shrieked, and Eve turned to see a rogue wave soak them both.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got her,” Kenzie said. “Keep going.”

The distance to shore had grown to about twenty yards, and though the water was only up to Eve’s waist, the waves were building as the breeze picked up. She was definitely beginning to feel the cold—likely because this was her second soaking in only ten minutes.

Eve braced herself for the wave she saw coming just as her mother gave another scream, this one ending in a woof of expelled air. An arm of solid muscle wrapped around Eve’s waist, and she was lifted off her feet and tucked up against an equally solid torso. She craned her neck to see Kenzie Gregor had hefted her mother over his shoulder so he could carry Eve like a football as he fought the swirling tide with another muttered curse.

Eve felt a lecture coming on. Big, strong, take-charge men always lectured tiny women in these sort of situations. And didn’t she have a string of ex-boyfriends and one ex-husband to prove it? Just because she looked like some fragile little Kewpie doll, men always tried to take care of her—even though she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

Heck, if she weighed what Kenzie Gregor did, the waves wouldn’t have been a problem. The man felt more solid than the granite he scaled as easily as if he were carrying two sacks of feathers.

He set her on her feet, carefully set her mother down, then tossed his heavy leather jacket at Eve.

With a swift economy of effort, Kenzie Gregor had her mother wrapped up in a blanket and was already striding away with the wet, shivering woman in his arms. “My truck’s just over the hill. We’ll take ye home,” he said, disappearing into the stunted spruce trees.

The priest who had brought the blanket took hold of Eve’s arm and started to follow. He was obviously trying to help her, and Eve stifled a snort. It was all the old man could do to walk up the knoll himself! His outdated cassock certainly wasn’t helping matters, as the rising wind tangled it in his cane.


“I’d not say a word on the ride home, if I were you,” he said, his sharp blue eyes reproachful. “Gregor doesn’t much care to have his commands ignored. Ye should have waited on the island like he told ye to.”

Eve sighed, helping him over a rough spot. She had no intention of saying anything to Kenzie but thank you. When they reached the large SUV, it was running, her mother sitting in the front seat and Kenzie standing with the back door open. Eve started to help Father Daar into the backseat, but Kenzie nudged her inside.

The blast of heat coming out of the floor and ceiling vents nearly took her breath away. Eve leaned forward and touched her mother’s shoulder. Mabel didn’t acknowledge her, but simply stared out the windshield. Father Daar climbed in next to Eve.

Kenzie got behind the wheel, tucked the blanket more tightly around her mother, then looked back at Eve. “She seems to be in a daze. Should I drive to the nearest doctor?”

“No. She’ll be fine. She…she does this sometimes. I just need to get her into some dry clothes and into bed. She’ll be okay after she has a nap.”

He looked at Mabel again, leaning forward to see her eyes. When he still got no response, he put the truck in gear and slowly eased onto the dirt path toward home.

 

A heavy knot had formed in Kenzie’s stomach the moment he pulled up in front of the sturdy white farmhouse, and by the time he was sitting at the table, looking around the well-maintained kitchen, he wanted to roar.

He had bought Mabel and Eve’s home.

“They don’t look as if they’re preparing to move,” Daar said as he fiddled with the large wood-burning cookstove that took up a good portion of one wall. He turned, his eyes troubled. “We’re in a mess, aren’t we, Gregor? Alvin Bishop sold us Mabel’s house.”

Kenzie finished buttoning the shirt he’d gotten out of his truck along with a full change of dry clothes. He’d dressed right there in the kitchen, while Eve gave her mother a warm bath upstairs and put her to bed. “It’s beginning to look that way. Why would the man do such a thing to his brother’s widow?”

“Because Alvin Bishop is a bastard,” Eve said, walking into the kitchen.

Kenzie stood up. “I wouldn’t have purchased this farm if I had known it was Mabel’s home.”

She walked to the sink and started filling a container with water. “It doesn’t matter, Mr. Gregor. If you hadn’t bought it, someone else would have. From what Alvin told us, when he came with the eviction notice, the farm has been for sale for five months.” She dumped the water in the coffeemaker. “He put it on the market less than a month after his brother died.”

“Are there not laws that allow a widow to keep her home?” Kenzie asked.

Eve glanced briefly at Father Daar before returning her troubled gaze to Kenzie. “There are—if my mother had actually been married to Nathan.”


“They weren’t married?” Daar asked, frowning in confusion.

Eve’s face reddened. “My father died in a paper mill accident ten years ago. Mom later fell in love with Nathan Bishop, and they started living together six years ago, when I moved to Boston. If she had married Nathan, she would have lost her widow’s benefits, and she couldn’t afford that. So she and Nathan pretended they’d gotten married when they went to Bangor one weekend, and she came home calling herself Mrs. Bishop.”

She smiled sadly. “You have to remember what generation my mother is from. Having been a well-respected schoolteacher in town, she simply couldn’t bring herself to live openly with a man.” She turned back to the counter and got several mugs down from the cupboard. “We’ll be out of here in five days, Mr. Gregor, and then the house is all yours.”

“Where will ye go?”

She stilled, not turning around. “We can live at the store until I find a place.”

Kenzie gazed around the kitchen, taking in all of Mabel’s possessions and feminine touches. “But this is her home,” he whispered, the knot in his gut becoming so heavy that he had to sit down.

“She’ll simply have to adjust to a new home.”

“What is wrong with Mabel?” Daar asked, coming to sit beside Kenzie. “She seems to get confused a lot, and starts talking in…I believe it’s French, though not any dialect I recognize. Does she have that disease that afflicts old people?”

Eve turned, and Kenzie sucked in his breath at the distress he saw in her eyes.

“It’s not Alzheimer’s,” she said, “though a lot of the symptoms are the same. The blood vessels in her brain are slowly leaking. And whenever there’s a new leak, more tissue is killed. I started noticing symptoms last year, when I came for my summer visit. She seemed to have lost her sense of time. Six hours could have been six minutes to her. She grew worse over the winter, after Nathan died. One moment she’s in the present, and the next she thinks she’s eighteen years old, living in Quebec with her parents. She regresses to French because she didn’t learn English until she went to teacher’s college in New Brunswick. She met my father when she came to visit a school friend from Midnight Bay,” she finished, turning back to pour coffee into the mugs.

Kenzie stared down at the steaming mug she set in front of him, unable to look her in the eye. Dammit it to hell, he felt two inches tall. “Does Mabel understand that she’s lost her home?”

“She was quite lucid when Alvin told her.”

“Is that why she went to the island?” Daar whispered. “Was she so distraught, she intended to throw herself in the ocean?”

Kenzie snapped his head up. “No! You must persuade your mother that we’ll work something out. I’ll not put Mabel out of her home!”


Eve Anderson looked more amused than shocked. “Mom would never do something like that,” she assured them. “No matter how confused she might get, it’s simply not her nature. She went to the island to sit on her bench and watch the sea, because that’s her favorite place on the farm.”

Kenzie sighed in relief. “Will ye give me tonight to decide what to do about this?”

“There is nothing to decide. Knowing Alvin, he made you pay a small fortune for this farm, and it’s legally yours. I would appreciate it, though, if you could give us more than five days to move. If I can find a reasonable rental in town quickly, we won’t have to stay at the store.”

“You may have as long as you need.”

Daar choked on a swallow of coffee and shot Kenzie a glare.

“But I wonder if I might ask a favor of you,” Kenzie added. “Would it be possible for Daar to stay in the house with you and your mother? He promises to be a undemanding houseguest, and he’ll even help with some of the chores.”

Daar started choking again, and Kenzie reached over and lightly pounded his back. Eve eyed them both skeptically.

“It was our intention to camp out on the knoll for the next five days,” Kenzie continued. “But if it’s to be longer, I’d feel better knowing Daar will have a warm bed.”

“You were going to camp out?” she asked, her eyes widening. “But it still gets below freezing most nights.”


Kenzie shrugged. “I enjoy brisk weather. Daar, though, claims it makes his old bones ache,” he said, giving her a wink.

She immediately started building a fire in the cookstove. “I have no problem with Father Daar staying here.” She suddenly turned back to them. “Could you both do one more thing for me?”

“What would that be?”

“Please don’t mention my mother’s illness to anyone in town? She’s a proud woman, and if people start pitying her or treating her differently, she’d be crushed.”

Kenzie stood up. “Mabel’s secret is safe with us. I’m going to get Daar’s things out of the truck, then go make camp.” He stopped at the door. “Thank you, Eve, for helping me work out this problem.”

She gaped at him. “You’re thanking me? But you’re the one being generous.”

Kenzie shrugged. “The arrangement serves me as well as it does you. I enjoy sleeping outside, but I was not comfortable leaving Daar alone in a strange house. This way he gets a roof over his head, and I get the stars over mine.”









Chapter Three




Eve hefted a large piece of beech wood onto the splitting table, then nodded at her mother to push the lever. The ram slowly descended, and the engine’s powerful hydraulics pushed the heavy, T-shaped wedge through the sinuous fibers. The moment the wood split into four pieces, her mother reversed the lever and the wedge lifted free. Eve tossed the fallen pieces onto the conveyer belt, watched them travel up into their delivery truck, then picked up another sixteen-inch log.

“Did I get married?” Mabel asked over of the sound of the idling engine.

Eve dropped the heavy wood onto the table and blinked at her mother. “No. What makes you think that?”

“Did you get married, then?”


“No!”

“Then who was that man at our supper table?”

Eve sighed. “He’s a priest, Mama. His name is Father Daar, and he’s boarding with us for a little while.” She positioned the wood under the wedge. “We’re almost done with this load. We’ll deliver it to Mrs. Simpson tomorrow morning, before we open the store. Push the lever.”

Mabel didn’t move. “Priests live in rectories.”

“Father Daar is retired. He’s traveling the Maine coast, staying with charitable people willing to take him in.”

“Eve, we can’t take in strays, even clergy. We’re broke. We had to drive all the way to Ellsworth the other day to go the food pantry.”

They’d driven to Ellsworth because if they’d gone to the local food bank, everyone in town would have known exactly how bad their situation was. “Father Daar can’t weigh as much as I do, Mama. How much food could he possibly eat?”

“He ate three pieces of chicken tonight! I planned to use those last two pieces for our lunch tomorrow.”

“But just think of all the heavenly points we’ll get for taking in a priest. How’s that saying go? ‘Be kind to a stranger, as you might be entertaining an angel?’”

Mabel snorted and pushed the lever. The process repeated itself, and Eve tossed four more pieces of split wood onto the conveyer belt. When they landed in the truck, one of the pieces fell over the side onto the ground.

“We’ve got a full load.” She shut off the engine, bringing blessed silence to the farmyard just as the sun disappeared behind the trees to the west. “That takes care of Mrs. Simpson. Tomorrow we’ll start splitting Jonas Thompson’s wood.”

“Don’t forget to collect the balance from Betty Simpson. She only paid for one cord up front, remember?” Mabel said. She stood up, then rolled the piece of oak she’d been using as a seat over to the pile of unsplit wood. “And Jonas owes us for one cord. He paid for three, but upped it to four at the last minute.”

“I remember.”

“Have you found us a place to live yet? Doesn’t Betty have a house that she rents out to summer tourists?”

Thrilled that Mabel seemed to be back in the here and now, Eve made a comical face. “Do you really want Betty Simpson as a landlord? Besides, the cottage is probably already booked for the season.”

“I don’t want to live too far out of town,” Mabel said. “What about that handsome young man we met at the bank this morning? Kenzie, wasn’t it? Maybe the place he’s buying has a house on it we could rent. Several of the old farms in this area have second homes for hired hands. We don’t need anything big.”

Feeling like she was tiptoeing through the twilight zone of her mother’s mind, Eve decided to be honest with her. “Kenzie Gregor bought this farm, Mama.”

“He did? Then where is he? Wait—that explains Father Daar! He was with Kenzie at the bank. Is that really why he’s living with us?”


“Yes. And Mr. Gregor is camped out on the knoll by your island.”

“Why?”

“He gave us more time to find a rental, but asked if Father Daar could stay with us until we move out.”

Mabel beamed brightly. “Kenzie is a real gentleman, isn’t he? He didn’t want people in town to talk, so he’s staying out of the house. I knew I liked that boy the moment I met him.”

“Do you remember that he carried you through the surf this afternoon?”

Her mother looked at her blankly. “Why did he do that?”

“You’d gone to the island to watch the ocean, and got stuck when the tide came in.”

Mabel’s eyes darkened with sadness. “It’s getting worse, isn’t it? I’m losing whole blocks of time now.”

Eve hugged her. “It’ll be okay, Mom. I’ll keep you safe.”

“But where will it end?”

“I don’t know.” Eve leaned away and looked her in the eye. “The doctors can’t predict that sort of thing. I can only promise that I’ll be here for you, no matter what.”

“But I don’t want to be a burden. You have your own life to get back on track. You should be finding someone to love and have babies with, not babysitting your crazy old mother.”

“Seventy-four is not old, and you are not crazy. You’re just ill. And the last thing I need right now is a man. I love you, Mama, and there’s no place I’d rather be than here with you. Besides,” she said, taking off her gloves. “We’re an excellent team. The two of us will make Bishop’s Hearth and Home a success again.”

“Oh, Eve. Even if we had two fully functioning brains, we would still need a miracle. Nobody around here has any money to spend. And those who do already bought stoves from us over the last six years. There are no more customers to sell to.”

“Then we’ll get creative. As soon as I get that new line of credit, we’ll expand our market by selling those fancy new wood-pellet stoves that have become so popular. And for added insurance, we’ll come up with something else to sell.” Eve gave her mother a reassuring smile. “You love baking. Maybe we could change our sign to Bishop’s Hearth and Home and Bakery, and start selling bread and homemade jam to the tourists.”

“Nobody’s going to pay for my bread, Evangeline. We sell firewood. That’s been our only reliable source of income for the last five years.”

“But Kenzie Gregor owns the farm now, so we don’t have access to any trees. And even if we did, and even if I am strong—Eve flexed her muscles in a prize fighter’s pose—I don’t think I’d last very long running a chain-saw.”

“I agree.”

Eve swung around with a gasp to find Kenzie Gregor standing beside the woodpile.

“You might manage to cut down the trees, but limbing and sawing the logs into stove lengths would likely do ye in,” he continued, his golden eyes lit with amusement. He looked at the truck full of wood, then walked up to the splitter and ran his fingers along the wedge. “What is this machine?”

“It’s a wood processor,” Mabel said. “You lift the wood onto the table, split it into four pieces, then the conveyer belt carries them up into the truck.”

Kenzie turned and smiled at Mabel. “You’re looking none the worse for your adventure, Mrs. Anderson.”

“It’s Mabel to you, Kenzie,” her mother said. She held out her hand. “And I believe thanks are in order. Eve told me you carried me through the surf earlier, when I foolishly got stuck on the island. My sincere thanks, young man.”

He took her hand and gave a slight bow. “Your daughter was already doing a fine job of rescuing you. I just happened along and thought you might prefer a ride as opposed to wading.”

Eve barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Kenzie Gregor could charm a snake charmer. Her mother was blushing!

What was his game? Strangers did not pay small fortunes for prime oceanfront farms, then sleep outdoors. Was he a throwback to the age of chivalry, or did he have some sort of agenda?

Eve gestured to the pile of unsplit wood. “Some of this wood belongs to Jonas Thompson, because he already paid for it. But I suppose the rest belongs to you now, since it was cut on your land. The processor and truck, however, are ours. As soon as we find a new place, we’ll get them out of your yard.”

He looked at the woodpile. “Who cut all this wood?”

“My husband, Nathan. He died right back there,” Mabel said, pointing to a stand of hardwood at the end of the overgrown pasture. “He had a massive heart attack. I didn’t even realize anything was wrong until it got dark and he didn’t come home.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Mabel,” Kenzie said softly.

“Thank you.” She shook her head. “I told Nathan he was too old to be logging wood, but apparently I’m attracted to stubborn men. My first husband, Jens, was just as bullheaded.”

“Daddy was not bullheaded.”

“No?” Mabel said, a gleam lighting her eyes. “Then how come you took six years of martial arts instead of dance classes, like I wanted you to?”

Eve felt her cheeks heat up. “Daddy knew dancing lessons wouldn’t help me as an adult the way self-defense classes would.”

Mabel turned her gleam on Kenzie. “Jens made sure every boy who came calling on Eve knew she could beat them up. From the time he realized she was going to end up a petite, blue-eyed, curly blonde, he started driving her all the way to Ellsworth for karate lessons.”

“I would say Jens was a very wise man,” Kenzie said, his own eyes gleaming. “I have a friend in Pine Creek who has seven daughters, and he taught each of them to defend themselves.”


Mabel snorted. “I bet those girls didn’t intimidate every boy who came calling.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Kenzie drawled. “Greylen’s youngest daughter certainly gave my brother a merry chase. In fact, Winter is seven months pregnant and she’s still causing him fits. Now honestly, Mabel, would ye want your daughter to be with the sort of man who would let a wee lass intimidate him?”

Eve knew her cheeks were blistering red, but if Kenzie thought he could bait her, he was going to be disappointed.

Mabel, apparently, wasn’t so sure. She gave Eve a cautious glance, then suddenly rubbed her arms. “My, but it’s getting chilly. Let’s go in and make a pot of tea. Kenzie, would you like to join us for some blueberry pie?”

“Ye left Daar inside with a pie?” He headed for the house. “I doubt there’s any left, if it wasn’t hidden. I will fill your cupboards with groceries tomorrow.”

“What was that all about?” Eve hissed as soon as he was out of earshot.

“What was what all about?”

“Don’t play innocent with me. Why in God’s name would you even bring up my karate lessons?”

Her mother stepped closer. “I think Kenzie likes you, and I simply wanted to warn him how…off-putting you get sometimes. I like Kenzie, and I don’t want his feelings to get hurt. That’s why at the bank, when I noticed how he was looking at you, I warned him you were newly divorced.”


Eve opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. What could she possibly say?

Her mother hooked an arm through hers, and started for the house. “Are you sure you don’t find him even a little bit attractive? Doesn’t he remind you of your father?”

Eve pulled them to a stop. “You’re not dying, Mama. Not for many, many years. So don’t try fixing me up with someone who will take care of me after you’re gone, just so you can die in peace.”

Mabel stepped away. “That doesn’t mean you have to live like a nun in the meantime. A wonderful young man has all but been dropped in your lap, and if you don’t take advantage of that, the other eligible women in town certainly will.”

Eve snorted. “We don’t know anything about Kenzie Gregor. Some of the worst serial killers in history were handsome charmers. For all we know, he bought this remote farm so he’d have a place to bury the bodies.”

Mabel started them toward the house again. “You’ve been living in the city too long, Evangeline, and have grown cynical. You only need to take a long, deep look into his eyes to see that Kenzie is a gentle giant. He told me he wants to open an animal sanctuary. And he takes very good care of the old priest. Not all men are like Parker. That man might have put on a good face, but I never did trust him.”

“And you’re just telling me this now? Why didn’t you say something six years ago?”


“Like what? That I knew you had fallen in love with a jerk? Eve, you were so excited about moving to Boston and getting a teaching job down there, and it all happened so quickly. You’d only known Parker six weeks when you announced your engagement. I honestly hoped I was wrong, because I wanted you to be happy. And you were.”

“For a year,” Eve said with a sigh. “Then Boston began to feel more desolate than Midnight Bay. Parker was always working late or flying off someplace on business. That’s why as soon as school broke for the summer, I came home for a two-month visit.” She snorted again. “Which certainly left the door open for Pauline to cozy up to my husband.”

They went up the porch steps, and walked into the house to find Kenzie Gregor standing at the sink, doing the dishes they’d left in order to finish splitting the wood before dark.

Eve decided then that the man wasn’t a serial killer. He was much, much scarier than that.
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