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Prologue
 
   Rocco paced his prison cell like the caged animal he was. The cell block was loud, and his head hurt. He couldn’t think clearly with all that noise, and he needed to think about Lydia and how he was going to kill her. He’d nicknamed her his little Pocahontas the day he met her, teasing her about her braids. That was when he was falling in love. Now he just thought of her as the dead girl walking.
 
   Thinking of Lydia’s impending death reminded him of another sweet-faced girl, one he knew long before he met her, when he was ten years old and still known as Denny Howe. Prissy Missy; she lived right across the pasture. 
 
   His family owned the remains of an old farm on the outskirts of town where other aging farms dotted the landscape.  Denny’s family was officially known as one of the poor families who got charity presents left on their porch on Christmas morning, along with a turkey that his mother cooked a day or two later if she got around to it. 
 
   The farm had been a thriving business when it belonged to his grandfather, but then his father took over after he came home from Viet Nam with PTSD and began drinking heavily. Soon it was a farm in name only, the fields no longer plowed or planted. His father sold off the land a parcel at a time. By the time Denny was ten, all they owned was the lot where the shack sat that they called home sweet home.
 
   That year the High Pointe subdivision sprang up across the pasture from the farmhouse on what used to be their north forty. The houses were new and cute, and Denny wanted to live in one of those houses more than anything else in the world. He wanted to hang out there, but unfortunately, the kids who lived in those houses were a close-knit circle of friends, and he always found himself hiding and watching them throw the football around in the street, and ride bicycles that he coveted. 
 
   Denny Howe was unaware of how different he was. Above and beyond the fact that his pants that were too short and his wrists hung out of his sleeves, he smelled. He smelled mostly of old urine because he slept on an old gray mattress with two younger brothers and the conditions in his home were squalid. There was no hot water, so even if he had been taught to bathe regularly, it would not have been an attractive idea. He smelled okay to himself, so it never occurred to him that others might find him offensive. 
 
   One afternoon he crossed the pasture to High Pointe, hoping to slip unnoticed into one of their games. The boys began to howl like dogs when they spotted him. Denny shouted that his name was Howe, not Howl, but they already knew that.
 
   Missy was the only person in that neighborhood who was never mean to him. She was so pretty. She always had a bow tied in her hair that matched the outfit she was wearing. Prissy Missy; she was like a shiny new penny he wanted to put in his pocket and keep forever. 
 
   One day as he watched her get off the school bus, he saw her pink braided ribbon slide off her ponytail, and he picked it up and closed his hand over it, convinced that she had left it for him. The next day he sat down beside her on the bus, and she didn’t tell him to move. He took that as a good sign.
 
   Missy was extremely soft-hearted and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. She didn’t have a mean bone in her body, and had thought it would be cruel to ask him to change seats.
 
   Denny decided she liked him. He worked up the courage to ask her to walk with him to the ballpark Saturday morning to watch the Little League game. He’d seen the High Pointe kids walk together in a pack to the ballpark many Saturday mornings. It would be like a date. He was not at all surprised when she said okay.
 
   He knew she liked him.
 
   He stole a dollar from his older sister’s purse that morning, enough to buy them each a Coke. He’d washed his face carefully and showed up at her front door smiling, but he still reeked of urine. Missy’s father would have sent him on his way, but the rest of the neighborhood gang showed up en masse, and the crowd left in one big swarm, laughing and horsing around, with him and Missy walking stiffly side by side in the middle. 
 
   For once Denny thought he got the respect and acceptance he so craved. None of the other kids would dare to howl at him when he was obviously on a date with Missy. A couple of the older guys eyed him darkly, but he held his head up higher, the superior one, for once.
 
   He and Missy sat together at the ballgame and drank their Cokes. She answered politely when he tried to talk to her, but she was very quiet. Her back was ramrod straight and her hands were clasped firmly in her lap.
 
   He didn’t know that she was suffering extreme humiliation from having been unable to turn down his invitation. She’d felt sorry for him, and thought it would be unkind to just say no. And now she was already worrying about hurting his feelings when she had to say no the next time he asked, because she didn’t know how to do that. 
 
   Her heart hurt for him, but she wasn’t having any fun. He wasn’t bad looking, but he literally stank, and it was all she could do to keep from being sick. She thought that if she ever got back home, she’d lock herself in her room and stay there forever, just so she wouldn’t have to be mean to him.
 
   To her credit, she endured the entire baseball game, and let him walk her home, all the way to her door. She ignored the sideways looks from the gang, and was grateful that they had the decency to mind their manners. It would have been more than she could bear if they’d started that mean howling again.
 
   He went home as happy as he’d ever been in his life. He had a girlfriend, and she was the prettiest girl in school. When he got home, he got a beating for stealing the dollar, but he didn’t care. His beatings were frequent, but this time it had been worth it. 
 
   He’d planned to sit beside her on the bus Monday morning, but she was surrounded by her girlfriends. Every day that week it was the same. He didn’t know why she didn’t just save him a seat.
 
   On Thursday evening he slipped out of his house and called her on a pay phone. He politely asked if she would go to the ballgame with him on Saturday morning, just as he had before, confident of her answer. But this time she said, “I’m sorry, I’d really like to, but my mom said I’m too young to have a boyfriend. But thank you for asking. Goodbye.” 
 
   She had gotten advice from her mother. It still felt mean to her, but she saw no other way out, and she didn’t think she could endure a repeat performance of last Saturday.
 
   Denny held the receiver in his hand for a moment, shocked, and then began to beat the phone box with the receiver until it broke open and a cascade of nickels, dimes and quarters rained out. To him, that seemed like just compensation for the evil deed that had been done to him, and just like that, he went from being in love with Prissy Missy to hating the very air that she breathed. He wanted to kill her.
 
   But he settled for killing her cat.
 
   He skipped school Monday morning, and lay flat in the pasture grass and watched the High Pointe kids get on the school bus. He knew both her parents worked. He planned to break into her house and steal stuff, maybe mess up her room. But when he crawled along the drainage ditch between her house and her neighbor’s, and then darted behind the bushes lining the front of her house, he’d spotted her calico cat lying in the sun on the front porch.
 
   “Here, kitty-kitty,” he coaxed softly. The cat ignored him as he crept closer. Indicative of cats, it didn’t even flinch as he picked it up and hunkered down with it behind the bushes. He stroked the cat for a while, enjoying the feel of its soft fur against his face. It smelled good. He imagined it smelled like Missy’s shiny blond hair.
 
   He couldn’t understand why she liked him last week—the only kid in the entire school who had liked him—and one week later she wouldn’t even look at him. Maybe she was really the meanest one of all, and had planned the whole thing. Maybe the High Pointe kids were all laughing at him right now as they got off the bus, howling at each other before they entered the school building.
 
   He was quite surprised when he looked down and realized the cat hung from his hands, heavy and lifeless. He was also surprised to see that he had scratches on his arms that were bleeding. He hadn’t felt a thing. 
 
   He was scared at first, and looked around to see if anyone was looking. No, he was all alone. He was really sorry that the cat was dead. But then he imagined how good it would feel to watch Missy come home from school, and see her find the cat. Maybe then she would know how he felt. 
 
   He placed the cat in the sun where he’d found it, arranging its lifeless body in what he felt was a natural sleeping position, all curled up and cute. Like an artist, he carefully looped its tail around its body. He was pleased with the results.
 
   Later that afternoon he watched as she got off the bus. He saw her approach her front porch, pause, and bend over to pet the calico. She suddenly jerked back her hand. She dropped her books and began screaming as she backed away. Maybe it was the blow flies that made her become hysterical, and maybe it was the pink braided ribbon he’d tied around the cat’s neck so tightly that it disappeared into the soft fur, with only the carefully arranged bow showing.
 
   No, come to think of it, that cat hadn’t really looked like it was sleeping at all. 
 
   Rocco smiled now at his memory of that day. He’d thought about saying something to Missy to let her know who had killed her cat, but he decided that if he got in trouble—and he surely would—it would spoil the pleasure he’d gotten from watching her pain. It remained his little secret all these years.
 
   It wasn’t long after the cat incident that he did find friends of a sort, not a real gang like they had in the inner cities, but a gang nonetheless. Under the guidance of his new friends, he discovered the profitability of selling drugs, dropped out of school and ran away from home at the age of fourteen. He saw enough addicts to know that using drugs while selling them was not a formula for success. Luckily, he didn’t need to use drugs as an escape; making money was what made him high.
 
   With his move to the big city of Nashville, he built up his own drug trade and became known as Rocco. He wanted to sound tough like his hero Sylvester Stallone, the Italian Stallion. But he couldn’t steal the name Rocky; it was taken, so he chose Rocco. It sounded just right to him, and people seemed to respect it. His days of being Denny Howe were over.
 
   Now, sitting in prison, Rocco never thought to blame himself for his circumstances. All his woes were caused by Lydia. He had been the brains of the biggest drug operation in Tennessee and nobody—nobody!—could touch him. Men walked in fear of him. Women stood in line to cater to his needs. He was a god!
 
   Then he met Lydia, his little Pocahontas. She was a petite, green-eyed brunette, the prettiest thing he’d ever seen. She brought out his protective instincts, something he didn’t know he possessed. He thought, finally, that he’d found the woman destined to walk by his side. He gave her anything she wanted, jewelry, clothes, dinners at the finest restaurants. 
 
   She was young and malleable, and he knew he could mold her into the perfect mate. He hated the big-mouth broads he usually attracted, and his new-found love was so sweet and innocent, his chest had puffed with pride at how much she obviously adored him. She hung on his every word and never talked back when he told her to do something.
 
   Right from the start he tested her loyalty. She delivered his drugs for him cheerfully and with enthusiasm; it was the best set-up he’d ever had. She was so clean-cut and wholesome; no one would ever suspect her of drug trafficking. At the trial, she claimed she hadn’t known what was in the packages, but he knew better. Sure, they had never discussed the business in so many words—it was just understood—but nobody was that stupid!
 
   When she was arrested, he was confident that she loved him. He knew she would do her time, and then she’d belong to him. No big deal. He’d make sure his personal and business lives never crossed again, and they’d live happily ever after. That was his plan. 
 
   He stopped pacing and smashed his fist into the cinderblock wall, enraged at the memory of how she betrayed him. It was unthinkable that this ignorant girl could stab him in the back as she had, testify against him, and act hurt because he’d used her. She named every associate they’d ever had dinner with, every meeting place she’d seen while she was with him in his Porsche. His entire empire he’d spent years building from the age of fourteen folded like a house of cards.
 
   He put out a hit on her life, but the FBI held her in protective custody until his trial, and no one could get to her. When he was convicted because of her detailed testimony and went to prison, her own trial began, and he was somewhat mollified to learn that the jury didn’t believe her ridiculous story of wide-eyed innocence. 
 
   Rocco knew he had to get out of prison. He now had only one goal in life, to find Lydia and kill her with his own two hands, much like he had killed Missy’s cat. He knew he had to stop causing trouble so he could land one of the cushier jobs in the area of the prison that housed the trusted inmates. He desperately needed to have his time cut for good behavior. He would become a model prisoner. Then maybe he could work in the kitchen or laundry where security was not so tight. He would not hesitate to escape if he had the chance. He liked that plan. When he made up his mind to do something, he did it. 
 
   And unlike Missy’s cat, he thought he would remember every detail when he finally killed Lydia.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Lydia stepped into her apartment, hoping her roommate was already in bed. Jessie was a sweet girl who talked a lot. Tonight she wasn’t in the mood to listen. She wished she could afford a place of her own, but waitressing was not a high-paying job. Her feet hurt and she wanted nothing more than to relax in a hot bath.
 
   Jessie’s cheerful face greeted her, her makeup case open on the coffee table. “You’re home early, great! We got some samples in today, and I’ve got something way better than the smoky eye. The cat eye is all the rage now, and with your green eyes, this will be a fabulous look for you. Sit down and let me work my magic. You’ll be amazed!”
 
   “Oh, that’s so sweet, but I got some bad news today, and I’m really not up for a makeover. Maybe another time, huh?”
 
   Jessie was instantly concerned. “What happened?”
 
   “I found out that my Uncle Todd died.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. Were you close?”
 
   She deposited her purse on the bench beside the front door and collapsed on the couch. Yes, she’d been close. When her mother called her at work this morning to tell her about the new man she was dating, she had been slammed with breakfast orders and had little interest in her mother’s love life. 
 
   “I’m really busy, Mom. Can we talk about this later?”
 
   “Well, if you had a cell phone, we could talk any time. I just have to grab you when I can. You’re as bad as your Aunt Vivian. Ever since Todd died, she has no time for me anymore. It’s not like she has anything to do now, so you’d think—”
 
   “Wait, back up,” she said, focusing on her mother’s last words. “What do you mean? Uncle Todd died?”
 
   “Of course he died, Lydia,” Katie snapped impatiently. 
 
   She was bewildered. “When did that happen? When is the funeral?”
 
   “The funeral was two years ago. Oh, right, now I remember. I tried to get in touch with you, but when I called, you were moving into your new apartment and you didn’t have time to talk, so I guess I just forgot.”
 
   Lydia was almost left without the ability to speak. “You forgot? You mean, you just forgot to tell me that Uncle Todd died?”
 
   “Now, don’t make this all about you.” 
 
   “Two years ago? You forgot for two years?”
 
   She knew her uncle had been sick for a long time, but she had been under the impression that he was getting better. “Mom, seriously, did you even try? Really, you came by my apartment six months ago. You could have told me then.”
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic. I have a lot of important things on my mind. And anyway, you haven’t even spoken to Vivian and Todd since, well, before your unfortunate incarceration. Besides, I figured you didn’t have anything appropriate to wear. And you know, you always cause some kind of trouble, so I thought I’d just leave it be.”
 
   She closed her eyes tightly shut, as if to block out her mother’s words. Katie could turn any conversation around to include a reminder of her past mistakes. “Mom, I haven’t seen them in a long time, but I loved Uncle Todd. I should have been there for Aunt Vi.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about it. Vivian was a basket case, anyway, walking around like a zombie. I doubt she missed you. She hasn’t even mentioned you not being there at the funeral, which is not surprising after the mean way you talked to her that time.”
 
   A pang of hurt went through her heart. Of all the relationships in her life, the one she’d had with her aunt was the one she regretted losing the most. “I can’t believe you would bring that up again, Mother,” she said coldly.
 
   “Don’t get snippy with me, Lydia. Facts are facts, and I can’t just wave a magic wand and make the things you said and did go away. You need to grow up, girl, and realize you’ve got to live with your mistakes.”
 
   She pinched the bridge of her nose and counted to ten. “I live with my mistakes every day, Mom. I’ve got to get back to work now.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re still waitressing at that bar.”
 
   “It’s not a bar, Mom. It’s Barney’s Diner.”
 
   “Whatever. That’s so trashy. You’re twenty-eight years old, for gosh sakes. Don’t you think you should look for a job that’s a little classier?”
 
   “I’m looking, Mom. Anne is trying to help me find something better.”
 
   “Anne, your old parole officer,” she said, disapproval apparent in her voice. “I can’t believe the people you choose for friends. I hate to say it, Lydia, but frankly, I’m embarrassed to tell my friends what you do for a living. At least your sister Brittany is—”
 
   “I’ve really got to go. Talk to you later.” She hung up before she could hear about her beautiful, successful sister. There was just so much she could take. It never changed. Her mother could find a way to work some sort of criticism into any conversation. 
 
   She replaced the receiver on the old wall phone and leaned her head against it.
 
   “You okay?” asked Barney. He was sixty-five, rough around the edges, but he’d been very kind to her and gave her as many hours a week as he could. 
 
   “I need a minute,” she said.
 
   “Sure, the morning rush is slowing; take a break.”
 
   She locked herself in the grungy bathroom in the back and began to cry. Uncle Todd had been a huge influence in her life. As men rotated in and out of her mother’s life, Todd had been the one constant father-figure who had always been there. Strong, quiet and steady, he was always there for a hug and would let her hang around in his garage while he worked on a project, listening as she chattered on incessantly, nodding his approval when she looked to see if he was paying attention.
 
   He and Aunt Vi were like one entity, always together, and when she was with them, she felt surrounded by safety and love. Time seemed to slow down when she was at the lake. She and Brittany stayed with them the summer she was nine while her mother was on her honeymoon with her third husband. Vivian taught her to sew that summer, patiently showing her how to hand-stitch neatly and evenly, giving her projects a professional look. 
 
   When she got home that fall, she’d been full of creative fervor, and made colorful tie-dyed pillows for her bed with matching curtains. She was eager to have a more grown-up room, and she worked tirelessly, painting peace signs on picture frames and stringing beads to hang on the wall above her bed. She hot-glued scraps of fabric on the border of her bulletin board, and was so pleased with the results. She thought it might be the coolest bedroom ever.
 
   A month later they moved to a McMansion in a gated neighborhood—a step up, socially—and Katie hired a professional decorator to design the entire house, top to bottom. All of her creative work was discarded in favor of a tasteful white canopy bed with monochromatic shades of peach and heavy flowered drapery tied back around the cushioned window seat. 
 
   She felt as if she were living in someone else’s room, someone who was boring and, quite possibly, already dead. That whole house seemed like a museum to her, and she was never allowed to insert her own personal touches that would make the room her own. 
 
   But Vivian’s influence served her well now. She and Jessie had decorated their apartment with every thrift store and yard sale find that they could drag home. Her creative juices flowed. Everything in the apartment had been repainted, re-glued or reupholstered. The result was a cheerful environment that she knew was tacky—because her mother had said so during her one visit—but she was very comfortable there. It fit her personality and her budget. She felt extremely fulfilled when she resurrected something that had been thrown away and made it beautiful and useful again.
 
   She would like to do the same with her own life. If she could just paint over her past with a fresh coat of re-do, and embroider over hurtful words that should never have been said, she could escape the burden of the bad decisions that haunted her. 
 
   But now Uncle Todd was dead. Dead was dead; final and over. She didn’t even get to say goodbye. It may have happened two years ago, but it was right now to her. She splashed water on her face and looked at herself in the spotted mirror. She didn’t like what she saw, but she didn’t know how to change it. 
 
   She could hear the lunch-crowd noise picking up, and knew she had to get back to work. Barney was a patient man, but she was grounded in reality, and the tips she received made all the difference between paying her bills and going under. She pulled herself together and went back to waitressing, a smile on her face and a spring in her step. One didn’t get big tips for being a sour puss.
 
   Now she explained to Jessie that they had been very close at one time, but she hadn’t seen her aunt and uncle in ten years. 
 
   “Are you going to the funeral?”
 
   “No, you’re not going to believe this, but he died two years ago. My mother just got around to telling me this morning.” 
 
   She slipped out of her shoes and propped her feet on the coffee table. It felt so good to be off her feet, she didn’t think she had the energy to get up again.
 
   “This was your aunt and uncle who live on the lake, right?” 
 
   “Yes, and I wish I could have been at the funeral.”
 
   Jessie shook her head. “Your mother is a real piece of work.”
 
   She rolled her shoulders, feeling the tension slowly leave her body. She couldn’t get her mind off of Vivian. She should call her. Or write a letter. Or send a card. But she couldn’t. Not after the way she’d behaved the last time she saw her. She didn’t think Vivian would want to hear how sorry she was that Uncle Todd died, especially now that two years had passed. She was sure Aunt Vi thought she didn’t care. She ached inside for the closeness they had once shared that she’d thrown away so recklessly. 
 
   She could remember, when she was little, pretending that Vivian was her real mother. Life was slow and uncomplicated when she lived at the lake. It was only for short periods of time, vacations and summers, but those visits stood out in her mind more clearly than the rest of her life, where all of Katie’s attention was centered on her sister Brittany. 
 
   Vivian never found fault with her. She always seemed to be interested in what she thought, and what she said. Everything she knew about cooking, she learned from her. She patiently let her help in the kitchen, even though there was always a big mess to clean up. She took up for her when her mother criticized because she’d gotten her clothes dirty down by the lake catching frogs, or her hair hadn’t been brushed.
 
   “Let her be a kid,” Vivian had said one Sunday morning in her defense. 
 
   Her words just made Katie snatch the brush through Lydia’s tangles even harder, and that morning Vivian grabbed the brush from her sister’s hand. 
 
   “You’re hurting her.”
 
   Katie was angry. “I told her to get ready. She knew we had to leave for church soon. And what does she do? Goes up to the garage and pesters Todd when she should have been minding me. The way she looks is a reflection on me. Give me that brush.”
 
   Vivian stood her ground. “I’ll finish. You go on and—”
 
   Katie grabbed the brush but Vivian wouldn’t let go. They stood frozen in a tug-of-war for a long moment, Katie glaring at her older sister, but Vivian was stronger. By that time Lydia had tears rolling down her cheeks. 
 
   “Fine!” Katie finally said, and leaned over, her face close to her daughter’s. “You are a brat!”
 
   When she stomped out, Vivian gathered Lydia in her arms. “You are definitely not a brat,” she said, wiping away her tears. “You’re perfect, and I think you have the most beautiful hair; not all crazy like mine.” She shook her cascade of unruly curls and made her niece laugh. She began to gently brush out the snarls and by the time Todd cranked the car, they looked like the picture-perfect family.
 
   Now Lydia shook her head to clear out the memories. Thinking about the past made her sad. She went to bed exhausted, and the next morning looked forward to a better day. 
 
   The diner was busy, and she pulled a double shift because her relief was a no-show. She often came home alone after Barney’s closed at two in the morning, and never thought much about it. But this time it was different. She had no sooner parked her Volkswagen in front of the apartment and gotten out when three skulking figures emerged from the gloom beside her front stoop.
 
   “Hey, baby. Long time, no see.” She recognized the man as Leon, one of Rocco’s old clients. He was one of the rough crowd she tried hard to avoid. His companions looked even meaner than he did. One was tall and bald, and the other had tattoos of teardrops dripping from the corner of one eye.
 
   Her heart slammed against her chest.
 
   “You remember me, right? Sure, I see you do.”
 
   “Hi, how are you?” she said, trying to casually slip by, as if this encounter were a normal chance meeting of old friends.
 
   “Hold up,” he said. “See, my friends and me, we’re in a bad way and we’re lookin’ to score. You know?”
 
   “Sorry,” she said, backing up the steps. Leon was twitching as he talked, and she could see that he was, indeed, in a bad way. “I don’t know anyone who’s into that anymore. Sorry.”
 
   “Come on now, don’t be holdin’ back on your old pal.” 
 
   “I don’t have any drugs, Leon.”
 
   “Lemme see,” Baldy said, snatching her purse from her and dumping out the contents in the middle of the street.
 
   “Hey, no need to get rough.” Leon chastised Baldy in a friendly tone, even though his twitching was getting worse. He turned to Lydia, shuffling from foot to foot as he reached out and took her arm. She could feel his grip jittering through her jacket sleeve. “Look, we’ve got to roll. Sorry about your purse,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “But, see, here’s the problem: we’re short. We need another hundred to score tonight. You look like you could spot me a hundred, Lydia. Huh? See, I wouldn’t ask but—”
 
   He was getting closer as he spoke, leaning in, and she was so frightened she could hardly breathe. She reached into the front pocket of her jeans and pulled out the cash. “Here,” she said, pushing the money into his hands. “That’s all I’ve got.”
 
   “Oh hey, thanks,” he said, backing away. “You’re a good person, Lydia. I’ll see you around.” 
 
   She watched them leave feeling a numbness wash over her. She walked out into the street and gathered her things, stuffing them back in her purse. 
 
   Once safely inside the apartment, she clasped her hands together in her lap, trying to stop shivering. That wasn’t the first time she’d been approached by someone looking for drugs. But it was the scariest. That scene could have gone so much more wrong than merely losing a hundred dollars, although that was bad enough. As strung out as the three of them had looked, they could easily have forced their way inside and stolen everything of value, and hurt her and Jessie. 
 
   Or worse.
 
   She didn’t know how to outrun a reputation when she had nowhere else to go and no money to get there. 
 
   She needed help. She lay down on the bed and pulled her knees up to her chest in the fetal position, not bothering to undress any more than toeing off her shoes. She pulled the blanket over her head and closed her eyes as tears began to wet her pillow. As tired as she was, sleep was a long time coming.
 
   The next morning, she called her old parole officer. Anne had just told her about a new program that helped low-risk felons find jobs in the corporate world. Maybe that would pan out for her.
 
   She knew she could no longer stay there in that apartment, not now that Leon had connected the dots and knew where she lived. She knew he’d be back, along with his strung-out buddies, and she no longer felt safe. She not only wanted to move to a new apartment now, she wanted to move to another state or, better yet, another country. Tennessee didn’t feel like home anymore. 
 
   When Anne came by the apartment the next evening, she had the answer to her prayers. Her great-uncle was a lawyer in Georgia, and he had agreed to interview Lydia for a job as a receptionist in his law firm. It seemed too good to be true. Anne offered to drive her down and introduce her, and see if she would be a good fit for the firm.
 
   That sounded great. The only drawback was that her uncle’s law firm was in Franklin, Georgia, the small town in which Vivian lived. That could be very awkward, with all the water that had gone under the bridge between them. She was sure her aunt hated her now, and as much as she would love to move to a new location and start over, there were so many memories there. She felt that this was a cruel joke. Could she really make this happen? This was a wonderful opportunity, and the least she could do was make the effort and check it out. 
 
   They left early Sunday morning and drove down, meeting with Anne’s great-uncle when the office was closed. That way the interview would remain private and her past history would be protected. 
 
   Mr. Lincoln met them in the reception area, and the interview lasted all of thirty minutes. He was elderly, but a man of quick decisions. Lydia loved what she saw, and wanted the job more than she’d wanted anything before.
 
   With no waste of words, he stood and held out his hand. “I think you’ll do nicely.”
 
   She clasped his hand. “You mean I’ve got the job?”
 
   “It’s yours if you want it.”
 
   “Oh, I want it,” she assured him, excited beyond belief. “Thank you so much. You won’t be sorry, sir.”
 
   “I’m sure I won’t.” He gently ushered them out the door with an affectionate hug for Anne. “Betsy’s waiting for me. I’ll see you bright and early next Monday morning, young lady.”
 
   Her head was spinning as they drove home. For once, she felt the need to call her mother. She needed a loan to buy a few new outfits until she got on her feet, although she hated to ask. She borrowed Anne’s cell phone and made the call. 
 
   But she didn’t have to ask. In her mother’s world, appearances were everything, and she was overjoyed to learn of Lydia’s new job. Katie started making plans immediately. “I’m checking my appointment book. Let’s see… Okay, I’ll pick you up Wednesday morning and we’ll go shopping for a whole new wardrobe. You certainly can’t work in a law office with those rags you own.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, Mom,” she protested. “I just need a small loan.” 
 
   “Don’t talk nonsense. You’re finally moving up in the world and you need to look the part. I’ll pick you up at ten Wednesday morning. Be ready.” 
 
   Lydia thought that had worked out fairly well, but ten minutes later Katie called back stating that she had made arrangements for her to stay with Vivian. She was dismayed by her mother’s interference. “Don’t worry, it’s all arranged, and Vivian is looking forward to seeing you.” 
 
   She doubted that, but she couldn’t do anything about it now. When she ended the call, she was left with the feeling that she was caught up in something that might be bigger than what she could handle. Her mother did that to her. She always felt swept along by a hurricane when Katie was involved. 
 
   She wondered about the phone call to Vivian, and what her aunt really thought. It worried her, but the week ahead was busy and she didn’t have much time to obsess about her future while she was wrapping up the loose ends of her old life. She worked Monday and Tuesday at Barney’s and spent Wednesday power-shopping with her mother.
 
   That shopping trip did not involve a thrift store or any other bargain clothing store that she usually patronized. Growing up, she had hated shopping with her mother; she was never allowed any input into her choice of style and didn’t feel comfortable in the clothes Katie insisted on buying for her.
 
   But this time, other than having to endure her mother’s incessant criticism all day, things went well. She loved the clothes she tried on, and was surprised at her mother’s generosity. However, Katie was in her element and enjoying the one thing she was truly passionate about—shopping—and Lydia didn’t think her mother even had a clue about how much her credit card bill was going to be.
 
   Katie also insisted on buying her a cell phone. She accepted the gift as graciously as she could, but couldn’t help but think that she was starting off her new life with a new monthly bill. 
 
   Her last day at Barney’s was Thursday, and he surprised her with a going-away party that night. Barney’s wife was there, along with Anne and her family, and Jessie, and a room full of loyal patrons who were there to wish her well. 
 
   Barney ceremoniously presented her with a silver bracelet with a clover leaf charm to remind her of her roots, he said in a toast, in case her success ever went to her head and she started to get uppity. That was greeted with a round of cheers, and she left with her heart filled with the warmth of friendships that she knew she would miss.
 
   She spent Friday wrapping up business, which included a stop by the courthouse to make her name change official; she was serious about starting a new life. Saturday was hectic, spent clearing out all of her unnecessary possessions, which surprisingly, were quite a lot. She left all of her furniture for Jessie, but there was an amazing amount of things she had accumulated that she either threw away or donated. In a way, it was sad, she thought, that all of her relevant possessions fit into a Volkswagen Beetle.
 
   She left early Sunday morning with her biggest fear being how she would be received by her aunt. If it became clear that Vivian wasn’t happy having her there, she would move into an apartment somewhere in town. But as the miles passed beneath her wheels, it really felt as if she was going home instead of moving to a new location. She had thought of nothing else for a week, warm memories from her childhood causing her to hope that things between her and Vivian could be as they used to be.
 
   Close now, she caught a glimpse of the lake house through the trees. Another few twists and turns and her new life would begin. She parked and saw Vivian standing on the porch waiting for her. She took a moment as she got out of the car and looked up at the ridge across the road, stalling. But as her eyes swept the ridge, she had the odd feeling that she was being watched. 
 
   A chill ran down her arms, but the weird feeling passed after a few moments. She took a deep breath and turned to greet her aunt for the first time in a decade.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Mike Rodgers squatted on his haunches, resting as he surveyed the isolated log house by the lake below him. The house was occupied; a Jeep sat in the driveway, and a thin tendril of smoke wafted from the main chimney. A small cabin separated by woods to the left of the main house looked abandoned and unkempt. 
 
   Thunderheads were accumulating overhead. He considered sheltering in the cabin and moving on when the rain passed, but not knowing who he was dealing with, he thought he’d better announce himself, just to be on the safe side. Trouble was something he would avoid at all cost. 
 
   As he watched, Vivian came out onto the porch, clutching a grey sweater around her as if for protection. Her body language spoke of defeat and exhaustion. Her life was about to change in a big way, and she had no idea if she was ready for any kind of change—especially one she’d been forced into. She loved her sister, but Katie could be very self-centered at times. When she called last week to ask if Lydia could come and live with her for a while, she tried to say no; she wasn’t ready for something like that. 
 
   “It’s been over two years,” Katie said. “You can’t mope around forever. And besides, her new job is right there in Franklin. It’s like it was planned that way.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Katie, but—”
 
   “Vivian, I’ve already told Lydia you said yes.” Katie didn’t care if she had to lie to have her way.
 
   “What? You can’t—”
 
   “I don’t have time for this, Vi. I just met the most wonderful man—Bull Barnes, you’ve heard of him, right?—and I’m getting ready to go away with him for the weekend.”
 
   Vivian rolled her eyes. Katie was apparently working on husband number five. Her sister had always been “the pretty one” but her beauty had never brought her happiness.”
 
   “She’ll be starting her new job next week,” her sister coaxed, a whiny note entering her voice. “And you’re right there, with that big old house. You said yourself you were getting low on money. She would be paying you rent. Two birds with one stone. You’ll get some extra cash, and she will have a safe place to make a fresh start.”
 
   Katie was definitely full of bull, but bottom line, she was also right; Vivian wasn’t going to win the lottery. She wasn’t going to inherit a fortune from a long lost uncle. No knight in shining armor was going to swoop in and save her from destitution.
 
   True, she had lived the last two years alone in near isolation, slowly healing from the heartbreak of Todd’s death. She just recently began to dip her toes in the water of the community in which she used to be so active. She had touched base with a few of her friends who had dropped out of sight after she repeatedly turned down their invitations. Not great strides, perhaps, but definitely baby steps.
 
   Now, her money was running out and she was in danger of having to sell the home in which she and Todd expected to live out their days together. They hadn’t planned well for the future; they thought they had plenty of time. She still did alterations, but it just wasn’t enough. She knew she needed to go to work for a company with insurance and benefits, but at fifty-five years old, just taking care of the home and grounds was almost more than she could handle, and her struggle with depression threatened to overwhelm her.
 
   When Katie called with the solution to her problem, it seemed too much to hope that living with her niece would be successful. They hadn’t spoken in ten years and she felt uneasy with the thought of Lydia just suddenly moving in with her. She was family, but they’d had a falling-out and exchanged some hurtful words. She regretted the manner in which they had parted ways, but she did still love her.
 
   “She needs a fresh start,” Katie said, “a sanctuary for her to put her life back together, and the lake is just the place. She’s paid her dues, Vi. Please.” In typical Katie style she added, “I don’t need this worry on my shoulders.”
 
   Of course, in the end, she had agreed. 
 
   Mike watched her posture straighten as an older model Volkswagen Beetle swung around the curve and into the circular gravel driveway. After a few seconds of hesitation, the driver cut the engine and got out. He was immediately struck by the graceful beauty of the young woman as she unloaded a beat-up suitcase, a large duffle bag and a shoulder tote stuffed to overflowing. So, not a casual visit, he deduced.
 
   Her shoulder-length, straight brown hair swung heavily as she moved. She was petite, maybe a couple of inches over five feet, and slim, dressed in faded jeans and a shapeless hoodie. Suddenly, she turned and seemed to look directly at him for a long moment, pushing her sunglasses up on top of her head. He didn’t think she could see him, but perhaps she felt watched. 
 
   Maybe I should keep moving, he thought. Sensing she could feel his eyes on her, he redirected his attention to the distant lake. Soon her gaze moved on, sweeping the ridge behind him. Impossible to tell at this distance, but he had the distinct feeling that her eyes might be green, the kind of eyes you could drown in. 
 
   Where had that come from? He closed down his mind like a steel door slamming. That’s what this whole backpacking trip was about, to shed old relationships, regain his sanity, and forget the past and all the painful memories. A woman was the last thing he needed in his life.
 
   The newcomer turned and approached the woman waiting on the porch. Thunder rumbled and he glanced at the threatening sky, abruptly bringing his thoughts back in line.
 
   He hesitated. He’d been hiking for a long time now, and the last thing he wanted was interaction with other humans, especially someone he found so attractive, even from afar. But with growing exhaustion and depleted supplies, he finally had to admit that he needed a break. At least he could find out his exact location and figure out the quickest route to replenish his provisions. This would be a quick stopover; in and out, a little information and some much needed rest out of the elements. 
 
   The wind kicked up, cooler now with the impending rain. Thunder rolled in the distance, getting closer by the minute. He watched the two women disappear into the big log home and came to a decision.
 
   He began to move down from the crest, skating on nuts and pine needles, barely keeping his footing. His hands began to sweat at the thought of talking to people. Maybe he should just turn around and move on. No, sooner or later, he had to interact with other humans again. He slid his hands down the side of his jeans, wiping some of the sweat and dirt off, readjusted his backpack and began his mantra: Peace, peace, peace.
 
    
 
   Once inside the house, Lydia felt relief. Vivian had welcomed her with a firm hug and led her upstairs, giving her the grand tour along the way. It was much the same as she remembered it, rustic and warm. Vivian pointed out the choice of bedrooms; she would have the whole upstairs to herself. The two largest bedrooms were on either end of the house overlooking the lake, divided by a large sitting room in the middle.
 
   She deposited her things in the cheerful yellow bedroom on the south end of the house, instantly feeling at home. She told her aunt as much, suddenly grateful to have been offered this hospitality. Vivian nodded in her perfunctory way and led her back downstairs and out to the covered back porch. 
 
   They sat in matching rockers, and she saw that the passage of time had not changed Vivian much. She was still slim, her hair a little more gray now, but still thick and wavy and, as always, on the verge of being out of control.
 
   She felt uncomfortable, not knowing how her aunt felt about her. Even if their relationship was tense, she hoped at least she could make amends for her spiteful, childish behavior all those years ago. She was twenty-eight now. A decade had passed, and she hoped—prayed—that Vivian would forgive her and let bygones be bygones.
 
   They rocked slowly, side by side, facing the lawn that led down to the lake’s edge. It was staying light a little longer now, but at five thirty the sun, barely visible, was already lowering over the lake. The sky was brilliantly lit by lightning strikes in the distance as angry clouds continued to move in. Soon they would have to go inside if the lightning got too close.
 
   “You sure don’t talk as much as you used to,” Vivian said after a few minutes of strained silence.
 
   She smiled slightly at her aunt’s straightforward comment. “I guess I’ve learned to listen a little more than I used to.”
 
   Nodding, Vivian asked, “Is that your way of apologizing?” 
 
   She had forgotten how direct and to-the-point her aunt could be. Caught off guard, she snorted a laugh. “Yes, Aunt Vi. I am sorry. I’m sorry for a lot of things.”
 
   Vivian nodded again, as if a weight had been lifted. She gave her the old smile, the one that she remembered from her childhood. “Then forget it. I’m sorry, too. I’ve missed you.”
 
   “I missed you, too.” She swallowed past a lump in her throat. “That was a terrible day.”
 
   “And it was a long time ago. Let’s start over.” 
 
   With that simple statement, she knew her aunt had put the past firmly behind them. She began to rock again as they watched the line of rain approaching from across the lake, like a curtain sweeping forward.
 
   “I wish it could be as easy as that with Mom.”
 
   “Katie loves you. You’re just—”
 
   “I’m just not Brittany?”
 
   Vivian laughed. “No, you’re certainly not Brittany, and thank goodness for that! You’re you, and you are perfect just the way you are. You went through a little rough patch, that’s all. Your mother tends to have a harsh streak sometimes, and I’m afraid you always received the brunt of that.”
 
   “That’s what it still feels like.” 
 
   “I always felt sorry for your father and the three husbands who followed,” Vivian continued. “Nothing was ever good enough for Katie.”
 
   “Except Brittany, you mean.”
 
   Vivian shook her head in mock sadness. “Ah, Brittany. Poor girl, smart as a whip in school, but hasn’t got sense enough to get in out of the rain.”
 
   Lydia threw back her head and laughed. That was an apt description of her sister. She relaxed for what felt like the first time in a really long while. Maybe this could be home, at least temporarily. At least until she transitioned herself into a normal life—one without bars around it, both literally and figuratively. She imagined a tiny band-aid attaching itself to her heart and felt a renewal of the love for her aunt who had been such a big part of her childhood.
 
   Her thoughts were interrupted when she saw a figure approach out of the corner of her eye.
 
   “Excuse me, ma’am,” the man called. His sudden appearance on the pathway that led around the house startled both women. He was a big guy, dressed in ripped jeans and a well-worn coat that had seen better days. He carried a large hiker’s pack on his back, and his ball cap couldn’t conceal the shaggy blond hair sticking out from underneath.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, stepping forward with his hands up, palms facing outward to show he meant them no harm. “I didn’t mean to startle you, but I knocked at the front and there wasn’t an answer.”
 
   “What can I do for you?” asked Vivian.
 
   “I’m hiking cross-country and I’m afraid I don’t know exactly where I am. Looks like we’re in for some bad weather, and I was wondering if I could get directions to the nearest town. I’m running low on supplies.”
 
   “You got a name?”
 
   He shrugged out of his backpack and walked over with an extended hand. “Mike Rodgers.”
 
   She shook his hand. “Vivian Lancaster. Where’re you from, Mike?”
 
   “Up north,” he said vaguely.
 
   “You don’t sound like a Northerner.”
 
   He laughed at her directness. “That’s because I’m from North Carolina, ma’am.” 
 
   She nodded. “And where are you headed?”
 
   He shrugged. He’d already had more conversation than he’d had in weeks and he didn’t feel like being grilled. He’d had enough of that to last a lifetime. But he could surely understand her curiosity. He knew what he must look like; rough, dirty and unshaven. Thinking about it, he realized he was probably lucky she didn’t pull out the shotgun that he suspected she had handy. She looked the sort to be ready for anything. “Just wherever the path leads,” he finally said, smiling.
 
   “Well, no wonder you’re lost,” she shot back, eliciting a small chuckle from Lydia who had been quietly watching the exchange. “This is my niece, Lydia—” 
 
   “Lydia Steadman,” she supplied.
 
   “Ma’am,” he said, tipping his ball cap as he turned his attention to her.
 
   He tipped his hat, for heaven’s sake! she thought, highly amused. She had been sizing him up at her leisure and she thought she had his number. Drop-dead handsome underneath that layer of dirt. Oozing gentlemanly charm. Of course her male attraction meter was spiking off the charts, which meant he could be nothing but trouble. 
 
   Uh-uh, no way. Of course I’m attracted, because I’m attracted to every loser within hollering distance, she thought. She’d fallen in love with every charming conman who had given her the time of day and made her feel special. Special for a while, anyway. But those days were over.  
 
   She may be attracted—who wouldn’t be, with that shaggy surfer-boy blond hair falling out from under his cap and those dreamy golden-brown eyes? But guys like him had ruined her life and she was immune now to the scruffy bad-boy types that seemed to draw her to them like metal shavings to a magnet.
 
   She realized abruptly that they were staring at each other. “Nice to meet you,” she mumbled, brushing some imaginary dirt from her jeans, feeling her cheeks heat up and hating the fact that she had no control over the way she blushed. 
 
   At that moment, fat raindrops began to spit from the sky. “Grab your pack, Mike,” Vivian said, “and come up on the porch out of the rain.”
 
   Without hesitation, he turned on his heel, retrieved his backpack, took three long strides and joined them on the covered porch. Lydia was struck by how easily he moved, like an athlete, arm muscles bulging as he effortlessly picked up the giant backpack as if it weighed nothing. 
 
   “How long have you been out hiking?” Vivian asked.
 
   “Two or three weeks.”
 
   “Two or three?”
 
   He shrugged. “Could be more like four, I guess. Turned off my phone, took off my watch, and I’ve just been walking. I haven’t really been keeping up with what day it is.”
 
   She looked the man up and down, and then nodded, seeming to come to a decision. “You look like you could use a shower, Mike,” she said, and Lydia gasped involuntarily at her aunt’s irresponsible offer of hospitality.
 
   He gave an easy laugh. “Sure could, if it wouldn’t be too much to ask.”
 
   She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “Go through that door, down the hall to your right. You’ll find clean towels under the sink.”
 
   “Thanks. I won’t be long.” He unzipped his backpack, fished out a smaller bag and disappeared inside.
 
   Lydia instantly began to whisper-yell at her aunt. “Are you insane? You don’t know this man! He could be an ax-murderer, for all you know. He certainly doesn’t seem exactly normal. Who do you know who just picks up and leaves his life to go hiking a random trail, showing up on people’s doorsteps looking as though he slept in his clothes for weeks?”
 
   Vivian continued rocking, looking at her niece with a depth of calmness that Lydia couldn’t fathom. “Sometimes you’ve just got to trust your instincts.” And a little inside information, she thought.
 
   “Trust your—” Lydia flopped back into her chair, her eyes round with astonishment. “Trust your instincts? Well, we both know I flunked that course in school. You’re the one who told me a long time ago to go ahead and judge a book by its cover! If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck—”
 
   “What are you saying?” Vivian interrupted. “You think he looks like a drug dealer?”
 
   “No, of course that’s not what I’m saying.” The man was filthy, but his physique spoke of a healthy lifestyle. “But something’s not right about him.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Frustrated, she turned to look out at the rain that now obscured the view of the lake. She couldn’t have been more blind-sided. The Aunt Vi she used to know would have told that handsome homeless stranger to hit the road. “You’ve changed,” she said aloud, speaking up to be heard over the pounding of the rain.
 
   “I’ve mellowed with age. I’m braver now.”
 
   She threw up her hands. “You used to be more cautious. I don’t think this is a good idea. You’re taking in strays right and left today. First me, then this stranger who—”
 
   As if on cue, a bedraggled collie appeared on the steps in front of them, tail between its legs, head down. It was sneaking peeks as if ashamed to have been caught out in the rain. A boom of thunder sent the dog galloping up the steps where it slid to a stop, trembling at Vivian’s feet. 
 
   “Aw, poor fella.” She snatched up the blanket hanging from the back of the rocking chair and began to dry the dog’s wet fur, rubbing vigorously. “Where’d you come from, huh?” The dog squirmed happily under her ministrations. “Yeah, you like that, don’t you, boy! Good boy!” 
 
   At that moment the screen door behind them opened and Mike came out, grinning. “Hey, there’s the dog!”
 
   Lydia’s jaw dropped at the transformation. He had changed into a clean pair of jeans and a faded blue chambray shirt. He was freshly shaved and had finger-combed his wet hair back from his face. She had thought him ruggedly handsome before, but now her heartbeat quickened and she suddenly felt the need to go brush her own hair and maybe put on a little makeup. 
 
   No, no, no! What was she thinking? She had no judgment when it came to men, and she was done with that chapter in her life. Love had never worked out for her. No matter how strong the attraction, she knew better than to trust herself to choose a good man. As far as she was concerned, there weren’t any good men out there. End of story. Feeling flustered, she asked, “Is that your dog?”
 
   “Not really. He joined me about a week ago, and he comes and goes as he pleases.”
 
   She patted the side of her leg, clicked her tongue, and the dog accepted her invitation after a good shake of wet fur. He put his paws on her knees, quivering with excitement as she ran her hands through his damp fur. “Phew, you stink,” she said, laughing. “Down, boy!” The dog obediently walked to the end of the porch, circled a few times and settled down, making himself at home. He rested his head on his paws and looked serenely out toward the lake.
 
   Mike laughed along with her while she waved her hand in front of her face at the offensive smell. I was right, he thought as he watched her. Her eyes are green; the kind you could drown in. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Chicken sizzled in the skillet and biscuits browned in the oven. Vivian was amazed she even remembered how to put a meal together. Like riding a bike, she thought, maybe your hands don’t forget the mundane things you did repeatedly for so many years. It felt surprisingly good to be cooking; she hadn’t fixed a real dinner since Todd died. Two years—it didn’t seem that long. On the other hand, it seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
   After caring for Todd through treatments that seemed to make things worse instead of better, the horrible, messy, nightmarish months finally ended, and she had been exhausted, drained of emotion. 
 
   In the last two years she had tried to get back on her feet, to pick up with friends she used to visit and activities that occupied her time. But she didn’t feel comfortable going places without him. At first, when couples invited her to go out to dinner with them, she’d ended up feeling like a third wheel, even though they did their best to make her feel comfortable. 
 
   When she was with friends, she was reminded constantly that the seat next to hers was empty. She felt more alone around other people than when she was by herself. In church, her favorite old hymns made her cry, which was embarrassing, and left her feeling emotional and vulnerable instead of uplifted. So she finally quit trying to go anywhere.
 
   Their old friends from high school, Pete and Ally, had invited her over for dinner often, but without Todd there, the conversation didn’t flow between the three of them as it had before. Pete would try to carry on with his usual banter, but Vivian could see how awkward he felt, and he would finally drift off to watch a ballgame on TV.
 
   Afterwards, she would drive home by herself and go into the quiet house alone. Even though she left all the lights and the television on, she didn’t like that creepy feeling of coming into an empty house at night. It was better for her to not go at all. She began to turn down their invitations, and they eventually quit asking.
 
   She fell into a quiet routine, making half-hearted attempts to clean out some of Todd’s things, but it felt somehow disrespectful to just erase the evidence of someone’s life. She knew she could not keep all his things around the house, which were daily reminders that he was gone, and it was depressing. But she had not been very successful in her attempts to clear away the remains of his possessions. She cried daily, usually at night when she missed him the most, and talked to him out loud. She didn’t know if that was healthy or not, but it felt right to her.
 
   After about a year she stopped crying every day, and made plans with herself to get involved in life again. But one day led into the next, and that didn’t happen. Her world narrowed as each month passed, and she felt old and used up, as if her purpose for living was over. She hoped this spring she would feel a renewal of life. She was trying, one day at a time.
 
   She remembered her lowest point, two years ago, when she got out the gun and contemplated ending her life. That was so foolish, but she hadn’t been thinking clearly. She was a firm believer that God had a plan for her, although she hadn’t seen any relief from her loneliness and grief yet. 
 
   But now that she’d passed through what she thought of as two years of purgatory, she was amazed at how happy she was to be throwing together a meal. The low-grade depression she had been living with seemed to be lifting, and the relief was immense.  
 
   She poured the pot of boiling potatoes through a colander, automatically added butter and cream and began to mash out the lumps. She shook her head and smiled at the situation in which she found herself. Her head was spinning a bit; she’d gone from zero to sixty, as Todd used to say. Before today, it seemed she had nothing meaningful to do. Now she was making dinner for two strangers who sat on her back porch watching the tail-end of a rain storm. She felt alive for the first time since he died. 
 
   And, sadly, Lydia was virtually a stranger. She was no longer the child she loved so long ago, and certainly not the basket case from their last experience together, but Vivian thought she might like this new version of her niece very much. Maybe more than she had when she was the sweet child whom she thought was lost to her forever. She was suddenly glad to have the company. 
 
   She wondered at her snap judgment call on this Mike Rodgers fellow. Lydia was probably right. Maybe she had finally gone off the deep end, but she was pretty sure she knew more than he wanted anyone to know, and she felt confident about her decision to welcome him into her home. Oh well, what’s done is done. Time would tell. And she had plenty of time, if nothing else. 
 
   From the back porch, Lydia could hear her aunt banging around in the kitchen. She had been unable to hide her astonishment when Vivian announced she was going to fry some chicken and would call them when it was ready. A suspicious stranger drops in and she just rolls out the welcome mat like it was an everyday occurrence?
 
   “Aunt Vi,” she had said sweetly, as if she were talking to a child, “Mr. Rodgers just asked for directions to town. I’m sure he’s anxious to be on his way.”
 
   Mike just stood there, both thumbs hooked in his jeans pockets with an aw-shucks look on his face. “Fried chicken, you say?”
 
   “I’m a little rusty,” Vivian said, “but I think I can pull it off.”
 
   Lydia shot her aunt an unconcealed look of dismay. Of course, she herself had only just arrived, so who was she to have any say-so about who her aunt entertained.
 
   Mike grinned at Vivian, obviously enjoying Lydia’s consternation. “I can’t even begin to tell you how good that sounds, ma’am. I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in, well, I can’t remember when.”
 
   “Coming right up.” Vivian had disappeared inside with a slam of the screen door. Mike took her place in the rocking chair, hooking one arm over the back as he raised an eyebrow in an innocently questioning look at Lydia. 
 
   She stared at him in open-mouthed horror, then saw in her mind what an amusing picture she must be presenting of herself. She pressed her lips together and turned more sharply than she meant to, crossed her arms and stared out over the lake which had slowly come back into view as the storm passed. She felt his eyes on her for a few moments before he also turned, slid down to a slouch, rested his head on the top rung of the chair-back and closed his eyes. 
 
   That irritated her. Apparently he found her company so boring, that he felt the need for a little nap before dinner. 
 
   She fumed inside. She knew her anger was out of proportion. Could it be she was ticked off because he wasn’t falling all over her? Ridiculous! She wasn’t even interested. Loser! A ridiculously good-looking loser! He was probably on the run from the law. They were almost certainly aiding and abetting a criminal. 
 
   She stole a sideways glance at him. He reminded her of Liam Hemsworth, only a little older and more rugged. Good gosh, he was yummy. Suddenly he opened one eye and caught her staring. She gasped and turned bright red. And then he closed his eye and chuckled. Actually chuckled! That’s it! She bounded up from her chair, leaving it rocking wildly, and went in to freshen up for dinner. 
 
   Upstairs, she jumped in the shower, hoping to cool down her irrational anger. She quickly dried off and wrapped the towel around her. One look in the mirror left her with a need for a boost to her ego. She ran a brush through her hair, dropping the brush twice in the process. Not cool, Lydia! 
 
   She felt like a freshman in high school again when the senior quarterback winked at her in the hallway. She’d given him her sexiest smile—right before she slammed the locker door on her hand. Pull it together! This isn’t high school, and you’re a grown woman. She couldn’t believe she was so flustered. That man! Well, he would be gone after dinner. Fine! Good riddance to bad rubbish! She didn’t care. 
 
   She applied a little lip gloss, simply because her lips felt chapped. Certainly not for his benefit!  Good. On second thought, maybe a bit of blush wouldn’t hurt; she was looking pale after the long winter—and if that man made her blush again, maybe it wouldn’t be so obvious.  She gazed at herself in the mirror. Did she look tired? Just a touch of mascara. Done.  
 
   She eyed her suitcase still unopened on the bed. Aunt Vi was going to so much trouble preparing dinner, the least she could do was dress in something a little nicer than the clothes she had traveled in. Yes, the white slacks would do just fine. 
 
   Now she was grateful that her mother had taken her shopping. She loved her new clothes. She desperately hoped that was the last time her mother ever had to help her out. At twenty-eight, she vowed she would not only stand on her own two feet, but make the most of this opportunity and create a decent life for which she could be proud. 
 
   She fished the travel iron out of her duffle and ironed out the wrinkles in the slacks, and the red blouse with the fringe on the bottom. Cute. The three-inch black sandals with the red soles made her a full five-and-a-half feet—much better when confronted with what she guessed was over six feet of the backpacker. Take that, Mike Rodgers! 
 
   The smell of fried chicken wafted up the stairs, reminding her that she was not dressing for prom night, just dinner with her aunt and a homeless man. Maybe that silver necklace with the diamond chip in the center. And Barney’s clover leaf bracelet. Yes, just the right touch. And a dot of perfume behind each ear. This was the most dressed up she had been in years and, just like most women, new clothes made her feel quite beautiful. Ready or not, here I come! She descended the stairs with more dignity than she had previously exhibited.
 
   She entered the kitchen to find her aunt alone at the table, quietly eating. “Where’s Mike?” she asked before she could help herself.
 
   “Sit down and eat before it gets completely cold.” Vivian eyed her outfit with a questioning look. “You look very pretty. Going somewhere?”
 
   She pulled out the chair in front of the only clean plate and sat down. “No, just thought I’d freshen up a bit before dinner. Sorry I took so long.” She began helping her plate with the one remaining chicken thigh, a spoonful of mashed potatoes and gravy, green beans and the lonely half a biscuit left in the basket. She ate in silence for a few minutes, surprised at the depth of disappointment coursing through her at finding Mike gone. 
 
   Stupid, stupid, stupid! She felt her face heat up just thinking of how she thought she was going to knock this guy’s socks off when he caught sight of her. She was supposed to be strong, the one with the new life resolutions. She had arrived just a few hours ago armed with a set of rules to live by, rules like no men in her life—certainly not handsome low-lifes that meant trouble with a capital T. 
 
   What had she been thinking? She just spent a ridiculous amount of time freshening up, and for what? Why? This was supposed to be the place where she could chill out, lay low, start a new job and become the person she was meant to be. A place where she was safe from the people in her past. This was not the place to find a new man.
 
   And in walked this guy, the exact opposite of what she should be looking for—if she were looking, which she was definitely not—and what did she do? Go absolutely crazy with a silly need to make him notice her. She thought she’d learned her lesson. But obviously not. Was she destined to be attracted to losers? 
 
   “This is delicious, Aunt Vi. You always were a good cook.”
 
   “That’s what Mike said,” Vivian replied. “That boy has a good appetite.”
 
   “Boy?”
 
   “Mid-thirties, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Yes, hardly a boy.”
 
   “And he seems very well mannered.”
 
   “Oh?” She sniffed. “I thought he was quite haughty. Especially since he seems to be reduced to begging for his supper.”
 
   Vivian laughed. “I don’t think he’s reduced to begging. He seems quite educated, and I suspect he has a very successful life when he’s not out trekking the wilds. We had a rather interesting conversation over dinner.”
 
   “A short conversation, I assume. Looks like he had to eat and run.”
 
   “He didn’t exactly linger over supper,” Vivian agreed. “We got to talking about the cabin and he’s gone over to check it out.” 
 
   “Check it out for what? I thought he was leaving.” She was once again dismayed. Obviously she had no control over her own thoughts or emotions, so she had counted on Mike to just perform a disappearing act. She may have been attracted to bad boys in the past, but the attraction she felt for him was above and beyond her experience. She could only assume he must be the ultimate loser to have so strongly and quickly affected her. Her judgment was just that bad. 
 
   “He asked if he could stay the night in the cabin, rest up a bit, and I thought that would be okay. He said he’d probably move on at first light.”
 
   “Oh, he’s staying the night. Well, isn’t that just lucky for him. And maybe he won’t murder us in our beds tonight.”
 
   “I certainly hope not. He seems like a good boy.”
 
   Lydia shook her head in disbelief. During their shopping trip her mother had told her that Vivian had practically become a recluse after Todd died. It didn’t make sense. First Aunt Vi didn’t want people around. Now, overnight, she’s got a houseful. Well, maybe not a houseful, but she seemed a far cry from being reclusive. She wondered if her aunt was thinking clearly.
 
   “I’ll clean up,” she said as Vivian began to clear the dishes. “You go put your feet up.”
 
   “Thanks. It’s been a long day. I think I’ll take some scraps out for the dog.”
 
   Lydia ran hot water in the sink, and soon she could hear the mumble of conversation and muffled laughter coming from the back porch. Really? How cozy. It occurred to her then that this Mike Rodgers could be pulling a con on her aunt. She wondered if Vi had been on one of those on-line dating services. That would be understandable; she was a lonely widow. 
 
   A vulnerable widow! 
 
   Even his name irritated her. Mike Rodgers. How generic could you get? The more she thought about it, the more she thought it was obviously a fake name. He was probably a catfish, looking for a fresh victim from the Lonely Hearts Club. Vivian was only fifty-five and still a very nice-looking woman. There was no reason she should not wish for love in her life. Lord knew she had to be lonely. But if this guy—Mike Rodgers—thought he was going to swoop in and charm her aunt out of her last penny, he had another think coming! 
 
   If that was his plan, he probably didn’t count on Lydia showing up. Surprise! She was suddenly cured of her mindless attraction toward this nefarious playboy. She may have come here thinking that her aunt was doing her a big favor, but maybe the reverse was true. Maybe she’d come just in the nick of time to save Vivian from a disastrous heartbreak.
 
   Beware, Mike Rodgers! Or whatever your name is, she thought. If this man wasn’t gone first thing in the morning—and she suspected that he would not be—then he would have to deal with her! Tomorrow was a brand new day, in more ways than one! She dried her hands on a dish towel and joined her aunt, now alone, in the rocking chair zone on the back porch, and assumed Mike was now comfortably bunked down in the cabin. 
 
   She and her aunt sat in companionable silence for a while, enjoying the fresh spring evening. The air smelled wonderful after the pollen and dust was washed from the trees, and the moon began to make sparkles of light on the lake’s surface.               
 
   “Aunt Vi,” she began tentatively. “Do you still miss Uncle Todd?”
 
   “Of course I do. Every day.” 
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t come to the funeral.”
 
   “That’s okay. I’m sure you would have come if you could have.”
 
   “I would. You’re not going to believe this, but I just found out about it last week. Mother didn’t call to tell me, and I had no idea. I was devastated.” 
 
   Vivian sat quietly in thought for a moment. “I’m glad you told me that. I thought about you a lot during that period after he died, about the old days.”
 
   “I think a lot about the old days, too.  I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you. And I can’t believe I’m really back now.” 
 
   “Well, things have a way of working out for the best. I’m glad you’re back, too.” She stood up and announced she was going to read a few minutes before calling it a night. She rested a hand on her niece’s shoulder and, impulsively, Lydia gently took her hand and kissed it. “Thanks, Aunt Vi.” Vivian gave her hand a squeeze and disappeared into the house. 
 
   Alone now, Lydia thought she could be happy for the rest of her life, just sitting on the porch in the dark, listening to the night sounds and watching the sparkle of lights from the far shore. Too bad it was probably temporary. She looked down the trail at the little cabin. The lights were on, but the windows were so dirty she couldn’t see through them, not at this distance anyway. As she watched, the lights went off, and she guessed Mike, the catfish, was turning in for the night. 
 
   She should be getting to bed herself; tomorrow was the first day of her new job. It would be her first office job, and she was scared. The worst that could happen was if they found out she wasn’t qualified for the job and fired her. She knew how to type, answer the phone and file. How hard could it be? But it seemed way above her practical skills when she was used to asking “Would you like fries with that?” on her previous jobs. 
 
   Not yet feeling sleepy, she got up and walked down the flagstone path to the dock and out onto the pier. Two weathered Adirondack chairs occupied the end of the pier and she sat down in one, thinking of the whole new chapter that was about to open in her life. She hoped she didn’t screw up this opportunity as she had so many before. 
 
   The dog ambled up beside her, lay down, and she absentmindedly began to stroke its head, her thoughts drifting to her mother.
 
   Airhead. Screw-up. Why can’t you be more like Brittany? Get your head out of the clouds! These comments from the past spun through her mind in a well-worn circle. Her sister was just two years older, but as different from Lydia as daylight and dark. The words were probably meant to be constructive criticism, not hurtful, but they were said often, and no matter how much she tried, she wasn’t Brittany, the over-achiever. After a lifetime of being unfavorably compared to her sister, her self-confidence had taken a blow. 
 
   So she hadn’t made straight A’s all through school; her grades had been decent, though, and most parents would have been proud. So she’d forgotten to show up for cheerleading tryouts. She hadn’t wanted to cheer anyway; that was Brittany’s thing. Those were part of a long list of things that didn’t really matter, in the long run. 
 
   What did matter was that she hadn’t lasted but one semester in college before she realized she was flunking out from partying too much. She had been dismayed by her behavior and planned to start fresh, but… But then she made one little mistake—okay, a big mistake—one that she paid dearly for, but it was “just another one of Lydia’s screw-ups” to her mother, as if it had been inevitable that she would amount to nothing in the wake of Brittany’s successes.  
 
   “Care for some company?” 
 
   “Oh geez!” She jumped like she’d been shot. “You scared me, sneaking up like that.”
 
   “Sorry,” Mike said, grinning sheepishly. “I tried to make noise but you seemed a million miles away.”
 
   “Not quite a million,” she said, standing up. And yes, Mike was indeed a couple inches better than six feet. She was glad, after all, that she had on the high-heeled sandals. The extra height felt empowering in her new take-charge frame of mind where her aunt was concerned. 
 
   “You seem to be getting along with my aunt amazingly well,” she said, plunging right in. “I heard you two talking and laughing like old friends while I was in the kitchen.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows at her confrontational tone. He shrugged. “We have a lot in common.” 
 
   Now it was her turn to look surprised. “You’ve only just met her. How much in common could you possibly have with a woman twenty years your senior?”
 
   He was amused at her implied accusation. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he said, “Jealous, are we?”
 
   Her face instantly flamed scarlet. “Of course not! Why would you even—”
 
   She was so angry she couldn’t find the words she wanted to say, which was usually what happened when she was upset. She drew herself up to her full height and tried to look dignified. “You are a very egotistical man,” she finally managed.
 
   She looked so outraged, he didn’t dare smile. The moon appeared between the clouds scuttling across the night sky, lighting her flushed face. He couldn’t quite figure her out. She was definitely a looker, but she didn’t seem to know just how gorgeous she really was. Unlike the cool, aloof beauties he was brought up with, she seemed to wear her feelings on her sleeve, every emotion showing up in her expressive face. An open book, he suspected, easily hurt. 
 
   “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he drawled, again masking his amusement. “I was only teasing, really. I’ll try to be more humble.”
 
   She was put off by his mannerly comeback. She expected a show of temper, an exchange of heated words. Of course he’d been teasing, and now she felt stupid for over-reacting. 
 
   “Yeah well,” she finished lamely. “Good night, Mike Rodgers.” She turned and began to walk along the pier, then turned back, pointing her finger in a last-ditch effort to regain control of the situation. “I’ve got my eye on you, mister.” She swirled around, head held high, and walked away.
 
   “Hey,” he called. 
 
   She stopped and looked back. 
 
   “I’ve got my eye on you, too. Both of them, in fact.” He grinned and waved.
 
   She looked at the house, her back to him. Think of something witty to say! she commanded herself. Something. Anything! The moment stretched out. Finally, she shook her head and walked without looking back, mentally beating herself up the whole way. 
 
   Just before she reached the porch, the dog barked and Mike said something she didn’t catch. But she did hear his soft laugh that floated on the night air and seemed to caress her back, sending chill bumps down her arms. 
 
   She sent up a silent prayer for strength as she softly closed the screen door. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Rocco staked out Lydia’s apartment for two days, but saw no one come and go except her roommate. Was it possible she had escaped his vengeance again? His anger grew exponentially more intense with each failure. Twice he had gotten close, but each time fate intervened on her behalf. 
 
   Once he’d spotted her leaving work at Barney’s. He’d walked up behind her, timing his approach perfectly to drag her into the alley beside the diner and take care of business. Just before he reached her, a car pulled up to the curb. She got in and they drove away. She was unaware of how near to death she had come. 
 
   He’d arrived at the diner early the next morning and waited in a back booth half the day. He could just picture her asking to take his order, and then the look on her face when she realized who he was. The restroom was just a few feet away, and he could have her in there before she could blink. But she hadn’t shown up for work and his frustration mounted. 
 
   Now she had simply vanished. 
 
   It wasn’t enough now that his little Pocahontas had to die. Now he would see to it that she suffered a slow and painful death. 
 
   As he watched, a chubby young woman approached the apartment carrying a McDonald’s bag. She huffed her way to the door, her breath pluming in visible clouds. 
 
   It had been a miserable few days for Rocco since he’d hitched a ride in a laundry cart leaving Memphis Federal Prison. It was time to wrap up loose ends and get out of town. With a little luck, this roommate would be his ticket to finding Lydia. 
 
   He tamped down his anger with an effort and replaced his scowl with what he knew was an irresistible smile. He could be charming when he tried. His charm had served him well since his escape, helping him to survive this last cold snap of winter in the warm beds of gullible women. Women were easy, and Lydia’s rosy-cheeked roommate would be no exception.
 
   He crossed the street, arriving at the apartment just before she closed the door. 
 
   “Excuse me.” 
 
   “Yes?” Jessie’s face lit up when she saw the tall, dark stranger smiling apologetically for his intrusion.
 
   “I’m looking for someone, and I thought she lived here.” He spread his hands in a disarming manner. “You see, I owe her some money, and I can’t seem to find her.”
 
   “You mean Lydia? I’m so sorry, she just moved out. You literally just missed her.” Jessie’s heart melted at the obvious disappointment on the man’s face. That sounded like Lydia, generous to a fault. She was always loaning money to someone, and then scraping by to pay the next month’s rent. 
 
   He was handsome, and he looked cold. It had been a long time since she’d had a tall, dark stranger in her apartment, even if he was just a friend of Lydia’s. She was suddenly glad she had bought an extra Egg McMuffin. She held out her hand. “I’m Jessie,” she said with a giggle. “Come on in; I think I can help.”
 
   “Are you sure I’m not imposing?” He was already stepping inside.
 
   “Not at all.” She led the way, wondering how Lydia could have let this one get away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   “Lincoln, Colbert and Colbert, how may I help you? One moment, please.” After a quick look at the phone chart, Lydia punched the button that sent the caller through to Accounting. So far, the morning had been fairly easy. Mr. Lincoln, whom she had met the week before, greeted her when she arrived. He was pushing eighty, she guessed, but moved with a slow fluidity that belied his years. 
 
   He introduced her to his assistant Betsy, who was also his wife, and retreated to his office. The older woman showed her around, introducing her to the other employees, all of whom seemed friendly and happy to have her aboard. 
 
   It was apparent that Mr. Lincoln was as good as his word and had not shared her sketchy past with her new coworkers. She’d wondered how that would feel, to be taken at face value. It felt liberating! She was grateful to Anne for setting this up for her. It was part of the Fresh Start Program, and she felt lucky to have been accepted. She was thankful that only Mr. Lincoln knew about her past. Humming contentedly under her breath, she took the top folder from the stack and walked to the row of file cabinets behind the reception desk. L, M, N, O, P, Patterson, Pendleton, Peters, Potter. She stuck the Potter file in place.
 
   “You must be Lydia Steadman.” 
 
   She turned to see a sharply-dressed man at the reception desk. “Yes.”
 
   He held out his hand. “Welcome to the company. I’m Ace Colbert.”
 
   “Thank you. Glad to be here.” Did he say Ace? So, one of the partners, she guessed. 
 
   He looked to be around her age, maybe a couple of years out of law school. She had a brief moment of discomfort when his eyes took a second to travel from the top of her head to her toes and back up again. But he had an attractive boyish charm, and smiled so disarmingly that she forgave his rude perusal of her body. 
 
   “Things are definitely looking up,” he said. “I hope you’ll be very happy here. Glad to have you on our team.” He appeared to be a ball of energy, oozing confidence. With a parting wink over his shoulder, he disappeared down the hall to his office. 
 
   Minutes later a woman walked in, fumbling with the door as she tried to enter with a baby in her arms, a diaper bag and purse over her shoulders and a toddler in tow. She was cute and slightly plump, and her dimpled smile had Lydia rushing over to help her.
 
   “Deuce forgot his lunch this morning,” she explained, digging a paper bag out of her over-sized purse. 
 
   “Deuce?”
 
   “Yes, Jim Colbert, but we call him Deuce, on account of him being James Colbert the second,” she explained. “You must be the new girl. I’m Emily Colbert, Deuce’s wife. You haven’t met Deuce yet?”
 
   “No.” She took the bag from the harried woman. 
 
   “Deuce, there you are, honey,” Emily said, hardly taking time to breathe. “Come meet your new employee.”
 
   Deuce Colbert rounded the corner, equally as pudgy as his wife, exuding happiness as he scooped up the toddler and kissed his cheek. 
 
   “Meet your new receptionist,” Emily said. “Um…”
 
   “Lydia Steadman.” She held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Great to meet you,” gushed Deuce, pumping her hand up and down. 
 
   “You forgot your lunch again,” Emily scolded.
 
   Lydia held out his slightly squished lunch bag. 
 
   “Oh, so I did,” he said, still smiling. “Thank you for bringing it by, sweetie. I wouldn’t want to miss a meal.” He patted his rounded belly, and he and his wife laughed heartily at his little joke.
 
   Obviously they were very much in love, and Lydia liked them immediately. “What a beautiful baby.”
 
   Emily beamed with pride. “Yep, we’ve got our boy and our girl now. Just a gift from heaven, I can tell you. You have any kids?”
 
   “No,” she said, tamping down a small ache in her heart. She smiled brightly, waving her ringless left hand. “Not married,” she laughed, “no kids.”
 
   “I can help rectify that problem.” Ace appeared suddenly beside her, causing her to jump and blush furiously at his implication. 
 
   Deuce and Emily laughed guardedly. “Don’t pay him any mind,” said Emily. “He’s a big kidder.”
 
   “I see you’ve met my brother,” Ace said. “He’s called Deuce because he’s the junior, but I was the ace in the hole!” Tired joke, Lydia guessed from the forced smiles of his brother and sister-in-law.
 
   She looked at the two brothers. They shared the same description; neatly-cut black hair, piercing blue eyes, same height. Ace was leaner and more sculpted about the face—a thinner nose, sharper jaw, just more technically handsome in general. Aesthetically more attractive, she thought, but something about him didn’t sit well. Too cocky, maybe.
 
   “Well, I’ve got to get these kids to the doc for their check-up,” said Emily. “It was nice to meet you, Lydia.”
 
   “I’ll walk you out,” said Ace. “I’ve got that Johnston meeting in fifteen minutes.” He turned to Lydia. “Do you have plans for lunch?”
 
   “Um, no,” she stuttered. She’d never been good at thinking quickly on her feet, but she really didn’t want to go to lunch with Ace Colbert. She could kick herself for not bringing something from home.
 
   “Good, I’ll pick you up at noon when we break for lunch.” Then he was out the door, following Emily with his briefcase in one hand and her loaded diaper bag in the other.
 
   Her alarm at the turn of events must have showed on her face, because Deuce immediately said, “Ace has a sense of humor that takes some getting used to sometimes. He means well.”
 
   “No, he just caught me by surprise, that’s all.”
 
   He smiled. “Good! Go out to lunch. Relax. You know, he is the most eligible bachelor in town.”
 
   She didn’t know how to respond to that, except to smile and say, “Oh.”
 
   Just then the phone began to ring and Deuce left with a cheerful wave as she hurried around the reception desk. “Lincoln, Colbert and Colbert,” she answered, a feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach that continued throughout the morning.
 
   The most eligible bachelor in town? She supposed that was probably true. Ace was young, successful and devilishly handsome. Her mother would be so proud if she landed a lawyer. Ace was the epitome of the kind of man Katie would choose for her. In fact, he reminded her of Brittany’s husband, Robert—smooth talker, slick salesman, always ready with a seemingly harmless sexual innuendo. Robert gave her the creeps, and she gave him a wide berth at the few family functions they had both attended.
 
   She had no doubt her radar was completely broken when it came to men. What was wrong with her? Not only was she not attracted to Ace, she actually felt a little revulsion when she thought of him. And yet he fit the description of someone who was definitely not a loser, unlike Mike Rodgers. 
 
   Maybe she should give Ace a chance. Things were moving pretty fast in her life now, and perhaps she should jump on board. On the other hand, she really didn’t think she liked him. Aunt Vivian would accuse her of making a snap judgment. 
 
   Two hours later a horn blared outside and she looked up to see a red sports car pulled up to the curb in front of the office. Was that a Maserati? Ace was inside, waving her out. Earlier she decided to just tell him she wasn’t hungry, and planned to take a walk during lunch hour. But now with him beeping and motioning for her to Come on! she became flustered. 
 
   It was her first day on the job and she didn’t want to appear unfriendly. She would make sure she had a plan in place for the next time. She punched the button to activate the company answering machine and grabbed her purse.
 
   “Sweet ride, right?” Ace said, patting the leather dashboard.
 
   She fastened her seatbelt. “Very nice.” 
 
   “Paid a pretty penny for this baby. Just got her last month.”
 
   “Wow,” she said admiringly. Maybe she should rethink her attraction to Ace. She could get used to luxury like this. She settled in for a pleasant ride, enjoying the purr of the powerful engine. Two blocks later, Ace pulled into the parking lot of the Uptown Café. 
 
   “We’re here?” She laughed. “We could’ve walked here.”
 
   “Yeah, but why walk when you can ride in style. Am I right?”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” she agreed, feeling conspicuous as they got out and entered the restaurant. 
 
   The Uptown Café was a hodgepodge of décor that somehow worked. It had been Freddie’s Burger Joint when Vivian and Todd were teenagers, the place to hang out on Friday nights after the ballgames. Each decade added a layer of updates that gave it a unique ambiance, from the original scuffed wooden floors from when it was Norbert’s Hardware in the Fifties to the leftover sports memorabilia during its brief incarnation as a sports bar. In the Nineties someone tried to bring New York to Georgia and added sleek chrome stools along the bar. Now it was owned by Mama Inez and was known for Southern soul food, anything fried, attracting business from three surrounding counties.
 
   Lydia and Ace slid into a booth and ordered the fried catfish, which Ace highly recommended. When the waitress left with their order, she heard laughter from the booth around the corner, laughter that sounded very familiar. Aunt Vi? 
 
   “Excuse me,” she said to Ace as she got up. She rounded the corner and her mouth dropped open. There was her aunt and Mike Rodgers eating burgers and fries, Vivian laughing so hard she was dabbing at her eyes with a napkin!
 
   “Aunt Vi!”
 
   “Oh, Lydia,” Vivian said, as surprised as her niece. “Sit down!”
 
   “No thanks, we’re seated just around the corner.” 
 
   She turned her attention to Mike. “What are you doing here? I thought you were leaving this morning.”
 
   “Nice to see you too, Lydia,” he said with a lazy smile.
 
   Just then Ace appeared at her elbow and stuck out his hand to Mike. “Ace Colbert, Attorney at Law.”
 
   “Mike Rodgers,” Mike returned, shooting Lydia a questioning look with one raised eyebrow. “And I guess you know Lydia’s aunt, Vivian Lancaster.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Ace.  I know your brother, Deuce,” Vivian said.  To Lydia she added, “Mike needed some supplies and I thought I’d tag along.” 
 
   “And what do you do?” Ace asked Mike. 
 
   Mike hesitated. “I’m in the construction business,” he finally replied. 
 
   Ace nodded with a superior look on his face. “Nothing to be ashamed of. Good honest work.”
 
   Mike gave him a withering look and turned his attention back to Lydia. “How’s the new job going?”
 
   Before she could answer, Ace put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “She’s doing a great job. We’ve got ourselves a hot little receptionist here,” he said, grinning.
 
   She felt her cheeks burn as she tried to laugh off the awkwardness. She slipped out from under Ace’s heavy arm and said, “It’s going fine, thanks. Oh, I see our order’s up. See you at home, Aunt Vi.”
 
   She turned to go, but not before she saw the look of anger smoldering in Mike’s eyes. Well, who could blame him? Ace had been pushy and rude. She was so embarrassed to be associated with Ace Colbert. Maybe this wasn’t going to work out after all. Sexual harassment was not part of her dream job. But she didn’t know if she would ever get another chance like this. She had to make it work! She just had to learn how to handle Ace. 
 
   And that last look on Mike’s face—well, she didn’t owe him any explanation. He was nothing to her, just a drifter passing through. And what did he think he was doing, having lunch with Vivian? All that laughing—was he flirting with her aunt? Was she in some kind of danger from this man? It didn’t make sense. She needed to have a talk with Aunt Vi, if Mike was still around when she got home from work. This whole situation was crazy. 
 
   Ace dropped her off in front of the office and drove away before she even got in the door. She had the unbidden thought that Mike would have never honked the horn for her, but would have come in to pick her up. And he would probably have opened the car door for her. Stop daydreaming! she scolded herself. Mike was nothing more than a very attractive criminal, more than likely. 
 
   And he probably didn’t even own a car.
 
   That afternoon she pulled into the driveway, feeling exhausted to the bone. It had been a long day. The work wasn’t hard, by any means, but the stress of a new job, plus that lunch fiasco, had frayed her last nerve. She noted the postal truck parked by the mailbox, but didn’t see the mail carrier anywhere. 
 
   She made her way to the kitchen calling, “Aunt Vi? You home?” Not a sound except for the six o’clock news playing on the TV in the empty living room. Something smelled good, though. Was that pot roast on the stove? 
 
   Upstairs, she stepped out of her heels, stripping off the navy pencil skirt as she searched for shorts and flip-flops. The day had been very warm, and she pulled her hair up into a loose bun and went out to the back porch, expecting to find her aunt. Instead, she saw Mike sitting on the top step talking on his cell phone. At the sound of his voice, she hesitated before opening the back door.
 
   “Yes, I see. I understand. I don’t know, I haven’t decided yet. I need more time… I don’t know how much. Sure, I know they won’t wait forever. I’ll let you know as soon as I know something… Tell them it’s got to be okay because it’s the best I can do,” he growled before shutting off his phone and sticking it in his pocket.
 
   She cleared her throat and stepped outside. The scowl on his face slid away when he saw her and was replaced by an easy smile. 
 
   “May I?” she said, motioning toward the step where he was sitting.
 
   He scooted over. “Be my guest.”
 
   “I was wondering if we could have a little talk,” she began.
 
   Amusement twinkled in his eyes.  “About Ace Colbert, Attorney at Law?” 
 
   “No!” she exclaimed, taken aback by his attempt at humor at her expense. “Why would I—”
 
   “I just thought you might be seeking some advice in the love department.”
 
   “What? No! Stop it!” This conversation had derailed before she even got started on her agenda. “I just met Ace. He was only being nice, taking me to lunch on my first day.”
 
   “You looked very, um, familiar with him.”
 
   She felt the heat begin in her cheeks, remembering the inappropriate way Ace had put his arm around her. She had to regain control of this exchange. “My life, in general, is none of your business,” she said firmly. “I’d like to talk to you about my aunt.”
 
   “Sure,” he agreed. “She’s a wonderful woman.”
 
   “Yes, she is. You know she’s a widow, don’t you?”
 
   “I know. That’s very sad.”
 
   “Yes, it is. I want to ask you something important, Mike. And I want you to be completely honest with me. Okay?”
 
   He nodded and leaned back comfortably on his elbow. 
 
   “You said you were in the construction business, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I don’t mean to pry into your personal life, but—”
 
   “Then don’t.”
 
   She felt her temper flare. “You came out of nowhere,” she said. “You have ingratiated yourself into my aunt’s life, into her home, for heaven’s sake. You’re a complete stranger, and she’s taken you in like her long lost son. Surely you can see my concern.”
 
   He looked at her with no emotion and said nothing.
 
   “Okay, let me be blunt,” she continued. “Are you planning on scamming Vivian? Are you some kind of gigolo, looking for an older woman to fall for you and take care of you? Did you find her on a computer dating site? My aunt is not a wealthy woman! In fact, I’m here to help her out financially.”
 
   “Is that so?” he said. “I understood that you were here to start over or something, and that she was helping you out.” 
 
   She reeled as if she’d been slapped in the face. “She said that?”
 
   He saw that his disclosure had wounded her and he was instantly sorry. “Not in so many words, but that was implied. Perhaps I was mistaken.”
 
   “Perhaps you were,” she shot back.
 
   “Then tell me your story,” he said.
 
   “My story is my business. The past is in the past. You tell me your story, Mr. Mike Rodgers.” Then, as an afterthought she added, “Is that even your real name?”
 
   “That’s my real name.” He grinned. “You are a suspicious little thing, aren’t you?”
 
   “You’re a suspicious character.”
 
   “What are you running from, Lydia?”
 
   “What are you running from, Mike?”
 
   “Touché. Perhaps we’d best leave it at that,” he suggested.
 
   “You got your supplies. I thought you were leaving on your journey to ‘find yourself,’” she said, making air quotes with her fingers. “Is that it? Or are you having an early mid-life crisis?”
 
   His eyes narrowed, the humor leaving his face. “Something like that.”
 
   The dog ambled over and put its head between theirs, as if breaking up a fight. “Ugh, you stink,” she said, pushing it away. “I’m giving you a bath.” She got up, tired of the cat and mouse game she and Mike had been playing. 
 
   To her surprise, he joined her as they filled a galvanized tub with water from the garden hose and soaped up the dog with the only thing she could find, which was her own shampoo. Soon they were both soaking wet and laughing as if that last uncomfortable conversation had not occurred. 
 
   Mike had a boyish, playful side that she found extremely appealing. He was funny and impulsive, and didn’t mind at all when the slippery dog escaped his grasp and he went sprawling in the mud they had created. “Come here, you mutt,” he growled, chasing the dog as it zigzagged across the lawn, leading him on a merry chase. 
 
   She was helpless with laughter as they rinsed the reluctant dog, a job which required both of them working together to keep him in place. When they were finished, the dog showered them with water as it indignantly shook out its coat.
 
   For this brief span of time, she had not thought about the shame of her past, or the danger that loomed in the form of Mike Rodgers. She was in the moment, having fun, as carefree as she had been as a child, playing and laughing with abandon. She didn’t care that her hair had come loose and was hanging in damp strands around her face, or that she was splattered with muddy water. It was really the first time in a long while that she completely forgot about the world around her and was simply caught up in ridiculous fun. 
 
   She punched him on the arm when he accidentally squirted her with the hose, and he pretended to be shocked, chasing her as she screamed laughter. When he caught up with her, he grabbed her arm, causing them both to fall in a tangle of arms and legs. The air was suddenly charged with electricity as they found themselves face to face. The laughter was gone and time stood still. For a moment they stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
   She didn’t know where things would have gone if Vivian had not shown up, the dog barking at her arrival. She had the feeling that she had been very close to being kissed. That would have been a very big mistake! Thank goodness her aunt appeared in a timely manner from around a curve by the lake. As Mike helped her up and she brushed herself off, she saw that Vivian was not alone. 
 
   There was a man with her. 
 
   And they were holding hands.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Vivian sat on the pier, enjoying some much needed alone time. She wasn’t used to being around people much anymore, and for the past few days she felt surrounded by people, not to mention the dog. They should name it, she thought vaguely, reaching down to scratch its back. And then this afternoon, Dugger Vines had shown up out of the blue to deliver a small package. He could have left it in the mailbox, as usual, but this time he knocked on the door to deliver it in person.
 
   She was glad to see him; he had kept his distance since his wife, Carol, and Todd died within two months of each other. Aside from a passing wave of the hand, they hadn’t been in touch. He stood on the porch, aimlessly chit-chatting, until she asked if he’d like a cup of coffee. He eagerly accepted, and they sat in the kitchen and talked while she put the roast on to cook. Then one thing led to another and she found herself taking a walk around the lake with him.
 
   Dugger and Carol had been part of the old gang in school. Before she and Todd became exclusive, Vivian had actually dated Dugger a few times. There had even been a little joke about them back in the day: Vivian and Dugger Vines could never marry, because she’d be Vi Vines and people would think she stuttered! She smiled now at the memory. 
 
   Dugger and Carol eventually married and he had been their postman all these years. She and Todd had spent many occasions with the Vines, playing Rook on Friday nights and fishing in the lake on Saturday mornings. Dugger lost Carol after she suffered a stroke, just before Todd’s death, and Vivian had been deeply saddened by the loss of her friend, but they hadn’t shared the pain of loss.
 
   During their walk, she discovered that they had a lot to talk about. It was easy conversation, like slipping into a favorite pair of comfortable slippers. At one point Dugger stumbled over a tree root and she grabbed his arm for support. He laughed at his clumsiness, took hold of her hand, and they walked along, hand in hand, as if that was a natural thing for them to do. 
 
   And it had felt natural, until she’d felt so guilty being caught holding his hand.
 
   Vivian had married Todd a year out of high school, and he landed an entry-level job with Georgia Power. They moved into a tiny apartment above The Corner Store, where many young couples before them had started out their married lives. The Corner Store was an icon in the community—a convenience store before Seven-Elevens dotted the nation—useful in giving directions to anywhere in town: “You drive till you see The Corner Store, turn left, and we’re the fifth house on the right.” It was torn down thirty years ago to make way for the new Piggly-Wiggly.
 
   That little apartment, filled with hand-me-down furniture, was the social hub of their group. Their friends—Carol and Dugger Vines, and Pete and Ally Simms, who all remained close over the years—felt free to drop in day or night. The Corner Store apartment, right in the middle of town, was on everyone’s way to everywhere. 
 
   Her mother had taught her to sew at an early age, and she began to work from home as a seamstress altering clothes for rich ladies, and saved every penny. It was amazing to her what those women spent on clothes, and what they would spend to have it adjusted a quarter of an inch. Her reputation grew, and so did their savings account.
 
   After a year in the apartment, Todd got a promotion, and they moved out to the lake, renting a run-down cabin on the tourist side while daydreaming about owning the magnificent log home straight across the lake, the one with the guest cabin near it. Vivian wanted to live there from the first time she saw it, but she knew they could never afford such a beautiful home. She was just content to live on the lake with her new husband who was dependable, steady and predictable, and she didn’t think she could be happier. 
 
   One Thursday afternoon a year later, Todd took her for a drive and insisted she wear a blindfold, which she was very uncomfortable with.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” 
 
   He had been acting strangely the last few weeks, leaving home with no explanation, snatching up the phone when it rang, claiming it was a wrong number, and then driving to a pay phone. She knew that, because after a week of this, she’d followed him. Was he having an affair? She was sick with the thought, although she really couldn’t believe it. He was as warm and loving as ever. He never talked much, but he was a touchy-feely man, always reaching for her hand or taking a minute when he walked past to massage her shoulders while she sewed.
 
   “I’ve got something to show you,” he said.
 
   “Why can’t I see? You know I don’t like surprises.” She felt grumpy, and she didn’t like suspecting that he’d been keeping something from her. They’d never had secrets between them, and she was a little frightened.
 
   “You’ll like this one.”
 
   “It’s not my birthday.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s not our anniversary.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, what then?”
 
   “I got you a Happy Thursday present.”
 
   She had started Happy Thursday presents when they lived over The Corner Store. Every other day of the week had significance, but mundane Thursdays were just waiting for Fridays so you could start your weekend. Their gifts were small, maybe just a card from Todd or a pair of turquoise earrings. Once she had stitched a tool belt out of canvas; it was practically free, but he used it all the time, proving himself to have a real talent for tinkering around the house. They hadn’t done Happy Thursday presents since they moved to the lake. 
 
   But it was Thursday. 
 
   “I didn’t get you anything,” she said, dismayed. “I thought we quit that silliness.”
 
   She reached up to rip off the blindfold, and felt his big hand clasp hers and drag it to the console between them. The warmth of his touch was strong and reassuring. She had a poor sense of direction, and she had no idea where he was driving. It was quiet; no traffic sounds. She felt the car slow as he navigated curves and suspected he was driving around the lake. But why? They didn’t even know anyone on this side of the lake—the wealthy side, as she thought of it.
 
   Finally, he slowed the car to a crawl and she could hear gravel crunching under the tires. “Todd, really, I’m not enjoying this.”
 
   “Patience, Vivian. You’ve got to learn patience.”
 
   “Don’t preach to me,” she snapped. But she knew he was right. She wanted to be in control of her life at every moment, and she didn’t like not knowing what was around the corner. 
 
   “You know I don’t like—”
 
   “Surprises, I know.” He stopped the car and turned off the engine. 
 
   “Can I take this blindfold off now? I feel like a hostage.”
 
   “Not yet.” He got out and opened her car door, firmly guiding her as they walked down a slope. Soon they stepped onto a pier, she knew, because their feet made hollow clomping sounds as they walked. Guy’s Fish Fry Shack? No, she didn’t hear people talking and laughing, or smell fried hushpuppies. She only heard the peaceful sounds of the lake.
 
   He positioned her where he wanted her, both hands on her shoulders. This was so out of character for him. She could feel his excitement.
 
   “Okay, you can take off the blindfold.”
 
   She took it off and looked past him across the lake, where she could just make out their rented ramshackle cabin in the distance, the middle one in a row of rentals that had seen better days. She looked at him blankly. 
 
   He turned her around and she saw the stately log house of her dreams, up close and personal for the first time. She gasped. “Todd, this is private property! What are we doing here?”
 
   “It is private property,” he said. “It’s our private property.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I bought it this morning. Happy Thursday!”
 
   She was stunned. “What do you mean? How can that be? We can’t afford this.”
 
   He rocked back on his heels and stuffed his hands in his pockets, proud as he could be. “As it turns out, we can. Old man Moore passed away a couple months ago, and his children wanted a quick sale, so they sold cheap. I got a heads-up from Pete, and he helped me pull it off. If we’re careful, we can scrape by.”
 
   In spite of the thrill she felt at Todd’s words, she felt betrayed; annoyed that she had been kept in the dark. “But this was such a big decision! How could you leave me out of such a momentous thing as this, something that affects our lives so dramatically?”
 
   He looked crushed. “I thought you’d be happy.”
 
   She instantly regretted her words, but had trouble reining in her irritation. “I’m sorry; I’m just trying to wrap my mind around this.” They stood in silence for a few minutes, Todd looking out over the lake, obviously disappointed by her reaction, Vivian struggling with her need to be in control of her life. She looked at the house and was filled with awe. It was so much more than what she had seen through her binoculars from across the lake. It was elegant and graceful, as if it had grown up out of the ground amid the trees that surrounded it. 
 
   And it was theirs?
 
   Tears filled her eyes. “Oh Todd, can we really do this? I can’t believe it. I’m so scared.”
 
   He opened his arms and she stepped into his hug. “I’m sorry,” he said, clearly crestfallen. “I should’ve known this wasn’t a good idea. When it came on the market, Pete said wouldn’t you just flip out if I bought this for you, and I said yeah, that’d be great, and I guess I just got caught up in it. I realize now I should have talked it over with you first.”
 
   She looked up at him, smiling through her tears, finally over her initial negative reaction. That was always the way it was between them the few times they’d disagreed, quickly begun and quickly over. As a peace offering she said, “You always were impulsive.”
 
   “And you were always a fraidy cat.”
 
   “I know. Hey, maybe I can pick up some extra sewing. I did some alterations for the cheer squad at the high school last year, and we talked about the need for all new uniforms. Then there’s the majorettes and dance line uniforms. I think I could expand my business,” she said thoughtfully. “You know, you’re right. I think we can do this!”
 
   Finally, the excitement Todd had been expecting glittered in her eyes. “So, can we go in?”
 
   He dug into his pocket and pulled out a key with a red ribbon tied around it and swung it in front of her face. She squealed with delight, snatched the key, and they ran back along the pier and up the slope to the back door of the most beautiful house she had ever seen.
 
   “Look, they left the rocking chairs!” she exclaimed as they crossed the covered porch.
 
   “And that’s not all,” he said, unlocking the back door. He picked her up, kissed her soundly on the lips, and carried her across the threshold. 
 
   Inside, she couldn’t believe her eyes. “There’s furniture! Do we have to wait for the family to clear all this out?”
 
   “No, it’s all ours. The Moore children live out of state, and they came and got what they wanted, and none of them had time to fool with the rest of this stuff. So it’s ours, along with the house, along with the cabin!” He started laughing as he grabbed her and swung her around, and she was amazed at his unprecedented animation.
 
   “Oh, and the cabin, too! We’ll have weekend guests!”
 
   She couldn’t believe it. There were lots of obvious places where furniture and rugs had been removed, but there was so much left in place. They’d never owned anything that didn’t need a book under one leg to level it up, and here were beautiful old pieces of furniture—grown-up furniture, she thought.  She could hardly wait to rearrange and polish and add her own personal touches. 
 
   The fireplace was a wonder to her; she’d always wanted one. And this one sat in the middle of the living room wall surrounded by built-in bookshelves. The shelves were littered with a mess of leftover books and aging knick-knacks. She immediately began to imagine her own small collection of books neatly in place beside the older volumes. 
 
   “Todd, this is unbelievable! Can we stay here tonight?”
 
   “The electricity won’t be turned on until tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s okay. We can go grab some candles and blankets. We can bring that bottle of wine and some food, and build a fire and have a picnic right here in the living room. Please? Say yes!”
 
   He laughed, as overjoyed as she was, and eagerly agreed. They raced back to their rental cabin and she hurriedly threw items into bags and boxes while Todd called Dugger and Pete to enlist their aid in moving on Saturday. They didn’t have much, but it would be easier with a little help from their friends. 
 
   And Vivian was so excited to show Carol and Ally around her new home and get their input on furniture placement, so she elicited promises from them to show up with the guys armed with mops and dust rags. But her girlfriends had been in on the secret and were already planning the first cookout of many for Saturday afternoon.
 
   They were back at their new home in less than an hour, and by the time the sun set they had a fire crackling in the fireplace and candles burning on the mantel, along with every other horizontal surface in the spacious room. It was a magical night, one that she would remember for the rest of her life. She and Todd sipped their Boone’s Farm, wishing it were champagne, and toasted their good fortune. They felt all-powerful with their beauty and youth and the future that stretched before them.
 
   It had been a perfect fall day, and the night was chilly. “Let’s fill this house with children,” she said as she snuggled into his shoulder and pulled the blankets around them. 
 
   “I’m not sure we can afford children now,” he teased.
 
   “Just three or four will do. But we’ve got room for at least ten here.”
 
   “True,” he said, seeming to think about it. “How about we get started on that project now?” He kissed her lips and she tasted the sweetness of the wine that would forever remind her of that night.
 
   She looked at his handsome face etched in the firelight. She smiled and stretched her long frame, cat-like, against his muscular body, and they made love in the glow of the fire, her long curly hair tangled in his big hands.
 
   But their lives had not worked out exactly as planned. There were no children. She had been devastated as month after month went by and the home pregnancy tests all came back with that hateful minus sign in the little window on the pee stick, as he called it. 
 
   When they finally consulted a doctor, the news was crushing and life-altering. It took a while to absorb the truth. By then, her little sister, Katie, was pregnant with Brittany which resulted in a quickie shotgun wedding. She tried not to be bitter, but it was a tough pill to swallow. They were the ones prepared for a baby, not irresponsible Katie who got pregnant, apparently, in the back seat of her boyfriend Kip’s Camaro.
 
   Eventually they began to talk about adoption. One of the girls at the women’s shelter where Vivian volunteered was a rape victim, pregnant at the age of sixteen. She didn’t want a baby; she wanted to go to the prom and finish high school and go on to college, like she had planned. She agreed to let Vivian and Todd adopt her baby, and they spent a lot of time and money helping her through her pregnancy. They decorated the bedroom next to theirs in pink—it was a girl—and were ready to take the baby home from the hospital. Then the teenager changed her mind. 
 
   Again, it was a blow from which she could hardly recover. 
 
   By then another year had passed and Katie had two daughters, Brittany and Lydia, and they visited often. Katie and the girls moved in with them for a while after Kip left Katie, and Vivian grew very attached to her nieces, especially Lydia, the little one. Katie seemed to favor Brittany, and Vivian was drawn to Lydia who was always getting in trouble with her mother. She felt that Katie picked on her younger daughter.
 
   “If I hadn’t gotten pregnant with Lydia, Kip would probably still be here,” Katie declared one night, at her wit’s end with Lydia. Brittany had fallen asleep like an angel, and Lydia finally cried herself to sleep after Katie spanked her for getting out of bed for the third time. 
 
   “You’re better off without Kip,” Vivian said. “And his leaving had nothing to do with that sweet baby.”
 
   “Sweet baby, that’s a laugh! She’s Satan’s spawn,” Katie said. “I wish I’d never had her.”
 
   “Katie!” Vivian said, shocked. “Don’t say things like that! Just give her to me if you don’t want her.”
 
   “Oh, you know I didn’t mean it,” Katie said with a laugh that Vivian didn’t believe. After that, Vivian became ever more protective of Lydia, keeping her occupied and out from under Katie’s feet as much as she could. When Katie married her second husband and moved out with the girls, it left a hole in Vivian’s heart that she struggled to fill. She often wished that Lydia was her own daughter, and she fought against the feelings of jealousy she felt towards her sister.
 
   Todd was, once again, her rock. “Let it go,” he said one night when she asked if he regretted his decision to marry her. “Don’t you know you’re the best thing that ever happened to me? What we have together is so much more than most people have. If we’re meant to have kids, we’ll have them. Meanwhile, let’s just be thankful for each other and the blessings we have.”
 
   Todd began coaching a Little League team that spring, which meant lots of kids around the house at swim parties and cookouts at the lake. She threw herself into social work, and they began hosting church fundraisers and community events. Little by little, the pain in her heart subsided, at least to a bearable level, and she became more stoic and accepting of things beyond her control. Their lives were full and active and, until Todd got sick, she thought they were blessed beyond belief. 
 
   Now, thinking of Dugger, a tear slid down her cheek and her vision blurred. One minute she had been walking along, light-hearted, feeling giddy and almost young again, hearing laughter and screams coming from her back yard; the next, she stepped off the wooded path and saw the look of surprise on Lydia and Mike’s faces. She’d let go of Dugger’s hand as if it burned and self-consciously shoved her hands in her pockets, feeling as though she’d been caught doing something bad. 
 
   Guilt tore at her heart. She loved Todd, even after two years of being without him. She talked to him daily—sometimes she didn’t even know she was doing it—and always felt that he was nearby, watching over her. The idea of finding someone else to spend time with had never occurred to her. That was fine for other people, but she’d never met anyone who brought those kinds of thoughts to mind. 
 
   Until today.  
 
   Somehow, along that path beside the lake, something flipped in her heart. Reconnecting with Dugger, the memories they shared, their common interests, somehow took a turn she was not expecting. Why did she feel such guilt? She’d been faithful to Todd, but now he was gone. And it wasn’t like she was jumping into a real relationship or anything. She had simply enjoyed a walk with an old friend. 
 
   An old friend with whom she was holding hands! 
 
   Lydia had looked down-right embarrassed when she and Dugger approached. She wasn’t sure if the awkwardness came from her niece observing her old aunt holding hands with the mailman, or the fact that they themselves were caught in what looked like a private moment. Lydia and Mike had obviously been having fun, and she was glad. Lydia deserved some fun. Vivian knew more about Mike than she let on, and she liked him. She thought Lydia could use a man like him, whether she knew it or not.
 
   Dugger had seemed unaware of any awkwardness, cheerfully introducing himself to Lydia and Mike. He glanced at his watch and announced he had to go, adding, “Good thing you’re the last person on my route.” He turned to leave and then swung back. “Oh, I almost forgot, the annual Spring Fling is Saturday night. Wanna go? There’ll be an oldies band and plenty of food. It’ll be like old times. How ’bout it, Vi?”
 
   She cocked her head at her old friend. “I don’t know, Dugger. Let’s talk later in the week. We’ll see.” 
 
   Now she blotted her wet cheek with the palm of her hand. A date? The world was turning too fast for her. Less than a week ago she’d been arguing with Katie about letting Lydia come to live with her. She hadn’t been sure she was fit company for anyone. Then, like falling dominos, Mike arrived with the dog, and now Dugger Vines showed up to complicate things. 
 
   She buried her face in her hands and whispered, “Oh, Todd, why did you leave me? I’m sorry; I can’t believe my behavior, holding hands like that. I feel like I’m getting in over my head on so many levels. Life was much easier when you were here.”
 
   Suddenly she felt silly. Dugger probably wasn’t thinking of this as a date. He just wanted some company, comfortable fun with an old friend. Sure, that was it. She felt relieved at the thought—which, in turn, made her inexplicably sad. Her emotions felt like they were on a rollercoaster, up down, up down. 
 
   She was just going to have to tell him no. She couldn’t take the craziness of all these sudden emotions. She had felt nothing but sadness for so long, that anything else felt wrong. Especially that brief—and unexpected—feeling of happiness she experienced this afternoon. Didn’t she deserve to be happy, though? 
 
   “Oh forget it,” she said as she got up and wiped her eyes. She had a roast to serve, and a conversation due with Lydia about that no-good Ace Colbert.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Mike spent the morning tinkering at the cabin. He’d turned the water on and the plumbing seemed to be working okay. The hot water heater needed a new coil, which he’d picked up in town and installed after lunch. He was pleased with his progress as he stepped out of the shower. A little repair work here and there and this place could be brought back to livable. 
 
   He and Vivian agreed that he would fix up the cabin in return for his room and board. He hadn’t planned on staying more than one night, but this little cabin was just begging for some TLC. He could use the rest, so he decided to play it by ear and work on the cabin until he was ready to move on. It felt good to be using his hands again. 
 
   Also, there was Lydia Steadman. There was something very intriguing about that woman. Aside from the fact that she might just be the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, she had a down-to-earth quality that made him believe that real women did exist. He was sick to death of the plasticized women who nipped and tucked and Botoxed themselves constantly in a never-ending quest for perfection. They were all beautiful, yes, but dull and boring; their lives spent shopping and grooming themselves to be trophy wives. 
 
   But Lydia, he couldn’t figure her out. He was ashamed to admit that he’d Googled her, but had found nothing. Not a Twitter account, Linked-In, Facebook, nothing. She didn’t even carry a cell phone, checking texts constantly. It was as if he’d stepped back in time and found a girl who was not caught up in the fast-paced instant gratification of today’s life. Not that there was anything wrong with that, except that he couldn’t get a handle on who she was, and that was frustrating. He was a quick judge of character, and he found he couldn’t easily pigeon-hole her.
 
   Vivian hadn’t said much, but she hinted that Lydia had been through something that led her to seek a new life. She had not been forthcoming with any relevant facts, but Mike read between the lines. For the life of him, he couldn’t think what could possibly lead someone like Lydia to need a fresh start. 
 
   The girls he knew couldn’t stop talking about themselves. She had made it clear that her past life was none of his business. Ex-boyfriend, maybe? Money problems? Yes, maybe an ex; that sounded the most probable. She seemed so vulnerable and closed off. Yet while they were bathing the dog, he saw what he thought was the real Lydia. She had dropped the tough-girl façade and become a funny, uninhibited woman, almost child-like in her joie de vivre. 
 
   He shouldn’t have teased her about that slimy lawyer, but he hadn’t been able to resist. He saw how uncomfortable she’d been when she was man-handled in the restaurant. It was all he could do to keep from coming out of that booth and smashing in his cocky face. 
 
   Wait, where had that thought come from? He wasn’t a hothead. In fact, he thought he’d just about walked off all his temper. The man just rubbed him the wrong way. And really, he couldn’t afford any trouble. It wasn’t his business, anyway. He wondered about Lydia’s judgment in men, but she was free to hang out with whomever she pleased. She was a grown woman.
 
   But he couldn’t help thinking about how she’d felt in his arms when they fell together in the yard. When he realized they were falling, he’d instinctively grabbed her and cushioned the landing. They came to rest with their faces just inches from each other, their laughter suddenly stilled. His world seemed to stop for a moment. The dog was still running circles around them, barking its fool head off, but Mike didn’t hear a thing. The moment was broken when Lydia caught sight of her aunt and pushed him away with a strength that surprised him. 
 
   That was good timing, too. He wasn’t looking to hook up. He’d cut ties with most of his relationships and shed a ton of people he thought were his friends but had proved otherwise. Alone and unencumbered was how he wanted it now. You couldn’t get hurt or disappointed in people if you didn’t let them in, and he had no intention of letting Lydia Steadman in. 
 
   Not that she was knocking down his door. She seemed as determined to keep him at arm’s length as he was her. But he sensed that she was attracted to him. Sparks seemed to fly between them when they were together. But sparks didn’t always mean that a fire should be ignited.
 
   With new resolve, he headed out of the cabin. That pot roast should be done by now, he decided, and he was suddenly starving.
 
   With Mike on his way to the house, Lydia joined Vivian in the kitchen and noted that there seemed to be tension hanging in the air. “Can I help?”
 
   “Sure,” said Vivian. “Sit down and put this salad together. I want to talk to you.” Maybe she could handle this conversation with a little more finesse than she had handled things in the past. 
 
   Lydia sat and began to tear lettuce into pieces, prepared to give her aunt a pep talk. She assumed that the postman would be the topic of conversation, but she was wrong. 
 
   “So,” Vivian began, “you had a date with Ace Colbert?”
 
   “No!” she exclaimed. “It wasn’t a date at all! He was just being nice, taking me to lunch on my first day of work.”
 
   Vivian nodded, choosing her words carefully. “You know, Ace—as young as he is—is already a very successful man. He’s quite handsome, too.”
 
   Here it comes. “Yes, it would appear so,” she agreed, her face stiff. 
 
   “The Colberts are an important family in these parts.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Big Jim Colbert is in politics and people jump when he hollers,” Vivian said, opening the oven to check on the rolls.
 
   She could see where this was heading. Rich, important, just the sort of man she should be looking for.
 
   “I taught Deuce and Emily in Sunday school when they were kids. I always liked them.” She began setting out plates and silverware.
 
   Lydia tossed the salad and set it in the middle of the table. “Yes, they seem like a nice couple.” Point taken; I should jump at the chance to land someone like Ace.
 
   Vivian wiped her hands on her apron and looked at her niece. “I know you’re a grown woman, honey, and I don’t want you to think I’m butting in, but I know for a fact that Ace Colbert has already broken a few hearts, in a bad way.”
 
   “So, you’re saying he’s a heartbreaker.” She was confused trying to follow her aunt’s train of thought.
 
   “Yes, and I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”
 
   Lydia went still and placed her hands flat on the table. “Are you saying that you don’t think I’m good enough to land someone as eligible as Ace Colbert?” she asked carefully.
 
   “No, no!” Vivian said, waving her hand in the air as if to dispel that thought. “I’m saying that he’s a no-good snake-in-the-grass and you should run as fast as you can in the other direction. He’s the apple of his father’s eye and he’s spoiled rotten. I just want you to think twice before getting involved with someone like Ace.”
 
   Lydia began to laugh, more in relief than anything else. “I forgot how much I love you, Aunt Vi. But don’t you worry. I’m not the least bit interested in Ace Colbert. In fact, he makes my skin crawl.”
 
   Vivian put her hands on her hips and rocked back on her heels. “Well, seems like you’ve developed some taste in men since I last saw you.”
 
   “I sincerely hope so,” she agreed. “Once I dated this guy who was very computer-savvy, smart, and he talked about getting married and moving to Silicon Valley. I was on the verge of falling in love with him until I discovered he actually lived in his mother’s basement and played video games every night till dawn. Then recently I dated this doctor for a few months, and I found out just before I moved here that he wasn’t a doctor at all. He turned out to be a pizza delivery guy with delusions of grandeur after taking a CPR class. My track record goes on, and the list doesn’t get any better.”
 
   “Keep looking. You know,” Vivian said, leaning over the table, “sometimes you can’t judge a book by its cover.”
 
   She smiled. “That’s not what you told me before.”
 
   Vivian set the roast on the table. “Yeah, well, I’ve been known to mess up a cliché a time or two.”
 
   “Am I interrupting something?” Mike said, coming through the kitchen door.
 
   “You’re just in time,” said Vivian.
 
   “I could get used to this home cooking,” he said, and Vivian looked so pleased at the compliment.
 
   Lydia hoped that whatever Mike was hiding, it didn’t have anything to do with her aunt. She didn’t want to see her get hurt. She was still suspicious, but it was becoming harder and harder to picture him in the role of predator.
 
   “It was nice meeting Dugger,” she said as they began to eat. “You’ve known him a long time, I take it?”
 
   “Yes, we went to school together,” said Vivian. “Pass the tea, please.”
 
   “He seems nice,” Lydia probed, glancing at Mike.
 
   “Yes,” he agreed, reluctantly joining the impending interrogation. “You two seemed to, um, be enjoying yourselves.”
 
   Vivian put down her fork. “Yes, I wanted to explain that,” she said, obviously uncomfortable.
 
   Lydia held up her hand. “No explanation necessary, Aunt Vi. I think it’s wonderful that you’re moving on.”
 
   “Moving on?” Vivian looked shocked. “Who said anything about moving on? I just… we… let’s change the subject,” she finished firmly. “How are things at the cabin?” she asked, turning to Mike. 
 
   “Good,” he replied, clearly relieved to move to a more neutral subject. “That cabin is a gem. I was thinking, why don’t you do a complete remodel and rent it out? Someone would love to live there.”
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that,” she said, clearly intrigued with the notion. “Todd and I occasionally used it as a guest house. But since we never had any children, and this house was so large, the cabin was almost never used. The last time was that family reunion about fifteen years ago, Lydia, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember,” she said, her face lighting up. “All the cousins stayed in the cabin and we had a ball. No parental supervision, skinny dipping at midnight, bonfires by the lake.”
 
   “Skinny dipping?” Mike said with a humorous lift of his brows.
 
   She laughed. “Truthfully, we thought swimming in our underwear counted as skinny dipping and we thought we were being pretty dadgum adventurous, I can tell you!” She pushed back her plate, looking dreamily at the ceiling. “Those were the good old days, right, Aunt Vi?”
 
   “They sure were.”
 
   “We took your old albums over there and blasted The Beach Boys day and night. I haven’t been in that cabin since. I’d love to see it again.”
 
   Mike shoved the last bite in his mouth and abruptly scooted back his chair. “Then let’s go!” He held out his elbow as if to escort her.
 
   That’s so goofy, she thought, but she liked it. She grabbed his arm and they practically ran out the door, Lydia babbling on about the old days and Mike loving every minute of it.
 
   The cabin was small with a porch that ran around the perimeter. The main room consisted of an open kitchen to the left and a spacious living area with a fireplace to the right. A staircase tucked into the left corner led upstairs to the second floor. A master bedroom took up one end of the upstairs with a large bunk room on the other, and a tiny bathroom sat in the middle. Beside the bathroom was a door that opened out onto a small upper deck. Simple, rugged, and much like she remembered it, only it seemed smaller now that she saw it through adult eyes. She and Mike stood on the deck overlooking the lake. 
 
   “I had forgotten how beautiful this place is,” she said. “This is a little piece of heaven right here.”
 
   “I agree. And whoever built this did quality work. This is mid-century craftsmanship. I’ve been studying it, and I don’t think it would take much to bring this up to code.”
 
   She loved the animation in Mike’s face as he talked about what needed to be done to the cabin. He seemed to know what he was talking about and his enthusiasm was catching. She noticed that his light brown eyes took on a golden tint when he was excited. She liked the deep crinkles that formed around his eyes when he smiled. She admired the way his hands gripped the railing on their way back downstairs, how he seemed to be testing its strength and feeling for the life left in the wood. 
 
   In fact, she found that she liked just about everything about him. Sure, he was scruffy—in a good way. Her mother would say he needed a haircut, but she rather enjoyed the way his hair fell in messy locks across his forehead. She kind of wanted to run her fingers through it. 
 
   No, no, no! Mike had secrets. He was obviously an unemployed drifter, catching odd jobs when he needed money. She hadn’t seen any unacceptable behavior in him, anything that would bode ill for Aunt Vi. So far. She hadn’t seen any signs of drug use. She hadn’t seen him smoke. She hadn’t heard him curse once. She couldn’t find one single thing wrong with him. And that, in itself, was suspicious. Nobody was that perfect! 
 
   She forced herself to tune in to what he was saying about the mantel. 
 
   “Solid oak, hand hewn, it’s really a work of art.”
 
   She ran her hand across the surface. “And what do you think about the river rock surround? A little dated, maybe?” 
 
   “I think we should keep it,” he replied.
 
   We? 
 
   “We don’t want to mess with the integrity of the style. It’s rustic and true to the era, and really, some things just need to be left alone.”
 
   “What about the kitchen?”
 
   “If I had my way, I’d do a total gut job,” he said, moving across the cabin to the other side. “New cabinets. Or if Vivian doesn’t have the money, they can be sanded and painted.  Get rid of this peninsula and replace it with an island and bar stool seating. We can probably get three stools here and still have room to keep the table and chairs.”
 
   “Lots of memories around this table,” she said. “Many hands of Uno were played here, when the adults were around, and many hands of poker when they weren’t. Just another one of our oh-so-naughty attempts at being bad. As you can see,” she laughed, “the depth of our badness was not very sophisticated.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” he said, smiling. “We could refinish the table and chairs, as well as the bedroom furniture upstairs, and it will be beautiful. It was all well made and is still relevant.”
 
   There was that we again. But she couldn’t help being caught up in his vision. “Yes, I can see it. What do you think about granite countertops?”
 
   “I was thinking concrete. It’s less expensive and I think it would bring in a modern, almost industrial aspect that would still be in keeping with the rustic feel of the place.”
 
   “Concrete? That sounds awful.”
 
   “It’s not what you’re thinking.”
 
   “I’m thinking of a sidewalk, rough and ugly.”
 
   He laughed. “No, it’s not like that. It’s poured into a mold to fit your counter space. They mix in dye, so it can be any color you want. When it’s done, it’s smooth and sleek and shiny, or whatever look you want.”
 
   “Oooo, I might like that idea,” she said. “Then we replace the appliances, and the kitchen is done. The rest really just needs a little elbow grease and it will be beautiful! I think Aunt Vi could easily rent this place out and have some extra income.”
 
   She leaned her elbows on the kitchen peninsula and rested her chin in her hands, smiling. “You have really good ideas, Mike Rodgers.” She still doubted that was his real name, but she was beginning to like it. She hoped his real name wasn’t Cecil or Fred.
 
   “Thanks, Lydia Steadman,” he said, returning her smile, inordinately pleased at her approval. 
 
   Unaware that his thoughts were running along the same lines as Lydia’s, it occurred to him that she might be living under an alias. His online searches had yet to yield any trace of her. Nowadays it’s difficult to live your life without showing up on the Internet.  He had resources at his disposal to easily investigate her past, but he felt strongly that prying into her personal life for the sole reason of satisfying his curiosity would end badly. And he thought that he might not want this new relationship with Lydia to end at all. 
 
   Did they even have a relationship? He felt as if he might be in danger of getting in over his head.
 
   He found a lot of humor in the fact that she evidently suspected that he may have some shady intentions toward her aunt. He admired her protective instinct, but she was completely wrong. He did quickly fall for Vivian. She seemed like the mother he never had. That woman had him pegged from the get-go. Vivian had confronted him in her no-nonsense way; they came to terms with the situation, and accepted each other as-is. He found it extremely refreshing to be taken in at face value and made to feel so quickly a part of Vivian’s life—the kind of acceptance he’d only imagined.
 
   Lydia waved her hand in front of his face. “Earth to Mike.”
 
   “Sorry, I got distracted. What were you saying?”
 
   “What do you think about that bathroom upstairs?” she repeated, wrinkling her nose in disgust.
 
   “Gut job,” they both said in unison, laughing.
 
   “I’ll run some numbers and see what it would take for the renovation, but I’m thinking the majority of the cost would be labor, and I can take care of that.”
 
   She stood up straight and crossed her arms over her chest, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “What’s in it for you, Mike?” she asked directly. She hated feeling suspicious, but things just didn’t add up.
 
   He ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “I honestly don’t know, Lydia. I’m still trying to figure things out.”
 
   She was stunned at the sincerity she saw in his eyes. He looked sad and lost and she had the sudden impulse to take him in her arms and comfort him. Why the sadness? she wondered.
 
   He shrugged, and chose his words carefully. “I find myself at loose ends right now; sort of at a crossroads in my life, if you will.”
 
   “Why?” she persisted.
 
   “Let’s just say I’m reassessing the direction in which I was heading. I’m rethinking all the things that I thought were important in my life.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Such as, well, the people in my life. And the value of money and how much it has to do with true happiness.”
 
   She impulsively reached out and touched his hand. “Do you need money, Mike?” she asked gently.
 
   He enclosed her small hand in his. What a naïve, sweet person she was! He felt his heart swell at her kind inquiry. He seriously doubted that she had more than a couple hundred dollars to her name, and yet she seemed about to offer him a loan. “Nah, I’m low maintenance,” he said in a joking tone. 
 
   The feel of his hand around hers made her heart race. His touch felt good, solid, protective. She didn’t know what he was going through, but she felt that, whatever it was, he was someone she could trust. She wanted to trust him so badly. She knew she couldn’t count on her judgment—the past was ample proof of that—but every fiber of her being felt drawn to him. 
 
   “It appears so,” she said, nodding toward his bedroll leaning against the wall. “That’s about as low maintenance as you can get.”
 
   He laughed easily, shaking off his dark thoughts. He seemed to suddenly notice that his hand still covered hers and gave it a final pat. “It was either the sleeping bag on the floor or that couch.” He grimaced at the dusty, floral sofa in front of the fireplace.
 
   “Sound judgment,” she agreed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a cozy little mouse nest tucked under those cushions.”
 
   “Right. But I’m sleeping well at night—clear conscience and all that.” He grinned. “Let’s take a look at the porch.” 
 
   She reluctantly followed him out the front door. She felt that she’d lost a chance at something, that a moment was gone that could have made a difference somehow. Some important opportunity had been missed. 
 
   Outside they examined the railing on the porch and the crosshatch of sticks that formed an intricate pattern beneath. “Lots of these will have to be replaced, but we have plenty of material to choose from,” he said with a wave of his hand, indicating the many surrounding trees. “Whoever built this had patience.” 
 
   Suddenly she remembered something. “Wait, come back in, I’ve got to show you something.”
 
   He followed her back inside to the fireplace. 
 
   She knelt to the right of it and pressed on a floorboard next to the hearth. The other end of the board flipped up. “Ha!” she shouted triumphantly, moving aside to make room for him.
 
   “Wow! That’s incredible!”
 
   “I know, right? My cousins and I discovered this secret hiding place, and we left notes to each other. And look, here’s some things left from way back then!”
 
   He examined the space. “This was obviously meant to be here. I mean, it’s not just an accidental loose floorboard. How did you discover it?”
 
   “We were playing Twister,” she said, laughing. “You know, left foot, red. I stepped on it, the board flipped up, and there it was.”
 
   “Was there anything in it?”
 
   “Yes, I hope it’s still in here.” She reached in and pulled out a small pile of papers. “Here’s some of our stuff. We began to leave messages for each other. You know, ‘Steal Aunt Trudy’s glasses for fifteen points.’  ‘Get Uncle Vick’s size XXXL underwear and run it up the flagpole, fifty points.’  Stuff like that. It became a sort of scavenger hunt thing that we went berserk with.”
 
   He fell back on his heels laughing. “Let’s see!”
 
   She handed him the first note and then unfolded the next one in the stack. She eagerly scanned the writing, and then looked up, sadness on her face. She read: “Meet here every Fourth of July.”
 
   “And did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know about the rest of them, but for me, my mom was having husband problems the next summer and my sister was heavy into the beauty pageant circuit the next year. Sometimes you just get swept along in other people’s lives and don’t even know it, I guess.”
 
   “I know exactly what you mean.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   He nodded, but motioned for her to continue. “What else?”
 
   “Oh, here it is,” she said, sliding an old envelope from the bottom of the stack. “It was a love note we found. Here, look.” She read: 
 
   Liz, 
 
   Wait for me, my darling. If the gods allow, we’ll be together again soon. 
 
   Love forever, Malcolm.
 
   She clutched the letter to her chest and sighed dreamily.
 
   “Do you know who they were?”
 
   “Yes, we asked Uncle Todd. He said Malcolm and Elizabeth—I think their name was Moore—were the people who built the house and cabin. He and Aunt Vi bought the property from Mr. Moore’s children after he died. Apparently Liz died first, and Malcolm moved to some assisted living place until his death. We assumed he wrote this to Liz after she died, and left it here, hidden in the cabin. It was just such a sad, romantic notion; I always like to think they’re together now forever.”
 
   “Wow. That’s really a beautiful story.”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed, carefully replacing all the papers. “I’ll just leave everything as I found it. It’s sort of like a time capsule. It makes me happy and sad, all at the same time, though.”
 
   He looked thoughtfully around the room. “I’m thinking Malcolm and Liz probably bought the land and built this cabin first. Then, when their family grew, they built the main house.”
 
   “I guess. That makes sense.”
 
   “Come on,” he said impulsively, grabbing her hand and pulling her up from the floor.
 
   “Where are we going?” He led her out of the cabin and through the underbrush to the shore. 
 
   “Ta-da!” he said with a wave of his hand. “Care for a bonfire by the lake?” She saw that logs were piled teepee style with kindling beneath, all set to go. This guy was a regular Boy Scout!
 
   “Sure,” she said. “That’s a great idea.” 
 
   Night had softly fallen, as only a Southern spring night could. Stars were beginning to shine in the cloudless sky. A little chill was in the air. As he touched a match to the kindling, she was warmed by the sudden whomph! of the fire going up, as much as she was by the feel of Mike pulling her down onto the shore beside him.
 
   She was aware of a heightened sense of seclusion. She felt as if she and Mike were the only two people left on the whole earth. Careful, she cautioned herself. But suddenly she didn’t care. The evening was perfect. It seemed magical somehow, and she made up her mind to live in the moment, free—for once—from fear and regrets.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   “Let’s play Twenty Questions,” Lydia said.
 
   Mike threw another log on the fire and narrowed his eyes. “Am I supposed to think of a person, place or thing?”
 
   “No,” she said, laughing. “It’s a thinly veiled attempt to get information from you.”
 
   “Fire away.” He stretched out his long legs and leaned back on his elbows.
 
   “Okay. Do you have any siblings?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “One of each?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Names?”
 
   “Cruella de Vil and Hannibal Lecter.”
 
   She laughed. “No fair!” 
 
   “That’s four. Next.”
 
   “Hmmm, I see you’re playing hardball. Let’s see. Have you ever been married?”
 
   “No.” He sat up and poked the fire with a stick, sending a shower of sparks into the night sky. “Have you?”
 
   “No,” she said before thinking, and then protested: “Hey, I’m asking the questions.”
 
   He threw the stick into the fire and leaned toward her, braced on one arm. “My turn.”
 
   “That was just five questions,” she said, feeling electricity shoot through her at his sudden nearness. Alarm bells went off in her head, and she found it very difficult to think with him being so close. The left side of his face was in near darkness, while the right side was highlighted by the flickering fire. 
 
   “New game. We’re playing Five Questions now. Are you ready?”
 
   “Ready?” she whispered, mesmerized by the light reflected in his golden eyes.
 
   “Ready for my questions.” A small smile played on his lips.
 
   She was glad it was dark so he couldn’t see the flush creep into her cheeks. Her thoughts were completely out of control. She just wished he wasn’t so close. “Oh.” She cleared her throat. “Sure. New game. Five Questions. Shoot.”
 
   He looked at her for a long moment. Then he reached up and slid a finger down her cheek. 
 
   Her breath caught in her throat. 
 
   “I guess I have only one question,” he said, leaning forward. “Do you want me to kiss you?”
 
   She didn’t have a verbal answer. They slowly drew together, their lips touching lightly, a quick, sweet kiss that left her wanting more.
 
   “You cheat,” she whispered against his cheek.
 
   “You caught me.” He moved his mouth over hers in a gentle but thorough kiss. If she’d been standing, she thought her knees would have buckled from weakness. She felt that she wanted this moment to go on forever. But all too soon he pulled away, leaving her head spinning.
 
   He put his arm around her and they turned toward the fire, her head resting on his shoulder. They sat in comfortable silence, just listening to the popping of the sticks and the croaking of frogs in the distance. 
 
   Reluctant to break the spell, she finally said, “I have to get up early for work tomorrow. Guess I should be getting back.”
 
   He seemed equally reluctant to remove his arm from around her. Before he released her, he said, “I like the games you play. Let me know when you’re up for a little Truth or Dare.”
 
   She laughed, rising and brushing the dirt from her pants. “Not likely. Not now that I know what a cheater you are.”
 
   He offered his hand, which she took, feeling like she was in a dream as they walked back to the house. Suddenly she stopped and looked over her shoulder.
 
   “What is it?” He followed her gaze into the darkness.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s probably nothing. Just a weird feeling that somebody is watching me. I keep having that feeling.”
 
   He studied the darkened landscape. “Maybe it’s Malcolm and Liz,” he said lightly.
 
   She smiled. “Maybe. And maybe I’m just paranoid.”
 
   “Anything in particular you want to share that’s making you feel paranoid?” he casually asked.
 
   She immediately thought of Rocco, and she didn’t know why his name would suddenly pop into her head. Rocco was in prison. She was safe. Still, when the thought entered her mind, she shivered. 
 
   “Cold?” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as they walked. It felt natural as she automatically slipped her arm around his waist, leaning into the fit of his warm body against hers. She felt safe in his arms, but the thought of Rocco was like a splash of cold water in her face, dispelling the magical feel of the evening. 
 
   “I think we’ve done enough sharing for one night,” she said with a feigned brightness that she no longer felt. “Thanks for walking me back.”
 
   “No problem.” He reached for the dog as he walked up the steps. The collie seemed to have found a home on the porch and seldom left it since it got there. 
 
   She bent over, giving its neck a rub. “What’s your name, fella, huh? Maybe we should just call him Dog,” she said, standing up.
 
   “You mean like in that old John Wayne movie?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, delighted that he knew that one. “Are you a fan of The Duke?”
 
   “Well, I guess you could say that, ma’am,” he said in his best John Wayne impression.
 
   She laughed. “Not bad. Maybe there’s hope for you yet, Pilgrim. Are you coming in?”
 
   “No, I’m getting an early start tomorrow with some demo in the kitchen, if that’s okay with Vivian, so I think I’m going to call it a night.”
 
   “Well, good night, then,” she said, suddenly feeling a school-girl awkwardness, hoping for another kiss.
 
   “Good night.” He bent his head and gave her a quick peck on the lips. Then another lingering kiss, before slowly pulling away. He smiled and disappeared into the darkness, leaving her with spaghetti legs and a head full of confusion.
 
   She let herself into the house. There was no sign of her aunt, and she supposed Vivian had already gone to bed. She locked the doors, turned out the lights and went upstairs. She showered to wash the wood smoke out of her hair and tried to settle down. But she couldn’t get Rocco off her mind.
 
   That man had ruined her life. She often wondered how she could have been so stupid. At first her mother had loved the fact that he drove a Porsche and seemed successful. But it wasn’t as if Katie had any fabulous insight into men. By the time Lydia met Rocco, Katie had been on her fourth husband. The fact that her mother initially liked him should have given her a heads-up.
 
   Rocco was eight years older than her, and seemed so worldly and confident. He threw around money like it was going out of style and she got caught up in the excitement of expensive gifts and spur-of-the-moment trips. One day Rocco gave her a package, a baby gift wrapped with pink ribbon, and asked her to drop it by an address on her way to class. That was the day everything had come crashing down. It wasn’t until she was arrested that she discovered that the “baby gift” she had delivered actually contained cocaine. 
 
   She had never felt so betrayed in her life. He was using her; a wedding gift dropped off here, a birthday present there—she had been sure he was the most thoughtful man she’d ever met. How wrong could one person be? She had never done drugs herself, and she never saw Rocco using drugs, so why would she ever suspect anything like that? 
 
   There had been plenty of drinking, though. She was feeling young and wild, enjoying the freedom of college life to the hilt. Shortly before she realized she might be flunking out, she met Rocco and the party life was kicked up a notch. Fun, fun, fun!
 
   No more stepfather holding the purse strings while she dodged grabby hands. She was free and had her own man, and he was taking care of her just fine. Looking back, she couldn’t believe her behavior, her blindness to the consequences of her actions. 
 
   As if it were a perfect storm in the making, Uncle Todd and Aunt Vivian had come for a visit, and they were there when her mother found out she was flunking out of school. It was in the middle of a backyard barbecue, and she and Rocco arrived in his Porsche. She was flippant about the news, wanting to discuss it later, but Katie was instantly raging. 
 
   “What do you mean, you’re flunking out?” Her eyes narrowed, and she turned her attention toward Rocco. He looked out of place in his flashy clothes and jewelry, and Katie was suddenly sure that he was the one responsible for Lydia’s bad behavior. 
 
   “Is he the reason you’re flunking out of school?” 
 
   “She’s a grown woman,” Rocco inserted, in an infuriatingly cool tone. “She does what she wants.”
 
   “She’s barely nineteen,” Katie spat. “She does what I want because I pay her bills.”
 
   “You always throw that in my face,” Lydia said, sounding more like she was nine than nineteen. “You can keep your money from now on. I’m quitting school.” 
 
   Katie was incredulous. She drained her wine glass in one gulp. “No, you’re not!”
 
   “Yes, I am!” She nodded emphatically.
 
   Vivian, in an effort to change the subject and salvage the situation, asked Rocco, “So, what is it exactly that you do for a living?” 
 
   “I’m a businessman,” he said, adjusting the sleeves of his shiny sport coat.
 
   “Oh? And what kind of business are you in?”
 
    “I’m in the business of making money,” he replied bluntly, glancing around in a bored fashion, dismissing Vivian as someone beneath his interest.
 
   She looked at her niece, expecting her to try and smooth over her friend’s rudeness, but Lydia was still smarting from her spat with Katie and seemed to be sulking.
 
   Vivian felt sorry for her. Poor girl, she was trying so hard to become her own woman, to separate herself from Katie’s control. But she didn’t like the looks of Rocco, nor the fact that he seemed to have only one name. She also didn’t like the way he was dressed. His clothes were obviously expensive, but he reminded her of a peacock, strutting around as if he owned the place. She was afraid Lydia was headed for trouble, hanging around with this character.
 
   Lydia may have ignored Rocco’s rudeness, but Katie zeroed in on him. “Well, Mr. Businessman, is there some reason we shouldn’t know what you do for a living?”
 
   “Mother!” Lydia warned.
 
   “How old are you, anyway?” Katie demanded.
 
   “Too old to put up with this,” Rocco said, grabbing Lydia’s arm.
 
   Katie snatched her daughter’s other arm and jerked her back. “You’re not going anywhere with him. Why can’t you be more like Brittany?” she shrieked, waving her empty wine glass toward her older daughter. “You just love to cause problems and make my life miserable!”
 
   “Mom!” Brittany tried to interrupt the tirade. Normally she wouldn’t have bothered to involve herself in the ongoing disputes between her mother and her sister, but this was getting embarrassing. Her fiancé, Rob (Robert Van Landingham, III, to be precise—and Brittany liked to be precise), was here, and this ruckus had the makings of a low-class backyard brawl, which she wanted to avoid at all cost. Like her mother, she believed appearances were everything!
 
   “Stay out of this, Brittany,” Katie shouted, turning back to Lydia. “You’re so selfish. You think only of yourself! You are the reason my last marriage broke up!”
 
   There was an audible gasp from the onlookers, and her current husband looked extremely uncomfortable.
 
   Vivian strode forward, speaking in a low, authoritative tone. “Calm down, Katie. That’s not true, and you know it. Let’s try to stay on point here.” She slipped her arm through Lydia’s and tried to lead her away, but her action only further incensed Katie. 
 
   “Don’t you mollycoddle her,” Katie snapped. “That’s her problem. She’s been babied too much and she’s a spoiled brat, just like she’s always been!” 
 
   Vivian smiled valiantly, even if it was strained, and waved her hand in the air toward the grill. “The burgers are burning.” Most people took the hint and had the decency to move away and at least pretend not to be listening. 
 
   Rocco stood by Lydia’s side, but obviously wanted to be anywhere else but there. “Let’s split,” he said, expecting her to obey him, as always, but Vivian stepped between them.
 
   “What your mother is trying to say,” she began in a low voice, “is that we love you and only want the best for you.” She turned her back to Rocco. “You’re smart, Lydia. I—we—don’t want you to flush your education down the toilet.”
 
   Lydia was so humiliated she couldn’t see straight. Her mother had always had the upper hand, bullying her throughout her life. She snapped, taking her anger out on the closest person to her, because she just couldn’t take it out on her mother.
 
   “Mind your own business!” she shouted. 
 
   Vivian looked as if she had been slapped, and her face flamed red with anger. Never had this sweet girl talked to her that way.
 
   Lydia should have stopped there. If only she had. 
 
   “Go back home to your perfect life where you don’t have any kids to make your life miserable!” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she saw the look of hurt on her aunt’s face, but she couldn’t take back her hateful words. 
 
   Vivian was suddenly very still, her eyes cold. Of all the devastating things to throw in her face; her inability to have children! She pointed a finger at Lydia’s chest and said quietly, “That’s unforgiveable, Lydia.”
 
   “Good!” she shouted. “I don’t need you butting into my life!” 
 
   “Trust me; it will never happen again. I’m done with you.” Vivian turned on her heel and walked away.
 
   And that was how they left it. Vivian always regretted her own words, spoken in anger. She didn’t really mean them. She saw the hurt in Lydia’s eyes when she spoke but, like her niece, she couldn’t take it back. She had no real intention of shutting her out of her life permanently, and had no idea how that day could have ended so badly.
 
   Lydia fled the fiasco with Rocco. He was angry and made it known that her family had disrespected him. She was devastated at the turn of events, but when she was arrested just days later, her opinion of Rocco changed. And the most hurtful thing of the whole ordeal was the fact that she and Vivian had not spoken to each other until she showed up on her aunt’s doorstep a few days ago.
 
   Now, she sat up irritably and punched her pillow to plump it. She hated it when she couldn’t turn her mind off, when thoughts kept circling around and around. I should have done this. I should have said that. I wish… I wish... Lord, she had beaten herself up enough over the years for the wrongs she had done. At least she and Vivian had put the past to rest, and she was extremely thankful for that. She and her mother had developed an uneasy truce, which she could live with.
 
   It was just the Rocco thing that brought it all back, and she was exhausted from mentally rehashing unpleasant memories. She fell into a uneasy sleep and dreamed terrible things, which she would not remember in the morning. 
 
   As Lydia was drifting into sleep, Mike stood on the path to the cabin and watched the house long after the lights were turned off. He had not intended to kiss her. Chalk it up to getting carried away in the moment. What with the moon rising above the water, the chill in the air, and the firelight—not to mention the beautiful woman next to him whom he found almost irresistible—who could blame him for his impulsive actions? He was only human.
 
   He shook his head and expelled a disgusted sigh. What was he thinking, getting involved with someone at this point in his life? It wasn’t fair to her. He was a grown man, and should be capable of holding his feelings in check.
 
   But everything about her was appealing to him. He found her sense of humor childlike in its simplicity, and enchanting. She could hold her own in conversation and her wit was refreshing. He felt more alive in the last few days than he’d felt in a long time. The feeling of her lips on his lingered in his mind, and it had been with a will of steel that he ended that last kiss. He’d had to. He could not afford to complicate his life right now. And he sure couldn’t—wouldn’t!—play with her feelings. He’d acted the fool and toyed with a sweet spirit that didn’t deserve to be led on, when he wasn’t sure what the future held for him.
 
   He wondered at how his life had gone off the rails. And if he’d ever get back on track; back to responsibilities that were overwhelming at times. But did he want that? Since he’d been on this walkabout, especially since being here with Vivian and Lydia, he’d come to feel a calmness within that felt so good, so invigorating. He hadn’t felt the need for a glass of aged Scotch to take the edge off a stressful day since he left North Carolina. 
 
   Thinking of bad habits, he was reminded of his ex-girlfriend, Kendall. She had called multiple times, despite his warning that he wouldn’t be taking any calls for a while, and left sweet, concerned messages at first. Then the messages began sounding strident to his ears and he started to wonder more and more what he ever saw in her. Finally, she left hysterical messages, exaggerated threats of suicide—which he found amusing, because Kendall loved no one more than herself—and vowed to never speak to him again.
 
   He felt a sense of relief with that message. Maybe that one problem would just resolve itself. 
 
   He could see the glowing embers of the fire as he approached the cabin and thought he should get a container from the kitchen to douse the coals. Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw movement by the cabin porch. He crouched quietly and watched the area, keeping his eyes focused away from the fire light to protect his night vision. He heard movement crashing through the undergrowth behind the cabin. A bear, maybe? He was beginning to think it was some night creature when he heard a car engine start up on the road above the cabin. 
 
   There was a boat landing a couple hundred yards up the road. Maybe some boaters had lost their direction in the dark and come through. Maybe. He wondered about Lydia’s feeling of being watched. He retrieved his flashlight from the cabin, but could see nothing much amid the leafy groundcover. He’d have a closer look in the morning.
 
   Meanwhile, he resolved to keep an eye out for any strange characters around. He had been correct about Vivian being armed and dangerous. She informed him during their first private conversation, when they were both putting all their cards on the table, that she kept a shotgun handy—a gift from her mother, she’d said—and she knew how to use it. He was amused at the time, but now it seemed prudent. 
 
   He didn’t know what was going on with Lydia, but if she was in any danger, he felt confident that between Vivian’s shotgun and his watchful eye, they could keep her safe. He also had the feeling that Lydia just might be the kind of woman who could take care of herself pretty well. Paranoid? He didn’t think so. Cautious? He thought that was a spot-on assessment.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Rocco cursed savagely as he clawed his way through briars and bushes on his way back up to the road. He cursed himself for not preparing properly. He had not meant to be caught out in the woods after dark without a flashlight, but that nauseating scene around the campfire had mesmerized him, and now he couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. It wasn’t like him to be unprepared.
 
   He arrived in Franklin early yesterday afternoon and had driven around town wondering why anyone would willingly move to a Podunk place like this. It didn’t take long today to spot Lydia’s yellow VW parked on Main Street, and then it had been as simple as waiting. The nondescript Toyota Corolla he’d stolen when he left Tennessee blended in nicely with the other vehicles coming and going, but he did miss his Porsche. Those were the days, he thought, remembering when everyone’s heads turned to watch as he drove by. And he’d still be driving his sweet Porsche if it wasn’t for Lydia. 
 
   He saw her come out of the lawyer’s office, get into her car and drive away. He followed at a discreet distance, and it was as easy as that. Now he knew exactly where she was. It was just a matter of time now before he carried out his plan. He hadn’t counted on the big dumb hippie who seemed to show up everywhere she went, but Rocco knew—when the time came—he could handle him.
 
   Earlier this afternoon he’d parked at the boat landing down the road and cut through the woods on foot, watching the house. When he saw Lydia and the hippie leave, he followed them to the cabin. He wished he had a gun; he could have finished up his business here this evening. That isolated cabin would have been the perfect place. But instead he’d been forced to watch a sickening display equivalent to an adolescent beach movie. 
 
   When they disappeared up the trail, he’d followed for a few yards, just to make sure they were leaving, and that’s when Lydia turned and looked back, straight into his eyes. It was full dark by then, and he stood motionless behind a tree, but it had been unsettling how quickly she zeroed in on him. He’d closed his eyes, not daring to breathe, and they’d moved on.
 
   He quickly returned to the cabin and scoped it out, getting the lay of the inside. He’d just come back out when he heard the hippie coming back. He hadn’t expected him so soon. He froze in the shadows at the corner of the cabin, watching as Mike approached. That’s when he snagged his foot on a vine and tripped, making noise that he hadn’t intended to make. 
 
   Unexpectedly, a sudden fear washed over him that made him feel like little Denny Howe again, someone he thought was long gone, and he jumped up and ran, ignoring the branches that hit him in the face as he crashed headlong through the woods. When he got back to his stolen car, a white hot rage filled him. He’d never run from anybody in his life—well, not since he was a kid—and he certainly wasn’t afraid of that long-haired mountain man. 
 
   He needed to regroup. He needed to find a place to lick his wounds and get his mojo back. The fact that he tripped and panicked shook him up more than he wanted to admit. He hadn’t felt fear like that since he was ten years old and the High Pointe boys had chased him back across the pasture howling like wolves made crazy by a full moon.
 
   Now he knew he would kill that hippie, too. It would be icing on the cake. But first things first; he had to stay focused on Lydia. He couldn’t let himself get side-tracked. He wanted to stay in control and savor this experience. 
 
   He cranked the car and drove around the lake, passing by the homes with obvious year-round residents, and inspecting the houses that looked to be weekend retreats of the wealthy. On his third stop, he found the perfect one. It was set far back from the road with only a dusk-to-dawn light in the yard. He parked and knocked on the door, just to make sure, but this house had the look of a seldom used place. Leaves covered the driveway and gutters. The sun porch, which he broke into easily, still had protective winter covering over the furniture.
 
   Inside he found canned goods—not great, but enough to sustain him through the next few days—flashlights, and a gun with ammunition. He got his mojo back. He felt that God was with him. He could relax now, pick his time and place, and dole out his revenge at his leisure. 
 
   He was powerful again. Denny Howe was dead, and Rocco was back. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Lydia found that day two of work was much like the day before. Ace came in around ten and leaned over the reception desk, causing her to roll back her chair a few inches to protect her personal space. Once again, she felt his eyes roaming over her and she wished she’d worn a sweater. She turned him down for lunch, citing the fact that she’d brought hers this morning.
 
   “How about you and me Friday night?” Ace asked, undeterred. “I can take you someplace real nice; dining and dancing.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.
 
   “No, I’m actually seeing someone,” she said. “But thank you.”
 
   “Seeing someone?” Disbelief was etched on his face. “You move fast for someone new in town. Anyone I know?”
 
   It was a busy morning, and she was relieved when the phone rang. “Oh, sorry, excuse me.” She picked up the receiver and Ace finally sauntered away.
 
   The rest of the day consisted of answering the phones, filing, and dodging Ace. That could get monotonous in a hurry. She hoped she wouldn’t have to speak to Mr. Lincoln about him. She needed this job and she sure didn’t want to cause any trouble. 
 
   After a seemingly endless day, her watch finally showed five o’clock. She could hardly wait to get home. She wanted to play it cool with Mike, but he was all she could think about. As soon as she changed into some jeans and a tank top she walked down to the cabin, reminding herself to not appear too eager. She had to check on what was happening at the cabin, though, didn’t she? It was practically her duty to keep an eye on things. Aunt Vi would be counting on her.
 
   The cabin door was standing open when she arrived, and she skirted a large pile of debris in the yard to get to the steps. “There you are,” said Vivian. “I thought you’d never get here. This guy has been working me to the bone.”
 
   Indeed, it looked as if a bomb had gone off in the kitchen. Demo was in full progress. The kitchen peninsula was missing and the refrigerator was pulled out into the middle of the floor. It appeared they were in the process of removing all the cabinet doors.
 
   “Here,” said Vivian, slipping a mask from her face. She handed Lydia a screwdriver and stepped down off a stool. “Take over. I’ve got to start supper, and I’m going to have to shower first.” With that, she was out the door.
 
   Mike looked at her for the first time, his face neutral. “Are you here to help or just look pretty?” 
 
   She couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not; he seemed a little distant. It wasn’t exactly the reception she was expecting. Maybe a warm hug in greeting, maybe a kiss?
 
   “I’ve been known to loosen a few screws,” she said lightly, but she felt that something had changed since the night before.
 
   He grinned then, crinkling his eyes, and she thought she must have been imagining his cool demeanor. 
 
   “Good. Glad to see you’re dressed to get dirty. This place is filthy, and we’re stirring up tons of dust.”
 
   “What? I’ll have you know these are my good jeans,” she protested, hands on her hips.
 
   He gave her an amused look of mock sympathy and handed her a respiratory mask. “Here, put this on.”
 
   “I’m okay,” she said, waving it away.
 
   “Put it on,” he insisted, and held it out until she took it.
 
   “Fine! But you’re pretty bossy, you know.”
 
   “I’ve been told that before.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”
 
   “Hold this.” He passed her the crowbar so he could use both hands wrenching off a board.
 
   “Where did all these tools come from?” she asked, looking around.
 
   “Your uncle’s garage. He had a little bit of everything in there. Pretty much everything we’ll need. Vivian gave me the grand tour this morning and said to make myself at home. So I did.”
 
   “It looks like you know what you’re doing,” she said, handing the crowbar back.
 
   “I hope so.” He yanked a tape out of his pocket, took a quick measurement and jotted it down in a spiral-bound notebook on the counter.
 
   “Of course, because you work construction, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “What kind of construction?” She pictured him with a tool belt hanging low on his hips, balancing on a steel girder as he drove home nails with a power tool. Maybe sweat glistening off his chest in the hot sun. Maybe…
 
   “I started when I was a kid, helping my dad build houses in the summer. During college I worked as an apprentice for a man who rehabbed historical houses.”
 
   “You went to college?” She had him pegged as a blue-collar construction guy. So he went to college. No big deal. A college education didn’t guarantee a high-paying job. It just hadn’t worked out for him the way he’d planned. It was just one more enigmatic factoid in her quest to learn about Mike Rodgers.
 
   “Sure. Then when I graduated, my dad had gotten into bigger projects, office buildings, stuff like that, and I followed in his footsteps.”
 
   She thought she detected a note of bitterness in his voice. “And?” 
 
   “And what?”
 
   And why aren’t you still doing that, working with your dad?”
 
   “He died,” he said in a clipped tone.
 
   “I’m so sorry.” By the look on his face, she realized she’d stepped into forbidden territory. “I didn’t know.” 
 
   “Watch out!” he warned, ripping off another piece of molding. She thought his warning had less to do with the molding and more to do with details about the death of his father. She’d have to tread carefully to gain any information from this man. And she found herself wanting to know everything. 
 
   An uncomfortable silence followed, and she climbed the stool that Vivian had vacated. She began to unscrew hardware and drop the screws and hinges into a bowl next to the hopelessly stained sink. 
 
   “You’re not ripping down the cabinet boxes, I see,” she said, trying for a lighter note. “I assume Aunt Vi wants to keep them?”
 
   He nodded. “New cabinets are not in the budget. But these are in really good shape; they’re just gunked up with decades of grease. So, we’ll sand them down and decide whether we should stain them or paint. What do you think?”
 
   She was pleased that he was interested in her opinion. “I don’t know. I hate the idea of painting over wood. These might be pretty when we get down to the real color of the wood.”
 
   He grinned his approval. “I like how you think,” he said, eliciting a shy smile from her. His insides did a little jump at the sparkle in her green eyes as she tried to hide the fact that his praise meant something to her. 
 
   She immediately began the job of removing another cabinet door, and he wondered why she was so humble when she obviously had so much input to give. He wanted to move across the kitchen and scoop her up off of that stool and kiss her until her toes curled, but he knew that couldn’t happen again. She was far too vulnerable. He felt down to his very core that she was the real deal, and that he had no right dragging her into his messed-up life.
 
   He knew she was twenty-eight, but she seemed so much younger. So much more naïve and open than anyone he had ever met before. He recognized that their attraction had been immediate and intense, but both of them had baggage. And if he did go back to his old life—his real life, he thought with a pang of regret—it would not be a place where someone as sweet as Lydia would fit in. It would be like taking a sheep to slaughter.
 
   He thought of her meeting Kendall and barely suppressed a shudder.
 
   Lydia could feel his eyes on her. Be interesting! she told herself. She cleared her throat, conscious of the extended silences in the room, desperate to get back to their easy banter from the night before. “So, how does fixing up this cabin compare to the rehab work you did in college?”
 
   “Worlds of difference,” he said, also glad to fall back into easy conversation. “This cabin is a piece of cake. Here, there are no rules. You just do what feels right, and try to keep the things that make this place unique.
 
   “Back then we were working on this old mansion that was historically important and everything had to be true to the original build. If a piece of molding was missing or damaged, it had to be hand-crafted to match the original piece. Every detail needed to be true to the era and the work had to be meticulous.”
 
   “It sounds like you loved it.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I loved every minute of it. If I could do that for the rest of my life, I’d die a happy man.”
 
   She dropped a handful of screws into the bowl. “Why don’t you?” 
 
   He abandoned the baseboard he was working on and stood up. “Huh,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “Good question. I’ll have to think about that before I have an answer. I guess it’s like we were talking about; sometimes you just get caught up in things and your life takes a different path.”
 
   She knew everything there was to know about taking another path—the wrong one. 
 
   “I haven’t thought about those days in years,” he continued, warming to his subject. “There was this guy named Whitey Boggs—his hair had turned stark white before he even got out of high school—and he climbed the scaffolding in that house like a monkey. One day—and I swear to you this is true—the scaffolding began to collapse and he leaped out into space, just in the nick of time, grabbed onto the chandelier, swung back and forth by his fingers with everybody scrambling around for ladders like crazy people. He never even let out a yelp, and I can tell you, I’d have been yelling like mad.”
 
   She laughed, getting a kick out of the animation in his face as he told the story.
 
   “When we finally found a ladder tall enough and got it under him, he just climbed down like it was nothing. When he stepped off that ladder, you could’ve heard a pin drop. He walked to the front door, turned around, calm as he could be, and said, ‘Ain’t it time for lunch?’”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah, and that’s what I always think about when things get rough. If Whitey Boggs was cool enough to take that near-death experience in stride, like it was nothing, all I have to say to myself is ‘Ain’t it time for lunch?’ and everything seems to be put into perspective.”
 
   She laughed. “You sure have set your standards high for coolness.”
 
   He shook his head, smiling, caught up in old memories. “Those were good times. They were a great group of people that I admired and learned a lot from.”
 
   Just then his phone rang and he fished it out of his pocket. “Hello? Okay, I’ll tell her.” He ended the call. “Vivian said to tell you that supper’s ready.”
 
   “Great,” she said. “Wash up and I’ll walk with you.”
 
   “I’m good,” he said, avoiding her questioning look. “Vivian brought so much stuff over for lunch, I’ve got plenty.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You go on and eat,” he said. “I’m going to keep working here, but I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   He wouldn’t look at her, and she knew then that he didn’t feel what she felt. There was nothing she could say, and she hoped she was able to mask the disappointment in her face. “Okay then. See you later.” Her back was stiff as she walked out the door.
 
   He stood on the porch, watching as she disappeared up the path. He wanted to call her back. He wanted to go after her and say he’d changed his mind. But he knew it was best to let things cool off between them.
 
   She walked as casually as she could, feeling his eyes on her back, but she felt like she was jerking like a puppet on a string. Tears stung her eyes as she finally stumbled around the bend out of his sight line. What happened? One minute they were sharing old stories, and the next minute he was shooing her out the door. What a jerk!
 
   How dare he kiss her passionately one night and then, the very next day, pretend that nothing had happened between them? What a slap in the face! She hugged her stomach and doubled over, the pain almost physical. She was so stupid. She could only assume that the kiss didn’t mean anything to him. He probably kissed every woman he ran across in that way. Just because she felt electricity course through her at his touch didn’t mean that he had felt anything at all. She couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it.
 
   “Lydia, you’re such a fool,” she breathed through quivering lips. “Stupid!” She swiped her hands angrily across her cheeks as hot tears ran down her face. She stomped her foot. One little kiss and she’d let her imagination run wild.
 
   But hadn’t she known better, that this was not the beginning of a love story for all ages? She’d known he wasn’t here to stay. And that’s why she let her guard down so fast. It felt like an off-the-charts romance at summer camp. Here today, gone tomorrow. He’d been clear that this was just a stopping off place, somewhere to rest up before moving on. Why hadn’t she listened?
 
   But she’d felt it. She felt that deep-down cheesy soul-mate thing that she had thought she would never feel. Well, so much for going with your feelings, girl. Her instincts where men were concerned were obviously no better than they ever were. The old bad judgment thing once again reared its ugly head.
 
   She was disgusted with herself. Was she that pliable that any good-looking man could just crook his finger and she’d come running? It appeared so. Except that Mike wasn’t just any good-looking man. Her anger was dissipating and the tears started to flow again. He had seemed perfect; too good to be true. And he was!   
 
   Anger was good. Feeling angry was better than feeling sorry for herself. She dried her eyes on the bottom of her tank top and wished she had a tissue. She knew her nose was red; she’d never been a pretty crier.  She didn’t want Vivian to see her like this, and she couldn’t go back. She just wanted to fall in a hole and disappear.
 
   She finally stood still, took a few deep breaths and willed herself to calm down. All she was left with, though, was a hurt too deep to ignore. She felt played; it was as simple as that. She slowly began to walk again, a feeling of numbness creeping in. 
 
   When she got home she slipped upstairs and washed her face. She wished she could just crawl into bed for the rest of her life and nurse her wounds. But Aunt Vi was waiting for her. 
 
   She looked at herself in the mirror. Dead eyes looked back at her. She tried on a smile and it looked ghastly. Puffy eyes, red nose. Maybe she wouldn’t notice.
 
   She arrived in the kitchen just in time to hear Vivian ending a phone conversation. “Sure, I’ll tell her to stop ignoring your calls. Right, right. Okay, love you too. ’Bye.”
 
   “Let me guess,” said Lydia. “That was Mom.”
 
   “Yes, she says she’s been calling you and I told her you’ve been busy.” She took the pot of stew, made from the leftover pot roast, from the stove and set it on the table.
 
   Lydia helped her plate, feeling that she might just choke to death if she ate. “I haven’t had my phone turned on. I guess I’ll check it tonight.”
 
   “Have you been crying?” Vivian asked, looking at her as she sat down. 
 
   “No, no.” She forced a small laugh. “I got some of that dust in my eyes.”
 
   Vivian eyed her narrowly. She wasn’t one to pry, but it sure looked as if she had been crying, to her. “I guess we’re going to need some goggles as well as masks,” she said, dryly. 
 
   “Looks like it.”
 
   “Is everything okay with Mike?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” she said, forcing a light-heartedness into her tone. “He seems to be quite the professional.” Professional heart-breaker, she added to herself.
 
   “Yes, he does.” Vivian took a bite of cornbread and chewed thoughtfully. She had noticed the looks that passed between them. There was obviously attraction there; a blind man could see it. Now Lydia had been crying and she was reluctant to butt in, but she couldn’t leave it alone just yet. 
 
   She cleared her throat. “Um, I know this is none of my business, but you would tell me if Mike has done something inappropriate, wouldn’t you?”
 
   She looked at her aunt and firmly swallowed the lump growing in her throat, threatening more tears. “If a grown man kissing a grown woman is inappropriate, then yes, he did,” she said.
 
   Vivian raised her eyebrows. “He kissed you?”
 
   “Last night.”
 
   “Did you kiss him back?”
 
   “You betcha,” she said with a wry laugh, rolling her eyes at how quickly she had succumbed to Mike’s charms. 
 
   “And?” Vivian prompted, leaning slightly forward.
 
   “And nothing. It was nothing; just a kiss.”
 
   With a grimace, she said, “No fireworks?”
 
   Lydia laughed at her aunt’s girl-talk enthusiasm. “Oh, there were fireworks, all right.” She stirred the food around on her plate while Vivian waited. 
 
    “For gosh sakes, Lydia,” she finally said in exasperation. “Then what happened?”
 
   “Like I said, nothing,” she said lightly. “Last night was a one-time thing. It won’t happen again.”
 
   Vivian expelled a long-suffering sigh. “May I ask why not?”
 
   “We’re practically strangers, Aunt Vi. Like two ships passing in the night. He’s going to be gone soon and, to be quite frank, it was a mistake. Last night there must have been a lover’s moon, because today it was back to business as usual. He was polite, but he made it clear that he wasn’t interested. End of story.”
 
   Vivian flopped back against her chair. “I don’t believe it, not for a minute. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”
 
   “Believe it.”
 
   “Maybe you misunderstood.”
 
   She reached across and patted her aunt’s hand. “Aunt Vi, let it go. You’re a romantic at heart, obviously, but there’s no love story here.”
 
   Vivian raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “Whatever.”
 
   “Speaking of love stories, though, are you going to the Spring Fling with Dugger?”
 
   That question brought Vivian up short. “Oh. Why, no, I don’t think so.” Then she seemed to come to a decision. “No, definitely not.”
 
   It was Lydia’s turn to raise questioning eyebrows. “And why not, may I ask?”
 
   “You’re not eating.”
 
   “Aunt Vi.”
 
   Vivian got up and began to scrape her plate. “Let’s just let sleeping dogs lie. How about that?”
 
   “Has he called?”
 
   “No, and he probably won’t. We’ve been friends for too long, and he’ll probably forget he even said anything about it. Dugger’s always been famous for planning, say, a small picnic and then inviting the whole town. I’m sure he stopped fifteen places along his route yesterday, inviting people left and right.”
 
   “So I take it that you’re not planning on calling him.”
 
   Vivian snorted. “That’ll be the day.”
 
   “All I’m saying is, you should keep an open mind, in case he calls.”
 
   “Are you keeping an open mind?”
 
   “No, but that’s not the same thing,” she argued. “It’s apples and oranges.”
 
   Vivian held up a hand in the stop position. “Enough. I’m just not ready, okay?”
 
   “Okay, I just love you and want you to be happy.”
 
   She smiled. “I know, honey. I love you, too.” They began to clear the table when she casually asked, “Oh, by the way, are you going back to the cabin tonight?” 
 
   Lydia shook her head and pointed to her eyes. “I think I might be allergic to the dust,” she said, and they both laughed.
 
   “But you have to. I found the level that Mike was asking about. Don’t you want to walk it over?” She held it out, tempting her with an excuse to go back to the cabin.
 
   “Nice try, Cupid.” She gave her a wan smile. “I’m going to go get caught up on some phone calls. See you later.” 
 
   Upstairs she dug her phone out of her purse, found that it was dead again, and put it on the charger. She decided a long hot bath sounded like an excellent idea. Nothing like a little pampering to help a girl’s ego. She took off her clothes and slipped into a short robe, piling her hair on top of her head while she waited for the tub to fill. She thought some bubbles would be nice, too.
 
   Also, a book. She hadn’t had room to pack books, and had given all hers to Jessie. A good book would get her mind off Mike. She really needed to rest her brain and fill it with something other than thoughts that made her want to cry again. Aunt Vi had always had her nose stuck in a book, and she was sure she could find something good on the bookshelves in the living room. 
 
   She padded downstairs in her bare feet and grabbed some bath beads from her aunt’s bathroom. In the living room she ran her finger along rows of books lined up neatly on bookshelves, choosing three that she’d heard were good. She could hear her aunt rattling around in the kitchen, the radio on the oldies channel, singing along with Paul McCartney who wanted everyone to just let it be. 
 
   “I’ll let it be,” she mumbled to herself. “You can bet your bottom dollar I’ll let it be.” She stood up and turned around and ran right into Mike Rodgers.
 
   “Oh!” she exclaimed, dropping the bath beads, and then the books, trying to catch the container of beads before it hit the floor. “What are you doing here?” she said through gritted teeth, pushing his chest away with more force than was necessary. 
 
   “Sorry,” he said, as surprised as she was.
 
   They both dropped to their knees, rounding up the small balls of scented gel rolling across the hardwood floors. She clutched the robe to her chest, suddenly horrified that she was caught so precariously dressed in front of this man—this man who was still so attractive to her, and she was nothing to him. And why wouldn’t her fingers work? Why was she fumbling so ineptly trying to pick up the books, as if they were coated in cooking oil, slipping from her grasp?
 
   She felt hot tears of frustration start to burn in her eyes and that made her even more furious. 
 
   “Stop,” she commanded, standing up, clutching a book to her chest and a handful of bath beads. She mustered all the dignity she could manage and said calmly, “I’ll clean it up later. I have a bath running.” She turned on her heel and walked up the steps, just as she heard Vivian coming through from the kitchen.
 
   “What’s all this?” her aunt said. Then, only mumbles reached her ears because she closed the bathroom door, dropped the bath beads in the tub and got in.
 
   She let the warm, lilac-scented water engulf her. She breathed deeply, trying to calm her pulse rate. She knew she had overreacted. And what kind of message did that send? Why couldn’t she just be cool? Mike probably thought she was crazy. She’d just have to get control of herself and fix that. The next time she saw him, she vowed, she would out-cool Whitey Boggs! 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Lydia climbed into bed, wishing it were later, midnight maybe. Then she could just close her eyes and blissful sleep would come. She propped herself up on pillows and settled in, deciding to get the call to her mother over with. She punched in the number, hoping the call would go to voice mail and she could just leave a message. No such luck. Her mother’s voice made her feel depressed. 
 
   Yes, she was doing fine. No, the new job wasn’t too hard. Yes, it was better than waitressing on her feet all day. Yes, much classier, too. No, no interesting men. (She was relieved to know that her aunt could keep her mouth shut.)  
 
   In addition to the usual inquisition, she learned that Bull Barnes, Katie’s latest conquest, was on the verge of asking her to marry him. “I can just feel it!” her mother gushed. Bull Barnes was rich and old, just the kind of man her mother was looking for. 
 
   All of Katie’s exes had been rich, except for her first husband, Brittany and Lydia’s father. Katie and Kip had been poor but happy, according to her mother, until Kip ran off with his secretary and left her with two little girls and a bunch of bills. After Kip left, her search for wealthy husbands began. Each marriage ended in divorce, but with each divorce she was left a little more secure and much more frantic to score the big one. And this time, the big one was Bull Barnes.
 
   She listened as Katie went on and on, regaling her with tidbits of Brittany and Robert’s fabulous life, their two perfect, smartest-in-the-world children, and Katie’s upcoming fiftieth birthday celebration that Bull Barnes was throwing for her. 
 
   “And Lydia, don’t worry, I totally understand if you can’t come. I know it’s a long way, and I’m sure you’re super busy with your new job and everything.”
 
   She assured her mother that, yes, it was a long way and, yes, she was super busy. She ended the call feeling lower than ever. It’s not that she wanted to attend the birthday bash, but it would have been nice if her mother had wanted her there.
 
   She hung up and saw that Anne, her good friend and former PO, had left her a message: “I’ve got news. Call me!” Anne was probably checking in to see if she had gotten settled. Right now she wasn’t in the mood for local gossip. She’d call her back later.
 
   She checked her text messages next and there were several. Her old roommate, Jessie, texted to say she had met someone new, and he was hot! Also, that she had forgotten her favorite Old Navy sweatshirt, which she would never see again because Jessie had adopted it. Lydia sent her a smiley face.
 
    There were two texts from a number that she didn’t recognize. The first one made her blood run cold. It read: “I’m watching you.” She scrolled down. The next one, sent earlier today, said: “I’m coming for you, my little Pocahontas.”
 
   It couldn’t be! No one but Rocco had ever called her Pocahontas. But he was in prison. Wasn’t he? Maybe it was just someone phishing random numbers. But the content was unsettling, threatening. And she had sensed that uneasy feeling of being watched a few times since she’d been here. 
 
   No, impossible. He couldn’t know her number or where she was. Could he? She felt troubled with thoughts of Rocco back in her head. 
 
   As she held the phone, staring at the words, she received a new text, also from a number she didn’t recognize. She opened the text and all thoughts of Rocco disappeared.  It said, “This is Mike. I’m sorry.”
 
   She felt her stomach do a flip. Mike texted her? He was sorry? Sorry for what? For giving her the best kiss of her life and then treating her like it never happened? Sorry for sneaking up on her and scaring her half to death when she was looking for a book to read? Sorry for discovering that she’d had the bad judgment to think she could run downstairs in a skimpy bathrobe and grab a book and zip back upstairs without causing a scene?
 
   And how did he get her number? First a threatening message from Rocco, and now a text from Mike. What, was her phone number plastered on every billboard from Chattanooga to Savannah?
 
   “Well!” She punched her phone off and tossed it toward the foot of the bed. She picked up the copy of Gone Girl and started reading where she’d left off, shooting angry glances at her phone as she irritably flipped the pages. Soon, not even Flynn’s masterful art of suspense could keep her from reaching for her phone to re-read Mike’s text. 
 
   This is Mike. I’m sorry.
 
   His enigmatic apology rankled. What was she supposed to do with that? Text him back and say—what? No, just ignore it. 
 
   Her thoughts wandered back to Rocco. Rocco—aka Denny Lee Howe as she later came to know him at his trial—was dangerous. She’d been put into protective custody because of his threats until she testified at his trial, and she’d felt safe. Not like the uneasy feeling she was getting now as chill bumps went up her arm. She knew Rocco couldn’t possibly be here, but she grabbed her phone and tried to call Anne—parole officers usually know what’s going on—but Anne’s phone went to voice mail. She’d try again later.
 
   It was that stupid name Pocahontas that bothered her so much. That was much too personal to be a coincidence. She knew that items such as cell phones could be had in prison, and he’d probably gotten his hands on one. Sure, that was it. 
 
   Meanwhile, Rocco held little power over her now. She wasn’t afraid, not really. Just because someone had your phone number didn’t mean they knew where you were. That was the beauty of cell phones. He’d never find her here, tucked away in small-town Georgia. And surely he would get bored with sending her harassing texts if she simply ignored them and didn’t fuel the fire.
 
   The thought of fire sent her back to Mike’s text. 
 
   This is Mike. I’m sorry. 
 
   The words hadn’t changed and she couldn’t squeeze any more information from them. She really felt that she needed to respond. But which direction should she take? She’d made an error in judgment and had fallen head over heels for him way faster than was even believable. Time to forget that and move on, she told herself. She hoped her heart was listening.
 
   And really, she was sure he was not apologizing for breaking her heart. He was referring to the earlier incident of her overblown reaction to being caught off guard in her flimsy robe. She closed her eyes tightly and wished she could have a do-over. When he’d come up behind her she could have elegantly swirled around, looked him in the eye and said something witty like “Oh, there you are. Tell the servant to bring me a martini. I’ll be lounging in the bath.”
 
   In her re-do she would have not juggled the books and dropped the bath beads and acted like a nut job. But she had. So, damage control was her thought. Just think of something casual to say that would let him know it was no big deal, he’d just surprised her. And, after all, that was the truth. She wouldn’t say that her heart suddenly exploded in her chest at his unexpected nearness, or that she’d been on the verge of tears and was only happy that she hadn’t started sobbing right in front of him. 
 
   She got up and walked through the length of the second floor, pacing back and forth. She didn’t want to make any rash decisions, using words she would be sorry for later. You can’t take back texts. 
 
   She needed to think. When she reached the north end of the house, her thoughts were interrupted by a distant whining noise. She opened the window and listened. The sharp sound of a power saw cut through the air and she could see dots of light through the trees at the cabin. The screech of the saw ended on a high note and she heard a piece of lumber hit what sounded like a pile of wood scraps. 
 
   She wished she were there. The cabin was hers! She had a lifetime of memories wrapped up in that cabin, and now she felt excluded from the fun. Renovation had never been in her scope of awareness, but she was quickly caught up in the exciting possibilities of what the cabin could become. She felt protective about the cabin and she dadgum wanted a say-so in what was going on there. 
 
   She slammed the window shut and paced back and forth a few more times, fuming about the unfairness of the situation. But did she have to be excluded? Of course not! If Mike wanted to pretend that nothing happened between them, then she could, too. The only important thing was that she shift gears, put a lock-down on her feelings and get on with her life. 
 
   She went back to her bedroom, picked up the phone and turned it on.
 
   Mike: This is Mike. I’m sorry.
 
   Lydia: For what? You surprised me and I overreacted. Silly me.
 
   To her surprise she saw the little bubbles that told her he was instantly responding to her text. He must have had his phone right in front of him.
 
   Mike: I thought you heard me come in.
 
   Lydia: No, I think Aunt Vi’s music was too loud. Ha!
 
   Mike: So we’re good?
 
   Lydia: Of course.
 
   Mike: Excellent. Vivian told me about a salvage yard in town. Want to check out some sinks and a toilet Saturday morning?
 
   She stared at her phone. She definitely wanted back in on the cabin reno, but she didn’t know how well she could pull off being around Mike. Still, he’d set the parameters of their relationship; she could pretend her way to success. She was a strong woman—at least she wanted to believe that. Mike was now officially relegated to her Hall of Fame of Past Mistakes.
 
   Lydia: Sounds good.
 
   Mike: It’s a date.
 
   It’s a date? She turned off her phone and, once again, threw it on the end of her bed.
 
   Mike pocketed his phone, a satisfied smile on his lips. When he returned to the cabin after that horrible scene with Lydia, he had started working again. The sight of her panicked face, being caught unaware in her bathrobe, made him feel like a jerk. 
 
   He stared thoughtfully at the board he’d just cut. Night had fallen and he’d rigged up a drop light in the yard to finish cutting the framing for the new kitchen island. Todd left a large supply of scrap lumber in his garage, and he was thankful that Vivian would likely get by without the cost of additional lumber. 
 
   Vivian had given him both her and Lydia’s numbers when he decided to stay in the cabin. Judging from Lydia’s expression the last time he saw her face, he didn’t think he would stand much of a chance to apologize in person, not after the way he’d barged in on her, and had decided to send a quick text. 
 
   He had innocently jogged over to pick up the level after Vivian called him, and apparently she hadn’t warned Lydia that he was on his way. Not thinking he’d be walking in on anything private, he had just opened the door and come right in. When he caught sight of Lydia, her back to him, barefoot with only a short robe for cover, it was obvious she was not expecting company. He was about to back out the way he’d come when she turned around and caught him gawking at her.
 
   Yes, he was gawking. That was one fine-looking woman. He had not been that physically attracted to a woman in, well, maybe ever. It seemed as if, from the first moment he saw her, she was all he could think about.
 
   After sending his apology, he checked his phone for the tenth time. No response. He picked up another board, measured it, and sawed, letting the end fall onto a growing pile of scraps.
 
   His phone was set to vibrate in his pocket and when he felt it go off he snatched it out and punched in his pass code. Even though he’d been hoping, he was still surprised when she answered his text. He was relieved to see that she had adopted a light tone and seemed to be brushing off the incident as insignificant. 
 
   He had made up his mind about a few things since he’d been here. The walking that he did and the solitude had been good for him. Landing in a place like Vivian’s where it was peaceful and slow-paced was helping him put things in perspective in a way he hadn’t planned. He decided to at least call the office and have them send the preliminary paperwork to look over. 
 
   He hadn’t made concrete decisions yet, but he found himself figuratively standing with one foot in the boat and one foot on the pier. He needed to decide something soon. Too many people were affected for him to keep them hanging on much longer. 
 
   Meanwhile, he wondered at his impulsive request that she join him at the salvage yard on Saturday. He’d half expected her to turn him down, but was pleased when she accepted. He could tell she loved the cabin and had been enthralled by the idea of bringing it back to life. Maybe they could work on this project together. At least he could get her started so that she’d be able to finish up on her own if he left. He’d help her get the big projects done, at least.
 
   He would have to steer clear of romantically-charged settings, such as campfires on the shore and walks in the moonlight. He hadn’t intended to kiss her last night, and he wouldn’t trust himself in that position again. He wouldn’t get caught up in the moment and lose control again. He had to be extra cautious, especially after seeing her in that tiny little robe. That was a picture he couldn’t get out of his mind!
 
   Dang, it wasn’t like it was sexy lingerie or anything. It covered up way more than a bathing suit would. But the sight of her plainly sent his libido into overdrive, making him feel like an inexperienced kid. Sometimes more is less, or something like that, he thought. 
 
   He smiled. Maybe it wasn’t so terrible to feel like a kid again. He had more energy since he’d been here than he’d had in a long time. In the mornings he was up with the sun and couldn’t wait to get to work with his hands wrapped around Todd’s well-worn tools. It was a great feeling to get up looking forward to the day. And looking forward to seeing Lydia, even though he couldn’t let her know how he felt.
 
   And how did he feel? He wasn’t sure about what the future held, but right now he was here and life was very intriguing.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   The break room at Lincoln, Colbert and Colbert was new and modern, even though the building itself was one of the old historical sites on Main Street. There was an efficiency kitchen with tables and chairs, and there always seemed to be good smells coming from that area with the employees heating up leftovers or bringing in desserts to share. Comfortable couches lined two walls with an ever-rotating stack of paperbacks piled on a coffee table. 
 
   The room had been crowded and loud a few minutes earlier, but now Lydia and Betsy had the space to themselves. They sat at one of the tables sharing an order of Chinese take-out, chatting amiably. Lydia had come to enjoy the older woman’s company. 
 
   “In the early years,” Betsy said, “it was just Mr. Lincoln and me. I started out with him when we had nothing but an office the size of a broom closet. We’ve seen lawyers come and go as they left to join bigger firms in bigger cities. But Mr. Lincoln and I have been satisfied to stay around here and live our lives. It’s grown into a very reputable law firm that we take great pride in. When Mr. Lincoln took on Deuce as a junior partner, and then Ace recently, I think he made up his mind to at least consider retiring soon.”
 
   Lydia wondered just how old Mr. Lincoln and Betsy were. She thought retirement was probably a timely idea, and Betsy made it clear that whenever Mr. Lincoln decided to call it quits, it would be a package deal and she would follow suit. She would miss them if they retired. Mr. Lincoln had been very kind to her since she’d been here, and she would find it hard to repay him for the chance he was giving her. 
 
   She was amused by the fact that Betsy always referred to her husband as Mr. Lincoln, as did everyone else. The man had a presence, and although he was growing frail from the years, he seemed to command respect. She felt blessed to be there. 
 
   Betsy had been encouraging her to go back to school and get her degree as a legal assistant. She was not averse to furthering her education, but she just didn’t know if she had any real interest in law—especially since she’d been on the other side of the law, and hadn’t gotten decent representation when she herself had gone to trial. 
 
   No, she didn’t feel passionate about it in any way, and she wondered if there was anything she would ever feel that passionate about. Sure, it paid a lot more money than her current job, as Betsy pointed out, but she would need some convincing before she embarked on that path.
 
   The older woman rose from her seat with some effort and dumped her plate in the trash. “Mr. Lincoln will be looking for me,” she said as she headed for the door.
 
   As she went out the door, Ace walked in. Lydia immediately got up and began clearing the leftover containers from the table.
 
   “You’re looking good today,” Ace said as he took in her appearance. She was wearing a navy skirt with a blue pinstripe button-down shirt and a white sweater. Very professional, she thought, but the way he was looking her over, she wondered if there was any appropriate clothing to wear around Ace Colbert. Maybe it would take a nun’s habit to do the trick. 
 
   “Nice legs,” he said.
 
   That’s it! She’d had enough. “Ace, I don’t think comments like that are appropriate in the workplace.”
 
   “Then let’s go somewhere else,” he said, grinning.
 
   She felt her cheeks begin to glow as her frustration mounted. “Stop,” she said firmly. “Haven’t you ever heard of sexual harassment?”
 
   Ace looked shocked. “Sexual harassment?” He made a show of looking over both shoulders as if someone were listening. “No, you’ve got it all wrong. I mean, I’d have to be a dead man not to notice how beautiful you are.” He shrugged disarmingly. “I’m just a healthy all-American man giving a compliment to a gorgeous woman.”
 
   “I appreciate that, but—”
 
   “Wait, let’s back up,” he said, giving a boyish laugh. “I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, the way you’ve been avoiding me like the plague.”
 
   She blushed even more at his comment. Had she been that obvious? “No, I—”
 
   He held out his hand. “Let’s start over. Welcome to Lincoln, Colbert and Colbert.”
 
   She looked at his outstretched hand and rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Come on,” he cajoled, and she was struck by his charming smile, full force. 
 
   She uttered a small, embarrassed laugh and shook his hand.
 
   “See?” he said. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? I don’t bite.”
 
   She smiled, relieved that the tension seemed to be dissipating between them. She had to work with this man, and she wanted things to go well. She finished wiping down the table and tossed the paper towel in the trash. She glanced at the wall clock above the microwave and said, “Oh, look at the time. I’ve got to get back to my desk. See you later.”
 
   Ace suddenly put an arm out across the door to block her exit. “No need to rush,” he said. “After all, I am the boss.”
 
   She froze in place, not liking the implications. “Seriously, Ace, I’m going to be late and Mr. Lincoln won’t like that.” She hoped her reference would remind him that Mr. Lincoln had actually been the one to hire her.
 
   He snorted a derisive laugh. “Don’t worry about that old coot. He’s probably in the middle of his afternoon nap right about now. And anyway, Deuce and I run this show. It won’t be long before Lincoln is out of here and we can stop pretending that he’s anything more than a figurehead.”
 
   She gasped at his disrespect. 
 
   “Come on, Lydia,” he coaxed. “Give me a chance. Go out with me Friday night.” Then he added with a sly smile, “It would be in your best interest.”
 
   Maybe her mother would find that to be an attractive offer, but she felt disgusted. “I don’t think so,” she said firmly, and reached up to dislodge his hand from the door jamb.
 
   Without warning, he grabbed her wrist and put his face close to hers. “For a felon,” he sneered in a low growl, “you seem to have a pretty high opinion of yourself.”
 
   Her face instantly drained of color. No one was supposed to know about her past. Did Mr. Lincoln betray her trust? She felt sick. 
 
   “I have a thing to attend Friday night; a wedding, black tie. I need a date.” His eyes were cold. “I would very much like for you to accompany me.” The implied threat hung in the air between them.
 
   Numbness crept through her limbs and she wondered if she would collapse before she could get back to her desk. Her lips felt stiff and didn’t seem to want to form the words, but she finally said, “I see. Of course.” She wrenched her wrist from his grasp, only because he let her. His fingers left indentations in her skin. 
 
   His demeanor instantly changed, like the sun coming out from behind a storm cloud. He opened the door for her and gave a slight bow and gentlemanly sweep of his hand. “After you,” he said cheerfully. 
 
   When she was gone, he pulled a flask from his inside jacket pocket and took a long swig. He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth and smiled.
 
   At the other end of the building, Mr. Lincoln leaned forward, his old chair squeaking in protest, and switched off the security screen that showed the break room. 
 
   Betsy sat across from him, her legal pad and pen at the ready. She made a tsking sound with her tongue and shook her head. It never ceased to amaze her, the things people would say and do when they thought no one was looking. 
 
   She had come straight from the break room to his office, around his desk, and switched on the surveillance video camera. He looked at her questioningly, but she just motioned for him to watch. She’d been keeping an eye on Ace Colbert for a while now, and for good reason. They couldn’t afford a lawsuit that would sully the firm’s reputation, and Ace was looking like a lawsuit just waiting to happen. 
 
   She’d smelled alcohol on his breath when she passed him in the break room doorway, and the panicked look she saw on Lydia’s face sent up warning flares in her mind.
 
   Just a few years ago things began to go missing around the office; the petty cash, money from women’s purses, even spare change that people kept in their desk drawers for the vending machines. Mr. Lincoln installed security cameras and caught the person least likely, in Betsy’s opinion, to be the culprit. Sweet Miss Avery, chubby and bubbly—she doled out equal amounts of hugs and advice. Even when she was confronted with the evidence of her thievery, she had an excuse for everything and denied any wrongdoing. She’d only been looking for an aspirin in that purse, or she’d only borrowed money from the Swear Jar. 
 
   Miss Avery left the company in a highly outraged huff. They recently learned she was working as the church secretary for First Presbyterian over in Centreville. Those deacons better watch the collection plates with Sticky-fingers Avery around, Betsy thought as she watched Mr. Lincoln absorb what he had seen.
 
   “Set up a meeting with Big Jim Colbert,” he finally said. “I’m afraid Ace is becoming a liability.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She noted the instruction on her pad with her spidery shorthand.
 
   He picked up his desk phone and dialed Ace’s office. “I need you to pick up the discovery from Handle, Winston.” He listened. Then, “No, leave now, you’ll need to work into the night on this one. Thanks.” He hung up before Ace could argue.
 
   He looked at Betsy. “Have Lydia come to my office.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   He held up a hand. “Before you do that, get Deuce in here. And send in Carla from Accounting.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Anything else?”
 
   “Yes, give yourself a raise.” That was an old joke between them, originating from the early years when neither of them had two nickels to rub together. But this time it didn’t elicit her usual smile. Big Jim Colbert was a very powerful man, and this was a matter that would need careful handling. Ace’s father put great store by that boy, and he thought that Ace was set up for life in a respectable law firm, all his misbehavior behind him. 
 
   Big Jim bought Ace out of every scrape he got into, and there were plenty. But sooner or later, there was going to be something that he would not be able to buy his son’s way out of, and that something was looming on the horizon. Now he was about to get news that he wouldn’t be willing to hear, and Betsy was aware of the gravity of the situation.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said softly, closing the door behind her.
 
   Sitting behind the reception desk, Lydia’s hands were shaking so badly that she could hardly press the correct button to direct calls to the right people. That strange feeling of numbness wouldn’t leave her, and it seemed to have affected her brain. She was on autopilot right now, smiling when it was appropriate and answering questions with a voice that sounded odd to her own ears. She was in a daze, feeling like an animal caught in a trap. 
 
   It’s not fair, her brain kept repeating. The feeling of euphoria that went with making a fresh start was gone. Ace Colbert scared her. Should she go to Mr. Lincoln and tell him what was happening? Really, it would hardly be believable. Mr. Lincoln was a very nice man, but she wondered if Ace was right, that he was old and incapable of handling business anymore. Should she confide in Betsy? No, once again, she could barely believe this was happening herself. No one would believe her. It would be his word against hers, and she knew how that would end up. 
 
   She could just quit. But Vivian was counting on her financially now, and she couldn’t let her down. There were other jobs out there, but you had to check that little box on application forms that said you were a felon, and no one would knowingly hire an ex-con. That left waitressing in places where they didn’t care where you’d been or what you had done. The thought made her furious inside. She would never get another opportunity like this to make a decent living. She couldn’t blow it now.
 
   She glanced up as Ace came through the lobby headed toward the door. He looked irritated and didn’t pause until he got in his car, revved the engine and peeled rubber up the street.
 
   She felt helpless; she had no option but to go out with Ace. And where would it end? When he got tired of her? How far would he take this extortion? If she refused to go out with him and he told everyone about her past, her reputation would be ruined. But she’d have her life back, she reasoned; Ace would have nothing to hold over her head. Any way she looked at it, she felt stuck between a rock and a hard place. 
 
   She needed time to think. She had to get out of there. 
 
   She noticed Betsy heading in her direction. “Betsy,” she said, grabbing her purse from under the desk. “I’m sorry, but I’m not feeling well. I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave.”
 
   “But I was just coming to tell you that Mr. Lincoln needs to see you.” 
 
   This couldn’t be good. Her flight instinct had kicked in and she just wanted to run. But now Betsy had her by the elbow and was leading her down the hallway to Mr. Lincoln’s inner sanctum. 
 
   She’d never been in his office before. It was paneled and lined with bookcases filled with sets of law books, and smelled of old leather. It reminded her of an office scene from the old Perry Mason shows. 
 
   “Please, sit down, Lydia,” Mr. Lincoln said, indicating a leather chair in front of his desk. “Betsy, would you mind sitting in on this meeting?”
 
   “Certainly,” she said, settling in with her usual pad and pen. Lydia perched on the edge of her chair, clutching her purse in front of her.
 
   He cleared his throat and folded his hands in front of him on the desk. “It has come to our attention that there may have been some inappropriate behavior on the part of Ace Colbert involving you,” he began.
 
   Lydia was shocked. How did he know? Was she going to be fired? Color flooded her cheeks. This was so not fair! How should she handle this?
 
   “Mr. Lincoln,” she said, the words tumbling out. “I can assure you that I have done nothing to encourage Ace’s attention. If you’re not satisfied with my work, that’s one thing, but—”
 
   “No, we have been very pleased with your work, Lydia. You’re doing a good job,” he assured her.
 
   She felt as if she might cry at any moment. She tried again. “I understand that Ace is a partner here and I’m just a receptionist, but I… I…” and then the tears came. “I thought my past mistakes were to be kept in confidence, Mr. Lincoln. I don’t understand how you could have been so kind as to give me this job and a chance to start over, and then rip it out of my grasp by telling people about me.”
 
   He took a clean folded handkerchief from his jacket pocket and passed it over the desk, for which she was very grateful. What a bad idea this had all been. It seemed that she did nothing but cry lately—was she twelve and just starting puberty with raging hormones?—and she hated crying! She hated that she had ever come here!
 
   “You misunderstand,” he said in his steady voice. “It seems that Ace helped himself to my private personnel files, and found out the information on his own. I’m very sorry about that. As I was saying, we are aware of what has been happening to you, and we want to make this problem go away as quietly as possible.”
 
   “You’re firing me,” she said dully. She straightened her back, preparing herself for the inevitable news. Fine. There were more ways than one to start over.
 
   “No, no,” he said. There was a knock at the door. “Come in.”
 
   A woman Lydia had seen around the office stepped inside and handed him an envelope.
 
   “Thank you, Carol.” Before Carol could close the door behind her, Deuce came in with a folder in his hand. 
 
   “Sit down, Deuce. I was just telling Lydia that this little problem that Ace has created will not affect her in a negative way.”
 
   Deuce’s pudgy face was ruddy with embarrassment. “I’m sorry for my brother’s behavior,” he said to Lydia. “I’m just glad this came to our attention before—”
 
   Mr. Lincoln cleared his throat. “You have the contract?”
 
   “Yes, right here,” said Deuce, handing it over.
 
   Mr. Lincoln opened the folder and inspected the document inside. He then laid it on the desk and slid it in front of Lydia. “This is, in short, a confidentiality agreement,” he said. “By signing it, you agree to not speak to anyone about Ace’s inappropriate behavior, and we agree to compensate you for your trouble.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said. “You’re buying me off?”
 
   Mr. Lincoln steepled his fingers under his chin. “That’s not what we would call it,” he said, “but yes. We need time to handle this delicate situation, and if you would agree to take a little vacation, we would be grateful.”
 
   “So you are firing me,” she said, confused.
 
   “Not at all. When this matter is resolved—and I don’t believe it will take too long—then you are of course welcome to resume your normal work schedule.” He slid the envelope across the desk and indicated that she should open it.
 
   She picked it up hesitantly and pulled out a check written out to her. Her lips formed a soundless O when she saw the amount.
 
   He smiled. “Yes, it is substantial. But we hope you will feel that you have been compensated for the uncomfortable position in which you found yourself. Of course, your usual paycheck will continue to be direct-deposited into your account during your, um, leave of absence.”
 
   She looked from him to Deuce, and around to Betsy, unable to keep the amazement from her face.  
 
   “We plan to have this taken care of in a timely manner,” he continued. “But, as you can see in Paragraph VI, if this matter is not resolved within two months, we will meet again and revisit the question of further compensation.”
 
   Deuce handed her a pen. “If you would just sign here, our business is completed.”
 
   She signed the document, almost in a daze. How could this have turned around so quickly? Then she thought of something. “If I’m not supposed to tell anyone about Ace, how will I explain not going to work?”
 
   Betsy looked at the two men, and then held up one finger. She got up and opened a cabinet, taking out a briefcase containing a small laptop computer. “You’ve just been promoted to Head of Research,” she said. “You can say you’ll be working from home for now while we get an office space cleared for you. Yes?” she questioned Mr. Lincoln.
 
   “Excellent idea,” he agreed, looking very pleased. He rose with a screech of his chair and took a bewildered Lydia by the arm. “Feel free to contact any of the three of us at any time,” he said. “We are at your disposal. Meanwhile, have a nice vacation. Deuce will escort you out.”
 
   She impulsively hugged the older man, feeling on the verge of tears again. She had to get these emotions under control. But this was almost too good to be true. She’d gone from the depths of despair to the heights of new hope in a matter of minutes. 
 
   On the drive home, she tried to process everything that happened. Her problem with Ace Colbert had been resolved. She now had more money than she’d ever had at any point in her life—probably small beans to some people, but not to her. Suddenly it occurred to her that she was now free to work on the cabin. With Mike. 
 
   She started laughing out loud at the crazy turn of events. Never in her wildest dreams would she have predicted this outcome. Maybe her luck was turning around. Good things seemed to be happening, and she was heady with her good fortune. 
 
   As far as Mike was concerned, his feelings were clear. If he wanted to just be friends, she could be his friend. And she planned to enjoy the heck out of it while she had the chance!
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   It was still early afternoon when Lydia arrived home. There was no sign of Vivian or Dog, so she deposited her new laptop on the desk upstairs and quickly changed into her old Daisy Dukes and a t-shirt. The day had turned warm and she felt as if she’d been let out of school early. Spring was definitely in the air today, and her feet fairly flew along the path to the cabin.
 
   As she expected, Vivian was there, ordering Mike around like a wayward child. “Higher,” she was saying. “Lift it a little bit higher on the right.”
 
   They were both startled when she walked in, and Mike lowered the shelving he had been holding up for Vivian’s inspection. 
 
   “What are you doing home so early?” Vivian asked.
 
   She extended her arms in an elaborate shrug. “I got a promotion,” she said, grinning.
 
   Vivian and Mike exchanged a confused look. “What did you get promoted to, and how does that translate into getting the afternoon off?” he asked.
 
   “I’m the new head of the Research Department, and I’m going to be working from home for a while until they get my office ready.” She looked from one to the other to see how that story would fly.
 
   “Congratulations!” Vivian shouted, giving her a hug. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks,” she replied, thinking that had gone well. Time to change the subject. She rubbed her hands together, ready for work. “So where are we? What are you guys doing? What can I do?”
 
   Mike laughed at her enthusiasm. “Well, Ms. Head of the Research Department, are you up for a little sanding?”
 
   “I’m up for it,” she said, still a little giddy from her unexpected good fortune.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here to take my place,” Vivian said. “I’ve got groceries to buy, and this guy’s a slave driver.”
 
   He laughed. “I think you’ve got that backwards. Go, buy your groceries, and maybe I can take a break.”
 
   As Vivian left, Dog at her heels, Lydia followed him out to the yard where sawhorses were set up. The cabinet doors were lined up, numbered on the back, and ready for refinishing. She picked up a piece of sandpaper and began vigorously sanding one of the doors in a wide circular motion.
 
   “Hang on,” he said, coming up behind her. He put one hand on her waist and the other hand over hers, and showed her how to move the sandpaper back and forth instead of in circles. “You want to sand with the grain of the wood, not against it,” he explained. “Like this.” He moved her hand the length of the cabinet and back with long, smooth strokes.
 
   “Oh, I get it,” she said. “Makes sense.” What didn’t make sense was how much her body came alive as his hand lingered on hers. She could smell the fresh, clean scent of soap as he stood close against her back, his breath on her cheek as he spoke over her shoulder. She felt a little dizzy at his nearness. 
 
   Friends, she reminded herself. We’re just friends. 
 
   “I’ve got it now,” she said, breathless. 
 
   He moved away, seemingly unaware of the effect he had on her. He picked up an electric sander and held it out. “How do you feel about power tools?” 
 
    “I’m game.” She took the sander, willing her hands not to tremble, and examined it.
 
   “Just keep it moving,” he warned. “Not too long in one spot.” He pointed to the power switch and she was off and running. 
 
   For a long while she contentedly sanded while Mike was inside hammering together the kitchen island. This was not rocket science, she decided, and it felt good as she removed the layers of grease and dirt to reveal the clean wood beneath. When she turned off the sander, he came out with two Cokes in his hand. “Ready for a break?” 
 
   “Sure.” The drink was ice-cold. “It’s amazing that refrigerator still works,” she said, sitting down in the shade beneath the big live oak.
 
   “Yeah, they don’t make ’em like they used to,” he agreed. “Speaking of the fridge, it does still work, it’s vintage, and it has a lot of character. Vivian says she wants to keep it.”
 
   She nodded. “It’s got some rust going on, but we can paint it, right?”
 
   “They make good appliance paint now. It would be an easy fix. In fact, we could take it down to an automobile paint shop. They would give it a more professional look than we could, and I’m thinking a nice glossy finish would make it the highlight of that kitchen. What color do you think? White?”
 
   “Red.”
 
   “Red?”
 
   “Yeah, red could be the accent color for the whole place.”
 
   He took a long drink, thinking about it. Finally, he said, “I can see it. Not too much red, just here and there.”
 
   “Right, like the old light fixture hanging over the table, we could re-paint that, as well,” she said, getting excited. 
 
   He raised his Coke bottle in a salute. “I believe you have the eye of a decorator.”
 
   “Hmm, a decorator,” she said, tapping her chin with her finger, pretending to think hard about that one. “Now that would be a cushy job I could sink my teeth into.” She adopted a terrible French accent and said, “Oh, madam, ze plaid vill not go with ze stripe fabric! You simply must use ze solid fabric unless you vant to end up with shabby chic, and zat was sooo yesterday.”
 
   “What kind of accent was that?” he asked, laughing.
 
   She grinned. “I was trying for French, but whatever mishmash of language that was, it would be smarmy enough to get paid the big design bucks.”
 
   “It sounds like you have some experience with decorators.”
 
   “Oh yes, my mother was always redecorating the house. And she went through decorators faster than she went through husbands. A new husband, a new house, equaled all new décor. I guess you can’t help but absorb some of that talk they throw around. It always looked easy to me, but the hours my mother and her decorators spent trying to decide on precisely the correct shade of peach were mindboggling.”
 
   “So what shade of red are you going with?” he teased.
 
   She sliced her hand decisively through the air. “Red. Not burgundy or brick or cherry or apple or ruby or crimson or rust or scarlet or wine. Just red.”
 
   “Wow,” he said in awe. “I didn’t know there were so many choices.”
 
   “Yes, and the list goes on,” she laughed. “I guess that’s why people need decorators; there are too many choices.”
 
   He stood up and offered her a hand. She clasped on and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet, this time ignoring the heat that went up her arm at his touch.
 
   “Now that we’ve established the accent color—red—it’s time to get back to work. How are you coming on the sanding?”
 
   “It’s going well.” She picked up a cabinet door and held it out for his inspection. “The wood is pretty underneath, so it could be stained.”
 
   “Nice,” he agreed.
 
   “But I’ve been thinking.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Uh-oh, the decorator in you has been unleashed.”
 
   She elbowed him. “No really, listen. With the log walls in there being so dark, and the dark cabinets, why don’t we do a mix? We could paint the upper cabinets a light cream color—maybe distress them—and leave the lower ones stained. The island could also be painted. I mean, the wood around the island isn’t going to match the cabinets anyway, is it?”
 
   “No, you’ve got a point there,” he said, rubbing his hand across the smooth wooden surface. “And if we make the concrete countertops a cream color also, that would really lighten the place up.”
 
   She impulsively clapped her hands in joy and jumped up and down, her pony tail swinging behind her back. “I can’t wait!” she cried. “This is going to be so great!”
 
   He laughed along with her. He couldn’t help himself. Her sheer happiness that spilled through in odd moments like this—like when they were giving Dog a bath—made him want to fix anything that could possibly be wrong in her life that made her so reserved at times. He loved her laugh and the way it spontaneously burst out of her. Not what he was used to at all. 
 
   “Back to work,” he ordered, grinning.
 
   “Whatever you say, boss man.” She loaded the sander with a fresh piece of sandpaper and attacked the cabinets with renewed vigor, humming under her breath as she worked. 
 
   Lydia was correct in her prediction; she was enjoying the heck out of being around Mike. It was probably childish of her to think that his kiss had meant anything. They were adults. She supposed things like a romantic kiss meant nothing to most adults. 
 
   She reasoned that her emotional growth had perhaps been stunted along the way, but she was determined to catch up now. She needed a more sophisticated way of thinking.
 
   A kiss was just a kiss. That’s all. She wished it were otherwise with him, but right now she would take Mike, the friend, and be content. He never had to know that his very touch made her knees weak. Some people were just not destined to find true love, to have a family and live happily ever after. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t take one day at a time and be happy. Like today. Today she was as happy as it was possible for her to be.
 
   Her shoulders and arms were aching when she finally shut off the sander and inspected her work. She was pleased with the work she had done, and proud of herself. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, leaving a dirty smear, and noticed a woman approaching on the shoreline path from the house. She looked to be about her own age, but highly overdressed for a walk in the woods.
 
   The woman spotted Lydia and waved. Lydia waved back and waited while she approached, teetering on high heels as she made her way across the clearing.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said. “That woman at the house told me I would find Mike Rodgers here.”
 
   Lydia’s interest was piqued. “Mike?” she called. The hammering from inside the cabin ceased and he appeared in the doorway. A look of disbelief instantly crossed his face. “Kendall! What are you doing here?”
 
   “There you are,” Kendall said, sounding delighted and not a bit put off by the look on his face. She passed by Lydia without a glance and climbed the steps to the porch. She reached out to hug him, hesitated at the sight of dirt and sawdust clinging to his clothes, and settled for clasping his face in her hands and kissing him full on the mouth. “I’ve missed you,” she gushed.
 
   He took Kendall’s wrists and pulled her hands away from his face, jerking his head to the side. 
 
   “Oh, don’t be like that,” she cooed. “I’ve come a long way to find you. Aren’t you just a little bit glad to see me?” She ducked her head and coyly batted her eyelashes at him.
 
   Lydia would bet the farm that those eyelashes were false, along with a few other fake things.
 
   He was angry at the sight of Kendall Riley, here. He had given Gordy, his long-time personal assistant, Vivian’s address so he could mail the paperwork he needed, but no one else in the world was supposed to know of his whereabouts. He knew Gordy was loyal, and he trusted him with his life. So how did Kendall find him?
 
   His lips felt wooden as he attempted to speak in a normal voice. “Kendall, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I brought you this,” she said, digging a manila envelope out of her purse. “I just happened to be at the office when I saw Gordy put this in the outgoing mail. And there was the address, just as if fate meant for me to see it.”
 
   He scowled and took the envelope from her. 
 
   “What choice did you give me? I had to snoop,” she said, exaggerated hurt in her voice. “You just left! Nobody knew where you were, and I was so worried about you. Everybody thought—”
 
   “Lydia,” he interrupted, stopping Kendall’s flow of words, “this is a friend of mine, Kendall Riley. Kendall, this is Lydia Steadman.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” said Lydia, not sure what to make of Kendall Riley.
 
   Kendall looked at Lydia and gave her a dismissive smile. “How do you do,” she said coldly.
 
   She turned her attention back to Mike. “Let’s let your helper get back to work,” she said, sending her a dismissive smile. “We can step into this, um, shack and talk in private.”
 
   Lydia felt the anger inside her explode like a volcano erupting. Helper? Shack? She was suddenly aware of how she must appear: dirty, sweaty, old cut-offs and a t-shirt, wearing flip-flops that had seen better days. And Miss Money Bags up there with her flippy little pink skirt and her chic jean jacket with the sleeves rolled up and her bangle bracelets clinking, pawing all over Mike. How dare she!
 
   Mike took one look at Lydia’s face and grasped Kendall by the elbow, ushering her into the cabin. He tried to close the door but there was a sawhorse in the way and before he could move it, Lydia was leaning casually in the doorway, arms crossed, clearly interested in their conversation.
 
   Kendall looked around, disgusted by what she saw. “Is this some kind of charity work that you’re doing?” 
 
   “I’m helping out a friend,” he replied coldly.
 
   “Can’t we go back to your hotel room and talk about this? You can get cleaned up and we’ll go out and have a nice dinner.”
 
   “There is no hotel room. I’m staying here.”
 
   She was taken aback. “What? You mean you’re actually sleeping here?” she said with a disdainful sweep of her arm, shocked beyond her comprehension. “I don’t understand. Are you on some kind of mission trip to help the hillbillies or something?”
 
   Lydia sprang upright from her slouch against the doorjamb. “Oh no, you did not just say that!”
 
   Kendall swung her attention back to Lydia. “Why are you still here?” she snapped. 
 
   “I live here.”
 
   “You live here?” Kendall said, pointing her finger toward the floor.
 
   “No,” Mike interjected quickly. This was getting out of hand in a hurry. “She lives in the main house. “I’m staying here. By myself. Just me. Lydia and I are working on this project together.”
 
   Lydia thought he was over-explaining. Was it too embarrassing for him to let this skinny little snob think that she and Mike were sleeping under the same roof? Not that she wanted anyone to think that. But still, it was not unthinkable, she reasoned wildly. She and Mike could be making passionate love ten times a day here in this little cabin in the woods. Why was he so adamantly denying the possibility of that scenario? Who was this woman to him, and why did he feel the need to clarify their relationship? 
 
   He seemed to read the mixed emotions that ran across her face, because he suddenly said, “This is not your business, Kendall.”
 
   “Not my business?” she asked innocently. She cut her eyes slyly toward Lydia and said, “My own fiancé is not my business?”
 
   Before he could even form a thought, Lydia met his eyes, and smiled as if in sudden understanding. She nodded her head slightly, turned, and walked calmly across the porch and down the steps. 
 
   “Lydia,” she heard him call as she crossed the yard. “Lydia!” She didn’t turn around. He watched her disappear around the foliage on the pathway, dismayed at the scene that had just occurred. He’d successfully handled meetings with some of the most cut-throat people in the business, but he’d never felt as inept as he felt at this moment. 
 
   He always knew Kendall was shallow and spoiled. He just never knew how vicious and mean she was. Or maybe he just hadn’t bothered to notice. She wasn’t that different from the other women who inhabited his world. He didn’t realize how inured he’d become to the snobby mannerisms of the elite society in which he was raised. 
 
   His mother had never been there for him. He didn’t know why she’d bothered to have three children when she had no interest whatsoever in raising them. He bonded with nannies and housekeepers and cooks, but there had been no bedtime stories and a soft kiss on the cheek from his mother. The Statue, they called her, back when he and his siblings had still been friends. He dated clones of his mother, and hadn’t really thought much about it. 
 
   Until now. Now that he’d met Lydia and Vivian, he saw a vast difference in the women he’d always been surrounded with and what he now thought of as real. Real, like the people he knew when he was working with the renovation crew, those were people who worked and loved and lived to the fullest. He never remembered laughing so hard as when he was with them.
 
   He slowly turned around to face Kendall. He was astounded that she could have been so cruel. “Why did you say that?” he asked, helpless to understand.
 
   “What difference does it make,” she said, bored, looking for a place on which to sit but finding nothing acceptable. She was not even remotely aware of the mine field she had stepped in.
 
   “You need to go,” he said softly.
 
   “I agree. I have a rental car waiting, and we can fly back home immediately.”
 
   “No, you need to go,” he clarified.
 
   She threw up her hands in disbelief. “Is it true, then? Have you gone insane? I didn’t want to believe it, but that’s what people are saying.”
 
   “Are they?”
 
   “Yes! Mike, what’s gotten into you?” She came close and put her hands on his shoulders. “Everything has been cleared up now,” she said in a soothing voice. “It’s okay. We know you’re innocent.”
 
   He took a sudden step backwards, thrusting her hands away as if they burnt him. “And where were you, Kendall, when all that was going on?” he asked bitterly. 
 
   She had the decency to look down, embarrassed, and fussed with the fringe on her shoulder bag. “I didn’t know what the truth was,” she pouted, knowing she had no defense. 
 
   He shook his head. “And you couldn’t have just trusted me?”
 
   Suddenly she knew her best defense was anger, and she didn’t hold back. “You looked so guilty, and you wouldn’t tell me anything, and I had a microphone shoved in my face everywhere I went! I looked like a complete fool! How do you think that made me feel?” she shouted.
 
   He wasn’t rising to the bait. He just didn’t care. She saw in his expression that he was slipping away, and she switched gears. 
 
   “Oh, darling, I love you,” she said, finally able to wring tears from her eyes. “Please forgive me. You can’t blame me for—”
 
   He once again removed the hands that were clutching at him. “Go back home,” he said calmly, a defeated look on his face, a look that Kendall had never seen before.
 
   “But—”
 
   He took her upper arm and led her firmly through the door, down the steps and into the yard. “Follow the yellow brick road,” he said and disappeared into the cabin, closing the door behind him.
 
   Lydia and Vivian were sitting in the backyard when Kendall came wobbling through on heels that weren’t meant for hiking. She didn’t look at either of them, but her arms were pumping vigorously with each step and Lydia thought she looked like a spoiled child about to throw a temper fit. They watched in silence as she climbed the slope up the side yard and finally started her car, driving away with a screech of tires.
 
   “What did Barbie want?” Vivian asked.
 
   “She wanted Mike, apparently.”
 
   “I see. And?” 
 
   “And I don’t think Mike Rodgers is homeless.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   A lone boat droned across the lake in the distance as an early morning fisherman came home with his catch. Soon there would be much more traffic on the lake as the surrounding vacation homes filled with summer tourists. Lydia sat on the end of the pier with her feet dangling in the cold water. Dog lay in the sun beside her, opening one eye occasionally whenever she mumbled something aloud—and she was doing a lot of mumbling. It was already unseasonably warm for early spring and it looked as if it was going to be a hot day. 
 
   She had not seen Mike since that disgusting scene with Kendall Riley the afternoon before. Vivian had called him to ask if he was coming for supper, and he turned her down, saying he had some work to catch up on. Her aunt walked over with a basketful of leftovers later, and had been quiet on the subject of Mike when she returned.
 
   Lydia hadn’t felt like talking anyway. She felt like a big schmuck, as if she’d been lied to. She had to admit that he hadn’t technically lied about anything. But she felt he had led her on to think that he was a poor drifter, just picking up odd jobs on his way to the next stop. Thinking about it now, she could see little things that she ignored because she had already made up her mind about him. 
 
   But now things were coming together in her mind to make sense of him. She knew there were things she still didn’t know about him. She didn’t really know anything for sure. But when Kendall Riley showed up, she’d been smacked in the face with the realization that whatever world Mike had dropped out of, it was one she never imagined for him.
 
   Kendall Riley was a polished blue blood if ever she saw one. So what did that make Mike Rodgers? Out of her league, that’s what. And the real kicker, the fact that he was engaged, was what she couldn’t seem to get past. And he was engaged to that… that manicured monster? 
 
   She could only assume that he had been slumming when he kissed her so passionately that night. She was merely handy, right there in the middle of a very romantic setting, and the kiss just happened. She could have sworn that, in that moment, Mike felt what she was feeling, but she was wrong. That meant that he was not the man she thought he was. He was a cheating dog, taking what he wanted whenever he wanted it, no matter who got hurt.
 
   Obviously he regretted the kiss; it had been an impulsive act, and that’s why he had the sudden turnaround the next day. He cooled it for a reason; he was engaged to Kendall Riley!
 
   She irritably kicked her foot out of the water sending beads of sparkling droplets into the sunlight. Of all the women in the world, she would never have matched up Mike with Kendall. “Kendall,” she muttered in a high-pitched imitation of the socialite’s voice. “Hi, I’m Kendall and I’m prettier than you.” Dog opened his eyes, decided that everything was okay, and went back to sleep. 
 
   Of course she was jealous. That didn’t make any sense because she never had a chance with Mike anyway. And who would want that cheater? she reminded herself. Still, the worm of jealousy ate into her brain as she compared herself to that snooty socialite and found herself coming up short. 
 
   Kendall’s sun-streaked hair had been blown out to perfection, swinging around her shoulders when she walked, like a model in front of a wind machine. Lydia slipped a rubber band from her wrist and pulled her own hair back into a low pony tail. 
 
   Enough! She was going to the cabin. She had more right to be there than Mike, and if her presence made him uncomfortable, then he could just go back to wherever he came from. He could go back to Kendall Riley and they would all be happy. What was he doing here, anyway! She growled in frustration. 
 
   She reached over and ruffled the fur on the dog’s neck. “Come on, Dog,” she said. “Let’s get at it.” Dog got up slowly and stretched, and she thought he must be getting pretty old. He ambled along beside her as they walked the length of the pier, setting the pace at an easy stroll. Neither of them wanted to break a sweat.
 
   Before they reached the path, she saw Mike headed their way. This is it, she thought. Would he have explanations? Apologies? 
 
   He threw up his hand and smiled. “I was just coming to look for you,” he said easily. “I’m headed up to the garage. I saw some paint in there the other day, and I thought we should have a look to see if anything is usable.”
 
   “Sounds good,” she said, changing her direction to match his. Dog peeled off and headed for his spot on the back porch. 
 
   So, this was the way it was going to be. Just ignore everything that happened with Kendall at the cabin yesterday like nothing was wrong. She could do that. In fact, it would probably be much easier than talking everything to death. Really, he was nothing to her now except a source of expertise and muscle to help get the cabin in shape for Aunt Vivian to rent out.
 
   The wooden double doors swung out from the middle on hinges, letting sunlight pour into the dark garage. Dust motes swirled as they entered. There were years of accumulated tools, machinery and stored items, but everything was neatly arranged, just like Uncle Todd left it. Tools were lined up, hanging from pegboards, each tool carefully outlined with a marker to show where the hammer or adze or screwdriver should be replaced when done. Several outlines showed missing items and she recognized them as tools they were using at the cabin.
 
   Mike led her to a neatly stacked shelf of cans along the left wall, drips of dried paint on the sides of the cans indicating the color inside. 
 
   “How much do you think we’ll need?” She picked up the closest can and shook it. “This one sounds nearly empty.”
 
   “There are not that many cabinets, so anything close to a gallon should be more than enough, even with two coats.”
 
   “Here’s a beige color.” She set it on the floor. 
 
   “This one may be too dark, but here’s one that looks like it may be in the ballpark.” He took a screwdriver from his back pocket to pry up the two lids. “Let’s have a look.”
 
   Inside, the paint was coagulated and smelled sour in one can and the other was more of a brown color. “Next!” he said, setting the can aside and picking up another. “Hey, here’s your red.”
 
   “Nope, that’s raspberry, so keep looking. Oh, I found black. That might come in handy.”
 
   “Found a can of primer; we’ll need that.” He peered inside and sniffed. “Looks good, too.”
 
   Lydia pulled down a heavier can. “I don’t think this one’s even been opened. There’s a little paint smudge on top and it looks pretty good, but the lid is too dirty to tell for sure.” She pried the lid off and looked in. “I need something to stir with.” 
 
   “Here’s a whole stack of stir sticks,” he said, selecting one from a pile next to the cans and handing it over. “Your uncle Todd was a very organized man.” 
 
   “Yes,” she agreed. “He was OCD about neatness. Everything had its place and everything should be in its place. Drove Aunt Vi crazy in the house. But here in the garage, it was his domain and he kept it the way he liked it.”
 
   “It sure did make it easy for me. I just came in here and shopped like I was at a hardware store. I haven’t thought of a thing yet that we’ll need that I haven’t already seen in here.”
 
   “He was quite the woodworker,” she said, checking to see if the paint was mixing well. “He made those Adirondack chairs on the pier.”
 
   “Nice work.” Mike bent his head to look into the can, his face close to hers. 
 
   Too close.
 
   “Here,” she said, suddenly abandoning the wooden stirrer and shifting back on her heels. “My arm’s getting tired. It’s your turn to stir.”
 
   He noticed her abrupt move, and took over. But not before he caught a whiff of that fresh scent of—what? He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, some kind of citrus, he thought, but it reminded him of that night on the shore when he was drawn to her like a moth to flame. The scent was so subtle, he had the urge to lean over and smell it again so he could zero in on exactly what it was, but thought better of it. 
 
   While he took his turn stirring, she looked uneasily over her shoulder toward the back of the garage where the sunlight didn’t reach. Her eyes scanned the shadowy loft and she had that odd sensation of being watched again. Ridiculous. When did she get so jumpy?
 
   “It’s coming together,” he said, holding up the stick and letting it drip into the can. 
 
   “You don’t think it’s too light?” She looked at it dubiously. “We don’t want white.”
 
   “It usually dries darker,” he explained. “Let’s let this stick dry and we’ll be able to tell then.” He wiped the excess paint from the stick on the lip of the can and handed it to her while he hammered on the lid.
 
   “Okay, so we’ve got this and a small can of black, and the primer. We’ll need brushes and rollers.”
 
   As expected, they were able to choose what they needed from a wall of carefully cleaned brushes that looked old, but had been well taken care of. They placed them in a couple of paint trays, loaded everything into a wheelbarrow and headed out with their haul.
 
   He stopped, snapped his fingers, and grabbed three pints of different shades of stain, adding them to the pile. “Can you think of anything else?” He looked around.
 
   She shrugged. “How about this tarp?”
 
   “Throw it in; it can’t hurt.” He steered the wheelbarrow out of the garage and she closed the doors, careful to hold the wet paint stick away from her clothing.
 
   As the doors closed behind them, Rocco stood up in the loft. He stuck the gun back into the waistband of his pants. He could have easily shot them both, right then and there, but he wanted some hands-on time with Lydia. He needed it. He grinned in the darkness as he lit a cigarette, and anyone watching would have seen the insanity burning in his eyes. 
 
   Stalking Lydia was a full-time job, one that he found greatly rewarding. He fingered the binoculars hanging around his neck. He’d found them, along with the gun, in the cabin he’d broken into. Rich people were so stupid, he thought, leaving their valuables just lying around for the taking. He was amazed at his good fortune. God was on his side for sure, and soon—very soon—Lydia would get what she deserved. 
 
   As Rocco smoked, Mike and Lydia arrived back at the cabin. By then, the paint stick had dried, and she was over the moon with the color. “It’s perfect,” she said. “And more importantly, it’s another free thing that Aunt Vi won’t have to shell out money for.”
 
   “It’s a little thing,” he agreed, “but every cent counts.”
 
   She wondered at his statement. He definitely knew how to stretch a dollar, but from the impression she got yesterday, seeing him with that Kendall Riley, she suspected that he didn’t have to count his pennies. Whatever. It was none of her business.
 
   He had completed sanding the inside cabinets the night before, so they were ready to begin priming. She wanted to continue to work on the doors, so he primed the cabinet boxes inside while she stuck with the sawhorse area in the yard. It was better, she thought, to work separately when possible. He’d set the tone for the day, and she was grateful that they could just avoid unpleasantness and continue with the work. Most of their conversations had been impersonal, and directly related to the renovation. 
 
   He had asked her why she was free this morning, and she’d explained that she worked late into the night and was all caught up. She didn’t say that the work she did was on her own self, trying to heal her wounded ego. But that was the extent of their personal conversation, and she meant to keep it that way. Strictly professional.
 
   His phone had rung several times this morning and he either ignored it or checked it quickly and returned it to his pocket. She guessed that after Kendall’s visit, things were heating up for him. She herself had once again forgotten her phone back at the house. She didn’t know why carrying a phone at all times was so hard for her to remember. She supposed she wasn’t used to it yet, and the phone was just too much trouble to keep up with.
 
   The morning passed quickly and when Vivian and Dog showed up, she was finishing the last door and was ready for the sandwiches her aunt brought. Mike came outside, primer smeared on his hands, and gave Vivian a kiss on the cheek. “It’s about time,” he said. “I’m starving.” He came down the steps and knelt beside Dog, ruffling his coat and making his tail wag back and forth.
 
   Lydia wondered at the easy affection she saw taking place between Mike and her aunt. She no longer considered him to be any kind of threat to Vivian, and she was now sure he was not playing at some kind of catfish game. But she also was not sure that Vivian wasn’t going to be hurt in the long run when everything about Mike Rodgers came to light and he went back to his real life—whatever that was—leaving her aunt feeling as if her adopted son abandoned her. 
 
   Vivian had always been quick to give out her love, and was intensely loyal. But she was also deeply wounded when someone she cared about hurt her. Lydia cringed inside, remembering the hateful words she had thrown in that sweet woman’s face a decade ago. Thankfully, Vivian was also a woman who was quick to forgive and forget when amends were made. 
 
   She was sorry that it took her so long to patch things up with her aunt, but she was so ashamed that she hadn’t been able to face her; too afraid things could never be the same between them. She was just glad to be back in Aunt Vi’s good graces now, and hoped that Mike knew what a solid friend Vivian was to have on his side.
 
   By the time she tuned into their conversation, a tablecloth was spread on the ground and a platter of ham sandwiches, chips and dill pickles were grouped in the center. She sat down, cross-legged, and loaded up a paper plate.
 
   “I’ve got some steaks marinating for supper,” Vivian said. “I think it’s time to fire up the grill for the first time this year.”
 
   “Mmm,” said Lydia. “What’s the occasion?”
 
   “Oh, no occasion.” She nervously straightened the tablecloth. “It’s just that it’s Friday night and, well, that’s enough of an occasion, right?”
 
   “Sure,” Mike agreed. “TGIF.”
 
   “And,” she continued, trying to sound casual, “Dugger Vines brought the mail by today and he said he’s got a sofa he’s getting rid of and wondered if we’d like to have it for the cabin.”
 
   Lydia took a bite of sandwich, nodded, and waited for Vivian to go on. Her aunt seemed reluctant to continue.
 
   “And what did you say?”
 
   “And I asked how much he wanted for it, and he said he’d take a home-cooked meal and, well, the next thing I knew, I’d invited him over tonight for steaks and baked potatoes on the grill,” she finished in a rush.
 
   Mike looked at Lydia and they both suddenly began to talk over each other, explaining why they wouldn’t be intruding on Vivian’s private cookout. 
 
   “I won’t be hungry after this big—”
 
   “I’ll just run into town and pick up—”
 
   “—lunch I just ate,” he said.
 
   “—some fast food,” said Lydia. “Don’t worry about us; we can fend for ourselves.”
 
   “No, no,” Vivian said in dismay. “You two have to be there. Please. It would just be too weird for Dugger and me to cook out without his Carol and my Todd being there. It’s seems too much like a date or something. What would we talk about all that time?” She picked up an empty paper plate and began to vigorously fan herself. 
 
   Understanding dawned, and both Mike and Lydia again began to talk at once.
 
   “I’m sure we—”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of—”
 
   Lydia held up her hand, laughing. “I will be there if it makes you feel better, Aunt Vi. Don’t worry, it’ll be fun.”
 
   “Count me in,” said Mike, reaching over to pat Vivian’s knee. 
 
   “Oh thank goodness!” She looked close to tears and was fanning her face like mad. “I can’t imagine what I was thinking when I invited him. Dugger was always smooth with the ladies—I guess that’s why I chose Todd over him in the first place—and I was in over my head this morning before I knew it. He left and I panicked.”
 
   “But he’s a nice guy, right?” said Mike.
 
   “Oh yes, he was a good husband to Carol. And she was a live wire, too, just like him; they made a good couple. He’s the kind of guy who would do anything for anybody. I love him to death, but… I don’t know,” she said quietly. “I’m not sure Todd would approve.”
 
   “It’ll be okay, Aunt Vi.” Lydia said, looking at Mike. “I… we promise.”
 
   “Absolutely,” he agreed with enthusiasm, meeting Lydia’s eyes with a look that left her feeling confused inside, as if they shared a secret or something. 
 
   “If you say so,” said Vivian. “Thank you both.” Feeling greatly relieved, she began to clear the remains of their lunch. 
 
   Lydia helped her to her feet and hugged her tightly. “I love you, Aunt Vi.”
 
   “I love you too, honey. Dugger said he’d be here by six and the steaks should be ready by seven. Don’t be late!” 
 
   After Vivian left, Lydia and Mike inspected their work, and they were both pleased by what they had done. The cabinets inside, even though they were now primer-white, showed how much lighter the space would be when they were finished. It was easy to see that when the cream paint went on, the warm color would fit the light and airy mood they were going for, and they knew they were on the right track.
 
   “I think the primer is dry on the doors,” she said. “I’m ready to paint them.”
 
   The cabinets inside were still a little tacky to the touch, so he joined her on the doors project. She was nervous and felt an increasing need to fill the silence as they worked. She racked her brain for any neutral source of conversation. “So, the hinges and knobs are soaking; have you checked to see how they look?”
 
   “I scrubbed a few with a wire brush and they’re going to clean up well.” 
 
   “I guess the question is, then, are they retro and cool, or are they just simply old and need to be replaced?”
 
   “Let’s look at them.” He grabbed the bucket holding the hardware and fished out some pieces, drying off the ones that were clean.
 
   She fitted them to the doors and drawer fronts and stood back to look. “I kind of like them. They definitely scream 1950-something but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with them. In fact, I think they’re perfect.”
 
   “I agree. They are very retro, but they’re the real thing, and I think it still works. If we freshened up the black paint, they would be good as new. That is great news, because this stuff can get very pricey.”
 
   “Yes, and I think if we tried to replace them with something too modern, it would look out of place and like we were trying too hard. After all, this is still going to be old and rustic, even after everything we’re doing.” She handed the hardware back to Mike. Her hands brushed against his palms as she carefully transferred the handles and, like an electric current, an unexpected—and unwelcomed—jolt shot through her middle and she nearly dropped them, drawing away from his touch so suddenly.
 
   “I got ’em,” he said, catching a couple before they hit the ground.
 
   She was dismayed at how much just a touch from him affected her. This was not good. Be cool, Lydia, she warned herself. That was easier said than done when cool didn’t come naturally. She concentrated on channeling her inner Whitey Boggs and picked up her paint roller.
 
   The job went quickly. As they washed out their brushes and rollers for the day, Mike gazed out over the lake. “Time for another project.” He stretched backwards with a contented groan, his hands at the small of his back. “But I’ll tell you, I sure do wish we had a boat. If we did, I’d play hooky and take a little ride on the lake.”
 
   “We do have a boat,” she said. “It’s a canoe. Or at least we used to have one.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   She pointed north along the shoreline. “That’s where we always pulled it up on the shore. Let’s see if it’s still there.”
 
   The undergrowth and small trees had grown up over the years and at first they couldn’t find the canoe. “I think we’re going to need a machete to get it out,” she said when she spotted it.
 
   “Let’s see.” He waded through the vines and saplings. He rapped his knuckles on the overturned canoe, almost invisible with debris, and smiled. Using a fallen branch for leverage, he dug it under the edge of the boat and got it up just enough to get his fingers underneath.
 
   “Be careful,” she warned. “No telling what’s under there.”
 
   With a good bit of effort, working together, they wrested the aluminum boat from nature’s arms and dragged it down to the shore line. She beamed. “I can’t believe it’s still here. It’s filthy, though.” She slipped out of her tennis shoes and waded into the lake, tugging the canoe after her. “Yikes, the water’s freezing!”
 
   “I’m going to grab some rags and a bucket,” he said, jogging back to the cabin. When he returned, he too was wearing shorts, and carried a bucketful of rags, a spray bottle of 409 and a couple of red Solo cups with which to rinse and bail. 
 
   She couldn’t help but notice how muscular and well built his legs were, and she hoped she wasn’t leering like Ace Colbert as he placed his cell phone on the shore and waded into the water. 
 
   “You weren’t kidding,” he said with a gasp. “This water is icy!”
 
   “It’ll feel good in a month or so,” she assured him, squirting cleanser around the inside of the boat. Before long, they had worked up a sweat and the canoe was looking better and better. The coolness of the water was beginning to feel good.
 
   He scrubbed hard on what looked to be rust. “This is not coming off.”
 
   “It’s probably an old blood stain.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “Blood? I hesitate to even ask.”
 
   She laughed and shook her head. “Oh, it’s the stupidest story.”
 
   “Let’s hear it.” He splashed water in her direction. “You can’t claim a mysterious stain is blood and then leave it hanging.”
 
   “Hey,” she protested, sending a handful of water spraying back at him. He dodged, retaliated, and soon they were both drenched and laughing like kids. “Watch it, buddy, or there’s going to be a new blood stain,” she threatened.
 
   He held up his hands in surrender. “Truce! Now tell me, if this is really blood, how it got here.”
 
   “Are you saying you doubt my word?” She narrowed her eyes in mock seriousness.
 
   “All I’m saying is that this looks like a crime scene.” He gave her a suspicious look. “Did any of your cousins turn up missing, by any chance?”
 
   She burst out laughing. “No, but it seems like we were always trying to kill ourselves somehow or other. See that big tree over there?” she said, pointing.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “There used to be a rope with a big knot on the end of it hanging from that big branch. One summer when my sister Brittany and I were about fourteen and twelve, maybe, we were in the canoe when a couple of boys from the tourist side of the lake came by on jet skis. Let’s just say that we used all the good sense that kids use at that age and soon we were playing this great game we made up called Dodge Boat.”
 
   “What’s Dodge Boat?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “It was one of those things that seemed like a good idea at the time. Anyway, Brittany and this one guy—Gus, I think his name was—started swinging out on that rope, trying to see how close to the boat they could get without hitting it.”
 
   “Nooo,” Mike moaned.
 
   “Yes. Gus’s friend and I were in the boat, and our job was to—”
 
   “Oh no!”
 
   “I’m afraid so. We paddled like crazy, once we saw their trajectory, to try to make them land in the boat.” She laughed at his face, contorted in sympathetic pain. “I told you it was the stupidest story ever.”
 
   “Let me guess. You and Gus’s friend won?”
 
   “You’d have to say it was a tie,” she said. “Gus didn’t exactly land in the boat, but he sure didn’t land in the water.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And there was blood, and there were paramedics involved. Needless to say, Brittany and I were grounded from the canoe for the rest of that vacation, and Dodge Boat was banned forever.”
 
   “Thank goodness for that.” He looked at the stain again and gave it one final swipe with his rag. “Well, whatever it is, it’s not coming off.”
 
   “I swear it’s blood. At least that’s my story, and I’m sticking to it!”
 
   He grinned. “Let’s take her out for a spin. We’ve got time.”
 
   “Sure,” she readily agreed, then slapped her forehead with her palm. “Oh no, if the paddles are where the canoe was, we will need a machete to find them.”
 
   “I saw several sets of oars hanging in the garage,” he said.
 
   “Well, what are we waiting for?” she said, wading out of the water. She hopped on one foot and then the other, slipping into her tennis shoes. “I’ll race ya.” With that, she took off running in the direction of the house. 
 
   “Hey! No fair!” he called after her. 
 
   “Last one there’s a rotten egg,” she yelled over her shoulder, pulling out the childhood taunt as if she used it every day.
 
   In moments he was hot on her heels, both of them laughing and breathless when they reached the garage. They swung open the doors and he pointed to the back wall. “Up there on the left,” he said. Three pairs of paddles hung across the wall on hooks. 
 
   “Let’s take the middle ones,” she said. She idly noted the fresh trail his feet made in the dust as he walked around the table saw to the back corner. Then she noticed something else.
 
   “Mike? Look at this,” she said, pointing to the steps leading to the loft.
 
   He stopped and looked where she was indicating. 
 
   “Have you been up in the loft? I was just looking at all the footprints we’ve made in here, and I don’t remember seeing the area around the stairs disturbed earlier.”
 
   “No, I haven’t. Vivian may have been up there looking for something.” He climbed the stairs to have a look. Some small pieces of furniture, random chairs and bookcases were stored up there. Footprints led behind the furniture where more of the dust was disturbed, as if someone had spent some time back there. “Back here in the corner are some wadded-up candy wrappers and a couple of cigarette butts that have been ground out,” he called down. “It looks as if someone’s been here recently. And I can still smell the smoke.”
 
   “Aunt Vi doesn’t smoke. Not that I know of, at least.” She remembered the uneasy feeling of being watched earlier, and shuddered.
 
   “Do you notice anything missing?” He looked around at all of Todd’s tools, still hanging in place.
 
   “Not that I can see. I’ll ask Aunt Vi. She may have been in here looking for something, but I have a funny feeling about it.”
 
   “It was probably a vagrant looking for a dry place to sleep. But we should probably get a lock put on. There’s a small fortune in tools and machinery in here.”
 
   “That’s not a bad idea,” she agreed. “Surely Uncle Todd has extra locks and keys around here somewhere.” But their search was for nothing, and they decided to pick one up when they went to town Saturday.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” she said with a troubled look over her shoulder. They took the paddles with them, and before long they were out on the lake, skimming over the surface. It felt wonderful, the soft spring afternoon like a gift after a particularly harsh winter. 
 
   She put down her paddle and let Mike handle it alone. She lay back against the end of the boat, her eyes closed and her face turned up to the sun. She trailed her fingers in the water as she listened sleepily to the hypnotic sound of his paddle gently slapping the water. 
 
   He looked at her, thinking that he would die a happy man if his last memory was of this moment. Sitting in the canoe on this peaceful lake far from shore, looking at Lydia’s beautiful serene face bathed in sunlight was something he wanted to remember. He loved that tiny smile tugging on the corners of her mouth that he was coming to know so well. 
 
   At that moment his phone rang and she opened one eye. She expected him to ignore it, once again. 
 
   He accepted the call when he saw who it was. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this; it could be important.” 
 
   “What’s up?” he said. “Yes, I did say you could call any time, day or night.” He listened. “No, I’m not busy, but could this wait a few minutes?” He looked around, as if he could find a private corner; then resigned himself to being stuck in the middle of the lake in front of Lydia during the call. 
 
   “No, I understand, just tell me what the problem is.” After a minute or so, a smile began to play across his mouth. 
 
   “You asked her today? And when’s the prom? Tomorrow night!” He ran his free hand through his hair, exasperated. “That’s what happens when you ask a girl out, Einstein. Sometimes girls say yes.” 
 
   She sat up, smiling as she tried to read between the lines.
 
   “I know you need a tux, and that’s not all you’re going to need, but don’t panic. Hang on; I’m going to give you a number.” He thumbed through his directory. “Okay, write this down.” 
 
   She could barely contain her curiosity while he read off the phone number.
 
   “Got it? Okay, that’s Max’s Evening Wear, you know where that is? Right. You hightail it on down there when we hang up and tell him I said to take care of it. Yeah, he can text me.” He listened again. 
 
   “Wait. You call Sarah, find out what color her dress is, and ask her if she wants a regular corsage or a wrist corsage.” He paused. “Yes, they still do that,” he answered, rolling his eyes. “Then go by Bergin Flowers, order the corsage and tell them to put it on my account. Next—are you writing this down? 
 
   “Okay, then call Gordy and tell him I said to arrange for a limo to pick you up, and dinner reservations at wherever you want to go after the prom. Find out where everyone else is going.” 
 
   He turned his back to Lydia, as if that would afford him some privacy. He listened again and nodded.  He’d heard this before. “I know Gordy doesn’t like you; big deal, he doesn’t like me either, but don’t let him give you a hard time. He’s the best and that’s what I pay him for,” he said in a low tone. “Yes, he’ll try to play the weekend card, but just remind him—very respectfully, please—that he works for me twenty-four/seven.” 
 
   Lydia was once again reminded that Mike was not the homeless vagabond she had thought him to be. The part of his conversation she could hear made her wonder, joking so easily about having someone hired to be at his beck and call. Now he sounded more like someone who might actually have a bit of wealth and power. But that fact was at odds with the way he carried himself. He sure didn’t behave in a way that made her believe he was anything more than an ordinary guy who worked for a living—when he wasn’t hiking strange trails.
 
   He seemed so normal, someone that she got along with well—rich or poor—someone she could fall in love with in a heartbeat. She could freely admit that to herself now. But that was beside the point. He had Kendall, and if that was the kind of woman he was attracted to, she knew full well that he could never be attracted to her. She and Kendall Riley were complete opposites.
 
   “Right. Okay. And Stephen? Next time you want to ask a girl out, just assume she’ll say yes, okay? And no drinking, right? You’re welcome. You owe me big time. Oh yeah, I want pictures. Okay, have fun. ’Bye.”
 
   He dropped the phone in his shirt pocket and looked at her sheepishly. 
 
   She shrugged, reassessing her scant knowledge of Mike and coming up with only one conclusion to her questions about the conversation she’d just heard. “Your son, I take it?”
 
   “No, no,” he said quickly. “Just someone I look out for. I don’t have kids.” Then suddenly, as if that hadn’t occurred to him, “Do you?”
 
   “No,” she said, brushing aside his question. “What do you mean, someone you look out for?”
 
   “He’s this kid I met one day while I was out for a jog. There were some boys playing basketball in a vacant lot and a fight broke out just as I was passing. I stopped and broke it up. Stephen stayed after the other guys went home and we had some conversation. Short story, we kind of hit it off and became friends. 
 
   “His dad’s out of the picture, his mom is a single parent and struggling, and we started getting together for some one-on-one games. He was on the verge of flunking out of school at that time and we started making these bets about test scores and stuff, and his grades began to improve.” 
 
   “What kind of bets?” 
 
   “You know, if I won, he’d have to at least make a B on his upcoming algebra test, stuff like that. He’s smart.”
 
   “And if he won?”
 
   He laughed. “If he won, I’d have to come watch one of his ballgames at school or something. The stakes were pretty high. Anyway, this is the end of his junior year and he’s doing really well. He’s a good kid.”
 
   A pontoon boat passed by in waving distance and strains of “Sweet Home Alabama” came thumping across the water. “Tell me about his girlfriend,” she prompted. 
 
   “Sarah,” he said. “Stephen’s had a crush on her all year long. There’s been a lot of flirting going on, and I’ve been trying to get him to ask her out, but he was too afraid she’d turn him down.” He threw up his hands in disbelief of the situation. “And then he goes and invites her to the biggest night of the year, on the spur of the moment, and she says yes! I can’t believe it!”
 
   “Good for him!” she said, reaching up and meeting his high five as he leaned forward and swung his hand in the air. He clasped her hand as they slapped, and held on, bending toward her in his excitement, elbows on his knees that almost touched hers.
 
   “And you know what the great thing is?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head, smiling. “Tell me.” She leaned forward, matching his position, their faces now on the same level. She gazed deeply into his eyes, taking full advantage of his preoccupation with Stephen’s plight to study his features up close. He had little flecks of gold in the brown of his eyes, and they sparkled in his excitement, crow’s feet arching upwards at the top of his cheeks.
 
    “Now he owes me.”
 
   “Why is that so great?” she asked, trying to understand his triumphant smile.
 
   “Because,” he said gleefully, “now he has to cut grass this summer.”
 
   She looked confused. “How is that the greatest thing?”
 
   “Because he had plans, now that he’s going to be a senior, to take it easy this summer, lie around the house all day. I’ve been telling him he’s got to work, stay in shape, and earn some money to help out his mother, save for college. You know, all the things old people tell teenagers,” he said laughing.
 
   “Oh, I’m beginning to see your evil plan,” she said, amused. The obvious joy that Mike was getting out of this situation touched her deeply. She put her free hand on top of his and looked at him solemnly, until he grew uncomfortable under her searching gaze.
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   “The way you handled the prom thing, that was probably one of the sweetest things I’ve ever seen anyone do,” she said quietly. “You are a very kind man, Mike Rodgers.”
 
   “Naw,” he said, looking embarrassed. He freed his hand, suddenly aware that she was holding it in both of hers, and picked up his paddle. He began to stroke, changing the subject. “We should probably be heading back. We wouldn’t want to be late for Vivian’s cookout. You want me to drop you off at the pier?”
 
   “Sure, that would be fine,” she said, but she wanted to say no. She wanted to stay in that canoe, holding his hand forever. She’d never met a man like him before. Heck, she never even knew that men like him existed before. And now that she was aware of that information, she knew that she could never settle for anything less. Mike would never belong to her, that was clear, but now he’d set the bar so high for any man she met in the future, she doubted very seriously that she could find one who touched her heart the way he did. Mike was one of a kind. 
 
   A little piece of her heart felt as if it died just then. She didn’t have to worry about screwing up anymore and making bad choices. She may have attracted undesirable men to her like flies to garbage, but she knew what choices she’d be making in the future. She knew now that she’d rather be alone for the rest of her life than settle for anything less than the man of her dreams. And the man of her dreams wasn’t interested.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   After dropping Lydia off at the pier, Mike paddled slowly back to the cabin. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair, but he was lost in the torment of his mind and didn’t notice the warmth of the sun on his shoulders or the clouds drifting lazily overhead. In the midst of discovering the canoe and the fun of Stephen’s phone call, memories of his father had been intrusive, knocking around in his head.
 
   His thoughts circled around the same track they’d been traveling since the death of his father. Not death; that sounded so dignified and clean. Murder was the word. Murder was messy and cruel and senseless. He thought he’d walked off most of the hurt and frustration of what happened, but here he was, rehashing the horrible events again. 
 
   He could understand now why people said money was the root of all evil. Money should be a gift, a blessing, but it seemed that extreme wealth and the power that came with it was more of a curse. In the wrong hands, that power could effortlessly wreak havoc with the crook of a little finger. 
 
   He always struggled with the huge discrepancy between the rich and the poor, but he enjoyed the freedom to use his money to make life better for people he saw in need. That joy was compounded when he discovered the experience of helping someone without that person even knowing where the money had come from.
 
   The same could not be said for his siblings. Jane and Tom followed in their mother’s footsteps. He and his siblings had been like the Three Musketeers growing up, but as they matured, his brother and sister became ever more lazy and entitled. 
 
   His mother, Claudia, was the one with the family name and money. When she’d fallen in love with his father, Ricky Rodgers, no amount of bribery or threats from her family could dissuade her from marrying the blue-collar, hard-working contractor who had just started his own company. When her family cut Claudia off, she didn’t care; they’d live on love. But that romantic notion quickly soured as the reality of living like normal people, paycheck to paycheck, became a drudge that she couldn’t bear. 
 
   After the birth of her three children, Claudia was on the verge of swallowing her pride and crawling back, defeated, to her family and their money. But Ricky’s business took off in a big way and their lives changed dramatically. Mike could still remember that small house they moved from, where he tagged along after his dad’s every step, but his siblings were too young to remember anything but the mansion they moved to.
 
   It was a constant source of irritation to Claudia that Ricky would not sit back and let his crews do the work, and enjoy his new lifestyle, ready to accompany her to the society functions that made up her life. But Ricky continued to work hard and grow his company, Rodgers Construction, into a multi-million-dollar business, morphing from the creation of small neighborhoods to constructing high-rise apartment buildings. 
 
   The one thing that his parents had agreed on—for different reasons—was that their children needed to work for what they had. Claudia’s brush with near poverty made her stingy with her money, even though her trust fund was eventually reinstated, and she refused to set her children up in the lifestyle to which they had become accustomed. It was probably the best thing she ever did for Mike, but it hadn’t set well with his siblings. 
 
   Unlike Claudia, Ricky just believed in the reward of good hard work, and wanted his children to appreciate what they had. Mike was the only one of the three who embraced that philosophy. 
 
   His brother Tom was the CFO of the company, and Jane held the position of Vice President. Mike reluctantly became the CEO, but a small army of employees (not the least of which was his personal assistant, Gordy) allowed him to do what he loved best—be out on the jobsites with the crews. Many times he had shown up for a meeting in steel-toed boots, hardhat and work clothes, much to the irritation of his siblings. 
 
   They all drew excellent salaries, but Tom and Jane were not content with theirs. Tom had a gambling problem at the racetrack and was deeply in debt, and Jane simply couldn’t stand the thought of being one of the working class and having to rub elbows with the rest of the employees. The two of them hatched a diabolical plan to gain an inheritance overnight.
 
   Now, as his thoughts traveled through the past, he hardly noticed his own actions as he automatically pulled the canoe up onto the shore. He sat down, staring across the lake and began to skip rocks on the water, throwing with vicious snaps of his wrist. His mind was mired in the past as he relived the unbelievable horror of what happened. It was hard, sitting on this beautiful shore, to believe what happened was real, and he couldn’t help reliving the events, still trying to sort it out and make sense of it.
 
   The trouble began when his father decided the company was getting too big to suit him. Ricky was talking about selling out and starting another company, getting back to his roots with hands-on small jobs. Mike was completely onboard with that idea. Jane and Tom disagreed and could only envision their empire crumbling beneath their feet, their cushy careers going away. They knew that no one but their trusting father would put up with their slipshod way of passing the buck and their hit-or-miss attendance record.
 
   “Murder for Hire!” the headlines screamed when all was said and done. But it had been a long journey to get there, starting with Mike being named as the number one suspect for the murder of his own father.
 
   Tom planned everything. He brought Jane in on the deal because she was the only one of the two who had enough money to hire the hit man, and she’d willingly complied. If their father was dead, they would inherit his fortune now; not later when they were too old to enjoy it. They discussed at length how the accident would happen. 
 
   The plan was simple. Tom met a man by the name of Art Devlin at the racetrack over drinks at the bar. Art, a self-proclaimed hit man, bragged that he’d kill anyone for money. Tom was intrigued. He arranged for Art to be hired on as one of the crew for a pet project that Mike and his father shared, the renovation of a landmark movie theater. Normally, it would have been a tear-down, but Mike got Ricky involved and both of them spent a lot of time there. His brother Tom’s sudden interest in the project pleased Ricky; so on the morning of the incident, Tom was there.
 
   On a construction project there are ample chances for accidents to occur. Art Devlin’s job was one of opportunity, sticking close to Ricky on the pretext of learning the trade, and taking advantage of the moment when he could cause an accident to happen to the older man. 
 
   Mike made it easy that morning when he and his father argued over whether or not to save the mural painted on the domed ceiling. The argument got heated, Mike claiming it was historical and worth saving, Ricky taking the side of cost efficiency. Arguments between them were not unusual, but were good-natured disagreements, and they always respected each other’s opinion in the end. On this morning they climbed up on the temporary catwalk to take a closer look at the ceiling. Tom and Art tagged along. 
 
   Mike’s words, heard clearly by the crew working down below, thanks to the excellent acoustics, would haunt him forever. “I’ll kill you, old man, if you touch this ceiling.” Mike briefly turned his back, and Tom simply saw an opportunity and took it. It wasn’t the plan, but Art was taking too long to get the job done, so Tom simply pushed his father. The older man, always sure of his footing, was taken by surprise and fell. Art was as surprised as anyone else, and even though he wasn’t the smartest man in the room, he began waving an accusing finger at Mike and shouting, “You pushed him! I saw it!” Tom stayed silent, but affected a horrified look, which spoke volumes to the witnesses below.
 
   The second Ricky’s body hit the floor with a sickening thud, all eyes were on Mike. Mike was in shock, dashing down to see about his father, knowing already that he couldn’t have survived the fall, and didn’t immediately respond to Art’s accusations. The men and women below were dumbstruck with what they all were convinced they saw.
 
   What ensued was a nightmare of a media circus. Friends and colleagues dropped out of Mike’s life like rats deserting a sinking ship, including Kendall Riley. Everyone except Gordy and Stephen, that is. Gordy, as self-centered and shallow as he was, refused to believe it; he had known Mike way too long to believe that story. Stephen also never doubted Mike’s innocence through it all.
 
   There must be truth in the saying that there is no honor among thieves, because Art eventually cracked under police questioning. He wasn’t an experienced hit man as he led Tom to believe; he was simply a man who had already done time for murder. When Tom decided that Art didn’t deserve to be paid, now that he had taken care of it himself, Art got reckless with his talk at the bar and the heinous murder plot was revealed. Jane was horrified that Tom tried to pin the murder on Mike, and she eventually crumbled and confessed to her part in the terrible crime.
 
   When the truth finally came out, Mike’s so-called friends returned in droves, stating they never believed it for a minute, and issuing invitations to join them at the club for dinner and such. But Mike was left with a hollowness that he couldn’t fill. He couldn’t just pick back up where he left off. That’s when he decided to leave, telling no one but Stephen and Gordy that he was going to walk wherever his feet took him, until he could get things straight in his mind. They both honored his request for limited communication, texting only when absolutely necessary, and he felt lucky to have these two loyal people left in his life.
 
   Tom was sentenced to life in prison with no chance for parole. Jane got twenty-five years to life, and Art got off lucky with a slap on the wrist in exchange for his testimony. Claudia was in seclusion somewhere in the Swiss Alps where she had been since the trial began, unable to bear the scandal. 
 
   Mike had no family now, to speak of. He missed his father so much that the mere thought of him felt like a hand squeezing his heart. He hadn’t known that his brother had grown to hate him. He knew they had been traveling separate paths for a long time, but he couldn’t fathom the kind of hatred that it must have taken for either of his siblings to do what they did. 
 
   And all that money was his now, but it didn’t mean a thing. He’d seen the corruptive power of money first-hand, and he wanted no part of it anymore. He toyed with the idea of giving it all away.
 
   Except, it sure had felt good this afternoon when Stephen called, to be able to take care of this thing that was so important to the boy, with just a snap of his fingers. He was still convinced that money was a powerful tool if used to make the world a better place. 
 
   And Lydia, sweet Lydia, she was so amazed at what she witnessed in the canoe. Well, she didn’t know the half of it, and he didn’t want her to. His life was a mess, and he was not willing to drag her into the ruins that he was dealing with. But oh, how he wished things could be different. 
 
   He tossed one last pebble into the lake and got up to take a shower, and perhaps rinse some of the dark thoughts from his mind before Vivian’s cookout with Dugger. 
 
   At that moment, dark thoughts also occupied Rocco’s mind as he lay in the underbrush and peered through his binoculars. Lydia happily scurried back and forth from the house to the picnic table, and her every move irritated him. He watched as she shook out the tablecloth and covered the picnic table, and brought out the dishes, arranging everything just so. She was acting like one of those High Pointe kids, he thought, carrying on with her life, pretending to be someone special.
 
   He watched her light the charcoal in the grill, and soon the aroma drifted over to him, making his stomach growl. He hadn’t had a decent meal in a week and he was starving. He scratched the skin around the waistband of his pants. He’d forgotten about chiggers and how the itching drove him insane when he was a kid. He remembered the outdoors as being more welcoming than what he was dealing with now. He was miserable with bug bites and wanted nothing more than to finish his business with Lydia and move on.
 
   He had been extremely disappointed when she ignored his text messages. She should have been scared and texted him back. She should have recognized him from his genius reference to her old nickname. She should have been asking where he was and what he wanted. He’d planned some scary back-and-forth texting that would have left her terrified. 
 
   But maybe she didn’t check her texts. Having cooled his heels in prison for so long, he didn’t trust this new technology, where no one communicated in person anymore.
 
   He couldn’t wait.
 
   Now his plan was to go old-school, and he fingered the note that he had written, tucked in his pocket. He planned to sneak into the house and leave it on her pillow. That would get her attention. He wanted her to be afraid. He wanted her to feel his presence and fear for her life. 
 
   Watching, he saw the old geezer in the pickup truck pull in and park. Gramps and Lydia’s aunt eventually settled themselves in the yard, and he knew Lydia was alone in the house. Now might be a good time to actually finish his business. And wouldn’t that old couple be surprised when they found her. He was nothing, if not flexible. If the opportunity presented itself; he would grab it.
 
   But before he could reach the house he saw that hippie, Mike, appear. Lydia came out immediately with a platter in her hands and joined the group. Okay, back to Plan A, Rocco thought, empowered by his ability to think on his feet. He grinned, imagining how her face would look when she saw the note he was going to leave for her. 
 
   He moved carefully through the brush, crawling when necessary, around to the front of the house. He knew her bedroom was upstairs because he’d studied the lights that went on and off at night, and had seen her through his binoculars, moving around. She slept upstairs, in the bedroom on the left.
 
   Rocco quietly entered the unlocked front door of the house. He was just crossing the kitchen, thinking that he might just help himself to something good to eat, when he heard someone enter from the back, humming a tune. He snatched a butcher knife from the counter and prepared himself. But the hummer, Lydia’s aunt, turned and disappeared down the hallway without seeing him. 
 
   Should he continue with the plan? His hand shook as he held the knife. He didn’t enjoy being indecisive; it made him feel weak. He hesitated, and thought he heard someone else coming, but it was just the sound of the toilet flushing. His heart was pounding, and his forehead broke out in a cold sweat.
 
   Move on! his brain commanded, his breath coming in short gasps. It wasn’t important that she find the note on her pillow; it was only important that she receive it. He spun around, panic making it hard to think. The refrigerator! That would be such a bizarre place to find a threatening note. She might even wonder if the food inside had been poisoned. 
 
   He heard the old broad coming. That would ruin his plan if he had to kill her first. He snatched open the refrigerator door and saw that it was packed with food. Quickly, he grabbed a big Tupperware container and placed the note in the empty space. As he did, he heard Lydia’s aunt coming back down the hall, and he spun on his heel and headed out the front door and into the woods.
 
   Once settled behind shrubbery where he had a clear view of the picnic table, his anger mounted. That did not go as he had planned it at all. His hands were shaking. In the old days, he would have calmly carried out his plan, and it would have been successful. Now he felt he was fraying at the seams, and was dismayed at how quickly he had bolted from the kitchen.
 
   But he was tired and hungry, he reasoned. He’d been too vigilant in his watchfulness, and he needed rest. He’d rest tonight, and when the time came, he would be ready. When there was no one around to interfere with the festivities he had in store for Lydia, he would be ready then. That’s all that mattered.
 
   He dug his fingers into the lemon meringue pie that he was surprised to find he was still clutching, and ate, delicately licking each dirty finger between bites. He watched the two couples eat their steaks and heard their laughter. If he could have seen himself, he would have been reminded of the times he’d hidden and watched the High Pointe kids playing, wishing he could have been a part of it. 
 
   But Rocco drew no such similarities in his mind. He had always been on the outside looking in; and the feeling was normal. 
 
   He ate his pie, thinking now that the note in the refrigerator would bring just the right touch of horror to the situation. Finding it there would be over the top. Perhaps his genius hadn’t failed him, after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   The aroma of burning charcoal reached Mike before he cleared the wooded path, followed by the muffled sound of a man’s voice and then Vivian’s uncharacteristic girlish giggle. As the yard came into view, he noted first that Lydia had not yet arrived, and second, that Dugger and Vivian didn’t look at all in need of chaperones. The two were sitting in lawn chairs near the grill sipping sweet tea from Mason jars, caught up in conversation.
 
   Covered by a threadbare flowered cloth, the picnic table was set with white dishes and silverware with a cheerful vase of yellow jonquils in the middle. A rolling cart containing ice, glasses and a pitcher of tea, along with condiments and a salad, was parked near the grill. 
 
   “Hi, Mike,” Vivian called when she spotted him. “Help yourself to some tea. Lydia went to get the steaks; she should be back in a minute.”
 
   He shook hands with Dugger, poured himself a drink and joined them. 
 
   “Vivian tells me you’re giving the cabin a facelift,” Dugger said.
 
   He nodded. “It just needs a little polishing up.” Before he could expand, he caught sight of Lydia and felt his heart skip a beat. How did she do that to him? “There she is.”
 
   She crossed the lawn carrying a tray covered in aluminum foil and a bundle of something under one arm. She wore yellow slacks with a white sleeveless blouse and white strappy sandals. Her hair was loose and flowing around her face and she had one of Vivian’s jonquils stuck behind one ear. He thought he’d never seen anyone so pretty in his life. 
 
   He jumped to his feet as she approached. “Need some help?” 
 
   “Sure, you can take these steaks.” 
 
   “Wow, you’re the picture of spring.” She blushed under his gaze. She had taken extra pains getting ready for the cookout and now she wondered if she was being too obvious. She didn’t know why she took the time to blow out her hair and put on makeup. It wasn’t like she was trying to impress anyone. 
 
   But what Lydia did in preparation for the cookout was nothing compared with Vivian. That poor woman tried on everything in her closet, asking her advice on every choice. “I need a haircut,” she complained, pinning it up on her crown, wisps of curls escaping around her face. “And I didn’t realize I was getting so grey. I need some color or highlights or something.”
 
   “You look great, Aunt Vi,” she assured her. And she did. She looked younger somehow, as if the excitement of getting all fixed up put some color in her cheeks and a spring in her step. Vivian was what you would call a handsome woman, not exactly beautiful, but interesting, with wide-set eyes and full lips that were quick to smile.
 
   “But you do need some new clothes,” she added, looking sadly at the growing pile of castoffs on her aunt’s bed. 
 
   Vivian was dismayed. “You’re right. I didn’t realize how old and ratty this stuff was looking. I don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve been shopping for clothes.” They finally settled on a pair of navy slacks and a red tank, paired with a classic white cotton shirt that she wore open like a jacket. Lydia rolled the sleeves to the elbow for her and stood back to survey the results. “Perfect,” she pronounced.
 
   “Really?” Vivian sounded dubious, turning this way and that in front of her full-length mirror. “I could stand to lose a few pounds.”
 
   “Stop criticizing yourself,” Lydia scolded. “You look beautiful, really. I wouldn’t kid about a thing like that.”
 
   She looked doubtful but was soon pawing through her jewelry box, looking for anything navy blue or red or white, and finally found a matching set of necklace and earrings with all three colors. “What do you think? Too much like the Fourth of July?”
 
   “No, it’s great.” Then more gently, “But I think it’s time to take off your wedding band.”
 
   Vivian gasped, remembering suddenly, and covered her left hand with her right. She stood still for a moment; then slowly slipped off the ring she’d worn for so many years. She looked at it with her head down for a long moment until Lydia said, “No, don’t cry, you’ll ruin your makeup, and we spent too long making you beautiful to ruin it now.”
 
   Lydia snatched a tissue from the dresser and handed it to her. She dabbed at the corner of her eyes and took a deep breath. She carefully placed the ring in her jewelry box and closed the lid. All her joyous vigor had suddenly disappeared, leaving her looking deflated.
 
   “This is a mistake,” she said.
 
   Lydia gently wrapped her arms around her aunt and they stood that way, silently swaying in the gentle rhythm of comfort, until Vivian sighed, straightened her shoulders and looked her niece straight in the eye. A new expression of quiet acceptance seemed to have replaced her sorrow. “We have to live, or just wither up and die, don’t we?”
 
   Lydia nodded.
 
   “Then I choose to live. I may be making a big mistake right now, but that’s what life’s all about, making decisions and moving on. Yes?”
 
   “Yes. I’m proud of you, Aunt Vi.”
 
   “Thank you, honey.” 
 
   The mantel clock in the living room chimed and they both jumped. “Five o’clock, how can that be?” Vivian exclaimed. “I haven’t even made the salad. Dugger will be here in an hour!” 
 
   They flew into action, Vivian in the kitchen and Lydia arranging things in the yard, and lighting the charcoal. When Dugger arrived fifteen minutes early, Vivian was once again glowing with her usual good cheer and enlisted Dugger’s help loading the cart and steering it out into the yard.
 
   Now Lydia unrolled the bundle she was carrying. “Who’s in charge of these?” She held out grilling tongs and a long-handled fork. She shook out two aprons, one of which read KISS THE COOK and the other said I’M A RARE KIND OF GUY. 
 
   The two men immediately volunteered, Dugger snatching the Kiss-the-Cook apron. The steaks went on the grill with a pleasing sizzle, making her mouth water in anticipation. The aroma instantly brought back memories of other cookouts with burgers and hotdogs on the grill, kids running around trying to catch fireflies in canning jars with holes punched in the lids.
 
   “Whatever happened to those Japanese lanterns you used to have strung across the yard?” she asked.
 
   Vivian shrugged. “They came down in a storm and I guess we just threw them away.”
 
   “I remember those,” said Dugger. “I believe Carol and I were here for a Labor Day event that year, the last hoorah of the summer. That was right before Lenny left for college.”
 
   “How is Lenny?” Vivian asked.
 
   “He’s doing real well for himself. He and his wife, Lynn, just moved to Phoenix and they’re expecting another baby in the fall. This one’s going to be a girl, and we’re real excited about that. You remember my boy Lenny, don’t you, Lydia?”
 
   “I sure do. He could do the best back flips off the pier.”
 
   “Yeah, like father, like son,” Dugger laughed. “Their little boy, Jack, he’s going to be two soon; he’s a rounder. I call him Rambo, because he’s the toughest little guy I’ve ever seen.” He chuckled at the thought of his grandson. “I can’t wait to see him again.”
 
   Vivian smiled. “He sounds wonderful. Do you get to see him much?”
 
   “Not as much as I’d like to, but I go out there a couple times a year and they come home for Thanksgiving or Christmas.”
 
   Mike flipped the steaks. “I’m about to put the bread on the grill. Looks like another five minutes or so and these will be perfect, unless somebody likes theirs well done.”
 
   “Medium is fine with me,” said Lydia. “I’ll go get the potatoes out of the oven.”
 
   “No, stay here,” said Vivian, standing up. “I’ve got to go to the little girl’s room anyway, so I’ll bring them back.”
 
   “Okay, but don’t forget the butter and sour cream.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Vivian called over her shoulder as she walked up the yard toward the back porch. She was smiling to herself, feeling like this wasn’t such a bad idea, after all. Dugger was easy to talk to, and she thought that spending time with someone who shared bits and pieces of the memories of your life was also not so bad. 
 
   She hummed a tune under her breath as she washed her hands in the bathroom and started down the hall toward the kitchen. Then she heard a tiny little snick sound that, from years of living in this house, she knew was the front door closing. 
 
   “Lydia?” There was no sound except the ticking of the mantel clock. “Dugger? Mike? Is somebody in there?” Silence met her ears.
 
   She headed into the kitchen, fully expecting to see someone, but no one was there. Maybe they had come and gone, she thought, opening the oven and removing the baked potatoes. She dropped them into a plastic grocery bag and put it on the counter. Reaching into the refrigerator for the butter, and saw a folded piece of paper lying on the rack. She grabbed it and the butter and sour cream. Curious, she inspected the square of paper and unfolded it, which looked like a note one would pass back in high school.
 
   The note simply said, “I’m watching you!” It was written in block letters, and Vivian turned it over and looked at the back, but that was all that was written on it. It made no sense to her. She supposed Lydia could be on some kind of diet and was leaving notes to herself as reminders not to eat, but that seemed kind of silly to her. She finally shrugged, refolded the paper and stuck it in her pocket to ask her about later. She picked up her bags and returned the way she had come.
 
   Mike was taking the steaks off the grill when she arrived, and she passed around the potatoes just in time. Talk and laughter circled the table as many times as the steak sauce and salad dressing. Mike was quiet as he ate, soaking in the healing atmosphere of slow-paced conversation and uninhibited belly-laughs that burst from the group in spontaneous response to some little comment. 
 
   He and Dugger were getting along well, comparing ideas on fix-it jobs. Mike argued that hardwood flooring was more durable than laminate in the long run, and Dugger good-naturedly disagreed. “Take notes from the master,” Dugger said, laughing. 
 
   “Oh, that reminds me,” said Vivian. She dug into her pocket and pulled out the note she’d found, handing it to Lydia. “Is this yours?”
 
   She looked perplexed as she took the square of paper and unfolded it. Reading it, she felt her stomach do a sick flip. “No, it’s not mine. Where did you get it?”
 
   “In the refrigerator, of all places,” Vivian said. 
 
   “Let’s see.” Dugger held out his hand. “‘I’m watching you!’” he read aloud. “Is this a joke? What does it mean?”
 
   “Mike? You know anything about this?” Vivian asked.
 
   He looked at the note and shook his head.
 
   “Well, this is a mystery. I don’t guess any of you guys came into the kitchen while I was in the bathroom, did you?”
 
   “No, we were all out here together,” said Dugger. 
 
   “You’re going to think I’m crazy,” she continued, “but when I was coming down the hall toward the kitchen, I could have sworn I heard the front door closing. But no one was there.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re crazy,” said Dugger. “Somebody put this note where it could be found. If none of you put it there, who else could have left it?” 
 
   Mike and Lydia exchanged glances. “Lydia and I saw something suspicious in the garage this morning,” he said. “Vivian, we were going to ask if maybe you’ve been in the garage loft lately looking for something.”
 
   “No,” said Vivian. “I haven’t been in the garage since Todd died until I went up there with you the other day. Why, what did you see?”
 
   “There were some footprints in the dust leading up to the loft area where the furniture is stored. I found some candy wrappers and a couple of smashed cigarette butts in the corner, like someone spent a little time there.”
 
   “Oh my,” Vivian said, alarmed. “Todd didn’t smoke, so that couldn’t have been left over from him. And there are so many flammable things stored in there; that would be a very dangerous thing to do.”
 
   Mike nodded. “We were thinking it would be a good idea if we picked up a lock for the garage. There are too many things that could be stolen to leave it wide open like that. We’re going to the salvage yard in the morning and we can get one then.”
 
   “I’ll do you one better than that,” said Dugger, standing. “I’ve got a good chain lock in the toolbox on the back of my truck. We can take care of this matter right here and now.”
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Mike said, following Dugger to his pickup.
 
   Lydia had remained quiet during the discussion, her mind in overdrive thinking that she might know something about this mysterious note. But could it possibly be? Her thoughts were in panic mode. Dog had stationed himself next to her and she absentmindedly fed him bits of steak, while Vivian rambled on about crime these days.
 
   “It’s a crying shame that people have to worry about locking their doors in a small town like this. I suppose we should call the police and let them know there might be someone in the area that’s up to no good.” 
 
   Lydia nodded, automatically.
 
   “They have break-ins occasionally in the vacation houses when it’s off season, but that’s on the other side of the lake. It usually ends up being teenagers looking for a place to have a party. But this side of the lake is most often quiet, and I’ve always felt safe here.”
 
   Lydia knew she should tell Vivian about Rocco. But she wasn’t sure. Was she? How could Rocco have found her here? But she could think of no other explanation for that note in the refrigerator. The note, in light of his threatening text messages that she’d been ignoring, pointed to him. Not to mention the fact that he’d called her Pocahontas. All those creepy feelings that she’d experienced of being watched! It was Rocco, for sure, and he had been in Vivian’s house! A shiver went down her spine at the thought. 
 
   Years ago she read a book called “The Gift of Fear” and it was about how, when you feel alarm, it’s for a reason, and you should pay attention to those gut instincts because that feeling of fear is there for a reason, to save your life. All those times she’d felt the prickle up her spine of being watched, it was because she had been, she now knew. Her gut had been shouting at her and she hadn’t been listening. Well, she was listening now!
 
   She would tell Vivian her suspicions, she decided. But not now. Mike and Dugger were coming back, and she wasn’t about to pour out her sordid past for the two of them to hear. She could just hear herself trying to explain: Oh, I used to date a drug dealer who I helped put in prison. I, myself, was completely innocent—except for that thing that nobody believed, the thing about me not knowing anything about the drugs that I was delivering for him. Oh, and by the way, I spent some time in prison myself. 
 
   Nope, she would just wait. She’d make sure the house was always locked up, and start carrying her phone with her. She would be extra vigilant until she figured out what to do. They’d talk to the sheriff and maybe he would just catch Rocco loitering around somewhere and she wouldn’t have to be linked to him. 
 
   The last thing that she wanted to happen was for Mike to find out about her past. She at least wanted to remain a warm memory in his mind when he was gone. She felt sick that, if this came to light, he would remember her as the ex-con whom he’d kissed that one spring night and, lucky for him, he’d escaped her evil clutches unscathed.
 
   “That should do it,” said Dugger when they returned. He handed Vivian the key. “I put in a call to Sam Jenkins. He’s coming by so you can file a report, Vi.”
 
   “Thank you, Dugger,” she said gratefully. 
 
   “Sam was a few years behind us in school,” he said. “You remember him?”
 
   “Vaguely; I did hear he was elected sheriff.”
 
   “Sam’s a good man.” He gave Mike and Lydia a reassuring wink. “He’ll take care of this.”
 
   Lydia gave Dog another bite of steak, which he swallowed whole, and looked expectantly for another, his tail wagging back and forth. “I think you’ve had enough,” she said, patting his head. “Let’s pick up a flea collar tomorrow. It looks like he’s going to stick around for a while.”
 
   “You’re going down to the salvage yard tomorrow?” Dugger asked. “What all are you looking for?”
 
   Mike spread his hands. “A little bit of everything. Sinks, faucets, a new toilet. I don’t really know what we’ll find.  We’ll see what’s available when we get there.”
 
   “If you need a truck to haul it back, I’ll be glad to help,” Dugger said, pointing to his pickup. “Here’s my number in case you need me.” He and Mike exchanged phone numbers just as Sheriff Jenkins showed up. 
 
   They showed him the note, and the men left to inspect the garage, while Vivian and Lydia began to clean up the remains of the cookout. 
 
   “Dugger’s nice,” said Lydia. “I like him.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s always been a charmer. Oh, and before I forget, remind me to give you some money for the stuff tomorrow.”
 
   “No, don’t worry about it. I’ll just get what we need and we can settle up later.”
 
   “But you’ve already paid me for your rent,” Vivian argued. “And thank you, by the way, I appreciate that. But you shouldn’t be out any money for this project.”
 
   Lydia waved away her protests as she stacked the dirty dishes on the lower shelf of the cart. “It’ll all come out in the wash,” she said, thinking that Vivian would never know how much she was spending, because now she had money to spend. And this fire of renovation that had been ignited was making that money burn a hole in her pocket. She’d see to it that her aunt came out smelling like a rose on the cabin reno. Vivian deserved it.
 
   It was dark by the time Sheriff Jenkins left, with a promise to Vivian that he would have a cruiser drive by the house periodically and keep an eye on things.
 
   Dugger and Vivian sat on the back porch in the rockers and watched the younger couple walk down to the end of the pier, Mike with his hands stuffed in his jeans pockets and Lydia with her arms wrapped around her waist. When the two sat down, Vivian wished she had her camera. The moon was rising straight across the lake, just between their heads, and she thought it looked postcard pretty.
 
   “What I wouldn’t give to be that young again,” said Dugger.
 
   “Not me. Being young, not knowing what the future holds, I’m glad that’s over.”
 
   “But you still don’t know what the future holds, Vi,” he argued.
 
   “That’s true, but things are not as anxiety-ridden now as they were then. I’ve learned over the years to relax, because most everything works itself out. You don’t know that when you’re young. I was afraid of everything back then.”
 
   Dugger reached over and took Vivian’s hand. “Did you know, Vi, that you were my first love?”
 
   “What? No!” she said, slapping his hand away.
 
   “It’s true,” he insisted. “The night of the winter dance, you remember that?”
 
   She nodded, memories of that magical night, dancing in Todd’s arms, came tumbling in. “There were tiny little lights strung all around the gym and it was the most romantic evening I’d ever seen.”
 
   “Not for me,” Dugger snorted. “I was ready to make my move on you when Todd beat me to it. They’d just started playing ‘My Girl’ by The Temptations—I’ll never forget it—and Todd walks up, sweeps you into his arms right before my very eyes, and next thing I know, you’re Todd’s girl.”
 
   “I guess that’s about right,” she said dreamily, her chair rocking gently. “That’s the night it happened.”
 
   “After that, I went out behind the gym with the Brennerman brothers and got drunk for the first time.”
 
   “Oh phooey, you did not! I’ve never known you to have more than a beer on occasion.”
 
   He laughed. “Well, I guzzled about half their flask and promptly got sick. I have to admit, I never did care much for liquor after that.”
 
   “See what I mean?” she said, laughing along with him. “You thought it was the end of the world that night, and then you and Carol hooked up, and lived happily ever after.”
 
   “You got that right,” he agreed. “That Carol was one feisty woman, and she straightened me out good. No telling where I would’ve ended up if it hadn’t been for her.”
 
   “Oh Dugger, you weren’t that wild. You were just, well, very lively. You have a big personality.”
 
   “I’ve settled down quite a bit in my old age.” He looked at the rising moon, seeing the years flowing behind him. “The four of us spent many a good time together over the years, didn’t we?”
 
   “Yes, we did.”
 
   A quiet moment passed between them. “I’d like to spend more time with you, Vi,” he finally said.
 
   She reached over and patted his hand. “Let’s take it slow, Dugger, okay? One day at a time.”
 
   He laced his fingers through hers. 
 
   And she let him. 
 
   “Will you go to the Spring Fling with me tomorrow night?”
 
   She found that she liked the feel of his hand holding hers. She’d liked it the first time he did it, when they walked around the lake. It had been a long time since anyone held her hand, and sometimes you don’t even know you’re missing something until you have it back. Just the loving touch of another human being who cares about you, an affectionate look passed between you, a compliment lightly given, were things taken too much for granted. 
 
   “I reckon I will,” she said quietly.
 
   Dugger smiled, settling back comfortably, his chair rocking in synch with hers, and enjoyed the picturesque silhouette of the young couple sitting on the pier. 
 
   Mike and Lydia had been quietly listening to the water lap against the pier. He turned to look at her. Her face was bathed in moonlight, and she looked peaceful and content. Kendall, he thought, would be bored out of her skull, just sitting quietly, watching the moon rise over the lake.
 
   “You’re quiet tonight.” 
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “Mm,” he grunted in agreement. “I’m stuffed.”
 
   “Me, too. I ate too much. Aunt Vi had a nice time, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. Dugger seems like a good enough man.”
 
   “Yes, I like him.”
 
   Their attempt at conversation trailed off, but not in an uncomfortable way. Each was lost in their own thoughts, and neither seemed to mind the lapses of silence between them.
 
   “That was pretty weird about the note,” he ventured. “Do you know if Vivian has any enemies?”
 
   “I can’t imagine that she does.”
 
   “Then that leaves you, doesn’t it?” He quietly studied her profile.
 
   She stared straight ahead and shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s probably just a kid playing a prank.”
 
   They heard Dugger’s truck crank and pull out of the driveway, the sound growing softer as it wound its way back to the main road. The back door slammed, indicating that Vivian had gone in for the night. It was early in the year for crickets, but the frogs were out in full force, croaking loudly along the bank, calling for mates. Lights twinkled on the other side of the lake, and an occasional burst of laughter and animated voices floated across the water in that crazy way sound could travel.
 
   “I want you to be careful.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance, low and long. 
 
   “Sounds like we might get some rain,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, I’d better go get everything inside at the cabin.” He stood up and stretched. “I guess you have some work to do?”
 
   “Oh. Yes, I was so comfortable I’d almost forgotten.” 
 
   “I’ll come in and check the windows and doors,” he said as they walked back, their footsteps echoing on the pier. The wind picked up, blowing her hair in her face, and he wished he had the right to touch it, run his fingers through it.
 
   “No, you go on. I’ll make sure they’re all locked. Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
 
   “Okay then. Goodnight.”
 
   “’Night.”
 
   He turned reluctantly toward the path and paused, watching until she was inside, the door safely closed behind her. He didn’t feel good about this. Maybe it was some kid pulling a prank, but he didn’t think so. He went back to his original thought, maybe a jealous ex-boyfriend. If she had been in an abusive relationship and had to get out, that would explain why she never seemed to talk about her past. He’d heard of guys who couldn’t seem to let go. He even knew a few.
 
   One night a couple of years ago a friend of his showed up on his doorstep, drunk, waving a gun around, looking for his girlfriend. “If I can’t have her, nobody can!” he’d shouted. She was a mutual acquaintance of Mike’s, and apparently his friend was checking any place his addled brain told him she might be. Mike easily disarmed him, let him pass out on his couch, and was able to talk some sense into him the next morning. 
 
   There were more chapters to their story, but Mike had not been personally involved. It was long and drawn out and fraught with drama, but eventually it ended as well as could be hoped for, when his friend’s attention was diverted by another love interest. 
 
   He hurried back to the cabin just as a little sprinkle began to fall, and hauled the saw horses, and everything else he’d left outside, back in the cabin. He turned out the lights and sat on the small porch for an hour, listening to the light rain as it fell steadily, hitting the tin roof with a soothing sound. 
 
   He wondered what his father would say if he could see him now. All he could think of was his dad’s standard reply in times of trouble, which never changed despite all his success: “Better days are comin’.”
 
   When Mike was gone, Lydia went around the downstairs and methodically locked both doors and checked all the windows, a surprising number of which she found unlocked. Vivian was watching the evening news, and Lydia joined her on the couch, tucking her feet under an afghan. It was raining steadily now, and she felt chilled. 
 
   The news anchor was sharing the horrifying details of a train derailment. “How can you watch this stuff every single day? It’s all so depressing.”
 
   “We need to keep up with what’s going on in the world.” 
 
   She shook her head. “Not me. I’ve got enough problems of my own without hearing about everyone else’s.”
 
   “Sometimes the news affects us in surprising ways.” Vivian lowered her head and peered up at her niece over her reading glasses. 
 
   Lydia felt that she was giving her a meaningful look, but the meaning escaped her. The news segment switched to the weather, and she silently agreed with the meteorologist that it was, indeed, raining.
 
   “I don’t mean to be nosy,” she said, “but how did it go with Dugger after we left you two alone?”
 
   Vivian sighed, closed the book that had been open on her lap, and grinned. “He’s still got that old charm.”
 
   “But you were able to resist it all those years ago,” she prodded.
 
   “True. But things are different now. He’s different; I’m different. And I have to say, there was never one time in all these years when he even hinted at being a flirt. He was totally devoted to Carol, and I admire that in a man.”
 
   Lydia smiled and lay back on the cushion, wrapping her arms around her legs. “Did he kiss you?”
 
   “No!” Vivian was shocked at the question. “Of course not. He was a complete gentleman.”
 
   “There’s nothing ungentlemanly about kissing a pretty woman.” She waggled her eyebrows up and down making Vivian laugh.
 
   “No, I suppose not. I don’t want to sound old-fashioned or anything, but we’re not there yet. We’re sort of hand-holding friends at the moment.”
 
   “That’s sweet.”
 
   “Yes, it was sweet. What about you and Mike?”
 
   She shook her head. “Let it go, Aunt Vi. He’s just not interested.”
 
   “Have you flirted?”
 
   She grabbed a throw pillow and punched it, laughing. “I’ve flirted my brains out! I held his hand during a tender moment in the canoe today. I gazed so adoringly into his eyes, I’m pretty sure I made a fool out of myself. The man is in love with someone else, and I’m not even on the list of runners-up. I am so not his type; it isn’t even funny. You saw little Miss Richie-Rich Kendall Riley, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well, here’s something else,” she said, leaning forward. “We were out in the canoe this afternoon and he got a call from some kid that he’s like a big brother to or something. This boy just got a last minute date to the prom that’s happening tomorrow night. Then bang, bang, bang, right in front of my eyes, Mike sets up a tux rental and limo service for this kid like it was nothing. Aunt Vi, I know he doesn’t look like it, but Mike is rich. Trust me. I don’t know what he’s doing here in our little corner of the world, but I know that he’s way out of my league.”
 
   “Why would you say that?” Vivian asked, her expression turning serious.
 
   “Why?” She threw up her hands in exasperation. “You saw how Kendall Riley looked. How can you ask that question? She had it all. And I mean all!” She cupped the air with her hands in front of her chest to drive home her point.
 
   Vivian gazed at her niece steadily. “Don’t sell yourself short, honey. I don’t think you even know how beautiful you are.”
 
   “Awww.” She gave her a sad, patronizing smile. Suddenly she thought she might shatter like a piece of glass under Vivian’s kind gaze. She hadn’t realized just how tense she’d been since the cookout. “I think I’m going to get some work done before I turn in,” she said, standing.
 
   “Okay, good night. I’m going to read a little longer, but I won’t be far behind you. Thanks for joining us this evening.”
 
   “Any time,” Lydia said over her shoulder as she climbed to the second floor. Upstairs, she went from window to window, making sure the locks were secure. Thoughts that she’d kept at bay now bombarded her brain. She paced from one end of the house to the other and back again. Think! she told herself. Then she remembered her cell phone. Where was it? She turned her bedroom upside down looking for it until she finally found it beneath the covers at the foot of her bed. Once again, the battery was dead, so she plugged it into the charger, aggravated at herself for her irresponsibility. 
 
   It was a miracle she had been able to hold herself together when she saw that note. Maybe she’d just been in shock. Or maybe she was just a really good actress. But now it was time to face the facts: Rocco was out of jail. She’d tried to call Anne again with no success, and decided she was probably at her family home in the mountains where she didn’t get cell service.
 
   If Rocco was here stalking her, and she had every reason to believe that he was, maybe she should just go. By staying here, she was putting Vivian at risk. She had some money now; she could go somewhere else and start over, somewhere with absolutely no ties to anyone she loved. And this time, no communication with anyone. At this point, she suspected that Rocco may have gotten to her ditzy ex-roommate, weaseling her phone number from Jessie.
 
   That’s it, she thought. Just leave. Of course, she would appear to be the screw-up her mother believed her to be, ditching a good job on a whim, but she didn’t care about that anymore. Her aunt would be safe. Mike would never have to find out about her shameful past life. She was confident he would see to it that the cabin renovations were completed and Vivian would have a steady income. She was sure that she wouldn’t even be missed.
 
   With that thought, she collapsed on her bed and began to cry. She pressed her fists against her temples and rocked back and forth. Why couldn’t anything ever work out for her? She clenched teeth, hot tears squeezing out of eyes that were closed tightly in pain. Frustration welled up inside until she thought she couldn’t bear it. “Dear God!” She took her pillow and threw it across the room, sobbing. “Why can’t one thing—just one little thing—ever work out for me? Am I that dadgum bad that everything I touch turns to crap?”
 
   She got up, turned around and sat back down. “Why? Why can’t I have a tiny, little bit of happiness?” She threw up her hands. She knew she was out of control, hysterical and dramatic, but she couldn’t seem to stop crying. “It’s not like I’ve asked for the moon. Is a respectable job too much to ask for? Is a nice place like Vi’s too good for me to call home? How long do I have to pay for being stupid? Apparently forever,” she said, breaking into crazy laughter that scared her.
 
   She got up and began to pace through the upstairs, shaking her hands out at her sides, breathing deeply between hitches in her chest. She felt devastated, because she suddenly realized how happy and carefree she had been. Yes, there’d been some crazy ups and downs, but she hadn’t known, until the moment she knew it was all going to go away, how content she was here. Just when she found some meaningful purpose, the excitement she felt when she was working on the cabin, it was just a tease by the Universe to let her know, once and for all, that she didn’t deserve to be happy. 
 
   She opened a window and stuck out her head, letting the cold rain hit her face. She looked up into the heavens. “I don’t get it,” she said softly, her words barely audible. “Don’t I matter, too? Even a little bit?” Of course there was no answer. But at least the rain sobered her hysteria. She closed the window, locked it, and drew the curtains shut. 
 
   Now resigned to her fate, she knew she had to leave. A deep sadness settled in, but also a sense of calmness, now that the decision was made. 
 
   Outside, Rocco shivered as he lay in the cold, wet leaves. He had stared through his binoculars, watching as Lydia leaned out the upstairs window. He could see her lips moving. He saw the droplets of rain wet her face and hair. Was she crying? He thought so. Another shiver went through him that had nothing to do with the cold, rainy night. 
 
   He smiled.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Lydia packed up all her things and tidied her room. She wrote a long note to Vivian, explaining that she needed to be on her own for a while, thanking her for her hospitality and apologizing for the abruptness of her departure. She didn’t expect her aunt to understand, but she didn’t know anything else to do. She tried to keep it light and cheerful, as if her leaving was a spontaneous adventure that she had decided to embark upon. 
 
   She also wrote a short note to Mike, confessing her love for him in flowery prose, which she promptly wadded up and threw in the trash can. Time to move on, for real! She left Vivian’s note and the computer Mr. Lincoln and Emily gave her on the sitting room desk. She glanced at the clock. Four thirty in the morning, time to go. 
 
   She slung her duffle bag and purse over her shoulder, and decided to come back for the rest. Taking one last look around, wishing she could stay, she quietly made her way downstairs. She glanced down the hall toward Vivian’s bedroom and her eyes misted over again. 
 
   Vivian would probably call up the stairs that breakfast was ready in a couple of hours, and maybe come up after a few minutes to say that her eggs were getting cold. She would find the note and…
 
   She turned abruptly and shut down her thoughts. She couldn’t bear to picture the hurt on her aunt’s face; she didn’t want to cry anymore. She was wrung out emotionally. It was for Vivian’s own good, even if she didn’t know it. Her aunt would be safe, and that was all that mattered.
 
   She tiptoed through the living room and kitchen without turning on any lights. The rain had stopped long ago, and there was enough moonlight coming through the windows to see. She eased the front door open and stepped out, pausing for a moment to look around. The early morning was chilly and eerily quiet. She hadn’t been out at this hour since her short stint in college, and then she’d been coming home from a night out instead of leaving. 
 
   She crunched across the gravel driveway toward her car, wincing at the noise she made. It was loud enough to wake the dead. She reached for the door handle just as a dark figure appeared in her peripheral vision. She spun around, a cry catching in her throat, and she immediately fell back against her car in a defensive posture—the posture of a victim. 
 
   She always thought that if she were attacked she would spring into action, shouting, punching and kicking. But all coherent thought fled from her mind in a split second as terror took over and she melted in on herself, dropping her bags and raising her arms in front of her face.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” someone said, but her mind couldn’t process it. Strong hands clutched her wrists and she began to struggle like a wild animal, her instincts finally kicking in.
 
   “Lydia, it’s me. Stop, it’s me, Mike!” Her fear was so great; it seemed to take a while for his words to sink in, even though she could now see his face. 
 
   It’s Mike! she told herself, her mind turning the words into gibberish until they finally began to sink in. “Mike!” she whispered, her legs rubbery with relief. She threw her arms around his neck and he held her to him. Then her relief turned to anger. She pushed him away, her hands on his chest. “You scared me! Why would you sneak up on me like that?”
 
   “I didn’t sneak,” he said. “I just heard noise out here and came to check it out.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “I couldn’t sleep. I went for a walk,” he said simply. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   It was then she realized how intimately they were standing, her hands still pressed against his chest, feeling his heart beat, his arms encircling her waist. His face was close, and his eyes searched hers for an answer she did not readily have.
 
   “I couldn’t sleep either,” she finally said.
 
   “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
   “No, I—” 
 
   They both looked at her duffle bag and purse on the ground beside her. “Yes, I couldn’t sleep, and I thought I’d go somewhere, um, to the IHOP in town, and get some breakfast.”
 
   “Dirty laundry?” He indicated the duffle.
 
   She had never been a good liar, and she felt her cheeks burn as she fumbled for an explanation. “Oh, stupid me, I meant to drop that off in the laundry room. I don’t know where my mind is. Let me just take this back inside.” She grabbed the bag. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   She went inside and ran up the stairs with the bag, dumped it on her bed, slid the note out of sight under the computer and rejoined him, breathless. He was leaning against her Volkswagen, arms folded across his chest, looking completely at ease.
 
   “May I join you?” he asked. “Pancakes would be good right about now.”
 
   She was disgusted with herself. She couldn’t even sneak away successfully. “Sure, I guess so.” What else could she say?
 
   They found the IHOP a surprisingly busy place for so early on a Saturday morning. Farmers arrived in pickups for a quick breakfast before heading over to the Co-op for supplies. Fishermen towing boats were leaving to get on the lake while the fish were biting.
 
   The drive over had been tense; both of them wondering what the other had been up to. They placed their orders and Mike said what he had been thinking since they got in the car. “I thought you said you were going to be careful.”
 
   She started to protest that it was none of his business; she could take care of herself. But she remembered how she turned to putty when he’d surprised her, how defenseless she proved to be. She had looked like an idiot, the stereotypical damsel in distress who couldn’t lift a finger to protect herself. That rankled to her very core, and she wanted to take it out on him.
 
   “I don’t think going to breakfast is an incredibly dangerous thing to do,” she said icily. “I was just fine until you snuck up on me and nearly gave me a heart attack. And I don’t believe your story about how you couldn’t sleep and just happened to be wandering around the grounds at four thirty in the morning. That’s a little creepy, don’t you think?”
 
   He gazed at her steadily. She looked away, uncomfortable under his scrutiny, pretending interest in the corner table surrounded by a group of regulars, older men guffawing loudly about their glory days.
 
   He didn’t buy her story, either. He knew firsthand the look of someone who was running away. “You want to tell me where you were really going?”
 
   “You want to tell me what you were really doing?” she shot back.
 
   He shrugged. “I had a bad feeling. I couldn’t sleep, like I said. I thought I’d just take a walk, look around and make sure everything was all right.”
 
   “And it was, until you showed up.”
 
   “Where were you going?” he persisted. He felt as if he’d almost lost her, and was surprised at the depth of panic he’d felt when he saw her with that duffle bag. He kept thinking that she almost slipped through his fingers. 
 
   And what was that all about? Wasn’t he the one with the noble thoughts of sparing her a life riddled with shame and disgrace? She didn’t deserve that, but now he wondered how he ever thought he could be happy without her in his life.
 
   It occurred to him then, that perhaps he never thought it was possible for him to find happiness, after everything that happened. He had been living his life on automatic, taking what came—and that included being thrown together socially with Kendall—and assuming everything would work out for the best one day. Now he thought that maybe he had found someone worth caring for, something worth fighting for. He felt torn by his need to protect Lydia and his selfish need to claim her for his own. 
 
   The waitress arrived and slid plates of eggs, bacon, grits and pancakes across the table. It looked like enough food to feed a small army. “What time does the salvage yard open?” Lydia asked her.
 
   “Six o’clock,” the waitress replied. “This town goes to bed early and wakes up early.”
 
   “That’s good timing,” she said to Mike, hoping the interruption would put an end to his questioning. It was difficult to transition her mind from her intent to leave, to participating in the plans as if nothing had changed. She still intended to go, but she would have to be smarter the next time. 
 
   She mentally switched gears and tried for her usual chatty demeanor. “I’m hoping to find a bargain in a stove; the one that’s there is on its last leg.”
 
   He nodded, letting her off the hook for the moment. He was relieved to see that she was making an effort to return to a sense of normalcy between them. “I agree. It was nothing special to begin with, and it wouldn’t be worth refurbishing.”
 
   Their attention was diverted by the arrival of a boisterous group coming through the door. It appeared to be the remnants of a wedding party stumbling in after a long night of drinking. All of them looked a little worse for the wear with rumpled shirts, one man’s unbuttoned to the waist, and a disheveled bridesmaid who was carrying her shoes. Bringing up the rear was Ace Colbert, his arms wrapped around a giggling woman twice his size whom he appeared to be using for support. 
 
   Lydia ducked her head, concentrating on the plate in front of her, as a waiter led the group to the rear corner of the restaurant. Halfway there, Ace spotted her and turned in an exaggerated double take. “Well, looky here,” he said, weaving his way toward their table. “If it isn’t Lydia Steadman, the snob who thinks she’s too good for me.” He steadied himself by holding onto the edge of their table, swaying back and forth.
 
   He swung his head toward Mike and squinted, then looked at Lydia, a knowing sneer on his face. “Enjoying a morning-after breakfast with the construction worker, I see.” 
 
   “Move along,” said Mike quietly.
 
   “Move along?” Ace shouted. He jerked upright, incensed by Mike’s words. “Who do you think you are to tell me to move along, ditch digger? Do you know who I am?”
 
   By this time, they had the full attention of all the surrounding tables, including two deputy sheriffs who were eating close by. 
 
   “I’m Ace Colbert. I’m Big Jim Colbert’s son, in case you’ve been living under a rock.” His face was flushed a bright red and he was sweating profusely. Satisfied that he had put Mike in his place, he turned his attention back to Lydia.
 
   He wagged a finger in her face. “Naughty girl,” he said, slurring his words. “You got old Ace in a bit of trouble, and I don’t take too kindly to that.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said stiffly.
 
   His eyes took on a vicious glint and he leaned close to her face, breathing sour fumes as he spoke. “Nobody treats Ace Colbert like that, you little jailbird. I’m gonna make you sorry you ever met me.”
 
   With that, Mike was on his feet. He grabbed Ace by the collar and hauled him backward, right into the arms of the two deputies who were approaching. 
 
   “Did you see that? He attacked me. Arrest that man!” Ace slurred his words as he struggled to free himself from their hold. His friends had gathered around and were cheering him on. “You tell ’em, Ace!”
 
   The short, stocky deputy pressed the button attached to his epaulet and called for backup.
 
   “Let’s go, Ace,” the taller officer said, obviously familiar with the troublemaker. “We can do it the easy way or the hard way; your choice.”
 
   “Get your hands off me. I was just trying to have a conversation with the little lady here, and this Neanderthal attacked me. I wanna press charges!”
 
   “We’ll talk about that down at the station. Come on now, you don’t want resisting arrest added to the charges, do you?”
 
   At that moment two squad cars, sirens wailing, pulled up to the door and two more officers joined them. Ace’s companions quietly returned to their table when it grew clear that he wasn’t going down without a fight, and none of them wanted to spend the day with him in the drunk tank. The officers dragged him out, kicking and screaming that Lydia hadn’t seen the last of him yet.
 
   The stocky deputy wrote down personal information from Mike and Lydia, along with other bystanders’. He left with a suggestion that they have themselves a good day. Mike tried to pay for the food they had only half eaten, but the manager insisted that it was on the house, and apologized for the trouble.
 
   Outside the sun was rising and the morning was shaping up to be another stellar spring day, despite its rough beginning. “Are you okay?” he asked as Lydia slid behind the wheel.
 
   “I’m okay. I certainly didn’t expect to have breakfast with a side of drama, though. That was crazy.”
 
   “No kidding,” he said, getting in the passenger seat and slamming the door as she cranked the car. He held up his hands questioningly. “What in the world was that all about?”
 
   She tried to shrug it off. “Not much of anything, really.” When he continued to scrutinize her, she added, “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”
 
   He looked confused. “You’re not supposed to talk about what?”
 
   She pulled out of the parking lot and turned in the direction of the salvage yard. “Let’s just say it’s work-related and Mr. Lincoln asked that I keep it confidential.”
 
   “I see.” He could make an educated guess as to the nature of the request. “I assume that’s the reason you’re now working from home?”
 
   “Something like that. Can we change the subject, please?” She hoped that he hadn’t heard Ace call her a jailbird, or that it just hadn’t registered with him, but she had little confidence in that. If she could just delay that conversation long enough, she would never have to have it at all.
 
   He cleared his throat. He was reluctant to let it go, but he thought it might be the best strategy at the moment. “Okay, what would you rather talk about?” 
 
   “I’m excited about shopping today,” she said, jumping on the first subject that came to mind. “I can’t wait for you to see this place. I came here with Uncle Todd a few times as a kid. There’s a fenced-in yard full of junk and ornamental iron, things like that, a showroom floor with interesting stuff salvaged from old buildings, and an attached antique store that’s chock-full of unusual pieces. I could spend all day in that section alone.”
 
   This was right up Mike’s alley, and it didn’t take much for him to catch her enthusiasm. When she turned the corner a few minutes later, he could see why she was so excited. She hadn’t exaggerated about the size of the place; it was enormous, covering the entire block. They parked on the street and went in.
 
   As they walked through, she forgot about her troubles and soon she was bubbling with happiness at the seemingly endless possibilities. She felt his eyes on her at times, but she kept up the pace, pulling him from the kitchen and bathroom sections to the antique store and back again.
 
   “This tile is beautiful,” she said, examining one of the many samples. “There’s no backsplash in the kitchen right now, but I was thinking it would be so pretty if we added one. These are fairly cheap.”
 
   “We could,” he agreed. “These are a good buy. If we installed them ourselves, the cost would be minimal.”
 
   “What about the bathroom? What would it take to make it, well, not ugly?”
 
   He laughed. “More than Vivian has to spend on this renovation.”
 
   “I have some money put back,” she said. “I’d really like to make it nice. We wouldn’t have to tell her how much it cost.”
 
   “I don’t know if she’d approve.”
 
   “Please. We won’t tell her. And I can help you; it can’t be that hard. Let’s really do this.”
 
   By early afternoon they had chosen a farmhouse sink for the kitchen and a classic oval for the bathroom, along with faucets, a new toilet and tile for both rooms. Mike called Dugger who helped them load their finds in the back of his truck, and he and Lydia followed him back to Vivian’s. They were relaxed and on a bit of a high with their plans for the cabin, the ugliness of the scene at the restaurant forgotten—or at least put on the back burner.
 
   They turned into the driveway, laughing at the smudges of dirt they had both accumulated while pawing through rusty items, until Lydia spotted the last thing she expected to see. “Oh no, my mother’s here!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   “Your mother is here?” Mike looked at Lydia’s face. “Is that bad?” 
 
   “It can’t be good.” The last thing she wanted was for him to meet her mother. “You and Dugger go ahead and unload the stuff. I’ll see you later.”
 
   “I’d like to meet her.” He followed her, uninvited, into the house, with Dugger trailing along behind.
 
   Katie and Vivian were sitting at the kitchen table, Katie crying into a paper towel.
 
   “Oh Lydia,” she said when she spotted her daughter. “I need your help.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” She felt dread creep into her chest. 
 
   “It’s Brittany,” Katie cried.
 
   “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “Oh, it’s too horrible! She’s on drugs, Lydia. Robert has left her and taken the children. She’s moved home with me, and I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “What?” She was shocked. Her perfect sister was on drugs? “How can I help, Mom?”
 
   “She’s hooked on that Oxy stuff,” said Katie. “You have to talk to her. You know all about drugs like that.”
 
   Her mouth fell open. “I don’t know anything about drugs,” she said, feeling all eyes upon her in this nightmare-come-true.
 
   Katie jumped up from her chair and whirled to face her daughter, her finger punctuating the words as she lashed out. “You went to prison for drugs. You probably got her started on this path. Brittany never would have gotten mixed up with anything like this on her own!”
 
   “Stop it, Katie!” Vivian commanded, but her sister was oblivious to anyone else in the room.
 
   Dugger didn’t know Katie well, but he knew enough to know she had always been high strung. He moved around behind Vivian’s chair and placed his hands protectively on her shoulders. 
 
   This was not what Mike expected when meeting Lydia’s mother, and he leaned back against the sink, arms crossed, and tried to make sense of it. Lydia glanced at him, wishing he would disappear, and tried to take charge of the situation.
 
   “Mother,” she said calmly, “I’ve told you a thousand times, I’ve never done drugs in my life, and you’ve chosen not to believe me. I know nothing about it, and I can’t help Brittany.”
 
   “Oh, you’ve never done drugs, huh? But you were a drug pusher,” Katie spat out, “selling drugs to decent people like Brittany. You didn’t go to prison because you were innocent! Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
   Lydia fought to stay calm. “No, I think you’re wrong,” she said.
 
   Her words seemed to drive Katie over the brink into insanity, and she raised her hand to slap her daughter. Mike’s hand snaked out and caught Katie’s wrist, bringing sudden silence to the kitchen as she noticed him for the first time.
 
   She stared at him for a long moment before wrenching her arm free. She took a step back and looked him up and down, taking in his worn jeans and the streak of dirt across his cheek. “Yeah,” she sneered, “you look like someone Lydia would hook up with. Are you on drugs, too?”
 
   “That’s enough,” said Vivian sharply, banging the table with open palms. “Katie, I think you should go.”
 
   “But what am I supposed to do?” she wailed, collapsing into the chair in hysterical sobs. “I know Bull Barnes is going to ask me to marry him at my birthday party, and now Brittany’s there and she’s refusing to go to rehab—which I can’t afford, anyway—and Robert wants to divorce her. And now Lydia’s refusing to help, and I know she could if she wanted to; she’s just being spiteful, as usual.”
 
   Lydia had heard enough. She snatched her keys from the counter and headed toward the front door with the intention of driving away. She thought she was hallucinating when she saw Kendall Riley. She blinked hard and was astounded to see that, indeed, Kendall was standing in the doorway, taking in the whole scene with disdain written all over her pretty face. 
 
   Lydia pulled up short and backed away as if confronted by a cobra.
 
   It was Mike’s turn to be unpleasantly surprised. “Kendall!”
 
   Kendall looked cool and collected as she surveyed the room, finally choosing to ignore everyone except Mike. “Hello, Mike. You need to come with me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” He was bewildered by her appearance.
 
   “I may have told the Board that I knew where to find you,” she said, inspecting her nails for flaws. “There’s an emergency meeting scheduled. You’re not taking their calls, and they sent me to bring you back.”
 
   “Excuse us,” he said, taking Kendall’s arm and steering her out the door. He suddenly felt the need for a short drive up the road and a few minutes of private conversation.
 
   Lydia changed directions and walked through the house and out the back, heading to the end of the pier, simply because she didn’t know where else to go. It was all too much. This was the craziest day of her life and, emotionally, it actually beat the day she stepped into her prison cell and heard the door clang shut behind her. Nothing worse could possibly happen. 
 
   Mike had just witnessed all her dirty laundry hung out for public display. She wondered how much Kendall had seen. It didn’t matter now anyway. He knew everything—except the whole truth. Would he even care enough to find out the truth? 
 
   So much for a fresh start, she thought as she took off her shoes and dangled her feet in the water. She realized her reputation was shot. Ace’s words—you little jailbird—were probably all over town now, and she was sure she was going to be the subject of much speculation. Small towns could be judgmental, and she wondered about this one. She was new here, and she’d so much wanted to be a part of it. She knew she still had a job at the law firm, but she hated the thought of everyone judging her, as her mother had.
 
   She really couldn’t understand Katie’s reluctance to think of her as anything but a loser. But it had always been that way between them. Knowing that didn’t alleviate the hurt that she felt now. She thought she saw actual hatred in her mother’s eyes when she tried to strike her. She knew in that moment she would never have any children; she wouldn’t risk damaging the self-esteem of her child as she had been damaged. Not that there were many prospects for any kind of family in her future. 
 
   She heard a car start and drive away. Kendall and Mike? Was Mike leaving without even packing his things and saying goodbye? She vaguely noted when her mother’s car roared to life, the heavy Continental throwing gravel behind it as she pulled away. No endearing goodbyes from Katie? She kept her eyes on the far side of the lake when she heard Dugger back his truck up to the garage and begin unloading the supplies they bought. All of them were busy getting on with their lives, while she sat numbly swishing her feet back and forth in the cool water.
 
   Soon, as expected, she heard Vivian approaching. She sat down beside her without a word, slipped an arm around her waist, and Lydia rested her head on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, honey.” 
 
   “It’s okay, Aunt Vi; I’m used to it.”
 
   “I have never been able to understand Katie, the way she always treated you and Brittany so differently. I want you to know that I always knew you were innocent.”
 
   “Thank you. That means a lot to me,” she said, sitting up straight. She sighed. “Mike knows all about it now.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose he knows most of it.”
 
   “Is he still here?”
 
   “No, he left with that woman.” Vivian stifled a laugh. “I know all this is not funny, but she reminds me of Jessica Rabbit.”
 
   Lydia laughed, in spite of herself. “There’s no accounting for taste, that’s for sure.”
 
   Vivian patted her on the knee. “Dugger and I are going into town for that festival thing. Why don’t you come with us?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, that’s sweet of you to ask, but I think I’ll hang around here. I don’t really feel like going out.”
 
   “Okay, then maybe we’ll just stay here, too. We’ll pop some corn and watch a movie or something. Dugger won’t care.”
 
   “No, really, I think I need some time alone. You go, have a good time. I’ll see you guys later.”
 
   Vivian looked doubtful, but she finally acquiesced, and Lydia heard them leave in Dugger’s truck a few minutes later. The sun was lowering over the lake and she felt a surreal sense of peace. Everything was out of her hands now. There was nothing she could do to change anything that had happened. In a way, she felt as if a burden had been lifted from her shoulders, now that she was no longer hiding anything. 
 
   She ambled back to the house, suddenly feeling at a loss for what to do after such an eventful day. She couldn’t seem to sit still. “Come on, Dog,” she coaxed. “Come on, lazy bones; let’s go see what the new tile looks like with the paint color.”
 
   Dog got up with an effort and wagged his tail in agreement. She went to the garage and loaded the wheelbarrow with two boxes of the kitchen and bath tiles, and headed along the trail to the cabin. Once there, she carried in the boxes and placed them on the floor, while Dog took his place just inside the door and promptly dozed off. 
 
   Using an old steak knife from the kitchen drawer, she slit open the first box and pulled out a sheet of tiles. She held them up to the wall beneath the cabinets, and was pleased with her choice of color. The ceramic rectangles of beiges and browns, with flecks of red mixed in, were perfectly aligned with her vision of the finished cabin. 
 
   She bent to open the other box and froze as a tiny noise from the stairs behind her sent a shot of adrenalin coursing through her veins. Dog lifted his head, a low growl emanating from deep in his throat. 
 
   She whirled around, her heart slamming against her chest.
 
   “Rocco!”
 
   “Hello, Lydia,” he said, stepping into the room. “Surprised to see me?” 
 
   The shock of seeing Rocco again, his eyes gleaming with madness, was all she needed to get moving. She bent and grabbed a scrap two-by-four at her feet and held it out in front of her. “Stay away from me,” she threatened, taking a step backward.
 
   He laughed at the fear he saw in her eyes. “I see you got my note.”
 
   “I thought you were in prison, Rocco. What do you want?”
 
   He spread his hands out in front of him, a wounded expression on his face. “I thought you’d be glad to see me, Pocahontas. We had some good times together.” His expression turned dark and cold and he took a step forward. “But you betrayed me. I gave you everything, and you stabbed me in the back, you ungrateful little—”
 
   “Don’t come any closer!” She hefted the board like a baseball bat.
 
   He continued to advance, savoring the fear emanating from her that he’d dreamed of for so long, and Lydia swung. The blow was unexpected and perfectly timed, connecting with his head, just above his ear, knocking him to the floor. The look of surprise on his face turned to anger as he felt of his head and examined the blood that came away on his hand. He cursed loudly as he pulled himself to his feet, shaking his head and throwing droplets of blood onto the wall.
 
   She moved backward toward the open door, adrenalin pumping through her body. She clutched the board in both hands, holding it out in front of her as she watched Rocco bend over, trying to clear his head. He was not expecting resistance from her, but she surprised him, which was to her advantage. 
 
   Think! Her cell phone was in her hip pocket, thank goodness. She could call 9-1-1 and get back to the house before he recovered if she moved quickly. Suddenly, Rocco emitted an animal-like grunt and lunged, catching her around the waist as she swung again with a glancing blow across his shoulder. His momentum carried her to the floor and she was pinned beneath him, his hands around her throat. 
 
   The steak knife was within arm’s reach, and she felt for it, her vision becoming blurred from the unbelievable pressure on her windpipe. Her fingers brushed the knife handle and she grabbed it just as Dog leaped into the fray, a snarling ball of fury, knocking Rocco backward. 
 
   She gasped for air. She rolled over on her stomach and began to pull herself toward the door, Dog sounding as if he was winning the fight with Rocco. Within seconds a shot rang out, followed by a yelp of pain, and then silence.
 
   “No!” she screamed. She turned her head and saw Dog lying still, blood pooling beneath him. Rocco began to crawl toward her, the gun in his hand and a maniacal look of triumph on his face. 
 
   “You thought I would just forget about you,” he rasped, wiping blood from his eye. “I warned you, I never forgive or forget!”
 
   Lydia held the knife in one hand, scrabbling to push herself backwards with the other. Rocco grabbed her foot and pulled. She kicked wildly with her free foot, but he was stronger. He jerked hard, let go of the gun, and snagged her other leg. She sliced the air in front of his face with the knife, drawing a line of blood across the bridge of his nose, and was coming back in the other direction when he caught her wrist and squeezed, forcing her arm above her head, crushing her with the weight of his body. 
 
   His fist struck her cheekbone, sending a white ball of pain through her head. He closed his hand around her throat, pushing her jaw back until she thought her neck would break. She felt herself losing consciousness and knew the end was now inevitable. She prayed that the nightmare wouldn’t last much longer.
 
   Through the grayness descending over her, she heard a shout. It seemed to be coming from a long distance, as if the sound were traveling through a tunnel. The choking pressure and suffocating weight on her body was jerked away and she wheezed precious air into her lungs just before she lost consciousness.
 
    
 
   Mike and Kendall arrived back at the house to find it deserted. With instructions to Kendall to wait for him in the car, he started along the path to the cabin to grab his things. He had made up his mind about his future, and the deadline had come to turn the company over to someone else.
 
   Halfway there he heard a gunshot and the faint yelp of the dog, and he broke into a run. Lydia! He never slowed his stride as he passed through the open cabin door and snatched the man by the back of his collar, breaking his hold from her throat. The rest was lost in a white-hot rage as Mike hit him until he stayed down. From the looks of his already bloody face, Lydia must have fought like a wildcat. 
 
   “Lydia! Lydia, can you hear me?” He held her hand to his lips, afraid to move her, but he wanted to hold her in his arms more than anything. He was reluctant to touch her bruised neck, but he found a weak pulse at her wrist. Her head seemed to be resting at an odd angle.
 
   “Please,” he prayed, kissing her hand.
 
   After calling for help, he quickly checked Dog. The animal didn’t look good, but was still breathing. From what he could read of the scene, Dog had fought to protect her, perhaps sacrificing his life in the process. He prayed the old boy would make it. Right now all he could think about was Lydia, and wishing the paramedics would hurry. He finally heard the wail of sirens and knew the police and paramedics had arrived at the house. He hated to leave her, but he had to make sure the EMTs knew where to come.
 
   He tied the attacker’s hands and feet with zip ties in case he regained consciousness while he was gone, and left the cabin at a run. He met Sheriff Jenkins halfway to the house, leading the paramedics, followed by Kendall, her cell phone out, videotaping the excitement. 
 
   “Get out of here,” he thundered. “What is wrong with you? Go! Tell the Board I’ll be there.” The stunned expression on Kendall’s face would have been comical if he hadn’t been so angry. He turned around and sprinted back ahead of the first responders. 
 
   The EMTs were efficient and professional. Three of them immediately began to assess Lydia’s condition, and Mike hovered by the wall, watching quietly. Sheriff Jenkins and two other paramedics checked out Rocco, who was now awake and cursing profusely, struggling with his bonds. They tied him to a stretcher and took him away.
 
   The town veterinarian had been called by Sheriff Jenkins, and she came immediately. She examined Dog with dismay written all over her face. She wrapped a tight bandage around his midsection, noted his advanced age, and gave Mike a look that said he should not expect too much. At her direction, an EMT gently picked up the dog and she gave instructions to put him in the back of her SUV.
 
   As she was going out, Dugger and Vivian pushed their way through the cabin door. Vivian was flushed from exertion and her hair flew wildly around her face. Mike met her halfway across the room, and she fell into his arms. “What happened?” she cried, trying to see Lydia around the people caring for her. “Dugger got a call from the sheriff, but he wouldn’t tell us what happened. I shouldn’t have left her.”
 
   “She’s going to be okay, Vivian,” Mike said, holding her close, as much in need of consolation as she was. “She has to be.” 
 
   Dugger backed into the corner, out of the way, but ready at a moment’s notice to do whatever had to be done. He was appalled at the destruction he saw, the amount of blood that had been shed. Things like this didn’t happen in their quiet little town, and he vowed to make it his business to protect Vivian and her loved ones from any future trauma.
 
   Soon Lydia was ensconced in a neck brace and oxygen mask, and had an IV drip in her arm. Vivian quickly regained control of her emotions and took charge. She led the group, snapping out orders to watch out for that limb and keep the stretcher level, and hurry, hurry, hurry. It was a tense procession that escorted Lydia to the waiting ambulance parked in Vivian’s back yard. She looked pale and lifeless as they loaded her into the back of the ambulance, her left eye swollen and blood smeared across her face. 
 
   When Mike started to get into the ambulance with her, Vivian grabbed him by the shoulders and stopped him. “She’s mine,” she said firmly. Every fiber of Mike’s being told him to get into that ambulance, but the force of Vivian’s will froze him in place, her eyes daring him to dispute her. 
 
   And the truth was, he didn’t have the right to claim his place by Lydia’s side. Emotions ran high as the two faced off, a challenge thrown down between them. This was the first time he had seen the force of a mother’s love, as fierce as a tiger protecting her cub. He knew on some level that he could easily move Vivian to the side, but then he wondered if that were true. By the look on her face, he thought she might fight to the death to be with her niece.
 
   Dugger touched his arm. “Come with me. We’ll follow the ambulance.” Mike leaned in and kissed Vivian’s cheek and the moment was over, and he knew that he had just witnessed something that he had never experienced in his life. A short pang of regret briefly touched his heart, so quickly that he barely registered it; he had never really experienced a mother’s love.
 
   Dugger ran every red light, following right behind the speeding ambulance and police car leading the way. Mike clutched the dashboard for support as the truck careened around corners, leaning forward as if that would help them get there sooner.
 
   It was hours later and numerous cups of vending machine coffee before the doctor came out to the waiting room with news. Lydia had a broken rib, a fractured cheek bone, multiple contusions and bruises around her throat, but she should recover with no residual problems. She was conscious, and he gave permission for two people to visit her.
 
   Vivian and Mike followed the doctor to her bedside. Vivian cried when she saw her, bruised and beaten, her eye swollen shut. She looked small and fragile, her dark hair fanned out across the white pillow. Mike held her hand and kissed it, wondering if she would remember that later when she was no longer drugged. She couldn’t talk, but she smiled weakly, wincing in pain with the movement.
 
   “You’re safe now,” he said. “They took him away.”
 
   She blinked slowly in response.
 
   “Sheriff Jenkins said he’s an escaped convict, and that he’s been stalking you. But he won’t be bothering you again.”
 
   She closed her eyes and didn’t open them again. 
 
   “Let her rest,” Vivian said.
 
   The two of them stepped out into the hallway. “I’m sorry,” Mike said. “So much has happened today, I’m just trying to understand. Drugs? Prison? I hate to admit it, but I Googled her, and I found nothing about Lydia Steadman.”
 
   “You wouldn’t, because she changed her name. She wanted to start over,” she explained. “When she was two years old her biological father, Kip Steadman, left and she got a new stepfather, Paul Brown. Katie insisted that he adopt the girls and give them his last name. He didn’t stick around, but his name did. She’s been Lydia Brown ever since, until she legally changed back to her birth name, Steadman, just before she came here. She so wanted all of her past to be behind her.”
 
   “This afternoon, the accusations her mother was making,” he said, trying to sort things out, “Lydia said it wasn’t true.”
 
   She shook her head. “It wasn’t. When it came time for the trial, everything happened so fast. As usual, Katie tried to hide the facts from us, and then it was too late. Todd and I would have hired a good lawyer for her, but instead she got an inept public defender who advised her to plead no contest to the charge of drug trafficking. She was innocent, but the prosecutor’s case was wrapped around the fact that no one could be that naïve and not know they were being used.”
 
   A tear ran down Vivian’s cheek and she swiped at it absentmindedly. “That’s our Lydia, though. Sweetly naïve, trusting to a fault, and the daughter I should have had.”
 
   Mike grasped her hand and glanced at his watch. “I know this is terrible timing, but I have to go.”
 
   Vivian looked at him uncomprehendingly.
 
   “I don’t want to leave, but I have to. The doctor says she’s going to be okay. I’ll be back as soon as possible.” He searched Vivian’s face for understanding, but found none.
 
   Her expression was guarded as she gazed at him. “You do what you have to do,” she said coldly, and turned to go back into Lydia’s room, dismissing him from her world.
 
   He walked down the hospital corridor with leaden feet. He had never felt so torn in his life. The woman he loved was lying on that bed, and the responsibility of the lives of hundreds of people hung over him like a teetering boulder on the edge of a precipice. People’s jobs were at stake. Corporations didn’t run themselves and time had run out for him. Responsibility had never been a choice for him; it was a natural trait. The timing couldn’t be worse, but he knew what he had to do.
 
   Back in the waiting room he was met with a crowd. Deuce and Emily Colbert were there, along with Mr. Lincoln and Betsy. Word had spread quickly. Vivian’s friends from the women’s shelter had rushed to the hospital to lend their support. Violence was a rarity in this small community. Old friends that she thought had fallen by the wayside were gathering in support. Pete and Ally talked quietly with Dugger until he left the waiting area to join Vivian, leaving Mike to fend for himself.
 
   When he asked if anyone had the number of a taxi service, Deuce and Emily offered to drive him. They stopped by Vivian’s so he could gather his belongings from the cabin, and they patiently walked to the lake as they waited to drive him to the airport. 
 
   It took him just minutes to get what he needed. As he was leaving, his hand lingered on the doorknob. There was one more thing he wanted to do. 
 
   Needed to do, for luck. He turned back and tore off a sheet of notebook paper and began to write.
 
   On the way to the airport, Deuce apologized for his brother’s behavior at the IHOP. He was embarrassed, and said, “Emily and I hope Ace will agree to a stint in rehab.”
 
   “And maybe your father will support you this time,” Emily put in, “instead of turning a blind eye to Ace’s misbehavior.”
 
   “I hope so,” Mike said, although he found it hard to concentrate on the conversation, his thoughts back at the hospital with Lydia. That unpleasant incident at the restaurant seemed to have happened a long time ago, instead of just this morning.
 
   He boarded the plane for North Carolina, his emotions in turmoil. He was determined to expedite his business and return before she even knew he was gone. 
 
   It is said that man proposes, but God disposes. Mike had no way of knowing what actually lay in store for him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Vivian peered out the window again to check on Lydia, the house quiet without the usual drone of the TV in the background. She hadn’t even watched the news since Lydia’s attack. Her every waking moment was focused on her niece’s recuperation. 
 
   Lydia sat motionless in the Adirondack chair at the pier’s end, as she had for the last week and a half. She was looking better now; the swelling had gone down in her face, and the purple bruises were fading to yellows and browns. Her ribs were still wrapped tightly, but she was moving around well. It was her vacant eyes that worried Vivian. Her niece had always been quick to spring back from unpleasantness, to regain her cheerful enthusiasm, and now that didn’t seem to be happening.
 
   Each day she ate only a few bites of the food Vivian brought to her, and she stayed wrapped in a blanket in the sun gazing at the lake, in spite of the fine weather they were having. She had lost weight and her cheeks had taken on a hollow look.
 
   Vivian and Dugger had gone to the cabin and cleaned up the blood stains, and erased all signs of the attack. She tried to talk about the cabin, but she couldn’t pique Lydia’s interest in the renovation, and that worried her, considering how enthusiastic she had been about it. 
 
   She herself had not heard from Mike, and she didn’t know if Lydia had. Lydia didn’t have her phone unless Vivian brought it out to her. But she never saw her check it. Mike hadn’t called the hospital that she knew of. She wondered if he had even tried to get in touch with Lydia personally. 
 
   This Rocco character, as Lydia called him, was extradited back to Tennessee, much worse for the wear, and Vivian could relax on that point. As much as they could piece together, Lydia had injured him quite badly before Mike got there, fending him off long enough to be rescued, just before he could kill her. 
 
   And Dog had done his part, bless him. She dug a tissue out of her apron pocket and dabbed at her eyes.
 
   She no longer felt they were in danger, but she was glad Dugger was around. He couldn’t seem to stay away, constantly running interference with news crews who were rabid for a statement, screening phone calls and bringing in food sent by friends. Pete and Ally had been by a few times, and Vivian was grateful for their steady friendship. She was thankful, though, that things were beginning to settle down. 
 
   She had to admit she was growing accustomed to Dugger’s presence, depending on him, in fact. It bothered her that she was beginning to feel so comfortable with him so quickly. But the stress had been so high in the last week or so, it seemed as if a lot more time had passed.  Things had been chaotic; it felt good to have him there, steady and reliable, hanging out in the background ready to fill in and support whatever was needed.
 
   Dugger came up behind her as she stood at the window and slipped his arms around her waist. Just a few days ago she would have been embarrassed and uncomfortable with this intimate touch. Now she leaned back against his sturdy chest without thinking, exhausted, her mind on Lydia.
 
   “She’ll be all right,” he said.
 
   She absentmindedly crossed her arms over his. “I hope so.”
 
   The next morning Lydia woke up in her bed without any real memory of having crawled under the covers. She was confused at first, but a jumble of scenes spilled into her brain and she sat up, rubbing her temples. She wanted to go back to the fog that had entombed her mind, but couldn’t. She remembered Rocco attacking her. And fighting for her life. She was frankly astonished to find herself alive and well, after the memory returned of giving herself up for dead.
 
   She remembered bits and pieces from the hospital. Vivian, Dugger, the pastor of Franklin Methodist Church, their encouragement. She remembered Vivian telling her that Mike had to leave. The rest was a blur of scenes, sunlight, darkness and soothing words that had little meaning.
 
   It was all too much. She threw the covers back and went to the bathroom where she examined herself in the mirror. She was astonished to see her thin face with the remains of a stitched-up scar on her cheek, faint ochre coloring around it. When she came downstairs thirty minutes later, showered and dressed, Vivian eyed her apprehensively, a surprised look on her face. 
 
   “Welcome back to the land of the living,” she said, sliding the skillet off the hot burner. “I see you washed your hair.”
 
   Lydia gave her a wry smile. 
 
   “I’m taking that as a good sign. Can I interest you in some sausage and eggs?”
 
   “I think I could definitely eat.” She slipped into a chair. 
 
   Vivian cracked two eggs into the skillet and shook her head in wonder. “Feeling better? You certainly look better.”
 
   “My head feels clearer now. Everything sort of came back to me when I woke up this morning. Before, it felt like I was walking around in a dream. I think I owe my life to Dog,” she said, adding casually, “and Mike.” She tore a piece of toast in half and added butter and a smear of strawberry preserves.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’ve heard from him?” Vivian slid the plate of eggs across the table.
 
   She sighed and shook her head. “No, have you?”
 
   “No. And frankly, I can’t understand it. He said he had to leave, but he’d be back as soon as he could. Then, not a word. That just doesn’t sound like him.”
 
   She waved her fork dismissively, but Vivian could see the hurt in her eyes. “I guess he went back to wherever he came from.”
 
   “I know where he came from,” Vivian said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I recognized him before he set foot on our porch, that day it was storming and he came in out of the rain.”
 
   “You recognized him? What are you talking about?”
 
   Vivian grinned. “I watch the news, remember? Although heaven only knows what I’ve missed since you got attacked. Anyway, his face had been plastered all over Nancy Grace for weeks in a big scandal involving a murder-for-hire plot to kill his father—by his brother and sister, no less—and he got accused of the murder.”
 
   Lydia gasped. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “It wasn’t my business to tell.” She shrugged. “It was obvious when he arrived that he wanted to remain anonymous. I figured it would all come out in good time.”
 
   Lydia shook her head, amazed. “You always were tight-lipped. Is his name really Mike Rodgers?”
 
   Vivian smiled. “Rodgers Construction, does that ring any bells?”
 
   “Oh no, you’re kidding.” The connection slowly clicked into place. Rodgers Construction was one of the biggest construction companies in the southeast. She just never put him together with that Rodgers. She covered her face with her hands. “I feel like such an idiot! How could I be so dense?”
 
   “In your defense,” Vivian said, “he never put himself forward as anything but a regular guy, just passing through.”
 
   “That’s it then.” Lydia pushed back her plate. “I knew he was rich. I mean, that became obvious. But I didn’t know we were talking about over-the-moon rich. I guess he just needed some R and R. He had a little fun time with the normal folks, and now he’s gone.” She was quiet for a minute. “I just thought, you know, that he’d at least call or something. You know, check on me.”
 
   “I’m disappointed in him, too,” said Vivian quietly. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It matters.” Vivian watched a tear slide down her niece’s cheek. She wanted to tell Mike a thing or two. She had his number; maybe she would. 
 
   Lydia stood up. “I think I’m going to take a walk down to the cabin, maybe putter around there for a while.”
 
   Vivian nodded approvingly. She had worried about Lydia’s lethargic state, after she seemed to be recovering so well physically. “A little walk will be good for you, I think. Just don’t over-do it,” she warned protectively.
 
   Lydia strolled slowly along the path. She missed Mike. She missed Dog. She was glad to be alive, but she felt empty, like she had opened a box on Christmas morning and found nothing in it. She knew all along she and Mike could not end up together, but the heart wants what the heart wants, regardless of reality. 
 
   She would get over him, she supposed, in time. But she would never be the same, especially since there had been no closure. No get-well flowers. No call, no text. She checked her phone this morning and it became clear that Mike’s interests lay elsewhere. Maybe a clean break was for the best. 
 
   She sat on the cabin steps for a while, resting. She was weaker than she thought. Her mind drifted to the times she and Mike spent here, laughing at nonsensical things, sharing memories with him about the cabin. She thought of Malcolm and Liz, and that beautiful love note. Suddenly, she didn’t know why, she wanted to read it again.
 
   She went inside, sat down on the floor in front of the fireplace, and tilted up the loose board. She looked in, confused at what she saw. Now, on top of the pile, there was a different piece of paper, one torn from a spiral-bound notebook, the edge ragged and the page folded in half. She picked it up, her heart beating faster, and opened it. Tears blurred her eyes as she read:
 
   Lydia, 
 
   Wait for me, my darling. If the gods allow, we’ll be together again soon. 
 
   Love forever, Mike.
 
   She couldn’t believe her eyes. When had he left that? The day she was attacked? The day he left? Tears stung her eyes.
 
   She heard footsteps pounding up the cabin steps and across the porch. Vivian opened the door and paused, a stricken look on her face. 
 
   “What is it?” Lydia looked into her eyes, her heart suddenly filled with dread. “Is it Brittany? Dugger?”
 
   “I was watching the morning news, and I saw it,” Vivian said, out of breath. “I told you it was important to keep up with the news. I told you—” 
 
   “For heaven’s sake, Aunt Vi, tell me what happened.”
 
   Her aunt looked as if she could hardly find the words. “There was a wreck.”
 
   “A wreck?” She couldn’t comprehend.
 
   “It’s Mike,” Vivian said, her voice choked with emotion. “He was in a wreck, after his plane landed in North Carolina, on his way to his office. I’m sorry, honey. It’s bad.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Vivian and Lydia stood holding hands in the landscaped yard at the cabin, looking around in awe at everything that had been accomplished in the past year. A driveway had been poured from the curving road above them, ending in a new garage attached to the side of the cabin, but the wooded path was still the quickest way to get to the house. A beautiful gazebo with bench seating graced the end of a new pier that jutted out into the water, the old aluminum canoe tied up at the end.
 
   They stepped into the cabin through new glass sliders, and Lydia was unable to hide her excitement as she was finally able to reveal the finished renovation to Vivian. She had banned her aunt from the cabin for the last two weeks while she put the finishing touches on the interior. 
 
   “Oh, it’s beautiful!” Vivian exclaimed, her hand over her heart. “I never thought it could look like this.”
 
   Patterned drapes that Vivian had sewn hung at the windows, graceful and elegant. Red and blue pillows—Lake Blue, Lydia thought when she saw the color—dotted Dugger’s over-stuffed leather couch and the new chairs in front of the fireplace. The big, square ottoman from Vivian’s living room, the one that Uncle Todd had propped his feet on for so many years, had been re-upholstered and sat in the middle of a large, plush wool rug that anchored the room.
 
   The log walls had been cleaned and polished, and the result was a warm, inviting room that felt brighter and bigger than it had before.
 
   Her chest swelled with pride as her aunt noticed one beautiful detail after another, pointing out the refinished hardwood floors. “I thought they were going to be too dark, but they’re perfect. You were right; those rugs make all the difference. It came together beautifully. You have a real gift.”
 
   “I’m so happy you love it. Wait till you see the upstairs,” she said, picking up the front of her dress to keep from tripping on the stairs. The entire second floor had been Sheetrocked, covering the rough log walls and brightening the space. A walk-in closet was added to the master bedroom which was decorated in a masculine nautical theme. Vivian had made the navy blue and white striped draperies and matching duvet cover, and she was so pleased to see everything put together. 
 
   The three sets of bunk beds were gone from the north-facing bedroom, and the space was now divided to accommodate a cozy den, a small office area, and a bedroom with an en suite.
 
   “This bathroom is to die for,” said Vivian. “I didn’t realize there was so much wasted space up here. A double vanity, a shower and a soaker tub; I had no idea this would turn out to be so elegant. It was so rough and rugged before.”
 
   “It did turn out well,” she agreed. “And I love the skylight!”
 
   “Yes, I never would have thought of that, but it adds so much natural lighting. Oh, and the little chandelier over the tub! You have such a talent for this sort of thing!”
 
   “Thank you,” Lydia said, excitedly. “I got two more clients this week.”
 
   “Really? Congratulations! But how will you find the time for more? You really need to slow down some.”
 
   “These are both small jobs, but I finished Deuce and Emily’s house two weeks ago, so I should be able to work them in. With the wedding and everything, I have been so busy.”
 
   “I’ll say,” Vivian agreed. She cupped Lydia’s face in her hands. “I’m so happy for you.”
 
   She gave her aunt a long hug. “I never thought I could be this happy; I want to pinch myself.”
 
   “Me, too. Thank you so much for doing all this. I’m overwhelmed.”
 
   “I’m just glad you like it. It was a labor of love.” 
 
   “And just in time, too, right?”
 
   “Right, she agreed, laughing.
 
   Vivian glanced at her watch. “We’d better get back. It’s almost time.”
 
   They walked back arm-in-arm along the newly cobblestoned path, each of them stronger than they had ever been. They both exuded a sense of strength and peace that they wore like a mantle of pride, although they were both unaware of the inner beauty that shone from them. As they walked away, Lydia felt a strong connection to the cabin, as if its renovation had moved along in step with her own. 
 
   She felt healed and whole for the first time in her life. She knew she had been blessed, and the woman walking next to her had been the anchor that made it possible for her to find her way back from the dark abyss that her life had become.
 
   She realized that some people are born with everything in place needed to provide the tools for a successful life. Supportive parents, encouragement. Even in a perfect world, sometimes things go off the tracks. But for her, Aunt Vi had always been there when no one else was, woven into the tapestry of her life, and she would be eternally grateful for having finally fallen into the loving arms of someone who cherished her. Vivian had been there all along, but she realized that sometimes things just have to play out the way they’re written.
 
   She was happy, finally, and was ready to move forward with the new life that she had embraced.
 
   Emerging from the path, she and Vivian parted ways. Lydia was immediately besieged by friends and family offering congratulations and well wishes. Katie approached her daughter warily. They had not talked much since the unfortunate scene in Vivian’s kitchen the day she had sought help from Lydia for Brittany’s drug problem. 
 
   As a peace offering, Lydia had invited her mother at the last minute; she no longer wanted any negative energy in her life. The fact that Katie showed up told her that perhaps they had crossed a threshold into a new relationship. Her mother was reserved and respectful, and that was enough for her.
 
   Brittany also came with Robert and their two children. She had gone to rehab and come out with a new appreciation for what she almost lost. She had started calling Lydia occasionally; trying to rekindle the relationship they had enjoyed as children, and she now seemed more mature and humble. Lydia welcomed her sister back into her life.
 
   She wove her way through the guests, spotting Mr. Lincoln and Betsy. “We’re so happy for you,” said Betsy, giving her a warm hug.
 
   “Thank you. How’s retirement?”
 
   “Wonderful! We’re leaving next week to go on a cruise in the Caribbean, and I can hardly wait.”
 
   “It’s their first vacation in five years,” said Deuce, joining them.
 
   “Thank you again for the beautiful job you did redecorating our home,” put in Emily. “We’ve already had so many compliments.”
 
   “I’m pleased you like it.” She glowed from Emily’s words.
 
   “I just tell them to call you, and you’ll put them on the waiting list. You’re a hot commodity around these parts now.”
 
   She hugged her and said, “Well, I can’t thank you enough for trusting me with your home. It was you who gave me the confidence I needed to start my own business.”
 
   Ace stepped forward at that moment, a pretty young woman clinging to his arm. “Lydia, I’d like you to meet my fiancée, Ginger. We met at an AA meeting—thanks to you,” he added sheepishly. 
 
   They all laughed, dispelling any awkwardness. Ace had come and talked to Lydia a few months ago as part of his Twelve-Step program, and he apologized for his behavior. She was glad he’d gotten his life on track, because he really was quite charming when he dropped the offensive playboy swagger.
 
   “It’s so great to meet you,” Lydia said warmly to Ginger, just before being swept away by Vivian’s friends from the women’s shelter. 
 
   “I hope you don’t mind,” said the director of the shelter, “but we had to bring a few extra people. A woman came by the shelter—terrible situation—just as we were closing. She had her five kids with her and they had no place else to go. Long story short, we knew Vivian would kill us if we were a no-show, so we just brought them along. We’ll get them settled in the safe house later, if that’s okay with you.”
 
   “Of course,” she said. “The more, the merrier.”
 
   Vivian’s back yard had been transformed into a fairyland of beauty. White Japanese lanterns hung from tree limbs, stretching across the heads of a hundred people as they seated themselves in rows of white folding chairs facing the lake. White and silver satin ribbons fluttered from tree trunks. A flowered archway was positioned at the end of the pier, a white aisle runner stretching the length of it, and a robed minister stood beneath the arch awaiting the bride and groom. 
 
   Lydia’s eyes met Mike’s across the yard and she gave him a nod. He excused himself from the group of people surrounding him, and began to make his way to her, urging the guests to take a seat. He was as handsome as ever in his tux, she noted, and his shaggy hair was tamed at the moment, combed back neatly from his forehead. He leaned on his cane as he walked, and she was proud of the progress he’d made since his horrific car crash. 
 
   She had flown to Chapel Hill when she learned about the wreck and was at his side through his grueling rehabilitation process. He’d come back to Vivian’s when he was released, after resigning his position at the company, and his recuperation had been remarkable. Soon he was back at the cabin, at first directing the crew that he hired, and then, little by little, taking on the work himself. Lydia thanked God for the miracle that was theirs every day.
 
   When he reached her, she tilted her head back for a kiss. They walked together down the white aisle runner as the music began to play, and took their places on either side of the minister. They turned in unison to watch Vivian and Dugger walk forward together.
 
   Vivian was beautiful in the long, silvery gown that she had designed and created herself, her hair swept up and held in place with sprigs of baby’s breath, and Lydia thought she looked as regal as a queen. Dugger was resplendent in his black tuxedo, proudly escorting Vivian down the aisle. They joined Mike and Lydia and the four of them turned to face the minister.
 
   The ceremony was short and simple, the bride and groom reciting the vows they wrote. They held hands as they spoke, looking into each other’s eyes, and many of the guests were seen dabbing at their eyes with tissues. The rings were exchanged and they turned to face their guests.
 
   The minister held up his hands. “Ladies and gentlemen, I am proud to introduce to you…  Mr. and Mrs. Dugger Vines!” The guests rose to their feet, clapping and cheering as they threw rice at the laughing couple making their way back through the crowd.
 
   Mike and Lydia paused, sharing a hug beneath the arch as the photographer snapped a picture. “You did a good job, Mrs. Rodgers,” he said, one hand gently caressing her rounded belly. 
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Rodgers.” She put her hand on top of his. “I’m ready to get off my feet before this little fella decides to make an early appearance.” 
 
   He nodded. “You deserve some rest.” He put his arm around her waist, and they stood together watching Vivian and Dugger laugh with Pete and Ally. “One question, though,” he said. “Are you ever sorry we didn’t have a big wedding like this?”
 
   She looked up at him, surprised by the question. “Of course not. We had a lovely wedding. The necessary things were in place. Aunt Vi gave me away, and Dugger was your best man, so the important people were there. The nurses surprised us with the music and flowers—that made me cry, remember? It was the happiest day of my life, and I wouldn’t change anything about it.”
 
   “I’m glad,” he said. “I promise you’ll never be sorry for marrying me. You’ve made me the happiest man on earth.”
 
   She kissed him, her fingers lovingly tracing the jagged scar on his cheek. “And you’ve made me very pregnant,” she said. “I need to sit down.”
 
   He laughed as they joined the party. The caterers had sprung into action as if by magic, directed by Gordy who had insisted on planning the wedding, and the tables set up in the side yard were filled with food and drinks. Friends shouted out toasts as Vivian and Dugger worked their way from group to group. 
 
   Lydia and Mike slipped away as soon as they could and now sat in the rocking chairs on the back porch, surveying the celebration.
 
   “This is where it all began,” she said. 
 
   “Yep,” he agreed, matching the rocking of his chair to hers. “This is where you gave sanctuary to a weary traveler.”
 
   She snorted a laugh. “Not me. If it weren’t for Aunt Vi’s hospitality, I’d have sent you on your way.”
 
   “And we would never have fallen in love and gotten married three short months later,” he said, kissing her hand.
 
   “I’m still working on my judgment calls,” she admitted, laughing. “This Fourth of July, why don’t we throw a big anniversary party? We were married on the fifth, but who’s counting? The baby will be here by then, and we’ll want to show him off.”
 
   “I can’t think of a better way to celebrate our first anniversary than here at the lake.”
 
   They rocked for a while in silence, the sounds of merriment drifting over the lawn like background music. “I think Aunt Vi and Dugger are going to be really happy in the cabin. Lucky for us they decided to down-size.”
 
   He nodded in agreement. “And now that this house is ours, I’m sure you’re going to insist on a few changes here.”
 
   “Well, I was thinking that maybe we should replace this old back door with French doors, now that you mention it. You know, just a few little things like that. Do you think we could get it done by July?”
 
   “A few little things, huh?” He laughed, rolled his eyes, and lifted one hand toward the heavens. “In the words of my old pal Whitey Boggs, ‘Ain’t it time for lunch?’”
 
   Lydia gave him a tired smile, closed her eyes, and drifted off for a little nap. At the end of the porch was Dog, now recovered from his injury. He was asleep in his usual place, a silver ribbon tied around his neck.
 
   Mike smiled. Life just didn’t get better than this.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thank you for reading Cabin by the Lake. If you enjoyed this story, I’d be grateful if you would leave a review. Thank you!
 
   To contact me, go to desireedouglas33@gmail.com or visit me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100012590559639
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