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PRAISE FOR IF IT MAKES YOU HAPPY

“Pure rom-com magic. For the nostalgic girlies who want a hit of nineties romance comfort, you’ll be kicking your feet and giggling. Get ready for Julie Olivia to be your new favorite.”

—B.K. Borison, New York Times bestselling author of First-Time Caller

“Every page of this brilliant book is filled with tenderness, warmth, and nostalgia that will wrap readers up in a giant, cozy hug. Highly recommend for fans of gentle love stories with heart, wit, and spice in equal measure.”

—Hannah Bonam-Young, USA Today bestselling author of Out of the Woods

“Julie Olivia has written the perfect cozy romance. In If It Makes You Happy, [Olivia] has distilled the best parts of the autumn season and paired this with the ultimate small-town setting that will have every reader wanting to pack a bag and travel to Copper Run.”

—Lauren Connolly, author of PS: I Hate You

“If It Makes You Happy is a delicious romance full of yearning, hope, and second chances.”

—Thien-Kim Lam, author of Something Cheeky

“If It Makes You Happy is a nostalgic tale of love, friendship, and finding happiness. A sweet, slow burn that’s worth every aching moment. Cliff and Michelle are absolute perfection.”

—Teagan Hunter, author of Best Friends for Never

“Julie Olivia has created a charming small-town romance with perfectly imperfect characters you can’t help but root for. If It Makes You Happy has just the right amount of tension and banter between single dad Cliff and newcomer Michelle, and the delicious slow burn of their growing affection had me turning the pages late into the night.”

—Jillian Liota, author of Sweet Escape
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IF IT MAKES YOU HAPPY
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This one is for me.

To six-year-old Julie, who bumbled her way through a talent show performance of “Spice Up Your Life.”

Nobody remembers. Hopefully.
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This book is my love letter to both the autumn months and the late nineties. There are cozy harvest festivals, crunchy leaves, Halloween celebrations, and Thanksgiving pies! Be prepared for a couple of nineties rom-com clichés as well. I couldn’t help myself.

While this book is full of fun nostalgia and autumn spirit, I would also like to note the following content warnings:


	[image: ] Descriptive sex scenes

	[image: ] Explicit language

	[image: ] Death of a parent from heart attack (off-page)

	[image: ] Grieving of a loved one

	[image: ] Parental abandonment and estrangement

	[image: ] Divorce

	[image: ] Cheating (off-page; not main characters)



Be kind to your heart as you read, friends.

Now grab a blanket, light up a cozy candle, and revisit the autumn of 1997!

xo Julie O.
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	“One Headlight”—The Wallflowers

	“There She Goes”—Sixpence None the Richer

	“No Rain”—Blind Melon

	“Dreams”—The Cranberries
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	“Lovefool”—The Cardigans
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	“You Gotta Be”—Des’ree

	“Come as You Are”—Nirvana

	“You Were Meant for Me”—Jewel

	“Save Tonight”—Eagle-Eye Cherry

	“Head Over Feet”—Alanis Morissette

	“Uptown Girl”—Billy Joel

	“If It Makes You Happy”—Sheryl Crow
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Michelle

JULY 1997

I prepared for today the best I could—set out my simple black dress, picked up flowers, met with the priest—but telling my family I’m divorced at my mother’s wake wasn’t on my list.

“I’m leaving in five minutes,” Allen whispers sharply in my ear.

“I know.”

“I will tell them if you don’t.”

I grit my teeth. “I know.”

Allen can’t miss his flight. Sure, my ex-husband could have booked it for tomorrow after the vigil, but if you’re no longer legally tied to a family, I guess it’s irrelevant whether you pay respects to your ex-mother-in-law.

I run my pendant along the thin necklace chain, watching the long line of visitors snake through the chapel. I force a smile at someone I don’t recognize.

I inhale sharply and evenly let it out. “We shouldn’t do this today.”

Allen looks away. His lip curls. “Yes, but we should tell them together. Today is our only option. It’s the right thing to do.”

The right thing to do.

Two months ago, a much peppier, younger woman than me called our house to say she didn’t know Allen had a wife. Like him, she also said telling the truth felt like “the right thing to do.”

I don’t point out his moral inconsistencies. There’s no point in arguing if I can’t win.

We should have told my family about our decision to get divorced. His family knew weeks ago. But when my mom’s health suddenly declined, it never felt like the right time. I was dotting the last i in the paperwork when Dad called, telling me she’d passed.

Allen clears his throat, running his palms over his beautifully tailored suit jacket. Most men might nervously fiddle with the buttons of their suit, but Allen isn’t the kind of man to show weakness in public. Not in his white coat at the hospital. Definitely not at a wake.

A lot of those in attendance are from Mom’s former nursing days, and some are even my employees at work, but there are many more I don’t recognize. These strangers mourn in loose suits and abandoned fashions, like they scrambled to find appropriate garb. An older woman beside the last pew is wearing plum stockings. The man beside her is in glasses from the seventies that swallow his cheeks.

“Who are these people?” I murmur.

Allen shrugs in response.

A family approaches the coffin—a man, a woman, and two daughters. They’re some of the new faces. The man wraps a large arm around a skinny teenage girl with stringy blond hair curtaining her blotchy, tear-soaked face. A much younger girl is hiked on his hip, gripping his tie. The woman—I assume his wife—stands behind them with crossed arms and a bouquet of flowers.

I wonder if they’re happy. Allen and I decided—as a unit, like we always did—to not have children. We protected our careers and the nice townhome that couldn’t withstand crayons on the walls. Our rugs were too expensive for spilled milk. Children were too wild, and we were too … not.

I watch the dad set down his reaching little girl. He takes the bouquet from his wife, peering over the bobbing heads traversing their way through the small chapel. I wonder who he’s looking for. He swivels his eyes toward us, and his gaze lands on mine.

It snags, like a stuck zipper in fabric, jerking against my stomach and taking threads with it. My gaze can’t budge. His doesn’t either.

In some ways, he’s traditionally handsome—very much like Allen. His defined jaw is freshly shaved. The high cheekbones cut creases into his cheeks. His Adam’s apple sticks out from a thicker neck, dipping into a protruding collarbone, exposed through his unbuttoned white shirt and the loose tie his daughter tugged earlier. He’s taller than the other men in line. His broad shoulders fill out his suit. Yes, very traditionally good-looking.

But then there are other ways he’s attractive—the non-Allen features. His dark brown hair isn’t trimmed close—loose is the best way to put it, like maybe he tried pomade but ran a stressed hand through the strands too many times. His nose is slightly crooked at the bridge. And even though his lips are pulled in a taut line, there’s a small crease along one side of his mouth. It’s a laugh line that doesn’t know how to disappear, even at a wake.

His eyes relax, like he’s mentally extending a chair for me to join him in our silent, all-seeing space. He’s kicking his feet back. He’s not going anywhere.

I inhale a shaky breath. How can he seem so at ease, staring at a stranger? He lazily flicks his eyes to Allen, then back. I can feel his stare in the pit of my stomach, like maybe he can see what I’m hiding—like he knows about the divorce.

“Psst.”

My heart jumps into my throat at my sister’s voice. Sara’s head pokes out from the side door in the vestibule behind us.

“Shelly, come here.”

Allen rolls his eyes as Sara tugs me backward into the room. I attempt to steal one final look at the other man, but the door shuts in my face before I can.

In better circumstances, this room serves as a bridal suite. An oval cheval mirror is propped in the corner. Padded mahogany chairs circle a small table. I can still picture my three bridesmaids sitting in the corner five years ago—Sara, Allen’s sister, and my old college roommate. I don’t know the last time we spoke.

“You’ve got to talk to Dad,” Sara rushes out.

I blink and nod. “Okay.”

“I’ve tried, but—”

“It’s fine,” I interject. “Don’t worry.”

The corner of her glossy pink lips tilts up, but the smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you. I don’t know how you stay so”—she waves her palm at my tall posture—“composed. You always seem like you have it together.”

My little sister is the softer one between us. She’s petite with the type of platinum-blond hair women pay big bucks to re-create—the opposite of my and Dad’s brown hair. But while I got a double dose of brown with Mom’s woodsy eyes, she inherited Dad’s beautiful blues, and now they shimmer with tears hanging on by a thread. She has enough emotions for the both of us. I love that about her.

“How are you?” I ask.

“I’m good.” Sara aimlessly reaches out and fluffs my hair. “Stuck in gross black. How are you? Allen is acting totally weird. But I guess he always does.”

I hum noncommittally in response as my stomach smarts.

She sighs. “A lot of people out there, huh?”

Sara’s rambling, so I try to soothe it with a casual “Did you invite some of your art school friends?”

She huffs out a laugh. “As if. They’d give you a heart attack.” Both of us freeze. Her eyes instantly widen as my lips purse together. “That was …”

“Unintentional,” I finish for her. “I know.” I attempt a smile. “It’s fine, Sara.”

She quickly nods to herself, eyebrows tilting in. “Um, anyway … I think those are people from Copper Run. You know Mom was really involved in the town.”

“I know.”

One year ago, our parents retired to a small town in Vermont to open a kitschy bed-and-breakfast. It was technically both of theirs, but it was Mom’s heart and soul. It makes sense that Copper Run residents are here. Mom was the kind of person who could be revered and loved in only a year. Give me two years in a single room with one person, and we’d still be strangers. Maybe that’s where I went wrong in my marriage.

“They drove all the way to Seattle?” I ask. “Across the country? Did the town shut down?”

“Don’t be mean,” Sara says, smiling. “They’re good people.”

“Irresponsible people,” I tease with a small smile. It fades as quickly as it arrived.

I tug at my earlobe, twirling the small pearl earring.

“Where’s Dad?” I ask.

Sara pulls her thumb up to bite on the nail. “In the corner.”

“Hey,” I say, quickly tugging her hand down. “It’s fine. I’m fine. You will be fine.”

Sara nods slowly, then quickly before jerking me into a tight hug. I hold her as long as she needs until she finally pulls away.

I pat her shoulder. “I’ll be back.”

Across the bridal suite, Dad sits in the far corner, looking out the tall window to the city outside. This cathedral is on a corner block, right at an intersection where honking is at its peak and a green light means you should have accelerated five seconds ago.

Dad rests his hand on Rocket’s back, absentmindedly stroking down the dog’s feathery black-and-white fur.

After a couple of pats, the border collie ducks his head out of reach. He traipses to the opposite wall, shooting a look at me, as if to say, There. I comforted him. Happy? before dropping to a sit with more force than necessary.

It was Allen’s job to find a pet sitter for Rocket today. Of course, he couldn’t be bothered, just like he couldn’t be bothered to tell me until yesterday that I’d inherited his dog in the divorce because he couldn’t take Rocket out of the country.

Rocket doesn’t listen to me. He barely lets me pet him. But what was I supposed to do? Rocket’s fate came down to either staying with me or following Allen into the Humane Society. Rocket’s prima donna disposition would have been appalled, and I’m not even remotely that heartless. Realistically, Rocket shouldn’t be in the chapel, but he won’t bother anyone—even if he does give me the cold shoulder.

Dad’s hand hangs limply at his side where Rocket once was. I reach out and take his palm into my own.

“Hey, Shellfish,” he murmurs under a frail smile.

“How’re you holding up?”

“Good.” The bags under his eyes say otherwise. “You?”

“Fine,” I answer.

He drops my hand, reaching up to trace the pendant on my chest. “Is this your mother’s?” He follows the thin chain as it snakes down the divot in my collarbone. “You’re getting too skinny.”

“I’m fine,” I repeat.

“She was really good at picking out pretty things,” Dad muses more to himself than me. “The necklace. The sheets at the inn. Y’know, there are these doilies she loves. The little linen ones with the—” His voice cracks.

“Dad …”

He winds his hands together and glances at the closed door that leads to the quickly filling chapel. “Who all is out there?”

“Apparently the entire town of Copper Run.”

“Oh,” he says, a hint of a smile at the edge of his lips. “Good people, that bunch.”

“So I hear.”

“How’s Allen taking this?” he asks.

I involuntarily clench my jaw. “He’s fine.”

“Is fine your answer for everything today?”

A huffing laugh reluctantly backfires out of me. “Yes.”

From the corner of my eye, I can see Rocket staring at me through slitted dog eyes. I curl my fists. The dog knows I need to bring up the divorce, just like the strange man outside does.

How do I tell Dad and Sara though? Hello, I’m your almost-thirty-year-old workaholic daughter/sister who can’t hold up a marriage.

Allen is forty-two, moving overseas for medical work, and thriving with a woman the same age I was when we met.

Sara will be distraught, but I don’t want someone to feel sorry for me. Allen doesn’t want me anymore, and I won’t make him stay. It was a reasonable decision. A good one. But I don’t want balloons and confetti either.

“How am I supposed to go back?” Dad whispers on a breath.

“Out there?” I ask.

“To the inn,” he clarifies through shaking lips. “I have no idea where she put everything. She was in charge of the bills, the calendar—oh God, I can’t call the guests. It’s the busiest season. We’re almost fully booked. I can’t … I can’t …”

I inhale. “Hey. We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

“You always do,” he says. “You got all your mother’s strength.”

“No, Sara has it too. She has that, plus her energy. She’ll do great with the inn.”

He nods over and over, rubbing his temples. “You’re right; you’re right. She’ll be a natural. You’re right.”

We both know Sara possesses Mom’s good traits. Her gentleness. Her positivity. Her excitable, creative side. Those are the traits of someone who inherits a beloved bed-and-breakfast—not the frigid eldest daughter. Not like I wanted it anyway.

Sara will finally graduate from school in December. She’ll seamlessly step into the role afterward—as long as Dad can handle it until then. He doesn’t look as if he’s in control of anything right now though.

The chapel door creaks open, and the low hum of conversation flows in. My body tenses as Allen smoothly strides into the room, each step of his Valentino oxfords snapping on the linoleum. Rocket runs over, tail beating up a storm. Allen placates him with a pat, then nudges him away.

“Are you ready, Shelly?”

Maybe it’s the lack of sleep, but my mind is foggy at the request.

My dad starts to rise. “Do we need to go—”

“No,” I interrupt, placing a hand on his shoulder.

Allen and I are practical people. His rational mind is one of his most attractive features. Yes, he’s a little cold, but so am I. We understood each other once—respected each other. At least until today. His misplaced need to keep up appearances matters more than my family’s mourning.

Sara walks over with her eyebrows tilted in. She carries a bouquet of flowers. “This is from some man outside.”

She holds them out to Dad. I intercept them so it’s one less thing for him to handle.

Sara’s eyes dart between Allen and me. “Everything okay?”

Allen exhales impatiently.

Please, not today, I mouth to him.

He shakes his head. “Shell—”

I pinch my eyes closed. “Give me one second.”

“Let’s not make this difficult,” Allen drawls.

“What’s going on?” Dad asks.

“Dad, it’s nothing. We just—”

And that’s when Allen announces, “We got a divorce.” The words bounce off the walls and low ceiling.

His eyes widen, and so do mine. I don’t think he expected it to be so loud, and I didn’t expect it would sound so unceremonious.

“I won’t be here tomorrow,” he continues, adjusting his lapels. “I’m leaving for the airport.”

I can feel my pulse in my neck, my hands, and my legs. There’s a cut in my palm from one of the flower’s thorns.

“I’m sorry you had to find out this way,” Allen says in our extended silence, checking his watch. “I need to go. I am very sorry for your loss.” Allen says it like he wasn’t part of our family for five years.

He starts to casually walk away in the same manner. Rocket attempts to follow, but Allen shakes his head.

My blood feels like lava, bubbling up to my throat and cheeks. My chest hurts from the heat. I can’t tell if I’m sad, scared, or angry. Unfortunately, in fight or flight, I’m not proud to say that fight is the default.

I stride after him, emerging from the side room into the main chapel again. The hum of low conversations surrounds me. The cool air from the open chapel door whips through my hair, crinkling the bouquet’s paper.

“We should have waited,” I snap.

Allen turns on his heel, looking side to side as he stalks closer.

“No, we should have told them earlier,” he murmurs under his breath.

“When exactly?” I grit out, my body tense with anger. I’m getting louder, making him fidget more. Good. Be uncomfortable. “At the hospital, after her heart attack? Before the bypass? Or in the waiting room, when your colleague told us it failed?”

Allen’s blond hair, once gelled back, is now fraying. I can see the white streaks coming in along his temples. He attempts to swipe a strand back on a sucked-in breath.

“We should have told them the day we decided,” he says. “You see, this is your problem, Shelly—”

“I don’t have a problem.”

“I should have known you’d keep this from them for as long as possible. You don’t tell anybody anything. Not me. Not your family. You keep all your emotions bottled up until they explode. Well, congratulations. Here’s your explosion.”

I blink quickly, standing taller, clenching my fists. “I do not—”

He leans in and hisses, “Why do you think I had to find someone who made me feel like a partner?”

My head jerks back so fast that it feels like someone fisted my hair and yanked.

I can barely whisper out, “What did you just say?”

“You’re so uptight. You’re not fun anymore.” He’s counting my flaws on his fingers now. “You have to take charge of everything. Ever think I didn’t want that? Ever think nobody wants that? And you hold everyone to such impossible standards. God, you couldn’t even forgive your mom for—”

Crack!

At first I think that’s the sound of my heart breaking. Then I realize my palm pitched back and collided with Allen’s cheek.

I gasp. I can’t breathe.

Allen blinks at me as my pink handprint slowly takes shape on his face.

Still as stone, he breathes, “You deserve to be alone.”

The words—definitive and concise—ring in my ears.

I rush past him and out the chapel’s double doors. The wind whistles through my hair. A bead of sweat dribbles down my lower back. The thorns from the bouquet gnaw into my skin. The first fall leaves flit down from the trees.

Honking cars. Loud music down the sidewalk.

He’s right.

I’m bubbling with anger, and here’s my explosion.

My world is out of control.

Everything is out of my control.
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Cliff

I have a bad habit of staring at the phone. Arms crossed. Tongue in cheek. Foot tapping. Maybe it’s unfair, but the thing doesn’t ring when I need it to, so who’s really the victim here?

“You sure there were no messages for me this morning?” I ask, leaning over the bakery counter, where my sister is staring as intently as I am at a framed cupcake painting. “Carol?”

“It doesn’t look good,” she announces.

“The painting?”

“It doesn’t look good,” she repeats.

“Sure it does,” I answer. I swing open the half door to the linoleum-tiled lobby and wipe my hands on my apron. “It’s great.”

I honestly can’t tell the difference between this and the last painting she picked, but with Carol, there can’t be hesitation.

Carol’s been redecorating the bakery’s interior for weeks now. Green walls became pink, then yellow. Iron chairs were traded for dark wood, then light. The display cases have somehow remained untouched, but I give her another week until those are gone too. This place could have neon beer signs for all I care, but that’s why she’s in charge of presentation and I’m not. My job is to bake.

She’s Burke’s Bakery’s brains; I’m the hands.

Carol swivels her eyes toward the bakery’s floor-to-ceiling windows. Winston, our resident painter, is perched on a small stool on the sidewalk, creating the final strokes on our seasonal window art. It’s a mural of autumn leaves, scarecrows, pumpkins, and apples. I told him to add a pie, but he said he couldn’t draw pies, so plain apples it is.

Carol lets out a wistful sigh. “I couldn’t do that.”

“Of course you couldn’t. That’s why we hire Winston. The art looks fine,” I reassure her again.

I look at the counter phone. I thought I’d heard a ring. Maybe I didn’t.

“It’s not working.” Carol snatches the cupcake painting off the wall, places it on the floor, and power walks outside.

I follow her out, leaving the door cracked open so I can hear if the phone rings.

A breeze picks up. I tuck my hands into my denim pockets. Copper Run isn’t even remotely as cold as it will be in future months. It’s the beginning of September, and the leaves have begun shifting from summer greens to deep auburn and burnished golds. It’s the first real blustery day, wind knocking leaves down around my feet.

“What do you think?” Winston asks from the sidewalk, gesturing to the glass mural, paintbrush poised in the air.

“Stunning,” I say. “Your best work yet.”

“Carol looks stressed.”

“She’s upset she’s not as talented as you.”

Winston chortles. “Everyone wishes they were as talented as me.”

I clap his back in passing. “Good job not getting a big head, buddy.”

He salutes me in response.

I follow Carol across the street to the town square. She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out a pack of cigarettes. I raise my eyebrows.

“Shut up, Clifford. I’ll quit tomorrow.”

I hold up my hands. “I didn’t say anything.”

Carol flicks her lighter, takes in a breath, then blows the smoke through the corner of her mouth in the opposite direction.

“I’m a basket case,” Carol moans.

If people were pastries, Carol would be a cannoli. When you take a bite of a perfect cannoli—even though it’s perfect—it cracks apart, and all that’s left is a gooey center. Carol is always on the verge of showing her soft side.

I sigh, dropping my arm over her shoulders. “You’re not a basket case.”

“I never get anything right.”

Carol’s always critical of herself, but she’s been too critical lately. We’ve all been on edge since Birdie Cadell passed this summer, and we all cope in different ways. I overbake. Carol smokes. At least she does it far enough from the bakery that the smell of her smoke won’t permeate the store.

She flicks her hand around, smoke trailing with it. “Do you ever feel like that? Like a loser?”

“No.”

She shoots me a look, and I grin.

“Listen, we make sure the croissants are fluffy and that the door opens at six.” I grip her shoulder with my palm and shake. “If we get that right, there are no problems. It’s just a bakery, Carol.”

She tilts her head to the side. “Just a bakery,” she mocks. “You’re such a liar.”

She’s right. Of course it’s not any old bakery; it’s our bakery—a bakery I dived into headfirst two years ago and one that thrives more than it has any right to. Burke’s Bakery is both my biggest accomplishment and one of my biggest problems. I love it.

“The cupcake painting doesn’t matter, all right? You’re doing great. Promise.”

Carol gives a weak smile. I pull her in for a side hug.

“Thanks,” she mumbles.

“Now, let’s get going.”

Carol scrunches her nose. “You’re not the boss of me.”

I bark out a laugh. “Technically, I am.”

“I hate you sometimes.”

“Not as much as Emily does.”

She snorts. “Are you kidding? Emily idolizes you.”

“Oh, right.” I snap my fingers. “Forgot it was the opposite. My daughter loves me.”

“You ass,” Carol hisses through a reluctant smirk, pushing my shoulder. “One day, she’ll be a normal teenager and see the light.”

“Don’t jinx me.”

“Maybe she’ll turn out to be a mess, like her dear ol’ aunt,” she muses, taking another inhale of her cigarette. “Oh God, I’m a mess.”

I take the butt from her fingers and press it into the ashtray on the park’s trash can.

“I do hate you,” she says through narrowed eyes. “I mean it this time.”

“I’m sure you do.”

I lean against the lamppost but startle as orange lights wound around the pole stab into my back. Copper Run’s square is decorated for the Harvest Festival. Haystacks line the walkways, scarecrows stand erect beside the white gazebo, and crowds of pumpkins form a small patch in the corner of the park. I need to decide what I’ll bring to my booth this year. Last year, Burke’s Bakery sold out of our apple crumb cakes.

Carol kicks out a foot, scratching fallen leaves on the sidewalk. “So … has the evil queen called?”

I rap a fist against the lamppost and tongue my cheek. “That’s not nice.”

“Has she?”

“No,” I answer. “And there were no messages for me, right?”

“Nope.”

I nod to myself. “Then no. Nothing.”

“That’s normal though.”

“Unfortunately.”

My ex-wife makes weekly calls from New York to our daughters, but it’s not uncommon if she misses one. I’ve called her twice since Sunday, but I reached her answering machine both times. It’s been two years since Tracy left Copper Run, and I worry about her, but I worry about her relationship with our daughters more.

If Carol is a cannoli, Tracy is a yule log—more difficult to bake than it needs to be and only seen by me at Christmas.

Carol places a gentle hand on my shoulder. I give a half-hearted smile.

“Let’s go,” I say. “Smoke break is over.”

“You got it, boss.”

“I knew you’d come around.”

We move to cross the street, but down the sidewalk, striding toward the bakery, are my two daughters. I consider that maybe my watch is slow, but when I look—no. School is not out yet.

“What the—” I stride across the pavement, holding out a palm to stop our florist, Sandra, from hitting me with her van.

She playfully honks, but her smile drops when she spots my worried expression.

“Sorry, Cliff!” she calls out the window.

I give a passive thumbs-up.

I catch up to my sixteen-year-old daughter, already sliding her backpack down one arm, key chains rattling on the concrete.

“Emily, what happened?” I ask, darting my eyes between them.

Emily shrugs. “I saw Brittany outside the video store.”

“And you didn’t think to send your sister back to school?” I ask, rushing toward my six-year-old. I squat down to her level.

“She was crying,” Emily explains.

“How’d she even leave without someone seeing?”

She shrugs. “Recess? I don’t know.”

Although both girls have their mother’s honey-blond hair, they couldn’t be more different. Emily inherited my pin-straight locks, and it’s longer than it’s ever been, cascading over thin headphones hanging around her neck and hitting halfway down her jean jacket. She’s wearing a striped, cropped T-shirt, a sliver of exposed skin above her denim pants. I definitely told her not to wear that, but she’s always been a little defiant, and I love that about her.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, there’s my six-year-old, Brittany, wearing white overalls and sparkly sneakers. Her curly ponytail is pulled back with a neon-pink scrunchie. She’s not nearly as rebellious as Emily, but she mimics her sister enough that confidence isn’t a problem.

I cup Brittany’s cheek, thumbing over the streak of tears. “Britt, what happened?”

“Luke said …” She rubs her sniffling nose with the back of her hand. “He said that Steve was going to lose his match.”

I squint. “Steve? Who’s Steve?”

“Steve, Daddy.” She pokes at her T-shirt. Peeking above the top flap of her overalls is a bald man in a leather vest.

“Oh.” I playfully knock my palm against my forehead. “D’oh. Steve.”

Brittany giggles through a sniffle.

I forget we’re on a first-name basis with the wrestler of the year. Carol got her hooked on Steve Austin—of all people, Christ—and he’s edging higher on my six-year-old’s list of admirable men, right over those Backstreet Boys. Either way, her mother would kill me if she knew. If she ever called on time.

I squeeze Brittany’s shoulders. “Now, come on. You know he’s not going to lose.”

“But Luke says he will.”

“Okay, well, you can tell that little punk Luke that he’s wrong, and he’ll always be wrong, and he should just get used to it now, okay?”

My daughter starts mouthing my words back to herself, as if reciting lines for a play.

“Don’t actually tell him that,” I rush in. “What’s said in or near the bakery is kept in the bakery, all right?”

“But we told Birdie everything.”

Emily and I exchange a look.

“Right,” I say slowly, swiveling back to Brittany. “But remember that Birdie was an exception. What’s said in Bird & Breakfast also stays in Bird & Breakfast.”

Birdie Cadell and her endearingly quiet husband, Paul, ran Bird & Breakfast for the past year. Since we live next to the inn and because Brittany’s never seen a yard she didn’t like to run through, we grew close to the Cadells quickly. Birdie would watch Brittany after school, and Emily would take advantage of their biscuit surplus. It’s been a weird adjustment for my girls since she passed.

“I miss Birdie,” Brittany murmurs.

Emily cringes.

“Hey, she’s in a better place now, remember?” I tell her, though I hope my words carry to Emily too.

Brittany nods slowly, and I wonder if she’s reliving our conversation about death outside the chapel at Birdie’s wake. We took a big summer road trip out to Seattle to pay our respects, but I have no clue how much Britt remembers about death. All I know is, she loves bringing it up.

“Do you think Sara will be fun?” Brittany asks.

I shrug. “I don’t know. Hopefully.”

When we called Birdie in the hospital before her bypass surgery, she mentioned that her daughter Sara would take over the inn. I jokingly told her it was too early to make contingency plans, but she must have known something I didn’t. I can only assume Sara will show up eventually, but with no calls or letters from Paul yet, we’re in the dark.

“Cliff!” I look up to find Betty peering out her sandwich shop door. “You need help?”

I wave with a grimace. “We’re all right, Bets.”

She glances down at Brittany, then back up. “Are you sure?”

I shake my hand harder. “I’m good, Bets!”

“Well, let me know—”

“Sure will!”

My face heats. Betty is only the start; more heads will poke out from their stores soon. Copper Run residents insist on helping like that. Hell, I insist like that. But the last thing I want is to burden my kind neighbors with our silly issues.

“Do I have to go back?” Brittany asks.

“What, to school?”

She nods. I sigh. God, my kid looks pitiful with her puffy eyes and out-of-breath chest rising and falling like she ran a marathon.

“No,” I say on an exhale. “You don’t have to go back to school. Head inside. I baked cookies.” I playfully tug on her ponytail. “I’ll call the school so they don’t think you’re dead.”

Her eyes light up. “Really?”

“Really.”

I pat her on the back, and like I’ve flipped a light switch, she’s laughing with her arms straight out by her sides, making airplane noises as she zooms into the bakery.

“Only one cookie, okay?” I call out, but she doesn’t hear me—or doesn’t want to.

I click my tongue and peer at Emily. “I just got played, didn’t I?”

She smiles. “Duh.”

I groan as she slides her headphones back over her ears. I hook a finger in the side to tug them back down.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” I ask. “Lisa is gonna kill you.”

“I finished up everything,” she responds with a shrug.

Emily’s afternoon work-study is at the post office across the square, and it’s the only reason she should be out of school. But Lisa, the elderly postmistress living on a breath and a prayer, is of the mindset that you can leave when your work is done. Normally, I’d agree, but I know my daughter. Hell, I know about being a teenager in Copper Run all too well.

“You said you saw Brittany outside the video store.” I narrow my eyes. “Why were you at the video store?”

She stiffens and shrugs. I know that gesture.

“I went to see what came out this week,” she says.

She’s a terrible liar.

“You were seeing that kid again.”

Emily’s eyes widen. “No!”

My eyebrows fall into a single line. “Really?”

She tilts her chin up. “Really.”

“So, you weren’t visiting James—”

“Josh.”

“Right. That’s what I said.”

She narrows her eyes to match my own. But I know what she’s thinking, and she knows I know.

“Fine,” she concedes. “I was hanging out with Josh.”

“Uh-huh—”

“But I was thinking … since my grades are good … I was wondering if—”

“No,” I groan, placing my thumb and forefinger over the bridge of my nose.

Emily slaps her thighs. “Oh, come on! We’ve been dating for two weeks now!”

“And that’s not enough time for him to grace my doorstep.”

“Like you’re some king—”

“You said it.”

“Dad—”

“I’ll send you to your room, Em.”

“We’re not even at home!” she says, gesturing to the sidewalk.

“I’ll launch you there.”

That makes her pause.

She bites her bottom lip to hold in a laugh. “In a cannon?”

“In a cannon,” I confirm with a grin.

She folds her arms over her chest. “You’re not the boss of me.”

Carol snorts. “That makes one of us.”

“Whatever, Carol,” Emily shoots to her.

Carol holds both hands up in surrender.

When Tracy left, Carol tried to be the supportive aunt, but at the time, she was just another female authority figure Emily didn’t want. At this point, it’s a joke Emily won’t drop.

I turn back to Emily. “I definitely am the boss of you until you’re eighteen. And last time you blew out candles, I recall you turning sixteen. And James—”

“Josh.”

“Isn’t even in school anymore. What is he, thirty?”

“He graduated in May!” Emily groans. “He’s only seventeen! If you let him come over—”

“To do what? Play Monopoly?”

“He’s probably great with money.”

“Because he’s saving for retirement, right?”

Emily’s head falls back as she lets out an over-the-top groan. “He’s not that old!”

“I’m going on another break,” Carol says, digging into her front pocket for her pack.

“Can I bum one?” Emily calls to her.

I tip my head to the side. “Did D.A.R.E. teach you nothing?”

Emily shrugs. “It made smoking sound cool actually.”

I can’t hold back my grin as I shake my head. “You’re such a little snot. And it’s not cool. How cool can it be if Carol does it?”

“I’m standing right here,” Carol says.

“Your aunt is an adult,” I continue. “She’s allowed to make terrible, life-ruining decisions.”

“When can I make terrible decisions?” Emily asks.

“When you’re fifty.”

“Oh, wow, maybe by then I’ll be old enough to date Josh too,” Emily says sarcastically.

I smirk. “He’ll be dead by then, the old geezer.”

Emily reluctantly smiles as she pulls her headphones back over her ears.

“I’m making your least favorite meal tonight,” she says. “The absolute worst one.”

“Can’t wait, kiddo.”

I hold up my hand for a high five. Emily can’t resist slapping it before pulling out her Discman from her jean jacket pocket, pressing play, and trudging down the sidewalk, away from the square and to our street.

I look at Carol as a hiss of smoke rises between her fingers.

“Her lipstick was smeared,” she says.

“It was,” Betty chimes in with a solemn nod. She’s outside her sandwich shop, pushing a dustless broom.

Nosy.

“I saw it too.” Dolly, three more doors down at the bookstore, tips her empty watering can over dry flowers.

Winston chuckles from his stool. “You’re in trouble.”

It’s impossible to have a one-on-one conversation in this town.

“Yeah, I know it was smeared,” I mutter to all of them.

It hasn’t been easy, raising a teenage girl. It’s not like there’s a class on which tampons to buy or how to say, No, you can’t sneak out of school to see your boyfriend. Please stop asking. Emily claims her mom gave her the birds and the bees talk. I’m not sure if I believe it because Tracy likes difficult conversations even less than I do, which means I should probably talk to her soon. Add it to the list, along with reminding Brittany not to fight over a grown man’s fake winning streak.

I raise my girls day by day, week by week. It’s always something new, and I always hope the problems get spread out over the course of weeks or years. But sometimes they happen all at once on the same day.

Carol crosses the street again, and I follow. I steal the cigarette from her hand and put it out on the ashtray on top of the town trash can.

She eyes the sizzling butt before murmuring, “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

Inside, the phone rings.

I thread my fingers behind my head and stroll back to the bakery. “That’d better be Trace,” I mutter.

“You’re not that lucky,” Carol says.

“Tell her I said hi!” Betty calls.

I throw a lazy thumbs-up back.

Crossing behind the counter, I take a deep breath and pick up the receiver. “This is Burke’s Bakery.”

I wait for my ex-wife’s apologetic voice.

Instead, I’m greeted with a gruff, “Hey, Cliff. How’re you today?”

I let out my held breath. “Oh, hey, George. What’ve you got today?”

I take the pen tucked beside the phone’s cord and scribble George’s usual catering order on the notepad. But the more he talks, the more it dawns on me that Tracy still hasn’t called.

Again.

The Burke family is held together by duct tape, glue, and the old wood of this bakery. But we are held together, and I suppose that’s all we can ask for. It’ll be my ex-wife who sends me into a stress-induced early grave. Maybe I can hang out with Birdie in heaven.

A flash of yellow glimmers through the bakery’s floor-to-ceiling glass windows. I look up and watch a taxi pass by. I don’t know the last time I saw a taxi rumbling through Copper Run.

I lean over the counter with George continuing to murmur in my ear, peering through the car’s back window. Inside, a stiff border collie watches the town square buildings pass. And beside the dog, a beautiful, familiar woman flips over a map.
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Michelle

When I left Seattle, I intended to disappear completely. Thankfully, Copper Run is in the middle of nowhere, Vermont.

It’s been two hours since I rumbled away from the airport in a musty taxi. The chain-smoking driver peers through the rearview mirror, as he has been doing every five minutes since picking us up. His eyes won’t leave Rocket. The taxi’s floorboard is littered with fast-food wrappers and sticky CDs, yet he’s concerned about the well-trained dog sitting sentinel in his back seat.

“You’re paying extra for the mutt,” he told me amid throwing my suitcases in the trunk.

I swear Rocket grumbled under his breath at the borderline slur, assuming dogs could have such emotions.

“I know,” I said, side-eyeing the driver’s peeling name tag behind his headrest, reading LOUIS.

I shoved a folded clip of cash at him that would overshoot the meter’s cost by a hundred bucks at least, including his trip back to the airport. He rubbed a thumb over the layers, then pocketed the stack without another word.

Two hours later, trees accented in burnt orange and maroon zip past the taxi window. In Seattle, buildings overshadow the already scarce trees. But out here, it’s all foliage and fences. Not a skyscraper in sight.

Rocket stares out the cracked window, a light breeze rustling his fur. He doesn’t stick his head out. That would be too undignified. Instead, he observes.

When our driver rumbles roughly over old train tracks, Rocket swivels his eyes to me, as if to say, You can’t be serious, Shelly.

He readjusts in his seat with a huff of breath. I don’t bother to pet him. He wouldn’t like it anyway. Hating touch is the one thing we have in common.

“This it?” Louis growls from the front seat.

I lean over the center console, watching the hills of autumn gold and red slowly part to reveal a white lattice sign.

WELCOME TO COPPER RUN!

“Yes.”

Past the sign is a covered red bridge—short and one-way—emptying into a town square.

“Jeez-us. It’s practically Happy Days out here,” Louis says, peering over the wheel through the windshield.

A quaint park, lined with shops, is covered in hay bales and pumpkins. Orange-and-white bunting hangs between lampposts. A white gazebo, smack-dab in the center of the park, is wrapped in orange string lights and a garland of autumn leaves. Two propped scarecrows sit on the bench inside.

Along the sidewalks are A-frame chalkboards listing daily specials. Hanging wooden signs from awnings point out shops, like a pharmacy, a video store, and a bakery. Most floor-to-ceiling glass storefronts are decorated with window murals of more scarecrows and pumpkins. Another lattice sign beside the park reads COPPER RUN, as if we might have forgotten already.

“What’re you gonna do all the way out here?” Louis asks.

“I’m running a bed-and-breakfast.” A sentence I would have never uttered thirty days ago.

He chortles out a “No kidding?”

“No kidding,” I echo.

I unfold my map, tracing my finger along the roads highlighted in yellow and blue. This place is minuscule on a map. I bet there are only two stoplights, and we’ve probably passed both of them.

“Left up here,” I say.

The square transitions into long sidewalks lining two-story houses with turrets and wraparound porches. Leaves collect on the ground, some yards raked and some not. A group of kids fly past on their bicycles, sitting high on the pedals. A toddler waddles past a tree swing. A woman aims a camcorder behind him. On the opposite side of the street, an older couple walks hand in hand.

“Cute little place, eh?” Louis muses.

I glance down at the map again. “Turn right up ahead.”

I fold up the map, but when the creases don’t line up perfectly, I shove it haphazardly into my bag. My hands are shaking, and I know exactly why.

My uneasiness reaches a pinnacle in my throat when I recognize the large white house at the end of the street. Swinging on two chains from a white post is a wooden sign painted with the cursive words Bird & Breakfast.

The two-level colonial house is immaculate. A white picket fence closes off the cobblestone walkway, leading toward the wraparound porch, where two chairs and a swinging bench rock in the breeze. A bay window protrudes on one side, and through the glass, I spot a bench seat and lace curtains. Perfect rosebushes line the driveways between the inn and the house next door.

I’m so distracted that I almost forget to say, “This is it.”

Louis slams on the brakes, and I fling my arm out to block Rocket from barreling onto the floorboard.

I swear his brown eyes narrow with an expression of I hate all of this.

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter.

When we’re fully stopped, I grab Rocket’s leash from my purse and hook it onto his collar. We both slide from the car.

The crisp air is a reprieve from the smoky taxi. Copper Run smells like crunching leaves and breezes that bite. There’s a hint of something warm in the air too—baked bread of some kind. Maybe a pie or biscuits in the oven. Mazzy Star hums from my neighbor’s open window.

Louis opens the trunk, unceremoniously dropping two suitcases onto the sidewalk. Not a single goodbye is exchanged. It isn’t until he pulls away that the weight of my decision finally hits me.

Shit.

Rocket glances up at me.

I raise my eyebrows. “I’m fine.”

Stepping forward, I swing open the gate in the white picket fence. Rocket reluctantly trots through before me. We crunch across the newly fallen leaves on the rocky path as I roll my patter-pattering suitcases behind me, stopping only to lug them up the creaking front steps with a bag slung over my shoulder.

I dig in my pocket to pull out the key ring my dad gave me before I left.

He’d thumbed through them with a stressed “This one opens the front door. This one opens the back, but you have to give it an extra jiggle. This one is the cellar, but don’t mix it up with the attic—they look the same …”

I told him I’d figure it out and not to worry.

I eventually locate the front-door key, turn the lock, and push the stained-glass door inward.

A rush of stale air hits us. I wonder when the last time was that someone walked in, if it was my dad locking up after my mom’s hospital visit two months ago.

Rocket gingerly steps inside, sniffing the air.

“See anything?” I whisper.

His ears twitch backward, as if to say, Don’t rush me.

I hold up my palms. “All right, all right.”

I walk inside and flick on the lights. The foyer is illuminated by a chandelier above. To the left is a front desk with wooden cubbies. A stairwell ascends to a bare landing, then rotates up to a second floor. A carpeted runner paves a path to the parlor past the front desk, where sunlight filters in through the pulled-back sheer curtains over the bay window. Decorative china plates and teacups are locked inside glass cabinets in a large hutch. In the center, a floral rug is tucked underneath beige furniture with low skirts and padded arms.

I can work with this. I’ve advertised much less appealing things.

I trail down a small hall to the right, pushing inward a door that reads STAFF ONLY. Past it is a decent-size kitchen. Tan hand towels adorned with grapes and vines are folded on the counter. Dark purple half curtains hang across the window to the backyard. An empty coffeepot is plugged in.

I walk to the back door and open it. Another stone footpath trails through a small garden, ending at an enclosing white fence that separates the grass from the gravel parking lot. The lot fits maybe four cars. A single car—my mom’s silver Honda—takes up the space under a tree farthest from the house. The hood is coated in a thin layer of curled brown leaves.

Rocket tugs against his leash. I unclip it and let him run in the fenced area.

Before stepping out myself, I walk down a narrow hallway to the right. At the end is a closed door with a framed cross-stitch sign reading HOME SWEET HOME. I gently twist the handle, and the door whines open. A quilt-covered queen bed sits against the wall. A small TV with a built-in VHS player is on the dresser in the corner. On a side table is a cordless phone and a small stack of Chicken Soup for the Soul books, topped with a tiny Precious Moments porcelain figurine—one of many Mom collected.

I breathe in. I breathe out. But no amount of air will dissipate the tightening in my chest.

I want to be here, I have to remind myself.

I take a seat on the edge of the bed and wind my palms together.

I chose this.

“You really don’t have to do this,” Sara told me before I left, holding my bag close to her chest like a bargaining chip. “I can put off graduation.”

I gently took the bag from her. “Sara, if you argue with me one more time, I’m gonna burn the inn down instead.”

“I promise I’ll move there when I’m done,” she quickly interjected.

“I know you will. But until then, I’ve got it covered.”

I didn’t tell Sara about the extended leave I was taking from work. She didn’t need to know.

Sara grinned. “I’ve got a whole speech prepared. Don’t underestimate me.” She went quiet for a moment before adding, “Really though, you have a super-adult advertising job. And a super-adult life.”

“And I’ve got it figured out.”

I glanced into my living room. Dad sat in the recliner, his sock-covered feet on the extended footrest.

“Take care of him, all right?”

Sara grinned, joking, “He’ll be partying with the college kids in no time.”

I gave a weak smile.

Sara jerked me into a hug, whispering, “Call me once a week. At a minimum.”

Mom gave the inn to Sara, but my little sister has one semester left in art school, and she’s already taken a couple of gap years. Dad can barely get out of bed, let alone run the love of his life’s dream business. So, I’m doing what I always do—whatever needs to be done. Which means running this place until Sara graduates in December.

My company gave me a small leave of absence—probably because they felt bad about both my mom and my untimely divorce, but mostly, they let me leave because they had to. Nobody else knows how to do my job the way I do.

I knew what havoc would ensue if I came here, and I’ve already gotten three pages on my beeper because of it. My company put Mark in charge of my main account. It’s a terrible decision because Mark is about as competent as a wet paper bag, but his golf handicap is thirteen, so that’s all that matters.

I peer out the lace-curtained window to my left.

Great.

My room directly faces my next-door neighbor’s kitchen, where a teenage girl with stringy blond hair bops in front of the sink to the loud music I heard earlier.

I close the curtains and unpack my suitcase, tucking clothes neatly into drawers and hanging my nicer shirts in the closet—stopping short when I see that a lone wooden rod is the only space I have. Slung over a hanger on the end is a plum leather clasp purse. I run my fingers over the long crossbody strap. Mom’s artsy dresses matched Sara’s style, but sometimes Mom’s tastes overlapped with mine. Only sometimes.

I lay the purse on the bed and transfer my makeup and wallet from my large bag to this one. Not like I’ll need the big one anymore anyway.

I go back to the kitchen and brew evening coffee. As the coffee maker gurgles, I peer into the cabinets, spotting chipped mugs and crinkled bags of flour. I’ll have to go shopping.

Once the coffee’s done, I take it upstairs and sort through the guest rooms and the hall closets, then head back down to the parlor and front desk, trying to get the lay of the land. I find a black three-ring binder on the front desk. In the clear front slip is a tan paper with my mom’s loopy cursive.

Bird & Breakfast Information

I carry it into the kitchen with my coffee, looking out the back door, expecting to see Rocket’s bored face, but—

At the edge of the yard, a little girl’s arms poke through the picket fence, wrapping around Rocket’s black-and-white fur. His snout is buried in her neck. And she’s squealing.

Oh God.

I drop the binder and my coffee, barreling through the back door.

“Rocket!” I scream.

My heart races. My nerves kick into my throat. I know he wouldn’t hurt her. He’s stubborn, and he doesn’t listen, but he’s not violent.

He’s not violent.

My chunky loafers kick up crunched leaves and dead grass. I grip his collar and pull him back.

Once they’re separated, I realize the girl isn’t screaming. She’s giggling. Her cute button nose scrunches up in overwhelming laughter. Her curly blond hair, held up high with a scrunchie and little sparkling butterfly clips, bounces with every breath.

“He likes me!” she exclaims.

A car door slams shut, pulling my attention to the red truck idling in my neighbor’s driveway. Heavy boots fall against the pavement, and then someone breaks between the rosebushes separating the inn’s small lot from my neighbor’s house.

“Brittany?!”

Emerging from the other side is the most concerned-looking man I’ve ever seen. Dark, furrowed eyebrows pinch in. The edges of his mouth tug down into a twitchy, exaggerated frown.

I feel like I’ve been caught, but I’m not sure why.

“What’s going on here?” he asks, and his formerly shaking voice is now flustered. His brown hair sticks out where the tree limbs dragged strands back, and even his orange flannel, rolled up at the sleeves, is loose around his veined forearms, like they were pushed up in a rush.

The man’s gaze finally meets mine, and suddenly, my shoes feel rooted to the ground. My stomach barrels down to the dirt.

This is the man from Mom’s wake.

That same sensation—the feeling of being seen, our eyes snagging—overtakes me once more. His eyes scan my own before tracing over me—from my cheeks to my lips and farther, to my fist clutching Rocket’s collar.

Closer now, I can see his eyes are a light blue, reminiscent of a summer day devoid of clouds. Bright. Happy. Nothing like today’s overcast sky, a day almost filtered in sepia from all the falling leaves. Faint freckles dot the bridge of his nose while the nose itself sits slightly crooked, like maybe he’s been punched once or twice in his life. A small, faded scar adorns his upper lip, probably confirming my theory. But aside from that, his cheeks are smooth-shaven, and that little crease beside his mouth is just how I remember it. Handsome. Like he’s on the edge of a laugh.

“He’s so soft!”

We both dart our eyes back to the little girl. She pushes her arms through the gate toward Rocket. I pull his collar back right as he jerks forward. The man grips a fistful of the girl’s overalls, pulling her up in the air. She giggles uncontrollably.

He spins her to face him. “What did I say about petting dogs you don’t know?”

“Don’t do it,” she answers through laughter.

His mouth tips into a lazy smile. His full bottom lip crooks up on one side more than the other, exposing a sliver of straight white teeth. That little crease deepens as he chuckles with her.

“Exactly.” Gently, he places her back down and jokingly says, “Stay.”

The man’s eyes find me again, sticking me in place once more.

“You know,” he says, running a free palm through his hair, “I’m not exactly familiar with how to handle someone kidnapping my child.”

“What?” The word comes out sharper than I intended it to.

“Should I call to report you and your”—his eyes trail down to Rocket—“attack dog?”

He smirks.

It’s a joke.

He’s joking.

Dumbfounded by the whole suddenly talking with a neighbor scenario—which was not on my to-do list today—I respond with, “He doesn’t normally like people.”

The man clicks his tongue and squints playfully. “Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel any better.”

I close my eyes, cringing at myself with a nod. “Yep, I just registered that.”

He chuckles as the girl reaches out again.

“Can I pet him?”

Rocket sniffs closer. Can I sniff her?

I finally notice crumbs littering the girl’s overalls pocket. I sigh. “She must have food. That’s why he’s sniffing her.”

“Ah.” The man takes a step closer and closer, one after another, until I mirror his steps backward. Once he’s close enough to touch, I bumble out, “Wait, what are you—”

Then he reaches past me. He bends at the knees and picks up a bright pink plastic lunch box from the ground, which I completely missed in my fumbling to get out here. Smacked on the front is an amalgamation of sparkling colors, bright stars, and a unicorn with a rainbow mane.

He pats the lunch box. “Well, it’s either bread or drugs in here. Which do you reckon?”

My head jerks back. “Why would drugs be in there?”

He shrugs. “Maybe he’s a drug dog.”

“Rocket’s not a drug dog.”

“Hey, you can tell me if he has a drug problem.”

The girl giggles. Maybe she’s used to this weird man’s charades, but I’m far from laughing.

“That’s not—” I clamp my mouth shut in quiet frustration.

“You’re telling me drug dogs don’t have a drug problem?”

He pops open the lunch box. Leftover bread crust topples out. Rocket promptly gobbles it off the grass, sending the girl into another laughing fit.

The man cocks his head to the side, strands of hair falling with the motion.

“I’ve been planning to meet you,” he says. “You’re Sara, right?”

For some reason, that jump-starts my nerves once more.

“No,” I say. “And how do you know—”

“I was told Birdie’s daughter would be here to—”

“I am her other—”

“She was going to take over—”

“I’m here to run the—”

There’s a beat of silence where, finally, neither of us talks over the other.

I exhale. “I’m running the inn now.”

He squints. “But your name isn’t Sara?”

“No, I’m the other daughter.”

He lifts his eyebrows as his lips kick up into a smile. “Right.”

Our staring contest is broken by a loud gasp on his side of the bushes.

“Shut. Up. Are you near a dog?” The teen I saw in the kitchen window crosses the property line, the untied shoelaces on her Converses snapping on the walkway.

“I’m allowed to be near dogs,” the man counters with a laugh. It’s the type of laugh that seems like it’s been on the edge of his teasing lips this whole time. Like it belongs in that little crease beside his mouth.

“You hate dogs,” the teenager says.

He scoffs. “I don’t hate dogs.”

She stares at me. “Who’s this?”

“Figuring that out. Will you take Britt inside?”

“Is everything okay?” she asks.

He smiles. His expressions are so gentle toward these girls. “Yes. Go back inside for a second.”

“But I just got out here.”

“And you’ll have just as much fun taking the walk back inside,” he says, shaking the lunch box by its handle. “Enjoy the crunching leaves. The breath of fresh air.”

The teenager rolls her eyes so far back that I can see the whites of them, but it’s accompanied by a smile.

She holds out her palm. “C’mon, Britt Britt.”

The little girl scrambles to her feet, giving a wave to Rocket. “Bye, doggy!”

Rocket resists me, as if to follow them, but I continue gripping his collar.

Linking hands, the girl and the teenager walk to their back door, but not without a few extra glances back at us before disappearing through the snapping screen door.

“Teens,” the man mutters with that crooked smile.

He stares back at me. I didn’t realize he’d stepped closer. He leans forward to rest his forearm on the fence. It’s so close to my shoulder that I can feel the warmth of his palm. This man has zero concept of personal space, but I’ll be damned if I move away first.

“I didn’t get your name,” he observes.

“Michelle,” I answer.

“Cliff,” he responds, extending his hand. “Cliff Burke.”

I take it. His hand is bigger than mine. A faded pink burn embellishes the back. His shake is firm but somehow gentle, yet not soft enough to be insulting. He doesn’t shake my hand with half his palm like I’m frail, but instead like I’m an equal—something most men at my company struggle to balance.

“So, why isn’t Sara here?” he asks, continuing to shake my hand.

“What?”

“You’re right. Too personal a question.”

Shake.

“Why isn’t my sister taking over, you mean?” I ask.

“Yes.”

Shake.

“She’s busy,” I answer.

“And you aren’t?”

“Not now.”

Cliff’s teasing smile rises once more. “What does that mean?”

“I wanted the job,” I lie.

He snorts. “No, you didn’t. So why take it?”
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