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      "If Hallmark Channel and Lifetime had a baby, this could be it. It had everything you can want in a book romance, friendships, suspense and then on top of that throw in a little spice. This was my first book by Samantha Skye but it won’t be my last!!" - Kara, Goodreads.

      

      “Holy crap on a cracker! This was by far my favourite book from Samantha! From start to finish this was a non stop 5 star read.” - Katie, Amazon

      

      “The way I ate this book up, should be illegal. I can see why Samantha Skye is a best-selling author. She nailed this book.” - Ashley, Amazon

      

      “I absolutely devoured this book in one sitting. From the start of this book it pulled me in. This book had the perfect blend of tension, banter, spice and suspense.” - Katie L, Amazon

    

  


  
    
      It is never too late to start over.

      

      If you don’t like the story of your life, just start a new chapter.

      

      Who knows, it might just lead you somewhere new.
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      I should feel defeated. Sad, a little deflated. But I don’t. I feel like I can breathe again for the first time all day.

      “It’s just not the one. These things take time,” my friend, Fiona, says from next to me, seeming to think my quiet reflection is related to disappointment about not picking a wedding dress. God, if she only knew.

      “I know,” I say, trying to hide my relief. My feelings toward marrying Josh haven’t progressed to joy yet… I don’t think they ever will. Every dress within my budget that I tried on looked utterly ridiculous. Even Fiona agreed. It’s the universe telling me to stop the wedding, I know it. Something just doesn’t feel right about it anymore. Not that it ever did. I shake my head as I put my key in the door of my apartment, glad to finally be home.

      “You know what. Let’s just have a glass of wine. My feet are killing me,” she says dramatically with an eye roll that makes me smile for the first time today.

      “Deal. You get the glasses, and I’ll grab the wine. Plus, you still need to fill me in on the guy you hooked up with last night. Tyler Grant? Did you know he is one of the city's richest men?”

      As much as I want the juicy details, I feel bereft for a moment, realizing that even though I am engaged, I have never had that kind of feeling. The sweep me off my feet feeling. That heart-pounding feeling. The I love you more than I can breathe feeling. I just feel suffocated. Permanently.

      I throw my new bag onto the counter as I walk in, the bright-pink tote causing the pile of mail I have been ignoring to spread. “Shit,” I mumble, collecting it all and sifting through it quickly as Fiona heads straight to grab the wineglasses. Bill after bill filters past my vision until a letter catches my eye. It looks formal, with a stamp of a law firm in the corner. I throw it in my handbag to look over later and smile at my friend.

      “What’s that music?” Fiona asks, coming to stand next to me as I listen to the loud dance beats thumping my walls from down the hall. My fiancé Josh stayed home today while we went dress shopping. After popping the question a few months ago, he has been pushing me out the door every weekend to plan a wedding that he is happy to play no part in organizing. If I were to be honest, neither am I.

      “It’s too loud. Let me go let Josh know we are back, and I will turn it down.” Pushing off the counter, I walk down the small hall.

      My apartment is my sanctuary and has been for years. A small two-bedroom on the Upper East Side that is high enough to catch the morning sun. My landlady is a lovely older woman who is currently enjoying retirement in Florida. I have decorated the place in subtle tones of coffee and crisp white. With a fascination for interiors, I spend every waking hour either shopping for the latest decoration or furnishing to adorn my home or too many hours sifting through magazines and Pinterest, designing my dream homes. While my day job selling advertising pays my bills, it does very little to quench my creative desires.

      I open my bedroom door and stop short, my breath catching in my throat at the sight in front of me.

      “Hey, where is your bottle open—” Fiona doesn’t finish the question as she pulls to a sharp stop next to me, and we both stand in the doorway, our mouths agape. “Oh… My… God,” she whispers at seeing my fiancé grinding into—

      “Natalie?” I shriek when the realization hits me that my fiancé and his colleague are in my bed together. Naked.

      They don’t hear me above the loud music, with Natalie currently whimpering as Josh slams into her from behind. Neither of them see us, as her face is buried in my silk pillow that I scoured the globe for and finally found in the Philippines. The silk is so fine that I already know it is ruined just from her ridiculous fake moans. My heart races, but I can’t move. I am rooted to the spot, frozen in shock. I look at my fiancé, the man who told me only a few hours ago that I was the most important person in the world to him, and see his eyes closed as his hips continue to thrust forward.

      I should shout or yell, but I can’t. I can only grimace. My body remains rigid, my heart thundering to the point of feeling lightheaded. All I see is his pasty, skinny ass flex with every paltry thrust. But as I tilt my head, really taking this in, my body oddly starts to calm and my breath leaves my lungs in an exhale that feels like it lifts a thousand pounds off my shoulders.

      “What the hell is going on here!” Fiona yells for me, jolting me from my realization, and the two jump apart like they have been burned. Natalie grabs my bedsheets and pulls them to her naked chest—the ones I saved up for months to buy from Saks, the ones that are Egyptian cotton with the highest thread count available. The sheets I had on my wish list for over a year, that cost more than my monthly salary, and I itch to rip them from her grasp.

      “It’s not what it looks like…” Josh says, out of breath, and my eyes flick to him as the poor excuse falls from his mouth. We all know exactly how stupid that statement is, considering I just saw his dick in her vagina.

      “You have five minutes to get dressed and get out of my apartment,” I say, looking between them. My teeth grit out of anger, yes, but more so disbelief. How did I not see this? How did I not know this was going on? I am such an idiot. I could have ended this shambles of an engagement months ago, but the trepidation of his assumed heartbreak, coupled with the fear of failure that sprinkles across all my relationships, held me back. I mean, dating in New York is hard. Hell, dating anywhere is hard. It is hard to find your person, and I guess I just settled, thinking he truly loved me.

      “Victoria, I can explain…” Natalie starts to say, then trails off as I stare at her with a glare that probably tells her she should keep her mouth shut. I’m reining in my wrath that threatens at their disrespect, at the fact they had the audacity to do this in my space. And I don’t know her well enough to want an explanation, anyway.

      “Just leave,” I repeat without a hint of emotion, swallowing it all down.

      “Baby, let’s talk. It’s nothing. She… she means nothing to me,” Josh rushes to explain as he takes a step toward me, and Fiona snorts. Natalie bolts upright, her body now mostly clothed, her heels in her hands.

      “Nothing?” she spits out, staring at my fiancé in disbelief. I am not sure, but I think that makes it even worse. That he was so willing to throw me away over someone who “means nothing.”

      “Two minutes,” I tell them, not giving either of them more of my time. They can have their lovers’ tiff somewhere else.

      “Victoria, I…” Natalie tries again, stepping toward me like I am an injured animal and she isn’t sure if I will strike. I cut her off.

      “Get. Out. Of. My. Home.” I look her dead in the eye, unflinching. I watch her swallow roughly, nodding, her expression riddled with guilt. Then she walks right past me and straight out the door, her heels in hand and makeup smeared.

      While I am still in shock and comically relieved, I hate being played the fool, and anger swirls inside my chest that I let this happen to me. My mother raised me to be strong and independent. Deep down, I know Josh and I are not soulmates, but seeing them in my bed together makes me vomit a little in my mouth.

      I look back at Josh who stands in front of me, his jeans now on, his pale chest doing nothing to entice me. “Vic, baby,” he says smoothly, swaggering closer, his arms wide open. Like he thinks we’re about to kiss and make up.

      “You too.” My jaw clenches so I don’t scream or shout. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction, even though I feel disgusted, betrayed, and like I can barely breathe. I don’t want to be the cliché scorned woman. I want my dignity intact. I wonder briefly if this is how my mother handled it when my womanizing father finally got caught. I will have to ask her. Men, they’re all the same.

      “What?” he asks, his head rearing back with a frown.

      “Get your things and get out of my apartment,” I emphasize steadily, but I’m losing the last of my patience. And he has the nerve to look at me like I’m crazy.

      “But… I just moved in. I have nowhere else to go.”

      It’s true. He gave up his apartment to move in with me. My apartment and location are much better than his was, and given we were going to be married in mere months, we both thought it was a logical step. Obviously, it was a step I shouldn’t have taken. I shimmy the rock off my finger—the thing is too gaudy for me anyway—and I throw it at his chest. It’s another weight lifted.

      “No longer my problem. We are done,” I bite out the last word, and his eyebrows hit his hairline as he catches the ring.

      “You go, girl,” I hear Fiona whisper from down the hall, where she had retreated to give us privacy.

      “Baby, come on… It was a little slipup,” he croons once more, like he is apologizing for being home late after drinks with the boys, rather than cheating on me. In my own bed. On the day I was wedding dress shopping. It is then I realize that this man, somewhat attractive and with a good corporate job on Wall Street, is nothing but a self-absorbed, cheating asshole who has probably never had a woman say no to him before.

      “We are over. It’s as simple as that.” I cross my arms over my chest and roll my shoulders back. What can I say, I am a Scorpio. There are no second chances with me.

      “Vic, honey, we can work through this,” Josh says, nearly begging, and now it is my turn to frown. Is he fucking serious right now? I knew I shouldn't have said yes to his proposal. I knew then, when he was down on bended knee on New Year’s Eve, in front of his boss and work colleagues. I knew then he wasn’t the one, but I said yes anyway. Hoping that I was just nervous, a little caught off guard. Besides, who can say no to a proposal on New Year’s Eve. In New York City, of all places. In front of an audience.

      “Get. Out. Right Now.” This time, my voice rises. Whether it is the look in my eyes or the finality of the words, Josh finally picks up his clothes.

      “We will talk once you have calmed down. You're clearly too emotional right now,” he says, trying to make me feel like I’m overreacting.

      I grit my teeth and remain tight-lipped as he walks past me and out the door. Still in my bedroom, I stand unmoving as I survey the damage. Pillows, sheets, blankets strewn all over the space, a condom wrapper on my bedside table, and design magazines I had been bookmarking tossed to the floor. Not to mention, the take-out containers piled on the floor, since they must’ve enjoyed lunch together before their afternoon delight. He may not have been the love of my life, but I have quite a mess to clean up.

      My eyes burn as the music suddenly stops, my head whipping to the side to see Fiona walking in with two glasses of wine.

      “I just opened a second bottle of red to air. Figured we might need it,” she says, looking at me with concern as I take a glass and bring it to my lips.

      “You figured right.”

      Her arm wraps around me, and I break down, the fight leaving me fully as my emotions take over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            TANNER WHITEMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Looking over the land, I hum in approval.

      “The plans I have drawn up encompass the entire space. We will have to demolish the entire structure, and the amenities will run along the border here at the east so we can position the new building from east to west,” Griffin says as he holds the plans in his hands, the paper blowing a little in the breeze.

      “We would start from here.” He continues, giving me the plans as he runs across the yard and bends over to hammer a steel peg into the ground to indicate the start of the building. “And end over here.” Running almost the length of the property, he hammers in another peg, so we can gauge the size of the construction.

      It's big. Just how I want it.

      “That’s good. The side deck will get the morning sun, with the distillery in view, and then the sun setting in the west will coat the main deck, with the rolling hills as its scenery,” I say, already visualizing it.

      Whiteman’s Whiskey is growing. The small whiskey distillery I started decades ago has grown to be a billion-dollar business. Now, I’m planning a new boutique accommodation development here in Whispers that will house weekend visitors, allowing them to sample our whiskey, eat in our restaurant, and spend money in the small town I have called home all my life. Call it my community service, even though the six-star stay will be financially out of reach for most people who live around here.

      “You know we haven’t acquired the land yet, right?” Sawyer asks, watching me from where he stands next to the truck. He looks out of place in his shiny shoes and three-piece suit pressed to perfection, as Marie’s goat walks nearby, chewing the grass. I spot her milking cow out in the field, doing the same.

      Sawyer is a good lawyer, but not a country boy. He can talk his way out of most things—like all city folk, he has the gift of the gab—so while he doesn’t have a connection to the land, he is the best person to secure this plot of land for me. That is why I have flown him out from New York. He needs to see the vision.

      “It is just a matter of time. Marie had no family. No friends, apart from a few locals. Even that dwindled down these past few years as she got older. We just need Jerry to show up with the papers and I will buy it and get this plan in motion. I want to start building as soon as the papers are signed,” I tell them, gazing out over the run-down house and land my elderly neighbor called home for years.

      Marie was a tough old woman. Lived alone. Didn’t have any family that visited. Kept to herself mainly, but as she aged, the community and I helped her where we could. That’s what a good neighbor does. Her farm is small, and although the milking cow and a few goats were never going to make her any money, they kept her company.

      “He’s here now. Let’s see what he says,” Sawyer says as he pushes off the car, not sounding convinced. The familiar red truck of our local town lawyer pulls up in the driveway. Technically, we are trespassing. This land is not mine yet.

      “Morning,” Jerry greets us, looking a little frazzled in his dress slacks and shirt. Not as crisp as Sawyer, but at seventy, he still does a good job of keeping this town together.

      “Morning, Jerry. Got the papers? I’ve got a meeting with Connor I need to get to,” I say, keen to get this done. My son and I need to discuss distribution of our latest release in an hour, and any time I get with him these days is precious.

      “Unfortunately, there is a hiccup,” Jerry says, and my shoulders stiffen. Eyes narrowing, they flick to Sawyer, who appears just as surprised. This should be a simple transaction. Single old lady dies, has no one claiming her legacy, and so it is put up for sale as a deceased estate.

      “What hiccup?” Sawyer asks as Griffin steps closer, the three of us all looking at Jerry for answers.

      “I formally reviewed Marie’s will…” he starts tentatively, and my hands find my hips.

      “And?” I push him, already knowing I’m about to be frustrated.

      “And… she has a niece. She has named her as the sole beneficiary of her possessions, including her house, land, and money.”

      “A niece?” Griffin asks. He is a tough guy who has been my contractor for years. He is the man who helped me build the entire distillery here in Whispers. As we have expanded over the years, so has he. His company now builds new ranches and luxury homes all around the country. Makes good money from it all too.

      “She never said anything about any niece,” I grumble, my jaw tight. This is less than ideal.

      “Her will is old; she wrote it over a decade ago. There is no mention of any siblings or anyone else,” Jerry confirms.

      “So does the niece want to sell?” Sawyer asks, and my attention moves back to Jerry, hoping he says yes. If not, I will up my price and just pay her out. This place is so run-down, only a fool would be interested in taking it on. As I glance over the land again, I only see one goat. I swore there were two of them this morning.

      “The will stipulates that the niece be notified in writing, and then she has thirty days to claim. If she doesn’t come forward within thirty days, the property will be sold, with the proceeds donated to local charities,” Jerry explains, and I huff a laugh.

      “Marie did know how to play games,” I murmur, thinking of my old neighbor. She was feisty, especially in her younger days. I never knew her to have a partner. Her family was raised here, and she stayed even after her parents passed. She liked the quiet of the country and could be a little quirky at times.

      “I sent the letter already, so the clock is ticking. I will let you know if I hear from her,” Jerry says.

      “Tell her I want to buy and will pay top dollar,” I call out to Jerry as he walks back to his truck, and he just nods and waves because he already knows. And he’s just one of many. I have already submitted the plans to the town planner for early approval, and it was raised at the last town meeting. Everyone in Whispers knows how much I want this land and that I will do anything to get it.

      “That throws a wrench in the works,” Griffin says, looking out at the vibrant green expanse, which is now starting to overgrow due to lack of maintenance. The view has me steeling my spine. This is a mere bump in the road; I know this land will be mine.

      “Let’s hope the niece stays where she is.” I hate waiting, but my mom always said good things come to those who wait.

      And good things are coming, I can feel it.
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      I trudge into my apartment, feeling like half the woman I am. Throwing my bag on my sofa, I barely register the contents spilling out as I slump down next to it.

      “Worst year ever,” I say out loud to no one as I rest my head back on my plush sofa. My eyes coast around my space. Even though it is spotless and decorated just how I like it, it feels empty. I look to my side and pick up my handbag to find my cell, and as I do, a letter falls out. Grabbing it, I realize it is the legal letter from the kitchen counter, which I forgot all about after catching Josh and Natalie. I flip it over and again see the details of a law firm from out of town.

      “Whispers?” I say to myself as I carefully open it. My heart rate increases as I try to make sense of what I am reading.

      An aunt who died? An estate? Whispers? I rub my eyes before I grab the envelope again to ensure it is, in fact, addressed to me. Hearing my cell vibrate, I pull it out with a groan. Josh has been calling me nonstop, and I swear if it is him, I am throwing my phone against the wall. But thankfully, it’s my mom.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say in a sigh.

      “Hi, sweetie, how are you doing today?” She asks the same question she has every day since I threw out my fiancé. She didn’t like him either, so we are both moving quickly through the grieving process. Although the logistics of canceling a wedding venue and all the additional plans has hit me harder than I was expecting.

      “Well, I have officially decided that this year Mercury must be permanently stuck in retrograde,” I tell her, unsure what I’ve done to inflict such bad karma on my life.

      “What happened now? Josh didn’t come back to the apartment, did he?” she asks, because when he came back a few days ago to gather his things, I had to call the super to get him out. He was adamant that he was staying, that we could make it work, that sleeping with his colleague was just a one-time thing. It seems Josh doesn’t like being told no, and the whole thing left me feeling a little unsettled.

      “I wish that was it,” I say, tears threatening, but I sniff them back. This is not going to break me.

      “What is it?” I hear what sounds like her cooking. She loves to cook, especially in her beautiful and spacious kitchen—the kind you don’t typically find in New York City, at least with a reasonable budget. Her desire to leave the city finally took over in her older years, and she now has a nice, safe community and a good number of friends in Connecticut.

      “Well, my fiancé cheated on me, I lost my job today, and oh, and I just got a letter from a law firm in a small country town that says my aunt Marie died. I think that is what people call a trifecta.” I scoff and rub my eyes, hoping I don’t get a headache.

      “What happened to your job? And wait! Oh my God, what happened to Marie?” she asks, her voice rising as her words topple over each other.

      “So I do have an aunt Marie?” I ask, confused. I thought surely the letter was incorrectly addressed or something since I have never heard of her before.

      “I need wine,” she says under her breath, and I huff a laugh as I hear her open the bottle. “Okay, let’s start with work. Tell me.”

      I imagine her leaving whatever deliciousness she was making out on the counter as she heads to her living space, sitting on her sofa, her legs curled underneath her as she gives me all her attention. I miss her. My father left us when I was only little, and since then, it’s always been just Mom and me. I was devastated when she said she wanted to leave the city. Years of working two jobs just to get me through college, the cold, dark winters, and the masses of people all burned her out, which is why the quiet of the suburbs called to her.

      “Basically, they are restructuring. The advertising sales are now being run from corporate, and my entire team and I were let go today,” I say, blowing out a breath. I didn’t love my job, as selling advertising space in magazines was never a career dream of mine. But it paid the bills, and I was good at it.

      “Are you okay for money?” she asks, and I sigh.

      “I haven’t had any leave in years, and I got a nice commission the last two quarters, which I was saving for the wedding. It’s not much, but I can afford to take my time and find the right next step.” My fingers play with the paper from the letter that sits on my legs. “So I have an aunt Marie?” I ask, moving on to the other topic that has spiked my interest.

      “You do. She was your father’s older sister. I met her a few times when you were younger. She had a small farm a few states over handed down to her from your grandparents. Even though she was a cranky woman, when we visited, she was totally enamored with you,” Mom says, and my eyebrows rise.

      “Really? I can’t remember it.” Frowning, I try to think back.

      “You wouldn’t. You would have only been five or six. She was much older than your father, she had some animals, and she spent all day taking you outside, showing you how to milk a cow and grow vegetables. Of course, you just ended up muddy, but she enjoyed it. It was a highlight for her since she didn’t have any kids of her own,” my mom explains, and I find myself smiling.

      “So what happened to her?”

      “When your father left us, I lost contact with his family. When your grandparents passed, no one else ever reached out except once, and it was Marie. I got a letter about a decade ago from her, asking about you, and I sent her a long letter back, with photos. We exchanged Christmas cards for a little while, but that was about it. It’s sad to know she has gone.”

      “She left me her house,” I tell her as my eyes flick through the letter again.

      “What?” My mom shrieks so loudly that I need to pull my phone from my ear.

      “Her house and… farm?” I say as I quickly read through the letter again. “And a small amount of money. She left me everything…” I say in surprise and awe.

      “Oh my God. In Whispers?” Mom asks, and I look at the address in the letter.

      “Yes. Do you think that is where Dad is?” I ask, more scared than hopeful. He wasn’t a nice man, and all I know of him is that he ran off with a mistress and never looked back.

      “No, I doubt it. He hated anything to do with the outdoors. He grew up there but couldn’t wait to get out of the place and never went back after college until we went with you. Being a city girl, I never pushed it either. He also never got along with Marie. They didn’t see eye to eye, and I would be surprised if she ever saw him after our last visit when you were a child. Maybe that is why she left you everything instead of him. You are the only grandchild on that side of the family, her only niece. There was no one else.”

      I sigh a heavy breath. The family dynamics sound too dramatic for me to even comprehend.

      “What should I do?” I ask, knowing she will tell me exactly what she thinks.

      “What do you mean? You need to go!” she says, and my brow crumples.

      “What?” I sit up straight, my heart picking up pace at the thought.

      “You thought the universe was delivering you bad karma with Josh and now your job, but what if the universe was pushing you to go to the exact place you need to be?” While she has always been a little woo-woo, I like her optimism.

      “But I can’t leave, I’ve got—” I start to say, and she cuts me off.

      “A loving fiancé and a wedding to plan? A fantastic job that is offering you a promotion? Victoria, can’t you feel the opportunity in this?” She’s almost pleading with me.

      “Mom! It is a farm, in a town I have never been, far away from the city. I have no idea what I am meant to do with it,” I tell her with a shake of my head she can’t see. She has clearly had too much wine. This is crazy. I can’t live on a farm. I have never even been out of the city much before.

      “Well, you could sell it, take the money, and then sit in the city and figure out your next steps. Probably get back into advertising, find another Wall Street guy…” she starts.

      “Or?” I prod. None of that sounds appealing at all, and her lack of enthusiasm matches mine at those options.

      “Or you could take yourself on a wonderful adventure and flip your life upside down,” she says, and I know she is smiling just from the tone of her voice. She has always been adventurous.

      “I’m not sure…” Looking back over the letter, I notice there is a deadline, and it’s only a few days away.

      “You loved that farm when you were little, and for Marie to leave it to you tells me that you had an impact on her as well. She obviously didn’t leave it to your father, wherever he is now.”

      “Will you come with me?” I ask. Could I really just pack up my life as she is suggesting?

      “Oh no. I had my adventure out here already. Besides, I think this might be good for you and exactly what you need. You just turned thirty. There is no better time to really spread your wings.” As she sighs longingly, I can tell she’s getting serious.

      “The city isn’t going anywhere, sweetie. If it doesn’t work out, you can always sell, return to the city, and get back to the life you had.”

      Maybe she is right. Maybe this is the universe telling me to take a chance and do something new.

      “Who knows, maybe you can renovate the old place. Turn it into one of those beautiful interior countryside bed-and-breakfast farm stay thingies. You are so good at decorating and designing,” she says, and I bite my bottom lip. That is a secret dream of mine. To renovate a home and make new from old. At the mere mention of that possibility, my stomach flutters in equal parts fear and excitement. And suddenly, I know what I want.

      “I’m going to do it,” I say, determination filling me. Mom is right, I need an adventure. What else have I got? Sure, there is Fiona, and my beautiful apartment, but I can keep it here, leave it waiting for me for a few months until I work out if I am coming back or not.

      “Great! I’m so excited for you, sweetie! Let’s book your plane ticket,” she says quickly, and we chat for the next forty-five minutes, making arrangements. She tells me everything she knows about Marie and Whispers, and before long, I have already started a new Pinterest board.
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      “So, you’re from the city?” the old man who is driving my taxi asks. He has been trying to make small talk the entire ride from the airport.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I tell him, not sure how much personal information to give him. In the city, I don’t talk much about myself, but out here, it appears people love to know things.

      “The bright-pink scarf gave it away. Not too many people around here wear colors like that. So, you are going to Marie’s place?” he asks, and my head turns swiftly to look at him in the rearview mirror. I decide not to ask about the pink reference, not having the energy.

      “Did you know her?” My eyes thin in question. We drove through the town of Whispers about five minutes ago. It was beautiful, very quaint. But now we are driving through some forests, and I don’t want to panic, but the only thing telling me that I am fine with this strange man in this strange town is the map app on my cell phone that is tracking me to my final destination.

      “Oh, everyone knew Marie. She lived here for years. Kept to herself a lot, but everyone knew her,” he says, and I nod.

      “I’m her niece. Victoria,” I tell him. I wonder for a moment whether that is a smart thing to do, but he smiles, and it seems genuine.

      “Well, good to know she had someone. I’m Peter, the local taxi. The only one. If you ever need a ride anywhere, you just call me,” he says as we pull down Distillery Drive, the road to my new adventure. There are signs everywhere for the Whiteman’s Distillery, and in my research on the town, I now know that it’s home to the country's finest whiskey. I prefer champagne or cocktails over the hard stuff, but each to their own.

      “You can find anything you need in town. The Delish Diner is great for breakfast or coffee. Rochelle runs that. Then Jasmine at the local florist is about your age, I think. You should pop in and make yourself known to her. The supermarket is open every day; tourists fill the town on the weekends, and there are a lot of people living here who appreciate their privacy, but many others you will see out and about. Well… here we are.”

      I try to remember all that he is telling me and bank it away for later. I look out the cab window as we pull up to the home that looked a lot newer in the photos I found online.

      “Wow.” I’m almost lost for words as I step out of the car. The house needs work. A lot of work. As I take it all in, I start to become overwhelmed.

      “I’ll bring your bags to the front door,” Peter says as he heads around to the trunk, and I take a few steps toward the property. I look for miles and see nothing but beautiful thick green grass surrounding the house. Over the small hill toward the back, I spot the top of what I assume is part of the distillery, with Marie’s place and the distillery being the only two properties on this road.

      “There you go, Victoria. I assume you are meeting Jerry?” the man says, nodding over to the red truck that is parked down the driveway a little. “That’s him.”

      “Oh, okay. What do I owe you?” I ask, grabbing my handbag.

      “Nothing at all. First ride is on the house. Welcome to Whispers. I am sure I will see you around.” He smiles and I do the same, watching him reverse out and drive away.

      “Miss McArthur?” an older man in a suit calls out, walking up the driveway as I start walking toward him. “I’m Jerry Walker, your aunt’s lawyer and Whisper’s only legal counsel. Welcome. I hope your flight was alright?”

      Meeting halfway down the driveway, from here, I get a better look at the backyard. It seems to stretch for miles and overgrown doesn’t even come close to describing it. I swallow hard.

      “Hi, Mr. Walker. Nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his hand. He seems nice. Much like Peter, he appears friendly enough, and I feel immediately at home, even though I should still be on guard. I don’t know any of these people. They could all be axe murderers or part of a cult, for all I know.

      “We have some paperwork to sign off, and I can give you a tour and leave you all the keys,” he says, and I nod.

      “I would like that.”

      “I must say, before your call this morning, and with less than twenty-four hours to spare, we didn’t think you were coming,” he says with a chuckle.

      “We?” I ask and look at him.

      “Ahh, well… me.” He clears his throat, and I let it go. Maybe he has staff or something. I am sure in a small town like this, I would be a talking point. Especially since Marie probably never mentioned me.

      I look around some more as we walk. “What’s that?” I spot the large building in the distance again.

      “That is Whiteman’s Distillery. They own most of the land out here. Quite keen on this property too, if you were considering selling?” he asks, looking at me, seemingly hopeful.

      “I’m not,” I say quickly and firmly, shaking my head. After the discussion with my mom and the acute understanding that I have nothing left for me in the city, I am giving myself at least three months. If I don’t make it work after that, then I can think about potential next steps. A decision I don’t feel so good about right now as I step onto the mess of a lawn and immediately feel the dampness of the grass seeping into my bright-pink flats I wore today to match my new scarf. I make a mental note to order some boots.

      “Alright, good to know.” He nods, a small smile on his face. “So Marie couldn’t keep up with it much in her later years, but the house itself is solid. Maybe some minor renovations are needed, but structurally, it is sound. The farm here is small, but again, it was a handful for her. There is one milking cow, and Kevin, the young boy from down the road, has been cycling up here daily to milk it, then takes the milk home with him. He is keen to keep doing that if you will allow him, but I told him to talk to you about it when he is here next.”

      “That sounds fine.” I have no idea how to milk a cow and can’t remember the last time I drank dairy milk.

      “There were two goats, but one seems to have gone missing. So now this one goat has free range of the yard in this fenced area, but it needs to be locked up at night. You know, bobcats and such.” As he continues, I want to tell him that no, in fact, I don’t know, but instead, I add that to my very long list of research topics.

      “There is this shed, which has all the tools and materials you will need for the time being. I understand there is a lot of work to do here. Bob runs Whispers Hardware in town, and they will have everything you need and can help you out with anything to do with the maintenance, renovations, or farm. Likewise with the truck,” he says, and my eyebrows rise.

      “Truck?” I ask.

      “Marie’s truck. I assume that will be your transportation while here. I mean, we have Peter, but that’s all. We don’t have any fancy Ubers like in the city,” he says with a chuckle. Transportation is not something I thought about, so I am glad I have access to a vehicle. He nods in the direction of the shed, so I look around the large door and spot a run-down truck that is a bit rusted.

      “She looks old but runs fine. It was recently serviced,” Jerry says, like he knows what I’m thinking.

      “Right,” I say with a nervous laugh and an awkward smile, looking back up at the house.

      “Have you ever been on a farm before, Miss McArthur?” he asks, glancing at me with concern, and I swallow harshly.

      “No, I haven’t.” My response has him grimacing, but he turns it into a smile just as quickly. How hard can it be? There is a fat goat chewing the grass; the cow looks bored with life, and a scattering of chickens run around at their feet. But then I look at the fencing that needs repair, the screen door on the house that’s rusted and barely hanging on, the chipped paint on just about everything, and my breathing quickens as understanding washes over me that I am severely underprepared for this. I haven’t even stepped inside yet.

      “Everyone in town is nice and helpful. If you run into any major concerns, you can call me. Here are the keys. The electricity and water are still connected. I have left the paperwork for all that inside on the counter. I just need you to sign the contract of ownership, and I can leave you to it.” He rocks back on his heels.

      “Okay,” I say on a breath. I can do this. “Thank you, Mr. Walker. Let’s head inside.” I turn toward the house, and as I do, I get a vision. It is run-down now, needs some maintenance, but I can see it. Big, beautiful, and white. A porch that runs all the way around. Beautiful flowers scattered in the garden. I envision the potential of the new I can make of the old, and my excitement comes barreling back.
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      It is day twenty-nine. I have called Jerry every day for the past month to see if he has heard anything because I am keen to get started on my plans. But as of yesterday, no long-lost niece has come to take ownership, so I am excited to get things in motion.

      “I love this jet,” Sawyer says as we step off my private aircraft after a week in New York. A twelve-seater with white leather seats and dark wood paneling, the bar stocked with my whiskey. There is a lot to love.

      “Do I get to take the cost of transporting you off your retainer?” I smirk at him as we jump into the truck already sitting on the tarmac for me. I don’t like having a driver when at home. My team knows to just deliver my truck and let me drive.

      “Nah, I might increase your rates and buy my own,” he quips. Smart-ass. I turn out of the small airport and hit the road, looking out the window at the green pastures, and take a breath, relieved to be home. I hate the city. But with business booming and Connor managing the office there at the moment, I need to travel frequently.

      “Is everything organized?” I ask Sawyer again, probably for the hundredth time.

      “Yes. Paperwork is ready to sign; funds are also ready to go. Griffin and his team are just waiting for the go-ahead. The only thing we need is for the deadline to end officially and for Jerry to answer my call.” Nodding to me, I know he has it all under control.

      “I have Griffin flying in tomorrow,” I tell him, feeling everything finally coming together. If it all goes to plan, I should have my new building operational before the end of the year and just in time for the holidays.

      “We can sign the papers first thing tomorrow and transfer the funds. I will put a rush through for final building permits, and Griffin and his team should be able to start demolition almost immediately,” Sawyer confirms, and I nod, eager about this new venture.

      The distillery was something I started in my youth. The art of making whiskey was handed down to me from my father, and the one thing that I was good at. Becoming a dad as a teenager wasn’t part of my plan, and so instead of moving away for college, I stayed home and delved into the whiskey business, working from my dad’s shed while being a devoted dad to my son. I had to make the whiskey business work, for both our sakes. I kept my head down and built Whiteman’s up to where it is today. The country's most premium brand of whiskey—the only whiskey to be in the White House with President Langford and it has turned our small family of two into billionaires.

      “I still haven’t heard from Jerry today,” Sawyer says, rolling his cell in his hand.

      “I spoke to him yesterday, told him we will see him when we land. He knows I want this place immediately.” Jerry being quiet today is unusual, but I’m not worried. With only twenty-four hours left, I know the land is mine.

      “What do you plan to do with the animals?” Sawyer asks, looking at me.

      “I will rehome them. Shit, might even keep that stupid goat that bleats all night. It could be a good security alarm to have around the back of the distillery.” We both chuckle at that.

      “Why do you want it so much?” Sawyer asks me, looking at me seriously for a moment. “I mean, you have a lot of land surrounding the distillery. You could build your accommodation in any number of places. Why this one?”

      “It’s special, that area. Grass is always green, the natural springs are on that parcel of land, and the soil is nourished so you can grow anything. The wind blows from the west across the springs, so the air is fresh, no matter what time of the day. Plus, the outlook onto the distillery is photo worthy. It’s quiet, picturesque. There is just something magical about that place,” I tell him.

      Seeing the look on Sawyer’s face I know he doesn’t quite get it, so I turn it into business speak. “People will pay top dollar for a weekend here, and adding accommodation to the site will just further push the destination of Whispers.”

      “You love this town, don’t you?” he asks, and I swear I see some admiration in his expression as we drive through the small place I have called home my entire life.

      “It’s in my blood. Whispers and whiskey. You can’t have one without the other.”

      “You missed a W,” Sawyer says, and I frown, wondering what he is talking about.

      “Women. You need whiskey, Whispers, and women.”

      I haven’t taken another woman permanently into my life since Connor's mom skipped town over thirty years ago. Heard she came back once. By the time I went to her parents’ place to see her and ask why she ran out on her only child, she had already gone. She stayed an hour to pick up some paperwork and fled. So it was clear that the life I had and the son we shared was not what she wanted. Her parents helped out a little in the beginning, but their support eventually waned as well, before they both passed about a decade ago.

      That’s not to say I have been a saint. I meet women, mostly in the city when I visit. There is something city women seem to like about me. I'm not sure if it is my slight country accent, my ruggedness, my money, or just that I am from out of town, but either way, I am never short of female attention. I just never commit.

      When Connor's mom left, I had to focus on him. He was and still is my number one priority. I tried to be the best dad I could and to be there for every milestone. I cooked his birthday cakes, coached his baseball team, nursed him when he was sick, helped with homework. The town talked, of course. I was young, just a kid myself. So I had to prove to them and myself that I could do it. There wasn’t time to look at girls or go on dates, regardless of how many tried. Connor already had a mother figure leave him, and I wasn’t going to be responsible for that to potentially happen again. The fear of being left is something that festers inside of me and has for years.

      When Connor went away to college, it coincided with the distillery business booming. So when he left, I filled the void with work, kept my head down, developed new batches, new labels, turned my millions into billions, and the distillery became my new baby. I nurtured it, and I worked hard to build something for Connor to come back to. Women have always been a distant second to all that. I thought someone would cross my path along the way, pique my interest, but as the years roll on, I am more settled being on my own with Connor and the business.

      I don’t need any complications. Besides, I am fifty-one, too old and too grumpy to even think about it.

      “Whiskey and Whispers are fine,” I growl, gripping on to the steering wheel tight. Connor and the boys are always on my case about finding someone. He is scared that I am going to end up alone. But that is exactly how I like my life.

      “I think you just came up with your new slogan. Whiskey and Whispers, you can’t have one without the other. Better let the marketing team know. I think it would work well with your new accommodation offering,” Sawyer says, and I smile.

      “What, so now you want a bonus?” I smirk, knowing he doesn’t need a bonus. His law firm is one of the biggest in the country. At the helm of it, he’s just as wealthy as the rest of us.

      “Nah, just my own jet will be fine, thanks,” he says in jest. I chuckle as I turn down Distillery Drive, the road that houses exactly two properties, my distillery and Marie’s place.

      “Is that Jerry’s truck?” Sawyer sits forward, looking out the window.

      “I’ll pull up,” I say, coming to stop in the middle of the road and Jerry’s truck does the same. I open the window to chat.

      “Jerry, we can meet you at Marie’s and sign the papers today if you want?” I tell him, keen to get this sorted.

      “She turned up,” Jerry says in disbelief. Well, shit.

      “She turned up?”

      “Yes, she is here,” Jerry says, nodding back to where Marie’s place is located.

      “Shit,” Sawyer mutters, looking at me.

      “What do you mean, she turned up? Who even is she?” I ask, my tone growing angry and desperate.

      “Pretty little thing. Looks like she was plucked straight out of a movie set. I sure as hell know she has never set foot on a farm before. Hell, she probably hasn’t ever left New York. Fancy clothes, hair nice and neat, friendly and polite,” Jerry says, and I frown, not liking this at all.

      “I don’t understand. Why would she leave New York for here?” Sawyer asks, astounded. He catches my eye, and his face changes. “I mean, Whispers is lovely. Of course, she would want to be here.” He rolls his eyes, and I send him a scowl.

      “Is she planning to stay?” I bark, my body feeling tighter by the second.

      “She didn’t elaborate on her plans. I told her that you were keen to buy, but she didn’t seem interested.”

      My jaw pops in irritation. “So if she doesn’t want to sell, what is she thinking?”

      “There is only one thing she must be doing,” Jerry tells me, and I impatiently wait for him to continue. “She is going to stay and live on Marie’s farm.”

      I almost laugh at how ridiculous that idea sounds. The farm is so run-down and is not a money earner, so she will need another income.

      “What the hell? That farm needs a lot of work.” Sawyer’s seemingly just as confused and startled as I am.

      Jerry chuckles. “I don’t think she will last the day. She wasn’t even wearing boots.”

      “I’m going to see her,” I state, not interested in waiting another day. Jerry looks at me like I am crazy.

      “I don’t think—” he starts to advise, but I cut him off.

      “I’ll present her an offer she can’t refuse. I want to get started on the demolition, get the wheels in motion. Sawyer, get the check ready. I am sure a few zeros will be all it takes. See you, Jerry.”

      Then I take off down the road, leaving Jerry in a cloud of dust as his mouth moves open and closed like a goldfish in surprise. Forcing someone’s hand is not my usual way of doing business, but I am sure money will talk. It usually does. A small smile comes to my face. I should have ownership by the end of the day. Then I can get to work on the expansion.

      Little Miss City Slicker will be putty in my hands.
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      I have just managed to get my bags into the bedroom upstairs and change into jeans when I hear a vehicle approaching. Looking out the dusty window, it isn’t Jerry, but the vehicle has driven right up to the house, so clearly they are familiar with the place. The truck is luxurious, shiny and black, with a gold logo on the side doors that says Whiteman’s Whiskey. I know my only neighbor out here is the distillery, so maybe they came to say hello. It makes sense since everyone else has been super friendly so far. A big change from the city, and I already like it.

      With a small smile on my face, I run my fingers through my hair to try to tame it as I walk down the beautiful hardwood staircase. These stairs are old but in great condition. Just a light sand will make a world of difference. I open the front door just as I hear two truck doors slam closed.

      Barefooted, in just my jeans and a half-buttoned white shirt, I step out on the porch, watching two men approach. Well, one man and one… very large man. The first guy is dressed in a suit and looks like he belongs on Wall Street, and with that thought, my shoulders tense and my smile falters. I then look at the other man, although I am not sure I can describe him as just a man with how ridiculously big he is. Tall, broad, in dark denim jeans and a black button-down shirt that fits tight across his shoulders, showing me that he must work out. A lot. I take in a short breath as he looks right at me, his face striking, in a ruggedly good-looking kind of way, and I notice the black shirt has the same gold emblem on his chest pocket that matches the truck.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, clearing my throat, trying to dismiss his handsome features. I know by the looks on their faces that they aren’t the welcoming committee I first thought they were. They seem serious, their eyes assessing me, and I am slightly intimidated as they come closer, but I push my shoulders back.

      “Miss McArthur, I would like to intro—” the guy in the suit starts to say, but the other man cuts him off.

      “I’m Tanner Whiteman, owner of Whiteman’s Whiskey and your neighbor.” The large man walks forward purposefully, putting out his hand. They clearly know exactly who I am. The small-town gossip grapevine in full effect. My eyes flick to his hand, and I spot a Rolex on his wrist before I look back at his face. Deep-brown eyes stare back at me, and like his branding, they have flecks of gold. His skin is tanned and lined from too much time in the sun, thick, dark hair sprinkled with hints of gray and a little ruffled. Once my gaze drifts down to his sharp
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