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PEOPLE WHO HAVE NO life will always try to start drama in yours...

Catherine Jacobsen has her new house and is giving it her full attention, using it as a distraction to keep her mind off Timothy. She is hurt to know his ex-wife is still hanging around. Then Paisley, Timothy’s daughter, shows up in a rainstorm, and Catherine has to call Timothy. She pushes him away, but Timothy comes back. 

He invites her to go to a gala with him, which she accepts. While she’s in New York City with him, Regina, the ex, shows up once again. Once again, she leaves only to have a change of heart and give Timothy another chance. 

Just when hearts are beginning to mend, and it feels like life is giving them a chance, Paisley goes missing. 
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Catherine
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THE RAINDROPS TAPPED on the windows, creating a comforting backdrop to my melancholy. I wandered through the rooms of my new house, making mental notes about what I needed to do first. My father’s thoughtful gift was a refuge from the chaos that had enveloped my life in recent days. The wide plank floorboards were my favorite style. They were old and authentic and in desperate need of being sanded and restored. I took a moment to bounce up and down, checking the sturdiness of the floor. The house wasn’t as old as Gloriana Manor, but it was old enough. It was built well, and I couldn’t wait to put my personal touch on the restoration. 

I liked to imagine the history that these walls had witnessed. I liked to come up with my own stories about the family that had once lived in the home. I liked to imagine kids at the table doing homework and their mom in the old-fashioned kitchen making a meal from scratch while wearing a cute apron. Basically, I liked to fantasize about the family I’d never had. The mother I never really gotten to know before she died.  

It was a big project, but I was ready for the challenge. This house, right in the center of town, would be my sanctuary—a place to rebuild, to heal. I needed another project to absorb all my attention. I didn’t want to think about Timothy living up there in his beautiful mansion with that woman. That whole situation made me so mad and hurt at the same time. The two emotions fed off the other. 

I was still furious to know that woman was enjoying the fruits of my labor. Not that I ever had a chance to live in the house, but I did have a taste of the man of the house. A man that had led me to believe he was available. I had no idea he was still with the woman he pretended to hate. I had thought there might actually be something happening between us. 

And then we’d had sex, and he’d practically run away. That was never the reaction a woman wanted after having the best sex of her life. Yes, he swooped in and saved me from Scott’s tirade in my dad’s shop, but I could have beaten Scott away. And my dad was there. He would have kicked Scott out eventually. So, while it was very chivalrous, it wasn’t like he stuck around to talk about it. Once again, he walked away. The man had a bad habit of grunting and walking away from a situation that warranted at least a brief conversation. 

I dismissed Timothy from my mind. I didn’t want to think about him. He was in my past. The one night we’d had together was history. It didn’t matter. It had been a quickie in the kitchen. There was nothing between us and never would be. I refused to be the other woman. I knew he was divorced, but after seeing his ex and getting to witness her in action, I wanted nothing to do with that situation. No way. I wasn’t going to be his side chick while he still banged his wife. 

“Enough. Stop. No more.”

I gave myself a mental shake and went out to my truck to get the cleaning supplies I’d brought along. My furniture would be delivered soon. I’d actually splurged and bought a new couch with the money I’d made restoring the manor. The rest of my things were going to be arriving from my old apartment that had officially been condemned after it was discovered the mold situation was far more serious than anyone thought. My father buying me this house came at the perfect time. Even though I was still a little frustrated he’d wasted the money he made with the manor project to buy me a house. I wished he had bought it for himself. 

But I was grateful. I loved the house, and I couldn’t wait to get started working on it. I got busy wiping down the kitchen counters, preparing for the tedious process of unpacking all my kitchen stuff. The sound of a moving truck pulled me from my thoughts that immediately went back to Timothy when I wasn’t actively trying not to think about him. No matter what I did, he was in my head twenty-four seven. 

I rushed outside to direct the movers, eager to transform this house into my dream home. The rain continued to fall, but my excitement overshadowed any discomfort. Together, we brought my meager belongings from the condemned apartment up the creaky stairs to what would soon be my bedroom.

“Thank you guys,” I said when the small U-Haul was unloaded. I gave them each forty bucks. I thought it was more than enough given I had almost no furniture. I looked around at the boxes piled up and was actually kind of grateful for the mess. This had to keep my mind off the man that would not be mentioned. I didn’t need upbeat music from my playlist. This was a moment of quiet. The sound of the rain was the perfect soundtrack for my mood. I carried the boxes for the kitchen in and put them on the counter. I opened one after the other, noticing the cabinet doors would need to be refinished.   

Later, as I unpacked, my phone rang, interrupting the quiet hum of rain outside. I glanced at the screen and saw Timothy’s name on the screen. Three days in a row, and each time, I’d chosen to ignore his calls. The wound was still fresh. Was I just a distraction? A fleeting amusement in between moments with his ex-wife, or whatever she was to him now? She was in Germany, and he needed to satisfy his needs. Why not fuck the willing woman taking advantage of his kindness? I’d known it was a bad idea to move into the house. It was inevitable there would be a moment between us. The chemistry was obvious. I just assumed he was single and the chemistry was okay.

I let the call go to voicemail, but my fingers lingered over the screen. The temptation to answer was strong, but I resisted. I couldn’t afford to let him back into my life, not after what I’d seen. His betrayal stung more than I expected, and this new house was my chance to escape the shadows of Gloriana Manor. I never wanted to think about it again.

As I continued unpacking, the rain outside intensified. I found comfort in the sound, each drop a reminder that life goes on, even after the storm. I liked that it was a downpour. An angry storm that reflected my mood as well. The memories of Timothy lingered, but I pushed them away, determined to focus on the fresh start the new house represented.

I went upstairs to unpack my bathroom and some of my clothes. I didn’t want to do too much because I was just going to have to move it around and re-box it while I painted and worked on the floors. 

“Catherine!” My dad’s voice echoed through the house. 

“Up here,” I called out. 

I made my way downstairs to find him standing in the foyer, a proud smile on his face. I knew giving me this house made him just as happy as it made me to get it. 

“Dad.” I greeted him with a quick hug, not wanting to get wet from his slicker. “What brings you here?”

He gestured around house. “Just checking on how things are going. This place is looking more incredible every time I visit. You’ve already cleaned up a lot.”

I nodded, appreciating his support. “It’s a lot of work, but I’m excited about making it my own. I can’t wait to refinish the floors. I priced out windows yesterday. And that stone fireplace, I think I’m going to paint it white.”

He chuckled, glancing around. “You got that determination from your mom, you know. She loved turning a house into a home.”

As we talked about the house for a minute, a serious expression crossed my dad’s face. He cleared his throat, and I could sense that something else was on his mind. “Catherine, Timothy called.”

I frowned, my mood shifting at the mention of Timothy’s name. “What does he want now?”

“He has another job for you at Gloriana Manor,” my dad said.

I sighed, my frustration bubbling up. “Dad, you’ll have to find another contractor. I’m not going back there. All the major stuff is done. If he wants something else, you can do it, or he can hire someone else. I did what I set out to do. I’m done.”

My dad furrowed his brows. “What happened, Catherine? You’ve been avoiding Timothy’s calls for days now. Is this about the confrontation with Scott?”

I hesitated, reluctant to share the painful truth. “His ex-wife, or whatever she is to him, she’s back. I want nothing to do with her or him. She’s, well, she’s not someone I would ever work for.”

He let out a deep breath and squeezed my shoulder. “I knew Timothy was trouble. I’ll handle the Gloriana jobs from now on. You don’t need to worry about that place anymore. I should have known this would happen.”

His words brought a sense of relief. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it. I don’t mean to be unprofessional, but that woman is a bitch.”

“Catherine,” he warned. 

“I’m serious, Dad. I don’t think you’re going to want to deal with her either. She’s not nice. Amber quit, and she’s not going back to finish the job either. That woman is horrible. Timothy can have her.”

He sighed again. “I didn’t like the guy when I first met him. I had a feeling something like this would happen. I should kick his ass for breaking your heart.”

“It’s okay, Dad. He didn’t really do anything. I got caught up in the fantasy. It was never going to happen. I loved getting to do the project. That’s what I’m going to focus on. Timothy, his house, and his wife can all have each other. I’m very proud of the work we did. We saved the house from being completely gutted. A little piece of history has been saved. I don’t regret the experience.”

“It was a beautiful renovation.” He smiled. “You did your old dad proud. I will admit I wasn’t crazy about the idea of such a big project, but you knew what you were capable of. The student has surpassed the teacher.”

I laughed. “I’m not sure about that, but I had a good teacher. I have something to add to my portfolio. I’m thinking about putting together a website for the business. It will showcase some of our work. I think it will be a good way to bring in business. Pictures say a thousand words. Let customers see what we can do instead of us telling them.”

He cringed, still not thrilled with the idea of moving into the twenty-first century. “I suppose it will all be yours one day. You have to do what you think is right.”

“I’m not trying to take over,” I assured him. “Not yet. While I want you to enjoy retirement, I don’t want you to just yet.”

He chuckled. “I don’t plan on going anywhere.”

I forced a smile, doing my best to hide some of the pain that lingered. As usual, he saw right through my façade.

He patted my back before heading toward the door. “You focus on making this house yours. I’ll take care of the rest.”

As my dad left, I returned to the task of unpacking. I was carrying a box downstairs when a sudden knock on the door disrupted the quiet solitude of the house. My dad would be home by now, which meant it would be Amber. No one else knew where I lived. Not even Scott. 

I peeked out the window and saw a small figure with a hoodie pulled up and their head hanging low. That was odd. I opened the door, revealing a familiar face. 

“Paisley!”
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Catherine
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“CAN I COME IN?” SHE asked.

I didn’t know what the hell was going on, and the last thing I wanted to do was get involved with whatever was happening between her and her parents. This was not helping me to forget all about them.

I reluctantly let Paisley into the house. She was drenched, water dripping from her clothes and forming small puddles on the floor. A mixture of frustration and concern washed over me.

“Stay here, I’ll get you a towel. Do you have a shirt under your hoodie?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Take off your hoodie.”

I jogged upstairs to the bathroom, where I had just finished putting away towels. I grabbed a couple and went back downstairs, silently handing them to her.

“Thanks,” she muttered and started to dry her hair.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Thanks for letting me in, Catherine. It’s like a monsoon out there.”

She was clearly going to ignore my question. “How did you get here?”

I hoped like hell Timothy wasn’t lurking somewhere out there.

“I rode my bike.”

”What possessed you to ride your bike in this weather?”

She grinned, as if her daring adventure amused her. “I needed to get here, and I didn’t want to wait for the rain to stop.”

I handed her another towel. “Does Timothy know you’re here?”

Paisley shook her head, water droplets scattering around her. “Nope, he’s not even in town. I’m stuck up there with some of the maids and my mom.”

My eyebrows furrowed. “But why are you here?” I asked again.

“Because I didn’t want to be there. It’s just like it always is. I had to get away.”

“Paisley, she’s your mom. You can’t just run away. I’ll take you home.”

“No!”

“Paisley,” I said and took a deep breath. “Your mom is going to be worried about you, and quite frankly, I would rather not have her come to my house to pick you up. And I don’t want her to think I encouraged you to run off in the middle of a downpour.”

“She’s trying to convince me to go back to boarding school,” she complained. “I don’t want to go. My dad said he asked her if I could stay with him. Now she’s trying to make me go back.”

I sighed, realizing the complications this situation could bring. “Paisley, this is not a good idea. We can’t have you staying here. It’ll only get us both in trouble. Your parents, they, well, they’re your parents.”

But Paisley, being Paisley, made herself right at home. She looked around the house, nodding slowly. “This place is cute. I like it. It’s old, huh?”

“Yes it is,” I replied.

She sat down in the old chair in the living room. “You’re going to restore it.”

She was trying to stall, like she could make me forget she had run away from her parents. I hated kicking her out, but this was just never going to work. I didn’t want to get dragged into the middle of Timothy’s not-marriage any more than I already was. I was the one that was going to get hurt. I didn’t want to deal with Regina. I had a feeling she would have an opinion about her daughter hiding out at my house.

“Paisley, seriously, I can’t cover for you. What if someone finds out you’re here?”

She flashed a mischievous grin. “Don’t worry. I can be stealthy when I want to be.”

I rolled my eyes, not amused by her audacity. “Paisley, this is serious. You need to go back home. I can drive you.”

She crossed her arms, her expression defiant. “No way. I’m not going back to that boarding school, and I’m definitely not facing my mom right now. I’m staying here.”

Arguing with a teenage girl was not something I had anticipated for the evening. I sat down, trying to reason with her. “Paisley, listen. You can’t just run away from your problems. You have to face them.”

She pouted, sinking into the couch. “I hate it there, Catherine. I can’t go back.”

I sighed, realizing the complexity of her situation. “Look, I can’t let you stay here.”

Paisley glared at me, but I stood my ground. “Please, just for a little bit. I can’t breathe when I’m there. She ruined that house.”

“Ruined it?” I asked with horror.

“The vibe,” Paisley said. “It’s so stressful now. She complains about everything. She freaked out when she saw the mural. I just, please, Catherine. Just for a little bit.”

The teenage years sucked. I knew that. “Fine, for a little bit. Let me find you some dry clothes and I’ll toss yours in the dryer. You’re lucky you didn’t crash on your bike in this storm. As soon as this weather lets up and your clothes are dry, I’m driving you home.”

She grinned, accepting the compromise. “Thank you.”

She followed me upstairs. I quickly found her a pair of my pajamas to change into while I called Timothy. He answered on the second ring.

“Catherine, I need to explain what happened a few days ago. It’s not what you think.”

I cut him off, not willing to revisit that painful moment. “Timothy, Paisley is at my house. She ran away from her mom. I understand you’re out of town. I can’t have her stay here, so I’m driving her back once her clothes are dry. If you can let your wife know, I would appreciate it.”

There was a heavy exhale on the other end of the line. “She’s not my wife.”

“I don’t care. Ex, whatever. I’ll make sure Paisely gets home. I do not care to get in the middle of your family drama.”

He let out another sigh. “I’m on my way back from the city. I’ll come get her. Just don’t go up to the house, okay?”

I understood why he didn’t want me at his house. Regina. A familiar hurt blossomed in my chest at the thought of Timothy and his complicated relationships. He didn’t want us meeting and talking. He was worried I would tell Regina about our night together. As if I wanted to admit that to anyone. But he was right. A confrontation with Regina wouldn’t do anyone any good.

“All right, I’ll wait for you to get here.”

Before he could say anything else, I hung up. “Do you want some hot chocolate?” I asked her. 

“Sure.”

I dug out the box that had my limited groceries. I still needed to make a trip to the grocery store. I found the box of Swiss Miss and quickly made her a cup and then one for myself. 

“I don’t have marshmallows,” I said. 

“This is great, thank you.”

I went back to get my cup before returning to the living room. 

“This is a really cool house,” she said. “Is this your house or are you just fixing it up for the owner?”

“I am the owner,” I said with a sense of pride. 

“It’s pretty big for just you.”

“Gloriana Manor is pretty big for two or three people,” I replied. 

She laughed. “It’s pretty big for ten people.”

“Is that the kind of house you’re used to living in?”

I shouldn’t have asked. It wasn’t my business. I guessed I was just curious about what their lives were like. 

So much for me dismissing Timothy from my thoughts. Now I was interrogating his daughter to get information.

We sat in the living room sipping hot chocolate. While it looked all calm and normal, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. The rain continued to stream down the windows. This was the exact opposite of getting Timothy out of my life for good.

“I’m really sorry to show up here,” Paisley said quietly. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

I felt bad for her. “It’s okay. I just, well, I’m worried about getting in the middle of your family’s business. I don’t want to do that.”

“I just don’t understand,” she sighed. 

“What happened?” I heard myself ask, even though I knew it was not a good idea. The girl needed someone to talk to. 

“I feel so suffocated,” she said. “Nothing I say matters. It’s like I’m still a baby. She thinks I don’t know my own mind.”

I remembered being fifteen. It was a struggle. “You do know your mind,” I said, trying to offer some comfort. “But sometimes, as parents... or adults in general... we aren’t always good at recognizing that. Your mom probably sees you as her little girl.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’ve never been her little girl. She doesn’t even know me. She hates that I paint or do anything that she hasn’t told me to. One of my friends told me I was an accessory.”

“An accessory?”

“When I was younger, she always made me wear designer dresses. I had a huge closet of designer stuff that I hated. She always trotted me out at the holidays or whatever. I’m an accessory. At least I used to be. But now that I’m too old to be cute, I’m a pain in her butt.” 

“That’s a tough place to be in,” I admitted.

In that moment, I felt a surge of compassion for this teenager who was struggling with her identity and independence. “You’re not an accessory, Paisley. You’re a person with your own thoughts, feelings, and ambitions.”

“I know that. But sometimes it’s just hard. I don’t want to go to that boarding school. They don’t care that I like painting. They are all about manners and studying.”

I took a deep breath. I absolutely felt bad for her. I hated that she was being used as a pawn. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Maybe you can write a list of reasons why you shouldn’t go. You’re fifteen, and it’s such an awkward time. You’re not an adult, but you’re almost there. You know what you want to do, and your mom knows what she wants you to do. When I was your age, my dad was adamant I didn’t go into woodworking. He wanted me to go to college and have some kind of nine to five banker job.”

“Really?”

I smiled. “Yes. I hate to say it, but you are in one of the toughest stages of your life. All I can tell you is it does get better. All of this stuff you’re dealing with sucks. I get it, but I think if you can keep your eyes on the prize, you’ll get through.”

“I don’t know if I can get through,” she whispered. “I feel like I’m going to wither away.”

“I know.” I nodded. 

She started to ramble on about every one of Regina’s transgressions. A lot of it was the typical teenager stuff. Everyone went through it, whether you were rich or poor with a single parent or two parents. 

I listened half-heartedly. It wasn’t that I didn’t feel bad for her, because I did. It was just I resented her for pulling me back into her family. If I could have a relationship with Paisley, I would, but I knew it was impossible given the current situation. And of course, Regina. Regina would never allow her daughter to have any kind of friendship with the woman she thought she obeyed all of her orders.

I could only imagine how she treated her daughter if she treated perfect strangers the way she did. I had only spent three minutes with the woman, and I couldn’t handle her. Paisley was a rebellious child as it was. It wasn’t a big surprise she was clashing with her mother. 
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IT WAS LATE AT NIGHT and the rain just kept coming down. I pulled into Catherine’s driveway. The sight of her new house stirred a complex mix of emotions within me. Anger, disappointment, and an unspoken longing for the way things used to be. Glancing at her old truck in the driveway, I cursed under my breath. I wanted her truck in my driveway.

I climbed out of my car and rushed to the door with the rain pouring down on me. I rang the bell, brushing the rain off my hair as I waited for her to answer. I hoped Paisley was still there. It had taken longer than I expected to get back to Sleepy Hollow. If Catherine had taken Regina’s daughter home, I could only imagine the fireworks that had erupted. I wasn’t sure I would have a house to go home to.

Catherine answered the door, barely meeting my eyes. She stepped out of the way to allow me inside. In the dim light, I noticed Paisley fast asleep on the couch, wrapped in a blanket. Catherine wordlessly handed me Paisley’s clothes, her gaze piercing through me.

“I’ll load up her bike in my truck and bring it over tomorrow,” she said, her tone curt and businesslike. “She can keep the pajamas.”

I nodded, a lump forming in my throat. “Thanks.”

The tension hung in the air. This might be my only chance to talk to her since she wasn’t
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