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      Anneliese Thompson’s back ached from painting but, come hell or high water, tomorrow Chloe would have a big-girl bedroom, in a home of their own. The rented cottage next door to the Fletcher Hotel—with its wild garden and faded picket fence that faced the town common—needed some love and a five-year-old’s laugh to come back to life.

      In that way, she and the cottage were a lot alike.

      Her phone buzzed from the canvas-covered bed behind her. She kept rolling pale turquoise swaths, hoping to finish the last wall before the real world interrupted.

      Her voicemail alert pinged, then her email. Someone wanted her attention.

      She navigated the maze of her childhood furniture, crammed into the room at odd angles, holding her paint-smeared hands up for her own inspection.

      The phone rang again. Twice in a row usually meant her mother. A brief worry for Chloe fluttered in her chest, but she quashed it and jogged down the stairs to the kitchen. She didn’t want paint on her phone screen, and she hadn’t yet unpacked soap for the bathroom.

      The missed call from California set her heart racing afresh. Her hands felt dirtier somehow. The only person she knew in California was the last person she wanted to hear from. She nudged the kitchen tap open with one wrist, waiting for water hot enough to scald away the crawling sensation, then scrubbed away the paint.

      Throat tight, she tapped through to the message.

      “Anneliese, hi. My name is Kirsten Letourneau. I’m putting together an event, and from what I hear, you’re the best planner in your area. The timeline is tight, and there are some unique concerns. Would love to talk to you about it. Give me a call as soon as possible.” Kirsten left her phone number and signed off.

      The name didn’t ring a bell, but at least it wasn’t Chad. Anneliese set the phone down on the drainboard and braced her hands on the sink. Three thousand miles, plus the better part of five years, and just the thought of her ex-husband still tipped her world off its axis.

      Doing her best to relax, braced in front of the kitchen window, she saw her neighbor and landlord—and half owner of the Fletcher Hotel—wave. Jeremy, in his straw hat and Bermuda shorts, was tending the butterfly garden he maintained in the hotel’s sunny side yard. She smiled and waved back.

      Time to finish Chloe’s room; Kirsten Letourneau’s return call could wait.

      By the time Anneliese had rolled the walls and cleaned the brushes, the morning was gone, and part of the afternoon with it.

      She pulled out her client notebook and opened a fresh page. Kirsten Letourneau answered on the third ring.

      “Hello. Kirsten here.”

      “Hi, Kirsten. Anneliese Thompson. I’m returning your call.”

      “Awesome. Hi. Thanks for getting back to me, and sorry if I sounded like a complete nutcase. My brain is still fried from the red-eye.”

      “Not at all.” A red-eye flight sounded important. “What’s the event?”

      “A wedding. I have a client who wants a magazine-worthy party; her fiancé wants a New England wedding. It’s my job to make that happen. I need someone in the area to partner with, and you come highly recommended.”

      “Who’s your client?”

      “That’s confidential, for now. She’s particular about controlling her message. There would be an NDA if you decide to work with us. For now, though, I’d love to come up there… Thornton, it’s called? See some potential locations, that kind of thing.”

      What could it hurt? “Sure. When do you plan to be in the area?”

      “I can take a train up tomorrow. Or rent a car. How far is it?”

      Anneliese laughed. “You’ll want to rent a car. The train station’s a ways from here. Is this number your cell? I can text you the name of a cafe where I meet clients. It also happens to be the home of the best wedding cakes in the state.”

      And if she’d known the owner for most of her life, that was just a quirk of small town life. Growing up, Kate Pease was a pigtailed shadow trailing her brother, Jack. Anneliese spent most of her childhood with Jack and his best friend Joss Fuller—who just happened to be a second cousin of hers on her mother’s side. Another small town quirk.

      Like Jack, Kate grew up gorgeous and ambitious. Unlike Jack, Kate returned to town, becoming a fixture in Thornton.

      “Now we’re talking,” Kirsten said. “I’m going to say late afternoon, since I literally have no idea how far Manhattan is from Vermont.”

      “Sounds about right.” Anneliese laughed again. Despite the mystery—or maybe because of it—she liked this effervescent voice on the phone. “Text me when you get to town. My day is pretty flexible.”

      “Great. I totally have a feeling about this.”

      Kirsten had hung up before Anneliese thought to ask who referred her. She didn’t know anyone who rated a non-disclosure agreement.

      Time enough to worry tomorrow. For now, she was on her own in her newly rented house. No mother to question her parenting choices, or to remind her she was single and on the other side of thirty. No daughter with bottomless curiosity and rapid-fire questions.

      Time for tea and reading on the screened porch, and supper when she felt like it.

      She plugged in her new electric teakettle and filled the reservoir, humming to herself. She fussed over the tea leaves while the water boiled, then took her mug out to the porch.

      Beyond the shabby screen, the garden was in unruly, riotous bloom. It had gone too long without a caretaker. Leggy purple phlox leaned against the pickets. A climbing rose had fallen over and was creeping along the flagstones. Crabgrass sprouted anywhere there wasn’t something hardy to hold it back, and the daylilies were crowding the brown remains of spring daffodils and tulips.

      She had her work cut out for her. Tea first, but some weeding before she curled up with her book.
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      It was nearly sunset when Jack Pease wrapped up his last meeting of the day. Boston Harbor glimmered below his 38th floor window; what the view lacked in early starlight, it made up for with the twinkle of air traffic from Logan International.

      A quick knock sounded. His office door swung open, and his co-counsel stuck his head in. “Jack, we’re headed to Elephant and Castle. You coming?”

      Jack turned, giving Barry an easy grin. “Maybe in a few. I’ll text you. Don’t wait.”

      “Hot date?” Barry’s face lit up. “Say it’s a hot date.”

      There was no hot date, but no need to burst Barry’s bubble. “Yeah. Hot date.”

      “I’m glad. Emily said she hadn’t heard about a new girlfriend in a while. Starting to wonder if you were hiding some serious relationship from us.” Barry folded his suit jacket over one arm. “I’ll tell her you’re still out there breaking hearts.”

      The door swung shut behind Barry, leaving Jack with the ghost of the conversation still in the room. Barry’s wife didn’t know the half of it. He hadn’t been seriously involved with anyone since Iris, and that was nearly three-year-old news.

      Since there was no hot date, and drinks with the team didn’t appeal to him at the moment, Jack tidied his desk and loosened his tie. He’d walk home, maybe text Iris on the way and see what she was up to.

      
        
        
        You around?

        IB: leaving hot yoga. You?

        Leaving the office. Have you eaten?

        IB: it’s after 8. Go home

        On my way now

        IB: I’m a sucker. Meet me at Vitto’s

        I didn’t ask

        IB: 20 minutes

      

        

      

      Vitto’s Ristorante hid on the outskirts of Boston’s North End, in the basement of a residential building. The only sign was over the door, and most tourists passed by in favor of the flashier places on Hanover Street. Jack arrived first and snagged a booth near the bar. Iris was moments behind him, carrying her yoga mat on her back and looking not at all like someone who just sweated in an upside-down pretzel shape for an hour.

      “Hey, gorgeous.”

      Iris settled in her seat, picking up her menu. “How’s the water thing going?”

      “They’ll settle. It’s not quite there yet.” Jack glanced at the chalkboard over the bar to read the specials. “What about your arsonist?”

      “Plea bargain.” Iris set down her menu. “Celebrated with tickets to see my sister in Barcelona.”

      Barcelona with the Björnsdóttir sisters sounded far better than Boston with the usual suspects, even during Sox season. “Take me with you.”

      Before Iris could answer, a waiter came to take their order. After he left, she fixed her shrewd eyes on him. “What you’re looking for isn’t in Spain.”

      “Who says I’m looking for something?”

      Iris unfolded her napkin and laid it alongside her cutlery. “This is me, Jack. Not one of your flings.”

      The waiter returned with their drinks. Jack gave his Campari and soda his full attention while he recovered. Iris always saw through him. “I still say I was one of your flings.”

      Iris sipped serenely from a glass of Prosecco. “I don’t have flings. I take lovers. There’s a difference.”

      Jack chuckled. “There is.”

      “I’m not the only one who sees it.”

      “That you take lovers?”

      Iris laughed. “No. That you’ve been…unsettled. I’d say unhappy, but I think you’re mostly content. It’s like you’re looking over your shoulder, like something is following you, but you can’t see it when you look. It began around when we stopped seeing one another, though I don’t flatter myself I’m the cause.”

      Jack reached for a roll. “So, I’m haunted?”

      Iris took one too, her eyes serious over the bread. “In a way. You’re only half here. You and I talk like we always have, but you barely go out with Barry and the team any more. I see more of your friends than you do. You haven’t shown up with some fetching woman at your side in ages. You’re not yourself—or who yourself is has changed.”

      “My own mother isn’t this concerned about my social life.”

      “I assume your mother didn’t recently run into another old flame of yours. Rachel’s the general manager at Beast now, by the way. She hadn’t seen you there in so long, she assumed you’d settled down.”

      Jack busied himself with buttering his roll. Iris’s insightful nature was always intense, but she rarely turned her laser intuition on him. At least to his face. “Did you rehearse this?”

      “It’s been on my mind for a while.”

      “Remind me never to leave you alone with my sister.”

      Their server returned with their appetizers, giving Jack a moment to collect himself, but Iris was undeterred.

      “You gave me an opening. I’m taking it.” She pushed a radicchio leaf through the Burrate and citrus vinaigrette mingling on her plate. “I want you to find what you’re looking for.”

      Jack took a deep breath, focusing on his truffled arancini. “Maybe I’m not looking for anything right now. My career is on track; I have good friends; my apartment is worth twice what I paid for it, and the Sox are leading the AL East.”

      “An embarrassment of riches.” Iris’s smile turned down at the corners, just enough to let him know she wasn’t fooled.

      Time to change the subject. “So, when are you and Pippa going to Barcelona?”

      After dinner, Iris walked with Jack as far as the State House, leaving him alone with his thoughts as he crossed the Common. The sky was hazy, pink around the edges despite the darkness. Boston would eventually sleep, but the light pollution never allowed full darkness. The breeze drew the salt air inland, mingling with the scent of hot asphalt, trash, and kitchen vents rising from the cooling city.

      He didn’t lie to Iris. He loved his job; his team at the firm was the best at what they did. He had good friends and a great apartment, and the Sox really were having a decent season.

      He stopped at the pedestrian crossing on Charles Street to buy a bottle of water from a vendor cart. “Hey, Gus.”

      “Hey, man. Thanks for the tickets. I think Fenway’s got a fan for life.”

      “I had it on the radio in my office. Sounded like a great game. Glad Gabriel had a good time.”

      Gus’s wife, Wanda, had been cleaning Jack’s apartment for five years; their son, Gabriel, was eleven. It took some convincing to get Wanda to accept a pair of his season seats on the third baseline, but Jack felt better about giving them to her husband and son than passing them off to one of the guys he worked with.

      “Night, Jack.” Gus waved him on his way, already making change for his next customer.

      Technically speaking, Jack’s apartment was a straight shot across the Public Garden and up the Commonwealth Avenue Mall, with a slight left turn onto Gloucester to access his building’s front door, but Jack detoured right, around the duck pond. His favorite bench was empty, and somehow that was more appealing than an empty apartment.

      Iris was rarely wrong about people. It made her a successful—and terrifying—attorney. In the relative stillness of a soft Boston night, Jack felt the creeping sensation she was right about him, too.

      He’d been going through the motions for a long while, although not unhappily. Iris was correct about the timing. He’d gone home to Thornton for a weekend the summer Nan opened the Damselfly Inn, only to find Anneliese had come home.

      Anneliese, Joss, and Jack grew up exploring the woods and streams of their postcard town. She was simply a part of the fabric of his life; his affection for her was carefree and simple.

      He didn’t notice her complexities when they hit high school, nor how beautiful she was until another guy got there first. In the whirl of college and law school, Jack lost track of her, hearing years later she had married and moved to California.

      The Anneliese who returned—divorced and with a baby—had cautious eyes, and no time for him. Though they reestablished the shell of a friendship in the years since, Anneliese treated him like a primed explosive.

      It irritated him. He wanted to make her smile, find her laughter, and, if he was being wholly honest, to kiss the lips that smiled so easily for him when they were younger. The endless supply of attractive, interesting women in the city paled in comparison to the memory of a girl he once knew and the challenge of a woman he didn’t know anymore.

      What he wanted wasn’t in Spain; she was in Thornton, Vermont.
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      “Mama!”

      Anneliese leaned against the jamb of Chloe’s new room, stretching the kinks out of her shoulders and grinning while her daughter twirled around in a bar of sunlight.

      “Feesh and me love our new room!”

      “Feesh and I love our new room.” Her English teachers would be proud.

      “‘kay, Mama.” Chloe stopped twirling and hopped onto the whitewashed wrought-iron bed that had been Anneliese’s as a girl, brought from the attic at her parents’ house during the move. Her little girl wriggled into the down comforters like a puppy—despite the heat—and grinned back up at her. “Where will you sleep?”

      “Right across the hall.” Anneliese gestured toward the open door to the other bedroom on the second floor. For now, she had an air mattress and her suitcase propped against the wall, but there would be time to make the space her own.

      Chloe hopped out of the bed and swam Feesh—her beloved stuffed clownfish—past walls the color of a tropical sea. The second floor rooms were charming at best, small and awkward with slanted ceilings and dormer windows. For Anneliese, however, Chloe’s room felt like a fairytale, with lace curtains from the thrift shop, bleached and hung on the line at the Damselfly to whiten them, and a vintage crystal chandelier Joss painted and rewired.

      Anneliese heard the snap of the screen door.

      “Anneliese, are you upstairs?”

      Her mother.

      “Coming, Mom.”

      She left Chloe to explore the canvas bins tucked into the eaves, and trotted downstairs to meet her mother in the kitchen.

      Jane Thompson stood in the kitchen, looking uncomfortable in her daughter’s space. “I had your father look at that loose downspout. Are you certain the roof is sound?”

      Anneliese swallowed a sigh. “Joss looked everything over before I signed the lease. He’s sure Jeremy and Glenn aren’t trying to fleece me. They'll have everything spruced up and painted this year.”

      Her mother took the defensive, her back straight, the worry lines around her eyes deepening. “I just wanted your father to look at it.”

      Anneliese knew from Aunt Molly that her mother had always been serious and practical, but Molly’s stories hinted at a playfulness Anneliese had never seen. Her mother had always expected Anneliese to walk a narrow path. It was Aunt Molly she went to for sympathy and exuberant hugs. “I know, Mom. But Joss is a pro. And family. And Dad is—”

      Her father chose that moment to come through the door. “Dad is what, Sunshine?”

      Anneliese couldn’t help but smile. Her father’s expectations of her were no different, but she thought affection came more easily to him. “Dad is here to see Chloe’s new room, not stare at my gutters.”

      “That he is.” He placed a gentle hand on his wife’s back. “Let’s go see what our granddaughter’s up to.”

      Anneliese waited for their footfalls on the stairs before she let herself relax. They loved her. They loved Chloe. They couldn’t always hide their disappointment in her divorce, or the way she’d tumbled, broke and broken, back into Thornton after following Chad all the way to Sacramento and giving him too many years of her life.

      Living in their home had reduced her to errant teenage status, even as she was mothering her own young daughter. She had respected their rules, been truly thankful for their help and support, but she wanted more. Flying the nest was everything she needed; she was determined not to let their overprotective skepticism affect her decisions anymore.

      Her mother reappeared at the bottom of the stairs. “I asked your father to move that toy chest away from the dormer window. Chloe could easily fall out the window screen if she climbed up on it.”

      Anneliese pasted on a grateful smile and decided not to mention the safety latches Joss installed for her. Or that the windows were currently open from the top down for just that reason. “Thanks, Mom.”

      So much for not letting them affect her decisions.

      Anneliese followed her mother back upstairs. “I appreciate you guys staying here with Chloe while I take this meeting.”

      Jane paused at the top of the stairs, disapproval in the furrows between her brows. “What is this anyway? It doesn’t seem like the kind of client you usually work with.”

      “I have no idea, but I’m curious, and it doesn’t hurt to sit down with this woman for an hour.”

      “That it doesn’t.” Her father was juggling three homemade yarn poufs Chloe rescued from her toy bins. “We’re going to hold down your new fort while you meet this mystery client.”
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      Anneliese recognized her mysterious appointment the moment Sweet Pease’s cheerful bell jingled the unfamiliar arrival. Kirsten’s brunette-to-emerald ombré hair, sexy cat-eye liner, and flaunted curves spoke of a woman with strong opinions and fiercely independent style.

      She caught the young woman’s eye and waved.

      Kirsten slid into the booth across from Anneliese and dropped her phone on the table. “I had to stop an hour ago and ask—” She broke off before speaking the name of her mystery client. “And double check I was still the U.S., but I get the appeal. This place is adorable.” Kirsten offered her hand over the table. “Kirsten Letourneau.”

      “Anneliese Thompson.” She handed Kirsten a laminated list of drinks and pastries. “Specials are on the board if you’re hungry, but save room for wedding cake.”

      “Mmm, wedding cake.” Kirsten pushed the menu away. “I’d better stick to coffee.”

      Moira, who’d worked for Kate as long as Anneliese had been home, arrived to take Kirsten’s coffee order.

      “Why don’t you tell me what your client needs,” Anneliese said. “I’ve got some ideas already, but it’s all based on local availability and trends I’m watching.”

      Anneliese’s iPad was already on the table between them. She silently thanked the gods of Pinterest and WiFi as she pulled up her hastily prepped style boards.

      “Basically,” Kirsten said, “she wants about a hundred people; some will be celebrities, and their families, of course, so flawless accommodations, unique experiences, that kind of thing. Like I said, you come with a glowing recommendation, and I’ve spent some time on your social media channels. You’ve got great style.” Kirsten trailed a manicured finger over one of the pinned images. “I love this for her. You’re good. Can you do it in three months?”

      “With the right budget.”

      Kirsten pulled a typed page from the large tote next to her. On it were some firm numbers, including the budget. There were two more zeroes at the end than Anneliese was used to. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation.

      “That’s definitely the right budget.”

      Kate chose that moment to push through the swinging doors from the kitchen. Anneliese hadn’t seen Kate in her signature fuchsia chef’s jacket and cap in months; her friend was too busy managing her two bakeries and house hunting with Ewan, but the promise of a mysterious wedding cake client with a message to control was more than enough to tempt Kate into hand-delivering in uniform.

      “Hi Anneliese,” Kate said, crossing to them with a trio of miniature fondant-wrapped cakes, each topped with a buttercream rosette in pale lilac, rich brown, and amber, respectively. Kate wore her charisma as easily as she did the chef’s jacket. It was, Anneliese thought, when she most resembled Jack. “You must be the mysterious Kirsten. I’m Kate Pease, owner and executive chef at Sweet Pease; welcome to Thornton.”

      Kate set the plate between them. “Anneliese promised you a taste of what we offer. This is my standard tasting trio: vanilla-bean sponge cake with a lemon cream filling and lavender-infused Earl Grey buttercream; dark chocolate torte with a coffee cream filling and espresso chocolate ganache; and almond, brown butter cake with raspberry cream filling and Amaretto buttercream. The full wedding cake menu is on our website, and we can do a tasting and consult with the bride and groom as soon as we have a timeline.”

      Kirsten tucked into the cakes. “This is amazing. God, how do you not just eat these every day?”

      “The threat of needing all new chef’s jackets,” Kate said with a grin. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      Kirsten closed her eyes, savoring a bite of the chocolate torte. “Marry me?”

      Laughing, Kate excused herself back to the kitchen, leaving Kirsten and Anneliese to talk about the big picture. Kirsten’s questions about the style boards, the weather, and the transportation options were punctuated with hums of cake-induced pleasure.

      “What’s next then?” Anneliese said, “I think I’d be crazy to turn an opportunity like this down—assuming it’s offered, and there’s no time to waste, anyway.”

      “My boss gave me nearly carte blanche to do the legwork. She wants to come in, make final decisions, and be wowed.” Kirsten set her fork down. “I’m staying in Burlington. I’ll email you tonight with the standard agreements you’d need to sign before working with her, and you can email me your contract and an estimate. Be generous with it. Seriously. Above all, she wants this to be an unforgettable event.”

      Anneliese confirmed her contact details as she walked Kirsten to her car. “I’m looking forward to hearing from you. Enjoy Burlington.”

      “Will I be able to see Canada from there? I feel like I should after this drive.” She grinned. “We must be nearly to the North Pole by now.”

      Anneliese watched the taillights of Kirsten’s car vanish, then she permitted herself a little victory dance before setting out for home. A contract like this could be a game changer.

      Her landlords were inspecting the wisteria vining the hotel’s front porch when Anneliese got home. Glenn caught her eye before hurrying down the front steps and over to the low picket fence surrounding the carriage house.

      “We’ve got a late robin’s nest. Come see.”

      Anneliese set down her bag on the porch and made her way out of the front garden and around to the Fletcher House’s grand front entry. The couple had pulled up a four-foot ladder and Jeremy was angling his phone to get pictures of the nest without getting too close to the babies.

      “Hey, Anneliese.” He peered back over his shoulder. “We didn’t see the nest before because of the flowers, but Mama’s nesting late, so we didn’t miss the action!”

      Anneliese laughed, touched by their enthusiasm. “I can see living next door to you two is going to be an adventure.”

      “Maybe almost as fun as watching you nest in our cottage.”

      Anneliese looked back at her new home. “I’m crazy about it.”

      Glenn regarded the house with hands on hips. “We’ll hire someone to fix that fence and paint the exterior by the end of the summer.”

      “And put new screens in the porch,” Jeremy added.

      “I can live with faded paint.” Anneliese couldn’t believe her luck. Landlords who suggested repairs.

      “But you shouldn’t have to, and we have a reputation to uphold.” Jeremy stepped down. “Go on up and take a look. Glenn will spot you. I’ve got to get back to the front desk.”

      Anneliese gave his departing back a wry look. “I think I can handle a glorified step-ladder.”

      “You’re no fun,” Glenn teased, with a smoldering glance at his husband. “Holding the ladder is my duty as the man of the house.”

      “I heard that,” Jeremy said as he retreated into the hotel.

      Three tiny blue eggs and one wet, skinny fledgling occupied the carefully constructed nest. She felt a kinship with the absent mother—hoping her fledgling would thrive, though she was grateful she had more than a few weeks to launch her baby into the world.

      “Nests are happy things, Anneliese.” Glenn watched her with open concern as she stepped off the ladder.

      “Oh, I know.” She smiled at him. “I was just thinking about babies flying the nest and…”

      “You’re entirely too sweet.” Glenn gathered her into a hug, tucking her head under his chin. His tee shirt was impossibly soft and smelled like Old Spice. “And you have mail.”

      Anneliese stepped out of Glenn’s arms and looked back at her garden gate, where the letter carrier was closing the mailbox.

      “Mail! My own mail,” she said, clapping her hands like Chloe in front of an ice cream sundae. “I didn’t even think about getting my own mail.”

      Anneliese left Glenn to the bird’s nest and gathered a small stack of generic solicitations addressed to “Resident” from the box. She gleefully sorted the junk mail into the recycling bins near the porch, stopping abruptly at an official-looking envelope from Pacific Western Bank.

      Her fingers trembled as she tore it open. It was addressed to her at the cottage, but how? The meager state-mandated checks came quarterly to her parents’ house since her return to Thornton, and her move had come together over the course of the last two weeks through sheer luck and timing. How had Chad gotten her address so quickly?

      The check was, as it had been since the divorce was finalized—just shy of Chloe’s first birthday, the bare minimum her ex-husband could get away with and still claim he hadn’t abandoned Chloe. Not out of paternal duty, not out of care for their daughter’s well-being. His apathy when she’d decided to leave California cemented his lack of love for the child they’d made together. Chad used child support to remind Anneliese he still held some power over her.

      Anneliese buried the check in her purse. Her friends were due shortly, and she didn't intend to let Chad interrupt her first girls’ night in her own home.

      Chloe came home from school full of songs and clapping games. Anneliese handed her daughter a bowl of fresh peas from the farm share, hoping Chloe’s version of shelling yielded enough edible peas for the pasta salad.

      Chloe’s whole body concentrated on splitting the pods at the seams. “Mama, I was line leader today, and at share time I said I had a new house.”

      “Oh yeah?” Pride swelled in Anneliese’s chest. “What does line leader do?”

      “Stands in front and follows Miss Jordan when we go to library and swimming, and I get to count everybody.” Chloe popped a pod and scattered the peas across the table, giggling at Anneliese’s frantic legume-wrangling. “Miss Cora said she had a headache and went home early.”

      Miss Cora was Kate and Jack’s mother. “I hope she feels better,” Anneliese said.

      In the end, there were enough peas, and Chloe went out to draw on the driveway with her brand new sidewalk chalk. From the kitchen, Anneliese could hear Chloe singing to herself.

      The singing was cut short by a joyous announcement.

      “Kate-Kate! Nan!”

      Anneliese met her friends and led them through the gate and onto the porch. Kate carried a huge basket wrapped in cellophane and a yellow bow. Nan held a bucket spilling over with hosta. Chloe was drawn to Nan like a magnet, pressing her face to their friend’s midsection.

      “Nan, is the baby listening to me? Hi, baby!”

      Anneliese drew Chloe back, hugging her. “The baby can hear you, kiddo. I bet they’re excited to meet you, too, but right now? I need you to run upstairs and put your toys in the baskets so we can show off your room.”

      Chloe dashed off, leaving the three women alone. Anneliese turned to her pregnant friend. “How are you feeling?”

      “Done with morning sickness, I think. Ready for a long weekend away.” Nan touched her belly, and Anneliese’s hands reflexively came to rest on her own.

      Kate handed over her basket. “We brought you presents.”

      “Kate brought treats. The hostas are from the inn. They’ll look great in the shady spots out front.” Nan hugged her. “This place is so sweet. I can’t wait to see how it all comes together.”

      Anneliese took the basket from Kate. “Sit. No, wait. Come see Chloe’s room. It’s the only thing I’ve finished. Then we’ll sit. I made iced tea.”

      Kate took in the plain walls and bare floors on the first floor with a hopeful eye. “You’re allowed to paint?”

      “They’re reimbursing me for the paint. I started upstairs.”

      They followed her up the narrow stairs to the small landing between her room and Chloe’s.

      Chloe was sitting in the center of a pile of plastic food and stuffed animals. “We started to clean up, Mama, but Feesh and Bear and Bubbles were hungry.”

      Nan crouched down. “I’m always hungry. Maybe it’s the baby.”

      Chloe offered her a plastic bunch of grapes.

      “What’s the color?” Kate asked.

      “Pearl Reef. And that’s all my old furniture from my parents’ place.”

      “I love it. When I was her age, I would have given my entire Cabbage Patch collection for a room like this.” Kate wandered onto the landing between the bedrooms to peer at Anneliese’s nearly empty room with a delicate lift of one brow. “Your space needs a little something.”

      From anyone else, Anneliese might have felt hurt, but she knew Kate better. “I know the mattress on the floor isn’t much, but…”

      Kate pursed her lips. “It’ll do, but you are going to have to upgrade for proper booty calls.”

      “Shh,” Nan said, with a furtive glance behind them where Chloe played. “Little ears.”

      “I’d rather she didn’t take the term ‘booty call’ to school, thanks.” Anneliese sighed dramatically. “My lack of them has probably been noted anyway.”

      Kate slung an arm around Nan’s shoulders. “We need to get our girl laid.”

      Nan laughed. “Give her five minutes to get settled.”

      “Fine, but I’m going to think about it.” Kate shrugged. “In the meantime, you need curtains…”

      “I have ideas about curtains.” Anneliese had never had a booty call in her life. Heavy make-out sessions were about as exciting as things ever got before she met Chad, and… Anneliese let that thought go. He held that over her as well. “Let’s go enjoy the porch. I want to hear what you and Joss have planned for your babymoon, and I can show you my ideas for the rest of the house.”

      Kate headed downstairs first. “I’ll put together a tray. Do you have a tray?”

      “I have some moving boxes. Just drag one onto the porch for now,” Anneliese called down.

      Nan laid a hand on her arm, holding her back from going down the stairs. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Yeah.” Anneliese avoided meeting Nan’s eyes for a beat. “I’m fine.”

      “You didn’t look fine for a minute there. Is there something with the house?”

      “No, the house is great.” That she could say without hesitation. “It’s just—”

      The sound of shattering glass interrupted anything she might have said to Nan about Chad’s check.

      “Kate? You okay?” When Kate didn’t automatically curse and reassure in the same breath, Anneliese started down the stairs, Nan hot on her heels.

      Kate’s face was bone white, her eyes frantic. She clutched her phone to her ear.

      “I’ll be there in five minutes. Hang on, Daddy.” Kate’s voice broke over her father’s name. She hung up the phone but seemed to stare at the broken glass as if she wasn’t seeing it.

      “What happened?”

      “My mom…something happened. She was non-responsive when they put her in the ambulance. I have to go.” Kate started to leave, and then patted the pockets of her skirt, looking to Nan. “You drove.”

      Nan pulled her keys from her bag. “I’ll take you over there now. You need to call Ewan.”

      “Right.” Kate was trembling; her voice wobbled and cracked. Tears spilled over her lashes and she squinted at her phone. “I can’t.”

      Anneliese touched her shoulder. “I’ll call and tell him to meet you there. It’s going to be okay.”

      Nan was already bundling Kate out the door and down the garden walkway.

      “Where’s everybody going?” When Chloe spoke, Anneliese started. She hadn’t heard her daughter come downstairs.

      Anneliese scrambled for a simple, truthful answer. “Miss Cora’s not feeling well, honey. Nan’s going to take Kate to see her.”

      Anneliese watched them go with a heavy heart. The Peases were a tight-knit clan, and Kate’s mom Cora was the heart of it.

      Jack.

      Kate’s brother would know by now, too. Was he already making plans to come north? For all his expensive habits and city living, Jack was fiercely devoted to his family. She pictured him, white-knuckling the wheel of his sleek car, pushing the engine to get him home to his mother before—

      It didn’t bear thinking about, and she’d made promises to her friend. Time to call Kate’s husband.

      Anything to take her mind off worrying about Jack Pease.
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      It didn’t matter how many cars Jack passed, how many lane-shifts he wove through, the drive north unfurled endlessly ahead. Miles of hazy mountain horizon, periwinkle against the pale July sky, flew by unnoticed.

      Your mother’s on her way to the hospital.

      He gripped the steering wheel and nudged the accelerator toward the floor. The Audi’s engine responded, leaping ahead as Jack passed a tractor-trailer on the right and pulled into a stretch of open road along the curve of a hillside.

      I’m in the ambulance now. Your sister’s on her way.

      In his haste to be on the road, he’d rushed from a late lunch with Barry with just the clothes on his back. Hopefully there was a spare toothbrush in the bathroom at his parents’ house.

      We’re not sure what happened.

      Jack checked his mirrors and streaked by a rusty pickup and a minivan. Below him, the Connecticut River wound down from Canada, dividing Vermont and New Hampshire. Typically, he would have dropped the top and let the sweet rush of summer wind into the car, enjoying the valley and the peaks of the still-distant Green Mountains. Today, the miles between his car and the hospital in his hometown were nothing but obstacles.

      It took another hour and a half to make his way along state highways between the interstate and his family. He was shaking by the time he stepped out of his car, and the thick, wet punch of humidity nearly flattened him.

      Ewan waited for him in the lobby. “They’re upstairs.”

      He followed his brother-in-law into the elevator. “What’s going on?”

      “They did a bunch of tests—I’m sorry, I don’t know which ones, probably a CT?” Ewan’s eyes were shadowed with worry. “Some kind of emergency treatment, too. I guess they’re waiting to see how she responds.”

      The elevator doors opened to a small, antiseptic waiting area. Kate was perched on a scratchy chair, and she leapt at the sight of him.

      “I hate hospitals,” she whispered in Jack’s ear as he hugged her tight.

      Ewan was in a serious accident of his own in their early months together. Kate declared it enough time in the hospital for the rest of her life.

      “How is she?”

      “It was a stroke.” Kate let him go, drifting backward instinctively to land at Ewan’s side. “They’re saying this anti-stroke protocol might prevent irreversible brain damage, but she’s still not awake, and it’s going to be a long road, whatever happens.”

      “But she’s alive.” It wasn’t a relief exactly, but a weight lifted. The shaky feeling in his extremities began to settle.

      “First door on the left. Dad’s in there, but I’m sure he’ll let you have a minute.”

      The pale, intubated shell in the hospital room bore no resemblance to the woman who raised him.

      His father didn’t move from the seat by his mom's bed. He acknowledged his son with a slight nod. Jack couldn’t summon words. He only stood there, drowning in mechanical clicks, whirs and beeps, the chemical scent of illness thick in his nostrils.

      He slipped out as quickly as he’d come in, brushing past a nurse on her way in.

      His father followed a moment later, his expression weary and shell-shocked. “They’re saying we should go home for the night.”

      Kate and Ewan exchanged quiet words before Kate looked at Jack. “Can you drive dad home? He rode over with Mom.”

      “Of course.”

      Every fear, every question, every hope bottled up in his throat on the drive back to his parents’ Chapel Street house. Easier to let it be for now.

      His father spoke first. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Dad. Of course I came.”

      “Maybe your mom will be awake tomorrow.”

      “I have to head back tomorrow. I left my team in the middle of something.” Jack squeezed the steering wheel. “But I’ll be back Friday night after work.”

      They climbed out of the car in the last fading light of the day.

      “We’ll go together to see her again in the morning. Before you head back.” His dad took a deep breath and fished in his pocket for house keys, then let them both inside. “Let me help you get your things. I think we can manage to get sheets on your old bed. More or less."

      “I didn’t bring anything with me. Not even a toothbrush.”

      “Your mom always keeps extra—” His dad’s chin trembled at the mention of his wife.

      Jack squeezed his father’s shoulder. “I’ll figure it out, but I might need some help finding the spare sheets.”

      Twenty minutes later, Jack was forced to agree with his father's assessment of the bed situation. More or less, with the emphasis on less.

      He'd gotten soft. Wanda was a master of hospital corners, and his clean sheets always smelled of cedar. He couldn't remember the last time he'd made a bed, never mind tugged at the corners of worn, extra-long twin jersey sheets.

      He found his father downstairs, holding an empty glass under the tap and staring out the window. Jack rummaged around in the fridge, but nothing said easy dinner for two shattered men.

      “Want me to grab some dinner at the co-op?”

      His father set the unused glass down in the sink. “I think I’m just going to try to get some sleep.”

      “Dad, when’s the last time you ate?” His own stomach was well aware he hadn’t eaten since his interrupted lunch.

      “I’m not hungry. I think I’ll just to go to bed.” His father left the kitchen as if on autopilot.

      Jack stayed in the kitchen until he heard the snick of the master bedroom door. He was starving, and in no mood to cook.

      The prepared foods case at the co-op was a welcome sight. Jack packed compostable containers with a small fortune in cold sesame noodles, grilled Jerusalem artichokes in vinaigrette, Castelvetrano olives, and a couple miniature ciabattas.

      He wasn’t sure who he expected to eat it all with him, but take-out was at least something he could control.

      “Jack Pease,” the woman at the register gasped and reached for his hand. “What brings you home midweek?”

      “Hi…” He should have been able to place the woman’s face, it had been a hard day.

      “Anneliese didn’t say anything about seeing you.”

      Anneliese. He flushed when he finally recognized Anneliese’s mother. Jane had stopped coloring her gray hair since his sister’s wedding. Had anyone told him she was working at the co-op and not for the family’s antiques shop?

      He’d been away too long.

      “She doesn’t know I’m here. I—” What the hell should I say? “My mom’s in the hospital. I drove up this afternoon.”

      “Oh, Jack. What happened?”

      “It was a stroke.” He pulled out his wallet. “We were at the hospital all day. I’m sure Dad would have called…”

      “I’m sure he will. When he’s ready.” Jane’s eyes were soft with sympathy. She’d known his mom all their lives.

      Jack's throat tightened. “Thanks, Mrs. T. How are Anna and Chloe?" He asked both to deflect the conversation from his mother, and because curiosity threatened to consume him. He hadn’t been home in months, and when he had, Anneliese and her daughter had been conspicuously absent from any festivities.

      A slight shadow crossed Jane's face. "They're well. We're going to miss having Chloe around every day, though."

      "Are they moving out?" A thousand scenarios flashed through his imagination, each populated by a faceless man who claimed Anna as his own. A faceless man Jack wanted to pummel.

      "Anneliese didn't tell you?" There was disbelief in her tone, and it rattled uncomfortably between them.

      “I guess not.” Jack hoped he sounded casual.

      He swiped his card for the food, hoping Jane might elaborate. He suddenly needed to know where—and with whom—Anna had landed.

      Mrs. Thompson started to bag his groceries, but Jack took over.

      “You know she’s been saving to move out since she came back. We expected her to get her feet under her again, but we didn’t expect to get so used to having our granddaughter with us.” Jane sighed. “It isn’t as if they’re going far. A ten minute drive and Anneliese will still need us to watch Chloe…”

      She trailed off as she tore the receipt from the register and handed it to Jack.

      “So she’s downtown?” He hadn’t fished so obviously in a long time.

      “Oh!” Mrs. Thompson laughed. “Yes. She’s rented the cottage next door to the Fletcher Hotel. Those young men who bought it last year just snapped up the cottage, too. Anneliese has been over there every night for a week painting and fussing.”

      “I had no idea.” The cottage by the hotel. He was embarrassed at his relief at hearing there was no man involved in Anneliese’s decision to move. His manners kicked in again. “It’s good to see you, Mrs. Thompson. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      “You too, Jack. Bobby and I will look in on your father this week, and I’ll bring a casserole. You’ll be in our prayers.”

      Jack stepped out of the co-op in a daze. The urge to see Anneliese was irresistible. The sticky day had given way to a heavy, soft evening, though heat still radiated from the sidewalks as he turned the wrong way around the common.

      The wrong way to get home, but the right way to call on the cottage.

      He had loved the whimsical house all his life. It sat just below the grand Edwardian mansion once owned by the wealthy Fletcher family. He thought he remembered the Fletchers had brought a housekeeping couple to live there and maintain the property. At some point, the property was split apart, and the cottage fell into disrepair. He always thought it was a little sad—a little romantic—the way the house faded deeper into its overrun gardens over the years.

      It needed someone to love it. He couldn’t think of anyone better for the task than Anna.

      Jack approached the gate wishing he had flowers, but the garden reminded him she didn’t need them. She had always loved being out in the woods and fields; she probably loved a garden to tend to. He resolved to bring her a watering can instead, and maybe some good garden tools.

      She wouldn’t refuse a housewarming gift from an old friend, would she?

      The truth was, he didn’t know.

      His hand was on her gate when he heard the creak of chains on the front porch.

      “Jack?” Anneliese appeared at the screen door. The setting sun lent a rosy tint to her fair skin, but it shadowed her familiar gray-blue eyes.

      Her expression was cautious as she opened the door and started down the walkway. “Have you been here long?”

      “I just got here. Thornton, and the gate. I was at the co-op and I saw your mother…” Suddenly inspired, he lifted the bag from the co-op. “Have you eaten? I have dinner.”

      “I haven’t. I only got Chloe tucked in a little bit ago.” Anneliese regarded the bag in silence. Jack could almost see her weighing the decision to let him in. “I don’t have a table, but the porch floor has worked okay so far.”

      “Then it works for me,” he said, following her up the two stairs and through the wooden screen door. “I didn’t know you’d rented this place.”

      “I’m surprised Kate didn’t mention it,” Anneliese said. “I’ll be right back.”

      She disappeared inside the house. Jack tried not to be irritated she didn’t invite him in.

      Only a moment later she returned to set plates and silverware on the porch floor before wrapping her arms around him. “I’m so sorry about your mom.”

      She fit under his chin, her cheek against his chest. He watched the pink light play over the seemingly endless shades of blonde in her messy bun; her hair smelled of mint and sunshine. She held him for a blissful moment before stepping back to regard him with that wary look. He wanted her to stretch her body up against his again, for her to hold him again; he wanted to bolt. Instead, he set down the bag still dangling from his hand.

      “I hope you like cold sesame noodles.”
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      Cold sesame noodles?

      Anneliese’s palms tingled. Her emotions fought to spill over, but she mastered them. The day was weird and fraught enough without Jack Pease at her gate. Jack Pease with dinner in his hands. Jack Pease in her arms.

      He smelled expensive. He looked expensive, with his dark hair fashionably trimmed, and his lean, long-limbed frame filling out a small fortune in subtle designer labels.

      When you’d been half in love with someone since you were a teenager—when you’d failed at puppy love, failed at marriage, and finally accepted romance was something for others—it did no good to lose your head when he turned up on your doorstep looking for a friend—and a friend was always how he’d
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