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        * * *

      

      I dreamed of Dorothy's kitchen again.

      The same dream I'd had every night since she died—standing at her farmhouse sink, afternoon light pouring through windows that overlooked the meadow, her voice warm behind me: You're going to build something beautiful, Sophie. I know it.

      I'd turn to answer her, and she'd be gone. Just the empty kitchen, the light fading, the ache of all the things I never said.

      I woke with my hand reaching for her, grasping nothing but cold sheets and February darkness.

      She died just after Christmas and took a piece of my heart with her. She'd been gone six weeks, and the grief still ambushed me in quiet moments—while waiting for coffee to brew, while sketching floor plans, while falling asleep. I'd catch myself reaching for my phone to call her, remembering halfway through the first ring that she wouldn't answer. Would never answer again.

      My radiator ticked in the corner, fighting against single-pane windows that let the Boston winter seep through. I pulled my robe tighter and padded to the kitchen in my slippers, starting the coffee maker on autopilot while dawn crept its monotone gray across the sky.

      On the refrigerator, held by a magnet shaped like a tiny house, was a photo from eight summers ago: me and Dorothy on her porch swing, both of us laughing at something my dad had said from behind the camera. Her eighty-third birthday, the summer before I left. I'd brought her a lemon cake from the Honey Crumb, the bakery on Main Street, and she'd winked as she’d declared it "passable, but not as good as mine," and then eaten two slices anyway.

      That was the summer I was still engaged to Tommy, still pretending I wanted the life everyone expected of me. Dorothy had seen through me even then—had caught me staring out her kitchen window one afternoon and said, quietly, "You know you don't have to go through with it, Sophie. Not if it isn't right."

      I hadn't known then how to answer her, but the seed she’d planted took root. A few months later, I called off the wedding. But even Dorothy hadn't foreseen that I'd leave town entirely. That I'd run so far and stay gone so long.

      I touched the photo now, traced the edge of her smile. She looked so alive in that picture, so certain of everything. She'd spent that whole weekend asking about my dreams of becoming an architect, pushing me to think bigger, telling me that wanting independence and financial security wasn't something to be ashamed of.

      "You'll build something beautiful," she'd said, refilling my iced tea glass on that same porch. "Something that matters to you."

      I hadn't known then how much I'd need to hear those words later. How I'd replay them during late-night panic attacks about invoices and difficult clients. How her voice would become the thing that kept me going when I couldn't keep myself going.

      The coffee maker beeped. I poured a cup and settled at my laptop, trying to focus on the McNabb renovation—a terrible kitchen with a structural beam right where the island should go. I'd been wrestling with the layout for days, but my mind kept drifting to Dorothy's kitchen instead. The way light fell across her worn wooden counters. The smell of cinnamon and strong tea. The feeling of being completely, unconditionally known.

      I moved the island a few inches to the left on my screen. It was better, but still not right.

      The doorbell buzzed, pulling me back to the present. It was Monday morning, and barely past nine—I wasn't dressed and I definitely wasn’t expecting anyone.

      I pressed the intercom. "Yes?"

      "Certified letter for Sophie Reeves. Needs a signature," a tinny male voice said.

      I buzzed him through and waited at my door, signing quickly in the drafty hallway so I could retreat back into the relative warmth of my apartment. The return address made my throat go tight before I even opened it: Bernard Whitmore, Esquire, Temptation Hollow.

      Great-Aunt Dorothy.

      I tore it open with trembling hands and scanned the formal language until the key details emerged: the will reading was scheduled for this Friday at two in the afternoon. My presence was required—not requested, required.

      I walked back inside on unsteady legs and sank onto the couch, the letter clutched in my hand. Eight years I'd lived here, had built a freelance architecture practice and learned to call this city home, hoping that eventually I would believe it myself.

      I thought about the funeral just after the new year. Dorothy had told me not to come, "The funeral's not important, don't waste the trip.” But I knew she was trying to protect me and this boundary I’d imposed on myself. But I couldn't stay away.

      I'd texted my parents that I would be there, that I prefer to be alone. Then I drove seven hours through the night, the familiar country roads stirring an ache I tried my best to ignore, and slipped into the back of the church just as the service started. I stood against the wall where I could see without being seen.

      Of course, the whole town had turned out. Dorothy was beloved in our small town. She had touched so many lives in her ninety-one years—the pie competitions she'd judged, the young couples she'd counseled, the incessant yet infuriatingly perfect matchmaking, the way she remembered everyone's birthday and showed up with fresh-baked something whenever anyone needed comfort.

      I nodded at my parents in the front row, glad that my mother hadn’t waved me to sit with them. She gave me a sad smile and then dabbed at her eyes during the eulogy, my father's arm around her shoulders. I'd watched the townspeople file past to share memories, laugh through tears, celebrate a life well lived.

      Then I'd left the graveside before the final hymn ended, before anyone could see me, before I'd have to stay for the gathering afterward. I couldn't stand under the weight of all those eyes, all that small-town curiosity, everyone who'd watched me fall apart and formed their own opinions about why I’d bailed on my fiancé two weeks before the wedding.

      It wasn't that I didn't love my parents. I did, very much. They drove down to Boston three or four times a year. We'd have dinner, walk the harbor, pretend that the distance between us was only measured in miles. They'd tell me about town gossip, about the neighbors, about how much they missed me. And every visit ended the same way: my mother's hopeful eyes, my father's gentle voice.

      "You could come home for a weekend, sweetheart. Just a quick visit."

      I always had an excuse. A deadline. A client meeting. Something that kept me anchored here, safe from the place where everyone remembered the girl who'd left Tommy Sutton practically at the altar and ran away.

      My phone buzzed on the coffee table. Mom.

      I let it ring twice, then answered. "Hi Mom."

      "Sophie, honey." Her voice was warm, careful, the way it always got when she was about to ask something she knew I'd resist. "I just talked to Bernie, did you get the letter? About Dorothy's will?"

      "Yeah. Just now."

      A pause. "Your father and I were thinking... Maybe you could stay the weekend? After the reading? Your old room is exactly how you left it⁠—"

      "Mom." I closed my eyes. "I can't. I have a project deadline."

      "You always have a deadline." No accusation in her voice, just sadness. "We miss you, Sophie. Everyone misses you. Don't you think Dorothy would have wanted⁠—"

      "Mom. Don't." The word came out sharper than I intended and I hurried to soften it. "Please. I just... I need to get through Friday. That's all I can think about right now. I’ll text you when I decide what I am doing. No promises beyond that."

      She was quiet for a long moment. "Okay. But we're here, whenever you're ready. You know that, right? We're always here."

      "I know, Mom. I love you."

      "Love you too, sweetheart."

      After we hung up, I sat with the phone in my lap, guilt pooling in my stomach. They'd never pushed, never demanded explanations, never made me feel bad for leaving. They just... waited. Year after year, hoping I'd find my way back to them. But the thought of showing my face in that town again, facing all those people who knew what I’d done…

      I wasn't sure I knew how anymore.
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        * * *

      

      I called Lia that evening because I needed someone to tell me I could do this.

      "You went to the funeral and it was fine," she said. "This will be fine too."

      "The funeral wasn't fine. I hid behind a tree and left before anyone saw me."

      "But you went. You survived it." I could hear her settling in, the familiar creak of her reading chair. "So Friday's the will reading. What's your plan?"

      "I don't have a choice. It says required."

      "That's not what I asked."

      I was lying on my couch, phone pressed to my ear, staring at my ceiling. "Everyone will know I'm there. They'll have questions. They'll want to know why I've stayed away, why I only see my parents when they come here, why I couldn't even stay for the reception after Dorothy's funeral⁠—"

      "Then tell them you're busy being successful in Boston. Which you are."

      Was I though? I thought about my bank account: $8,247.32, savings and checking combined. Last month I'd transferred from savings twice to cover rent, and my client Aggie Matlock still hadn't paid her invoice after almost four months, and hadn’t sent over the plan for phase two of her project that I’d been banking on. The business plan for my firm—Reeves Architecture—sat in my documents folder, mocking me with its capital requirements. I wanted a real office with my name on the door, not a drafting table crammed into the corner of my apartment. I needed fifty thousand to get started.

      I had eight thousand and shrinking.

      "Dorothy believed in the firm," I said quietly. "She asked about the numbers all the time. Made me walk her through the business plan during our video chats. She used to say..." I had to stop, swallow past the grief. "She used to say I was stronger than I thought."

      "Then let her help you," Lia said. "Go. Get whatever she left you. You don't owe that town your pain, but you owe yourself the chance to build what she believed you could build."

      "I don't know if I can face it. Walking down Main Street. Seeing everyone who watched me fall apart."

      "You can. You've done harder things." A pause. "You were brave. Still are." I could hear her smile through the phone. "Look, you’ll be in on Thursday night, back by Saturday night. That’s enough time for the will reading and to see your parents without racing out of town. You can handle that. You can handle anything for two days."

      After we hung up, I sat in the dark apartment and listened to the hissing radiator, the traffic outside, the silence that filled every corner of my careful life.

      Two months ago, I'd driven those seven hours in the dark one other time—not for the funeral, but before. When Mom called to say Dorothy was fading fast, I'd left at midnight and arrived at the hospice facility just as dawn was breaking.

      I'd snuck in through the side entrance, terrified of being seen, of having to explain myself. But Dorothy was awake, waiting, as if she'd known I was coming.

      "Sweet Sophie." She'd smiled, her hand paper-thin in mine. "I knew you'd come. I knew it."

      We'd talked for hours. She asked about my projects, my stubborn clients, my dreams of opening a real firm. She made me walk her through the budget spreadsheets, pushed back on my conservative estimates, told me to think bigger. To stop using my small start as an excuse.

      "Your Uncle Frank and I didn't have the easiest start either," she'd said, her eyes sharp despite everything. "Sometimes the best things require a little orchestration."

      I hadn't understood what she meant at the time, and I still didn't.

      When visiting hours ended, she'd taken my hand in both of hers, her grip surprisingly strong. "You're going to build something beautiful, Sophie. I know it. And when you come back to Temptation Hollow⁠—"

      "Dorothy, I can't⁠—"

      "When you come back," she repeated firmly, "you'll understand. I've made certain of it."

      I'd kissed her forehead and left, not knowing it was the last time I'd see her alive.

      Now her letter sat on my coffee table, requiring my presence, pulling me back. Her words ringing through my memory.

      When you come back.

      I've made certain of it.

      A twinge of worry rose in my belly as I thought about those words. What had she arranged?
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        * * *

      

      My phone buzzed again around eleven.

      Alonzo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Still on for tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the message. Four months we'd been doing this—dinners, movies, him staying over in ways that had started to feel like assumption rather than invitation. He was kind and uncomplicated, exactly what I should want.

      But I kept one foot out the door with everyone. It was safer that way.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can't. Work deadline.

      

      

      

      

      

      Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Valentine's Day next week—that Italian place you mentioned?

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course he remembered. Alonzo remembered everything—my coffee order, my favorite architecture magazines, the restaurant I'd mentioned in passing. He deserved better than someone who flinched at the word "future."

      
        
          
            
              
        Out of town for work. Sorry.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set the phone down instead of answering his follow-up. The guilt sat heavy in my chest, but not heavy enough to make me stay.

      I'd break things off when I got back. Quietly, carefully, before he got too close.

      The way I always did.
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        * * *

      

      I packed Thursday morning—one small bag because I refused to bring more than I needed. Jeans, sweaters, my good coat. Professional clothes for Friday's reading.

      I'd called Nora at the Hollow Inn the night before and booked a room for two nights. Thursday and Friday. I'd be on the road again Saturday, heading back to Boston.

      My closet was organized by season and type, everything simple and clean. I reached for my boots on the shelf above and an old photo album tumbled out with them, falling open to senior prom.

      Me and Tommy Sutton, both of us grinning like we owned the world. His arm around my waist. My head on his shoulder.

      We'd been happy. That was the part nobody understood—I hadn't fled because of some dramatic failure. Tommy had been good and sure and kind, and I'd loved him the way you love someone who's been part of your life since you were a toddler.

      But when I looked at the wedding binder—venue, flowers, guest list, reception at Hale House where everyone had their receptions—I couldn't breathe. The life everyone assumed I'd choose looked perfect from the outside and felt completely wrong, like suffocation from within.

      So I'd called it off two weeks before the date. No terrible reason, no betrayal, no deal-breaker. Just the slow-growing certainty that if I married Tommy, I'd spend the rest of my life pretending to be someone I wasn't. I couldn’t do that to myself, couldn’t do it to him.

      The town had been kind about it. Understanding. Pitying.

      Sophie's just not ready. She needs time. Poor Tommy.

      I closed the album and shoved it back in the closet. I won't pretend that Tommy took it well—he hadn't. But I think something inside him knew too. He eventually moved on—married Melanie Burson, had a couple of kids. Everyone had moved on.

      Everyone except me.

      I left Thursday afternoon. At the door, I grabbed my keys and caught my reflection in the hall mirror—blonde hair escaping from under my red knit beanie, the one Dorothy had made me for Christmas years ago, dark circles under my eyes from too many sleepless nights. I looked tired. I pulled the beanie down tighter and headed for the stairs.

      The winter sun was already low in the sky as I pulled onto the highway. The GPS showed seven hours to Temptation Hollow—seven hours to prepare myself for whatever waited there.

      The mountains rose ahead as I crossed the border into Vermont, white slopes disappearing into low clouds. Snow started falling as I passed Stowe, coating the highway, making the world look soft and peaceful.

      
        
        TEMPTATION HOLLOW - 85 MILES

      

      

      I thought about Dorothy's kitchen. The light through her windows. Her hand in mine at the hospice, her fierce strength even then.

      You're going to build something beautiful.

      I didn't know what she'd left me, didn't understand what she'd meant about orchestration. But I was going back—really going back and showing my face—for the first time in eight years.

      Lia's words fortified me like a mantra: You can handle anything for two days.

      The snow grew thicker as I drove, which was fine because I knew this drive, and barely needed to watch the GPS. Somewhere ahead, in a tiny town nestled in the mountains, the past was waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Ollie, the HVAC contractor, stood in the basement of Hayes Hardware with his hands on his hips, shaking his bald head at the boiler like it had personally offended him.

      "It's dead, Carter. I'm sorry."

      I stared at the hulking metal beast that had kept this building warm since who knows how long. My grandfather had probably installed it when Main Street was still dirt, and now it sat silent and cold—one more thing I should have seen coming, should have budgeted for, should have somehow fixed before it became a crisis. The heavy chill seeped up through the concrete floors and the foundation walls, and the damp chill would only get worse.

      "Can you fix it?"

      "Fix it?" He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "This thing should've been replaced years ago. They stopped making these thirty years back—I've been patching it together with duct tape and prayers, and now we're out of both. I'm sorry to tell you, man, but you need a new system."

      My stomach dropped. "How much?"

      He sighed the sigh of a man about to bestow terrible news. "A system like this? Full replacement is going to run twenty thousand, minimum." He pulled out his phone and started scrolling. "You've got a few options to pick from, but it also depends on what I can get my hands on. And it needs to be done quick—it gets any colder in here, your pipes'll freeze."

      Twenty thousand dollars.

      Despite my feeling that I was always playing catch up, the hardware store was profitable. I'd fought to get us back in the black after Dad's heart attack two years ago and the mountain of medical bills that followed. But profitable didn't mean liquid, and every spare dollar went into savings for the empty lot behind the store. When I'd learned the Corbins were thinking about selling, I'd realized it could make Frank’s old dream real—the workshop he and I had always talked about.

      Frank had been my grandfather's best friend, the two of them grew up here in town and bonded over a shared love of woodworking long before I was born. After Grandpa died when I was a kid, Frank had taken me under his wing like it was the most natural thing in the world. I could still see him guiding my hands as we built that first birdhouse together when I was seven, his weathered fingers steady over mine, telling me that someday we’d build our own proper woodworking shop.

      The memory lodged in my chest, sharp and bittersweet. Frank was gone now—six months since August, and I still turned to ask him a question before remembering he wasn't there to answer. Wednesdays were the hardest. We'd had a standing breakfast date at The Shiny Spoon for years, and I still caught myself glancing at the clock on Wednesday mornings, thinking I needed to head over before the rush.

      Dorothy had followed him four months later, slipping away in December as if she'd only been holding on long enough to tie up loose ends. They'd been inseparable, the kind of old couple that finished each other's sentences and shared knowing looks across crowded rooms. When Frank died, something in Dorothy had dimmed, and she'd held on just long enough to make sure everything was in order before following him into whatever came next. They were fixtures in this town and their deaths left a hole just about everywhere I looked.

      I'd never let go of that dream of our woodworking shop—not when Dad got sick, not when the bills piled up, not when every sensible part of me said to give up and move on. I'd been building toward buying the Corbins' lot ever since we got back on our feet, only now it had a deadline–they wanted to sell it next summer.

      And now the boiler was dead, the forecast was typical for February in Vermont, and I had a choice between cold, colder, and cold with snow.

      "How fast can you get it installed?" I asked.

      "Assuming I've got a system in stock, I can probably have a crew here Monday. Might take three days, maybe four. But we’ve got snow coming this weekend, so I’ll send over some space heaters to tide you over. Beyond that, we’ll have to see."

      "You're killing me, Ollie."

      He raised his hands in surrender. "Hey, I'm just the messenger."

      "Let’s do it." The words came out before I could think about where the money would come from, but the alternative was worse—a frozen building, burst pipes, damaged inventory. Hayes Hardware was one of the oldest stores in this town, started when my ancestors settled here before this place had a name, and I'd be damned if it was going to fold under my watch.

      We shook on it and Ollie headed upstairs to write up the estimate. I lingered in the basement for another minute, staring at the defunct boiler while Dad's voice echoed in my head, Sometimes you have to spend money to make money, sometimes you have to trust that things will work out.

      I'd never been good at the trust part. Frank used to joke that I checked measurements three times even after the wood was already cut. Better safe than sorry, he'd say, but Carter, sometimes you just have to take the leap.

      I was about to leap right into financial disaster.

      Upstairs, Zack was helping a customer find the right grade of sandpaper while Julie restocked light bulbs, moving with purpose down the aisle. The store already felt too cold.

      "How bad?" Zack asked when the customer left.

      "Bad." I grabbed my jacket from behind the counter. "We need a new boiler.”

      Julie glanced up from the light bulbs, and the worry that crossed her face made my chest tight. "Can we⁠—"

      "We'll figure it out." I forced confidence into my voice that I didn't feel. "Always do."

      She nodded, but her eyes told me she wasn't convinced. She had a kid and an ex-husband who never paid on time—she needed steady work, needed to know Hayes Hardware would still be here next month.

      Zack clapped me on the shoulder as he passed. "We can help. You know that, whatever you need."

      "I know." The words stuck in my throat because these people believed in me, trusted me to keep this place running. "Thanks."

      The door chimed and Claire walked in carrying two coffee cups from The Honey Crumb. My sister had a sixth sense for bad news—she took one look at my face and handed me the larger cup.

      "That bad?"

      "Boiler died."

      "Ah." She leaned against the counter. "How much?"

      "Twenty thousand."

      She winced. "Ouch."

      "Yeah." I downed the coffee—cream and sugar and hot and exactly what I needed to shake the chill from the basement. "Thanks for this."

      "That's what sisters are for." She watched me for a moment, her expression shifting into something more careful. "You know, maybe Dorothy and Frank's will reading will surprise you. Maybe they left you something useful."

      "It's a will reading, Claire. Not a lottery." Though God knew I could use a miracle right about now.

      "Still." She grinned. "Could be your lucky day. Valentine's Day is coming up—maybe the universe is feeling generous."

      "I don't believe in the universe being generous."

      "That's because Oscar the Grouch was always your favorite." She checked her watch. "Speaking of which, aren't you supposed to be at Bernie's office at two?"

      I glanced at the clock above the register. One-fifteen.

      "I should shower." I passed the empty cup back to her. "I'll see you later?"

      "Call me if you need me." She paused at the door. "And Carter? About Valentine's Day—you could, you know, make plans. Go on a date. Live a little."

      "I'm busy trying to keep the business alive."

      "You're always busy." Her voice softened. "I saw Vivian at the library yesterday. I thought you said you two hit it off last time."

      I shrugged. Vivian was nice. Pretty. Easy to talk to. But there'd been no spark, no pull—nothing that made me want to pick up the phone and call her again. "It was fine."

      "It was fine." Claire sighed, mocking me. "You know, not everything has to be lightning bolts and fireworks right away."

      But that was the thing. I wanted the lightning bolts. I wanted the fireworks. I wanted it all.

      I'd watched our parents, and Frank and Dorothy live it my whole life. Hell, I’d watched Nora and James find it and grab hold with both hands. I’d watched so many people around me build everything around lightning bolts and fireworks. I knew Claire thought I was being unrealistic, but I knew it was out there. I wasn't interested in fine.

      "I'll find it when I find it," I said. "Not going to settle."

      "No one's asking you to settle." Claire opened the door and cold air rushed in. "I'm just saying you could try. The right person might surprise you."

      After she left, I examined the stacks of invoices at the counter, the bills that needed paying, the savings account balance I knew by heart. Time and money—the two things I never seemed to have enough of.

      I locked up my office and headed upstairs to my apartment. The shower was hot enough to chase away the basement cold, but not hot enough to stop my mind from running calculations. Twenty thousand for the boiler, and the lot would probably go for two hundred thousand—I'd need at least forty thousand for a down payment, maybe fifty to be safe. I had thirty-two thousand saved. Another year and I'd be there.

      Unless I had to spend it all on a boiler.

      I dressed in the same clothes I'd worn to Frank's and Dorothy’s funeral—dark pants, white shirt, the tie I only wore for serious occasions. The mirror showed a man who needed a haircut and more sleep. I straightened my tie and called it good enough.

      Frank's words echoed in my head: You're stronger than you think, Carter. You'll figure it out. You always do.

      I wanted to believe him. I just didn't know how.
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        * * *

      

      Bernie Whitmore's office sat on Main Street between The Shiny Spoon and Bellwether Books. I walked past the diner and caught the smell of Betty's pot roast through the windows, the scent of comfort food that reminded me I hadn't eaten since breakfast. The bookstore displayed Valentine's decorations—hearts and cupids and red ribbons—and every lamppost on Main Street was getting the same treatment.

      Temptation Hollow never let a holiday pass without going all in—two months ago, Main Street had looked like the North Pole for the Christmas festival, and now every surface was draped in red and pink. I smiled despite myself. There was something stubborn and hopeful about a town that refused to do anything halfway.

      I'd spent the last three Valentine's Days alone, and it didn't bother me much. Or at least, I told myself it didn't.

      I reached Bernie's office at ten to two and found Sophie Reeves sitting in the waiting room.

      Fuck.

      The recognition hit me hard enough to stop me in the doorway. Eight years since she'd left Temptation Hollow, and I knew her instantly—long blonde hair pulled back from her face, sharp cheekbones that were more defined than I remembered, wearing a coat that looked expensive and city-polished. When her eyes lifted to mine, a zing of adrenaline shot through me, picking up my pulse and making my heart hammer in my chest like a bolt from the blue.

      She was still beautiful. More beautiful than I remembered. For half a second I saw her the way she'd looked eight years ago, the summer before everything fell apart, laughing at something Tommy said while the sun caught her hair.

      I shut it down. That was a long time ago. A different life.

      "Carter," she said. My name sounded careful in her mouth. Guarded.

      "Sophie." I made myself move into the room, made myself take a seat on the opposite side of the waiting area. "What are you doing here?"

      "Will reading." She glanced down at her hands, then back up with her chin raised slightly. "You?"

      "Same." I shouldn't have been surprised. Dorothy and she were close, she was her great-aunt, after all—of course she'd be here. But somehow I hadn't let myself think about it until this moment.

      We sat there in silence while the office heater rattled in the corner and Morton Cornish walked past the window, waving hello. I lifted my hand without looking away from Sophie, still trying to process that she was actually here—in Temptation Hollow, the place she'd fled eight years ago when she'd called off her wedding to Tommy Sutton fifteen days before they were supposed to say their vows.

      An old, familiar anger flared to life in my chest.

      Tommy had been a wreck for months after she left. I'd spent those months watching my best friend try to function, try to smile at customers at his dad's garage, try to pretend his world hadn't imploded. She'd paid back every penny of his half of the deposits, returned the ring, done everything right on paper—and still left him with invitations already mailed and a hollowed-out expression I'd never forget. I'd held him together while he fell apart, listened to him blame himself for whatever he'd done wrong, watched him slowly rebuild a life that felt worth living.

      Tommy was fine now—married to Melanie with a couple of kids, genuinely happy in the way people get when they've finally found the right person–his own lightning and fireworks. That chapter had closed a long time ago.

      But I remembered what it had looked like. I remembered holding Tommy together while he fell apart, and I remembered the way she'd just vanished—gone to Boston without a backward glance, like a lifetime in this town and the people who cared about her meant nothing at all.

      None of which mattered anymore. Tommy had moved on, so I guess that meant I had to, too.

      "How long are you in town for?" I asked, if only to fill the silence.

      "Just until tomorrow." Her voice had an edge to it, defensive. "I'm here for the will reading, and then I'm leaving."

      "Of course you are." The words came out sharper than I intended.

      Her eyes flashed. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Nothing." I pulled out my phone and pretended to check messages. "Forget it."

      "No, you have something to say." She sat forward in her chair. "So say it."

      "I don't have anything to say to you, Sophie." I worked to keep my voice level, kept my eyes on the screen. "We're here for the will reading. Let's just get through it."

      She held there for another moment. I could feel her gaze on me, sharp and searching. Then she sat back, grabbed a magazine from the side table, and started flipping through it with enough force that the pages snapped.

      I stared at my phone without seeing it. My mind kept circling back to this morning—the twenty-thousand-dollar problem in the basement, Ollie's estimate, Julie's worried face, Zack's unquestioning loyalty. Claire’s ridiculous optimism. Generations of my family’s legacy, the weight of it all threatening to crush me.

      And now Sophie Reeves sat ten feet away, about to hear whatever Dorothy and Frank had left for us.

      I glanced at her over the top of my phone without lifting my face. She'd grown thinner, sharper—Boston had worn away something. But the defensive set of her shoulders, the way she held herself too carefully, told a different story. She looked exhausted.

      I knew the feeling.

      I looked away before she could catch me watching.

      At two o'clock exactly, the inner door opened. Bernie Whitmore—who'd been handling the legal matters of just about everyone in this town since before I was born—gestured us both inside.

      "Carter, Ms. Reeves. Thank you for coming."

      I followed Sophie into the conference room, catching a hint of something floral as she passed—the same perfume she used to wear. I'd driven her home once, years ago, when her car wouldn't start after a bonfire at the lake. The scent had lingered in my truck for days afterward.

      She took one side of the long table and I took the other, as far apart as we could manage in the small space.

      Bernie settled at the head with a thick folder in front of him, and the room smelled like old paper and furniture polish. Winter light filtered through the windows and made everything feel slightly colder than it was.

      I could picture Dorothy and Frank sitting in these same chairs, heads bent together, that familiar spark of mischief passing between them.

      "This is a joint reading of the last will and testament of Dorothy and Frank Thurston," Bernie began. "They left specific instructions that both of you were to be present together for this reading. No separate meetings."

      Sophie and I exchanged a glance. Her face gave nothing away—mine probably looked the same—but my jaw tightened. Joint reading. Both of us together. Whatever they'd cooked up, I definitely wasn't going to like it.

      Bernie opened the folder and pulled out several documents. "I'll get right to the point, as Dorothy requested. She and Frank jointly owned a property known as Riverside House. Are you both familiar with it?"

      "The old estate on the edge of town," I said. Frank had grown up there—it was his family's place before they sold it, and he and Dorothy had bought it back decades later. He'd taken me there once when I was a kid, shown me the view of the river, told me how he'd fallen in love with Dorothy on that same riverbank when they were teenagers.

      "That's the one." Bernie looked at each of us in turn. "Dorothy and Frank have left Riverside House to both of you. Jointly."

      Jointly.

      The word settled over the room like a held breath.

      "I'm sorry," Sophie said. "Jointly? As in⁠—"

      "You both inherit the property." Bernie pulled out another document, his voice staying level, professional. "With conditions."

      My hands found the arms of the chair and gripped. "What kind of conditions?"

      "Several." Bernie adjusted his glasses and began reading. "First, you must marry each other within thirty days of this reading."

      Sophie drew in a breath with a gasp that punctuated the silence.

      I heard the heater click on somewhere in the building, footsteps passing in the hallway outside, the sound of my own pulse too loud in my ears.

      Across from me, Sophie had gone pale as she sat completely still.

      Marry Sophie Reeves.

      The woman sitting across this table who had left Temptation Hollow eight years ago without looking back. The woman who had walked away from Tommy, from this town, from⁠—

      I stopped that thought before it could finish.

      Dorothy and Frank, who had understood love better than anyone I'd ever known, wanted me to marry her. It didn't make sense. Well…

      "Second," Bernie continued, as if he hadn't just upended everything, "you must remain married for one full year—until your first wedding anniversary. Third, you must live together at Riverside House for the duration of the marriage. Separate bedrooms are permitted, but you must share the same residence."

      "Is this even legal?" Sophie's voice came out tight.

      “It’s eccentric, but it is legal, yes." Bernie kept reading like we were discussing property taxes. "Upon your wedding day, you'll each receive twenty-five thousand dollars in cash. After one full year of marriage—on your first anniversary—you'll own Riverside House jointly. You can choose to continue living there together, or sell it and split the proceeds equally."

      Twenty-five thousand dollars.

      The number cut through everything else. More than enough for the boiler with money left over—enough to solve the immediate crisis and keep saving toward the lot, keep Frank's dream alive. All I had to do was marry someone I didn't trust. Live with her for a year. Hope she didn't run before we reached the finish line.

      All I had to do was turn marriage into a business transaction when I'd spent my whole life believing it should mean something more.

      "Half the value of Riverside House," I heard myself say. "After one year."

      "Yes." Bernie peered at us over his glasses. "However, there is a significant penalty clause. If you separate or divorce before your first wedding anniversary, you must return the twenty-five
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