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      Annie Jordan, abusive marriage survivor and owner of Heirlooms of the Heart, an antique store, has sworn off relationships of any kind—until she comes face to face with the object of her teenage crush and falls into his arms, literally.

      

      Widower Lucas Raven has returned to Duncan after retiring from the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation. Lucas has two things in mind: ask Annie to look at the antiques he found in the attic of his house, and see if his feelings for her have lasted through the years. She does, and they have—tenfold.

      

      When Annie realizes the antique doll she's agreed to sell has a curse attached to it, she wonders if it's behind the strange things happening to her. Is it truly the doll wreaking havoc, or is someone out to get her? And since she's sworn off relationships, how can she keep a very determined Lucas at arm's length?

      

      Heirlooms of the Heart is a re-issue of Tessa’s Treasures with additions and changes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucas Raven glanced in the rearview mirror at the empty parking space across the street before swinging his Jeep Grand Cherokee into an illegal U-turn. He switched off the motor and ducked his head to see the sign over the storefront. Heirlooms of the Heart — Antiques. The name conjured up the image of an ancient woman shuffling around the store, dusting relics on sooty shelves. Instead he hoped to find Annie Jordan, his long-time friend Mason Jordan’s little sister.

      He parked and sat for a minute, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. What would she look like after all these years? Would she even remember him? Twenty-five years was a long time. He took a deep breath and opened the car door. Sitting here staring at the store certainly wouldn’t give him any answers.

      A bell tinkled overhead when he entered. Immediately, his gaze swung to a shapely woman perched on a ladder as she reached for something above her head. Brownish-red curls were pulled into a bun that no longer did its duty. Wisps of shiny tendrils had escaped at her nape to tease the sides of her face. As soon as her small delicate hands plucked the item, the ladder tilted. “Oh!”

      Lucas rushed forward, grunting as the brunette landed in his arms.

      Damnation, this is a good way to start the day.

      The scent of lilacs filled his nostrils as large hazel eyes widened in a very pale face. She stared, her mouth a perfect circle, brows knitted. “Lucas? Lucas Raven?”

      Lucas grinned, happy she remembered him. “Guilty as charged.”

      She stiffened. “Could you put me down, please?”

      Annie straightened her long flowery skirt and tugged at the high neck of a blouse covering her ample breasts. She stepped back, straightening her shoulders, a quizzical smile on her lips. “Where did you come from?” Her hesitant voice and jerky movements, so unlike his memory of little Annie, confused him,

      “I just bought Mrs. Rogers’s house.” His gaze ate her up. Forty-two years old, he figured. Time had definitely been good to her. She hadn’t lost her smooth, porcelain skin, nor her shapely body.

      “Why?” She moved to stand behind the counter next to the ladder. “I mean, I thought you were in Oklahoma City.”

      “I was. Retired from the Bureau three weeks ago. Decided to return to my hometown. Didn’t Mason tell you?”

      “No.” She smiled warmly but kept her distance. “Although I’m with his kids quite a bit, I don’t see much of my brother these days. With being Chief of Police and having a house full of kids and pets, his life is pretty jam-packed.”

      He couldn’t stop staring at her lush mouth. She was everything he’d remembered, and more. Yet there was something that puzzled him. A wary look in her eyes, a tinge of nervousness. “Mason told me you were in California for a while. Divorced?”

      “Yeah. I’m afraid I fall into one of those statistics.” She rolled her eyes. “How’s your wife?”

      He widened his stance, hands on his hips, hesitating as he always did when he spoke of Patty. “She died last year. Breast cancer.”

      Genuine sympathy flitted across her face. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Mason never told me. I know it’s a little late, but if there’s anything I can do…”

      If he had his way, there would be a whole lot she could do, but it was best to put that thought aside for now. “Thanks, but I’m doing okay.” He crossed his arms before leaning against the counter. “Listen, Mrs. Rogers had some things stored in her attic. I thought you might be interested in taking a look at them, see if there’s anything you can use—or sell. I don’t care about the money. I just want someone who knows antiques to take a look.” Let’s see if that flimsy excuse to spend some time with her works.

      In all the years he’d been gone from Duncan, Annie had never been far from his mind. Now they were both free, and he fully intended to explore the relationship he’d hoped for years ago.

      “Sure, I would be happy to. I guess we could set up an appointment.” She pulled out a book from somewhere behind the counter and flipped pages.

      Light filtered through the window and settled on her features. Annie was a pretty woman. Not that time had stood still for her. The slight crinkles around her eyes, and the way her body had matured only made her more attractive. All the parts of her face put together created an interesting and appealing look. Her dark eyebrows brought attention to her beautiful eyes. Her strong brow and small nose, turned up at the end, contradicted each other. But the telling point, a stubborn chin, brought character to an otherwise sweet appearance.

      He waited patiently, enjoying the lilac smell wafting from her skin as she slipped on reading glasses and bent over the pages. He glanced around. So this was the store where Mason said she spent all her time. The place was a perfect extension of Annie. Lighting from numerous table lamps gave the room a soft glow. Clean shelves displayed beautiful articles, lovingly cared for. Warm, colorful paintings adorned the walls; some type of soft music played in the background. Area rugs with intricate patterns were scattered around the hardwood floors.

      The bell over the door sounded again. Annie glanced at the newcomers, a smile on her lips. She scooted around the counter and greeted two women with hugs and laughter. “Frances, I’m so glad to see you. When did you get out of the hospital?”

      An older woman, leaning on a cane, smiled broadly. “Two days ago, dear. This is the first time Emma,” she nodded in the direction of her younger companion, “let me out.”

      “I’m glad she decided to bring you over. I’ve missed you so much.” Annie hugged the woman again then seemed to remember his presence. “Frances, Emma, this is Lucas Raven, who bought Sarah Rogers’s house. He found some items in Sarah’s attic and would like me to take a look at them.” She patted Frances on the arm, and turned to him. “This is Frances Maynard and her daughter-in-law, Emma. Frances helps me out in the store a few hours a week.”

      He tugged at the brim of his Stetson. “Mornin’, ladies.” When Emma giggled, Annie shot her a glance, eyebrows raised.

      “I’ll leave you ladies to visit. Annie, if it would be all right, I’ll stop back later when you’ve had a chance to check your calendar.” His plans required having Annie all to himself.

      The older woman’s eyes shifted from him to Annie. “Oh dear, I didn’t mean to interrupt your business.”

      “No, Mrs. Maynard, don’t trouble yourself. I have a lot of things to do today. I’ll be happy to stop back later.” He strolled forward and nodded at the women. “Ladies.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The bell echoed as Lucas left, the women all silent as they watched him swagger out the door. Snug jeans hugged his rear like a well-worn glove. Small beads of sweat broke out on Annie’s upper lip. Oh, my, it’s gotten a bit warm in here.

      Emma shook her head briefly. “Wow. I didn’t know the Rogers house sold. Mr. Raven will certainly be a welcome addition to town.” She fluffed her hair. “I may have to whip up a batch of my special brownies, make a welcome-to-town call.”

      A jolt of unease passed through Annie. “For heaven’s sake, Emma, the man just got here. Give him some time to at least unpack before you stalk him.”

      “I’m not going to stalk him, merely show some neighborly concern. A nice thing for a lonely widow to do.”

      “Besides, he just lost his wife last year,” Annie added.

      “All right, girls, take it easy.” Frances smiled. “Emma, leave the man in peace for a bit.”

      Hah! Not likely.

      “How about some tea?” Annie led the women to the small kitchen at the back of the store.

      After an hour of tea and conversation, Annie breathed a sigh of relief when her visitors left. Monday mornings were always slow, so they hadn’t been interrupted once. The day dragged. After dusting all the shelves, she went through items purchased at a garage sale over the weekend, then circled the various sales in the newspaper she planned to visit at the end of the week. She ate a salad, flipped through a magazine. All afternoon the bell stayed silent. And no word from Lucas.

      This is crazy. I’m acting like a teenager waiting for my prom date. He’s just another man. No, he’s not. He’s Lucas Raven, and you had a serious teenage crush on him years ago. And now he’s a widower. And looking pretty good. Oh why couldn’t he have run to fat and been bald?

      Lucas. With the piercing blue eyes and tanned skin. Even though only one-quarter Indian, he favored that part of his ancestry with a full head of black hair, a bit too long and slightly gray at the temples, that begged to have a woman comb her fingers through the silky strands. He stood six foot, his broad shoulders tapered to a slim waist, and muscular legs. A warrior, that’s what he looks like.

      Truth be known, she was torn. She’d spent the eight years since her divorce avoiding involvements. Never again would she put herself in the hands of a man.

      She puffed out a breath of air. Then why did she feel a sense of safety and of being protected during the few minutes she and Lucas had been together? They had a history, true, but he was still a man, and a law enforcement one at that. She shuddered.

      Unfortunately her body didn’t get the memo because her heart thumped as a dark green Jeep pulled up in front of the store. Lucas climbed out, stuffing his western-style shirt into his jeans as he strode to the store. He took off his Stetson, finger-combed his hair, and replaced the hat, pulling it low over one eye. Her knees threatened to give out.

      This is ridiculous. He’s simply a customer

      The little bell tinkled, and she took a deep breath.

      White, straight teeth in a gut-wrenching smile. “Evenin’, Annie.”

      “Good evening, Lucas.” She cleared her throat to give the frog there a chance to escape.

      He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, resting his weight on one long leg. “Did you get a chance to look over your appointment book?”

      “Yes, I did.” She fumbled with the book, and it fell to the floor. She retrieved it, dropped it from sweaty fingers, then placed it on the counter upside down. Several loose papers slid out. “I have some dates marked right here. Somewhere.” She fluttered her hands.

      A strong dark hand, with a dusting of black hairs, covered hers. Her hand stilled. She fixed her gaze on him.

      “Do I make you nervous?” No pretense there. The man was serious.

      Yes, extremely nervous.

      “No, not at all.” She managed a half smile. “Why do you ask?”

      He shrugged. “You seem a little jumpy, and I didn’t want to be the cause of it.” Again that smile.

      “No, it’s been a very hectic day.” The lie fell easily from her lips.

      “I have an idea.” He glanced at the silver-and-turquoise watch on his wrist. “It’s almost six. How about you grab that book of yours, and let me buy you dinner at The Steak and Brew?” He fixed his gaze on her, one eyebrow raised. “Unless you have a date.”

      “No, I don’t have a date, but I don’t know if it’s wise to mix business with, ah, you know.”

      Well, that sounded real sophisticated.

      “Aw, come on, Annie, just dinner. We’re old friends. Your brother’s been my best friend for longer than I care to mention. Besides, I’ve been away for twenty-five years. You can be the Duncan Welcome Wagon Lady.”

      She tilted her head to one side as heat flooded her cheeks. “As long as you put it that way, I can’t refuse, can I?”

      “Thatta girl. I’ll nominate you for citizen of the year. Does the esteemed town of Duncan have such a thing?”

      “Not since I’ve been back.” She smiled and reached under the counter for her purse, then grabbed the calendar. He leaned against the doorjamb, arms crossed, watching as she moved methodically throughout the store, dousing each old-fashioned lamp.

      Lucas opened the door and escorted her through with his hand on her lower back, then waited patiently as she fumbled to lock the door. Once they were settled in his Jeep, seat belts snugly fastened, he continued as if no time had passed since her comment. “Not since you’ve been back? How long is that?”

      “Eight years. After college, my ex-husband and I moved to California. I spent ten years there and moved back to Duncan right before our divorce. I had an overwhelming desire to be home, to something familiar and…well…secure. Anyway, I bought a small house and settled in.”

      He passed a slow moving Acura, then glanced at her. “Why do I think there’s a lot more to your story?”

      “Not really. That pretty much covers it.” She nibbled on her thumb nail. Realizing how telling that looked, she put her hands in her lap.

      “All right then. I’m confused. Why the need to feel secure?”

      The Jeep made a smooth entrance into the restaurant parking lot. He pulled out the keys and laid his arm across the back of the seat and squeezed her shoulder. He studied her for a moment, like he might try to pry more out of her. She breathed a sigh of relief when, instead, he climbed out of the Jeep and came around to open her door.

      Old-fashioned manners. His strong hand reached for hers and helped her out of the Jeep. His gentleness and consideration took her by surprise. Not at all what she was used to from men—especially law enforcement men. Except her brother, she corrected. She shook off thoughts of her asshole ex-husband as Lucas led her up the walk.

      The popular restaurant sat back from the street, a bright white canvas awning stretched across its front. Large pots of bright red geraniums lined either side of the entrance. A rich oak-and-glass paneled door reflected the lights from small wall lamps around the restaurant.

      “Lucas!”

      A curvy blonde holding a handful of menus rushed from behind the hostess stand toward them and threw her arms around Lucas’s neck.

      Caroline Spencer. Annie would recognize her fake singsong voice in a darkened alley. She felt like a grandmother in her long skirt and high-necked blouse with Caroline stuffed into a tight mid-thigh skirt and a sweater at least one size too small.

      Lucas glanced in Annie’s direction, briefly returning Caroline’s hug, then released her. “How ya been, Caro?”

      “Fine. Still waiting for you to call.” She pursed her bright red lips in a pout.

      “Sorry, I’ve been busy getting settled.” He grabbed Annie’s hand and pulled her next to him. “Got a table for us?”

      “Hi, Annie.” Caroline’s cool voice conveyed anything but welcome.

      “Hi, Caroline. It’s been a while.”

      “I’m surprised to see you here without Jonathan.” Caroline smirked and led them to a table in the middle of the room.

      Lucas flashed his winning smile. “Come on, Caro. Give us one of the booths along the wall.”

      Caroline giggled. “Okay, but only if you promise to come to my house for dinner next Sunday.” Her sultry half-lidded eyes left no doubt what she wanted for dessert.

      “Let me get back to you,” Lucas murmured. “I’m doing renovations on the house and have workers coming and going right now so things are a little crazy.”

      “Okay, but don’t forget.” She dropped two menus on the table. “Enjoy your dinner. Say hello to Jonathan for me, Annie.” Caroline sashayed off, flicking long blond hair over one slim shoulder.

      “Sorry about that.” Lucas picked up a menu. His gaze roamed over the colorful pictures of steak dinners. “So. Who’s Jonathan?”
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      Lucas studied Annie as she shifted and peered at him over the top of her reading glasses. “Jonathan?”

      “Um-hum. I’m pretty sure that’s the name Caro mentioned. Twice.”

      She sat back in the booth and studied her menu. “He’s a friend.”

      He waited two heartbeats. “Boyfriend-friend?” He turned the page, not having read a single thing, grateful the menu wasn’t upside down..

      She blew out a breath. “I’m a little old for a boyfriend.”

      He raised one eyebrow and fixed his gaze on her. Two spots of red appeared on her cheeks as she adjusted her reading glasses.

      Teen energy bubbled over as a young girl arrived at their table, snapping her gum and grinning. “Hi, my name is Pepper. I’ll be your waitress this evening. Can I get you guys something to drink?” Snap, snap.

      “Annie?” Lucas touched her hand. Soft, warm, lots of rings adorning delicate fingers.

      “Just water for me.” She placed her hands in her lap and smiled at the waitress.

      Water? Maybe next she’d order bread to go with it, and call it dinner. “How about a glass of wine?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. It’s Monday.” She chewed the side of her bottom lip.

      How the hell can a forty-something woman chewing her lip look adorable?

      “Come on, a glass of wine to celebrate.”

      Annie raised one eyebrow. “And what exactly are we celebrating?”

      “Um, let’s see.” He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “How about my retirement?”

      She laughed and turned to the waitress. “White wine, please.”

      “And you can bring me a beer, whatever you have on tap.”

      “Okie dokie, comin’ right up.” With one last snap of her gum, Pepper bounced away.

      They looked at each other and mouthed at the same time, “Pepper?”

      “So why does Monday make a difference between water and wine?” He leaned back, stretching his arm across the top of the booth. The dim light from the wall sconce cast her in a wash of gold. He could get used to looking at this woman.

      A small hand rose from her lap to fidget with the cloth napkin. “I don’t drink on a workday.”

      “Do you have a problem with alcohol?” He winced. Brain and mouth disconnect.

      “Of course not!” Her face flushed. “I don’t like to drink when I have to work in the morning.”

      “I’m sorry if I offended you.” He reached out, again took her hand in both of his. “It’s just the only people I’ve ever met who had rules about alcohol were those who had a problem with it.” He flashed a full-mouth smile as he rubbed her knuckles. “I’ve obviously been hanging around the wrong people. Forgive me?”

      She hesitated for a moment. “Yes, I forgive you.” Her breasts rose and fell, drawing his gaze to the taut fabric as it stretched over her chest when she inhaled. “I’m the type of person who seems to have rules for everything.” Gently, she eased her hand out from under his.

      He pulled his gaze from her chest to her eyes. “So, before our waitress’s partner, Salt, comes along to deliver our drinks, tell me about Jonathan.”

      “There’s nothing to tell. Jonathan’s a friend of mine. We go out occasionally, sometimes here or to a movie. Nothing fascinating.”

      Pepper returned, setting a wine glass before Annie and a mug of beer in front of him, foam oozing over the side and puddling on the beige tablecloth. Annie smiled her thanks to the girl, then circled her slender fingers around the stem of the glass.

      “Have you guys decided on what y’all want for dinner?” Snap, snap.

      Lucas cocked one eyebrow. “Are you ready, Annie?”

      “Yes. I’ll have a baked potato, no butter or sour cream, and grilled asparagus.”

      “No steak?” Snap, snap.

      Annie shook her head, took a sip of wine.

      The teeny bopper turned her perky attention to him.

      “I’ll have the rib eye steak and fries.”

      “Ya want the asparagus with that?” Snap, snap.

      He winced. “God, no.”

      Pepper breezed off.

      Annie had her hand over her mouth to hide a smile. “Don’t like vegetables?”

      He shuddered. “I force myself once in a while, but no, I don’t like the green things. You don’t like steak?”

      Annie’s chin rose a notch. “I’m a vegetarian. I eat some fish, but no meat.”

      “My grandpappy, a Kiowa, said his tribe’s definition of a vegetarian is ‘bad hunter.’”

      Annie frowned, but her lips twitched.

      Oh boy. Rules, vegetables, and no alcohol during the week. He sure picked the wrong woman to get horny over. But his body had stopped paying attention to his brain this morning when she landed in his arms. The scent of lilac floated in the air as she shifted in her seat. Heat gathered in an uncomfortable spot.

      “Why the need to feel secure?” At her startled look, he added, “You thought I forgot, didn’t you?” A little conversation would get his blood back to his brain.

      “I’m beginning to feel like I’m under investigation.” She attempted a smile but didn’t quite make it.

      “I guess I need to apologize again. Force of habit, I’m afraid.”

      Her tongue darted to clear the drop of wine from her lip. “Oh?”

      Blood rushed downward again. At this rate he’d probably pass out from lack of blood flow to his brain. “During my twenty-five years at the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation, I did a lot of interrogating. I don’t mean to come across like I’m questioning you. I’m just interested.” He leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table.

      “Things in my marriage were…difficult. I wanted familiar things around me while I recovered.”

      “Recovered?” His hands tightened around the beer glass. Years of experience had very large and loud bells ringing madly in his head.

      “Oh, wrong word. Sorry. I mean, um, I was tired from all the hours I’d been putting in at work. You know, stress.” Her face flushed a bright red.

      Boy, if she were a suspect, right now I’d be locking her up. She doesn’t lie well.

      Their food arrived, and conversation ceased for a while.
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      Annie studied Lucas as they ate. Even in the midst of her intense youthful crush, his gaze never affected her like this. Hot and cold at the same time, she felt giddy like their gum-snapping waitress.

      His interest in Jonathan surprised her. She and Jonathan had been in school together. He stayed in Duncan all his life, had three ex-wives. She had no desire to be ex-wife number four. Deep in debt between child support and alimony payments, Jonathan had made it clear this was a platonic relationship. But he was fun, and they enjoyed many of the same things. Comfortable was the right word to describe their relationship. That’s what she wanted in her middle years. Comfortable. Being with Lucas would be something entirely different—something exciting and wild and foolish.

      And scary.

      He finished his coffee and sat back, stretching his legs, his eyes never leaving hers. “You look good, Annie.”

      Heat shot through her, pooling in an awkward spot. “Thanks, you look pretty good, too.”

      “How’d you and your ex end up in California?”

      “I met him in college. Dean was one of the security guards on campus. California was his home state. We moved there, and he joined the San Jose police department. Not much more to tell.” She shrugged. “It didn’t work out, so I came home.” It amazed her how she could sum up all the torture of her ten-year marriage with a shrug and “it didn’t work out.” Even her brother wasn’t privy to the whole story of those years.

      “Children?”

      Her muscles tensed. “No. He didn’t want kids, so…” She attempted a smile. “How about you and Patty? Kids?”

      “Twins. Boys. Lucky for us, because that gave us an excuse why they came early.” His expression said more than his words.

      So Patty had been pregnant. Annie swallowed, her mouth dry. She’d always wondered about his quick wedding and even faster move to Oklahoma City. Her teenage heart had been crushed. She’d hoped he was waiting for her to grow up.

      Pepper skipped back, check in hand, ponytail swinging. “Anything else I can get you guys?” Snap, snap.

      Lucas reached for the bill. “No. That’s fine. Thank you, Pepper.”

      “Okay, y’all have a good night.” Snap, snap.

      They grinned at each other as they rose. Lucas threw bills on the table and took Annie’s hand. After years of avoiding men, more specifically men who touched, it amazed her how comforting the feel of his grip was. Because he was an old friend, or was there more to it? She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

      Caroline spotted them as they left, held her pinky to her mouth and thumb to her ear, mouthing the words “call me.” Lucas tugged on his hat before giving Caroline a slight smile.

      Once settled in the Jeep, Annie turned to him. “Caroline seems to know you pretty well.” She could have bitten off her tongue. That was definitely a smirk on his face.

      “I know Caro from Oklahoma City. She’s a cousin, or something, to one of the women at the Bureau. She visited once in a while, and we had lunch a couple times. Nothing more than that. I was married until a year ago.” He shot her a look. “I don’t cheat.”

      Wow. That response was a little strong. She’d bet there was more to his story, too. Silence filled the Jeep during the short ride to the store. Strong hands yanked the wheel and whipped the Jeep into the parking lot behind the building. Her pale blue Honda Civic sat by itself, under the LED outdoor light.

      Her gaze fluttered to her lap, where stiff fingers fumbled with her skirt. “Is Caroline the reason you moved back home?”

      Lucas released his seat belt and turned toward her. “No. Would that matter?” His deep voice slid over her like warm honey.

      She shrugged, staring straight ahead. Her heart flipped and her stomach settled in relief.

      “Annie. Look at me.”

      Almost of its own will, her head turned. The smile in his eyes contained a sensuous flame. Her nipples tightened, and her stomach clenched. Something she hadn’t felt in years. His eyes glowed with pleasure, his mouth tipped at the edges, and he tilted his head ever so slightly to the left. She’d seen that look before on several of Dean’s friends, most of them sporting wedding rings. Always had her wondering if her husband had set her up. A little “test” to go along with his other quirks.

      “There’s a strong attraction here, between us. I hope you feel it, too. The last thing I want to do is frighten you.”

      She stiffened.

      “Relax.” His knuckles stroked her cheek. “I’m too old for seduction in the front seat of a car.” With his warm hand on her chin, he kissed her softly, a mere brush of lips.

      He tasted like coffee and the after-dinner mint he’d had. And something else, all Lucas. His soft lips started slow, then claimed her mouth in a hard kiss.

      She pulled back, her eyes wide. “I’d better go.” Her insides twisted with fear and regret. This was twenty-five years too late. Never again would she allow a man to get close.

      “Okay.” He watched her with curious eyes. “I’ll walk you to your car.” He left the Jeep, came around, and opened her door.

      She pulled the calendar out of her purse. “Lucas, we never made an appointment.”

      He leaned his forearm on the car, staring off into space for a moment. “How about now?”

      The grown-up fearful woman in her wanted to run home and bolt the door, hide in the closet. The teenager with the wild crush on Lucas Raven said “go for it.” The teenager won. “That would work. It’s still early.”

      Lucas gave her that heart-thumping smile. “Okay, follow me in your car.”
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      Recently widowed, Sarah Rogers had lived in her house forty-nine years, having moved in the day she married her husband, Fred. She’d put it up for sale after her husband died. Annie heard she’d moved into a retirement home. Sarah came into the shop from time to time, talking about all the “treasures” she had in her attic. The antique lover in Annie was almost salivating at the thought of getting her hands on some of them.

      She pulled up behind Lucas in the long driveway. The old house was obviously going through renovations. Part of the roof had a huge blue tarpaulin strung across, anchored with bricks. The white shingles on the outside walls of the house had a new coat of paint, as did the black trim on the doorway and shutters. A new solid-oak porch replaced the rickety one Annie remembered, the smell of new wood perfume to her nostrils. They made their way into the house and up the stairs.

      Though the evening temperatures had cooled to about seventy degrees, the stifling air in the attic took her breath away. She pressed her fingers against the wall to gain her equilibrium and her breath as she adjusted to the heat. One dim light bulb hung from a cord in the middle of the huge space. A yellowish glow filtered across the room, leaving most of it cloaked in shadow.

      “I put the things in those three boxes.” Lucas pointed at a small stack near the back wall. “Given the light in here, I’ll carry them down to the kitchen for you to look through.”

      She headed towards the stack. “I can carry one.”

      Lucas stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “No, let me. You go on to the kitchen. There’s iced tea in the fridge.” He tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Pour me a glass if you will.”

      His touch still excited and scared her. She didn’t want this. Or maybe she didn’t want to want it. Her life had been comfortable before Lucas walked into her store this morning. Was she too young for comfortable?

      Sometimes life sucked.

      The smell of paint reached her before she entered the kitchen. A lot of work had been done in the room. A long time ago, she’d brought some soup to Sarah when she wasn’t feeling well. That kitchen in no way resembled this modernized, bright-yellow room. New white cabinets replaced the dark wooden ones, and the shiny gray tile floor was a vast improvement over the ripped
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