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      In loving memory of Apolonia Carrasco Gutiérrez, my aunt, who nurtured me through love, laughter, and vegetable paella.
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        Hi, and thanks for buying my story. I send emails with details about upcoming releases and pre-orders, as well as a monthly newsletter where I catch my fabulous readers up on the incredible places I write about and about what’s going on with me at the moment.
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      One would think Laia Matos had chosen the town of Mansfield as her new home, but it felt more like Mansfield had chosen her.

      Laia’s mother had died a few years earlier and had left Laia some money and a rental property in this small Midwestern town. Laia had learned that her mother had owned it for the better part of twenty years. After months of grieving the end of a relationship that should have ended in marriage, Laia decided a change of surroundings was what she needed. With no firm plans in mind, she decided to visit the house on her next vacation to see what was there and then plot herself a course of action.

      The house was empty, as the last tenants had left recently, and turned out to be a two-story Victorian single-family dwelling with a front porch wide enough for outdoor seating, a front lawn and big back yard. The back had a lawn as well but there was also a flagstone patio section made for summer barbecues with friends and the property shared a wide cul-de-sac with two other beautiful homes. However, closer inspection revealed that decades of tenants had not been kind to the place. The structure seemed sound but the paint was peeling, the porch stairs were sunken in the middle, and some of the floorboards were loose. A couple of the windows were cracked and sloppily taped over. The only sign of care Laia saw was that the grass was cut, though even the lawn had bald spots. Inside was no better. The living and dining rooms were large and airy but had aged badly as had the adjoining kitchen and the upstairs bathroom had old facilities and a cracked toilet bowl.

      After driving to the center of town and reserving a room in a cozy inn called The Homey Oaks, Laia set up an appointment for a visit with a local contractor recommended by Grace, the inn’s owner. That was the day she met Andy Pierce.

      “She’s a real beauty,” he’d said about the house when he pulled up in his red pickup truck emblazoned with Pierce Construction across the doors.

      “She’s a beauty who needs a facelift,” she said, making him laugh. She let him into the house and let him lead her during the inspection. Tall and slender, Andy had muscular limbs and abs that were cut enough to appreciate under his t-shirt. She followed him up the stairs to the second floor and tried not to stare at his butt. He pointed out things about the structure and plumbing, some of which went over her head. They ended up in the kitchen afterward and he told it to her straight.

      “The house has been badly neglected as you can see, but she has real good bones. The structure is sound but all the plumbing and the wiring will need to be replaced. What are your plans for it?”

      “Plans?” Laia asked. “I haven’t really thought that far ahead. I inherited this place from my mother and she used it for rental income.”

      “That explains it, then. Most of the fixtures look like the original ones put in when they built the place.” He smiled at her; his hazel eyes were kind. “If you plan to live here it would make sense to invest in its repair. It could be restored to its original state and I can tell you, you’d have one gorgeous piece of property.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then we can just focus on bringing it up to code and give it a facelift as you said before. The results wouldn’t be as nice but it would draw a better quality tenant. Or buyer, of course, if you choose to sell.”

      Laia looked around at the ample living and dining room. “It really is a nice space. I love all the natural light coming in through those huge windows.”

      “Houses like this never go out of style. Even in its present state I can imagine how impressive it was in its day.” He looked around in appreciation.

      “Andy,” said Laia. She hoped she remembered his name correctly and was gratified by his nod. “What can actually be done here? I mean other than restoration?”

      “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I love the outside more or less as it would look restored but the inside needs to be modernized. I like to cook and the layout here is...well, look at it. It’s antiquated.”

      “Ah, I like that you’re considering the possibility of staying. I can put in a chef’s kitchen with every modern convenience,” he said. “In fact, the dining room is big enough that I could expand the kitchen a little giving you even more space.” Andy moved around and waved his arms to punctuate his vision for the first floor. “Maybe make it an eat-in kitchen?” He stopped talking when he saw her smiling at him. “Sorry, Ms. Matos, I get carried away.”

      “Please, call me Laia,” she said. “You really like what you do, don’t you?”

      “I do,” he admitted as they headed to the front door. “I’ll tell you what. Let me make a couple of designs to show you what’s possible for a few days from now. It’ll give you time to think about what your plans are.”

      “Okay, that sounds great.”

      “Great, I’ll get on it, then. Are you staying in town?”

      “Yes, at the Homey Oaks. I’ll be there through the week.”

      “Grace Brewer runs the place. She’s fantastic. You’re in good hands,” he said, walking down the porch stairs. Laia waived good-bye as he drove away in the Pierce Construction pickup. She sat on the top step, her chin on her hands, satisfied with how well the visit had gone and thinking wicked thoughts about the good-looking contractor with the sandy blond hair and hazel eyes. If this was small-town life, she was willing to give it a try.

      Out of nowhere, a golden Labrador crossed the lawn at a full run and barked at her. Laia jumped but relaxed when the dog started sniffing her feet. Its tail wagged furiously and nudged her hands with its nose, in total “pet me” mode.

      “Heel, Farley! Heel!”

      A woman in her fifties trudged up the walk. She was a tall, handsome woman, her cheeks red from exertion. “I’m so sorry,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “He doesn’t bite or anything. He also doesn’t obey very well, I’m afraid.”

      “That’s okay,” said Laia, scratching behind Farley’s ears. “He’s smart enough to spot a sucker, that’s for sure.” Farley opened his eyes for a second and closed them again, enjoying Laia’s scratching.

      “I’m Suzanne Chadwick.” She held out her hand. “Are you buying the place?”

      “Hi, Laia Matos. Actually, I already own it. It’s been in the family for years but used as a rental. I decided to come see what was here.”

      “I saw Andy Pierce drive off just now. Was he here?”

      “Yeah, he’s going to give me some options on fixing it up.”

      “Pierce is the best around. You’ll get treated fairly and they like to keep their neighbors happy.”

      “Well, I’m not sure I’m a neighbor yet,” said Laia. “Haven’t decided what to do with the place. It’s pretty run down.”

      “I can imagine. There’ve been some pretty funky tenants here over the years.”

      Laia patted the stair next to her inviting Suzanne to sit with her. “What’s it like to live here?”

      “I live next door, why don’t you join Farley and me for lunch and I’ll tell you all about it?”

      The cul-de-sac was large enough that ‘next door’ was far enough between houses that neighbors could see each other but would have to go out of their way to be bothersome. Suzanne’s house was the most modest of the three in size but was full of charm. It looked happily lived in.

      In her cheerful yellow kitchen, Suzanne freshened the water in Farley’s bowl and Laia washed her hands. “Sandwiches okay? I can make tuna salad or ham and cheese.”

      “Ham and cheese would be great. How can I help?”

      “By just having a seat and relaxing. Mayo?”

      “And lettuce if you have any, thanks.” Farley rested his wet snout on Laia’s leg.

      “Farley...”

      “It’s okay, really. Have you lived here long, Suze?”

      Suzanne smiled as she prepared lunch. “My baby sister used to call me that before she could say my name right. It’s nice to hear it again. To answer your question, I’ve lived in Mansfield for about ten years now. My husband and I lived in Oakville just across the state line. When he died, I couldn’t bear to live in that house. All those memories, you know?”

      “I’m so sorry,” said Laia.

      “It was a long time ago. I needed a change of scenery and found this house almost by accident. I was driving by on the main road and the man who lived here was hammering a sign into the front lawn. He banged his hand with the hammer and I stopped to help him. It turned out to be a ‘For Sale’ sign and since I’d been nice to him, he gave me a showing on the spot. I was still in mourning so the privacy of a cul-de-sac was a huge draw. Then I got to know Tom and Edna who lived on the other side of your house. Nice older couple who moved out when it was hard for Edna to get around. Their daughter moved in with her boyfriend and they’ve since had a little girl. Good people.”

      Suzanne put the plate of cut sandwiches on the table along with a pitcher of orange juice. Laia tucked in, realizing how hungry she was.

      “So, I got to know the town. It’s small at about 9,000 inhabitants. It’s quiet and the people are friendly; someone’s always willing to lend a hand if you need it. I’ve been happy here.”

      “So far I’ve met you and the construction guy and ‘friendly’ definitely applies.”

      “Andy is a dear,” said Suzanne. “The Pierces are well-liked by everybody. Good stock. He and his brother Jonathan are true sons of this town. Their roots here go back four generations.” She took a sip of juice. They’re also really good at what they do. I think you’ll be satisfied.”

      “Good to know.” Laia’s thoughts strayed to Andy’s smile. God, that dimple.

      “Yeah, he’s a looker.”

      “Huh?”

      “Well, that’s what I’d be thinking if I were your age.”

      Laia felt her face grow warm. She drank from her glass to give her time to think about how to change the subject. Suzanne did it for her.

      “So have you owned the house long?”

      “It actually belonged to my parents. Mom died four years ago and I inherited it. I just didn’t have the heart to come down here until now. She and my dad used to vacation here before I was born. We moved up north when I was twelve and I guess my mom didn’t want to spend time here and started renting it out. I only found out it existed when her executor read the will.”

      “That explains why it’s been empty lately. I’ve been cutting the lawn to avoid giving squatters any ideas.”

      “Thank you,” said Laia, embarrassed. “Please tell me how I can compensate you.”

      Suzanne dismissed the offer with a wave of her hand. “Nonsense. I’m glad I could help. Besides, I know what it’s like to avoid painful memories.”

      “Thanks, Suzanne.”

      “Oh, do call me Suze.”
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      Andy had shown Laia his designs a week later; she had chosen one and had even struck up a friendship of sorts with Grace who’d been running The Homey Oaks for years. Construction was due to begin in about ten days and Andy invited Laia out for a celebratory informal dinner as well as a tour of the town center.

      “Wow,” she said, sitting back in the booth of the Mansfield Diner with one hand over her stomach. “I’ve eaten enough for two of me.”

      “Josie makes the best pot roast in town.” His dimple deepened when he smiled. “And the best pies, so I hope you left room.”

      “I can’t even think of dessert.” She scrunched up her eyes in mock protest. Andy chuckled.

      “Tell you what. Let’s take a walk. I’ll show you around town and we can come back later for coffee and something sweet.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      They walked through the town center and within 20 minutes, at least six people had either stopped Andy to say hello or had waved to him. They were welcoming when Andy introduced her.

      “Has your family always lived here?”

      “It sure seems like it,” said Andy. “My great-grandfather was originally from the east coast but after serving in the army, he came here on leave with a friend. He met my great-grandmother, and the rest of the story wrote itself. Except for a great uncle who moved to Rhode Island, our family stayed within driving distance of the original family house. My brother and I grew up here too and have always lived here except for when he was in the service. Now he’s been back for almost two years and doesn’t seem to be itching to leave so I guess we’re just small-town boys at heart.”

      “I think that’s great. If you’re happy in a place, that’s where you should be.”

      “What about you, city girl?”

      “More like ci-ties,” she said. “My parents came over from Mexico when they were newlyweds. You know, new life, American Dream, all that. But my father had wanderlust and we moved around every few years. He worked in real estate and luckily my mom was easy that way and followed wherever he led. I don’t ever remember them arguing about it, but Mom did stay put after he died.” They sat on the rim of a fountain in the town square. Laia watched the water spew from the central spout.

      “That must have been hard on you, though.”

      “It was and it wasn’t.” Laia looked up at Andy. Those hazel eyes, inquisitive under his sandy bangs, showed interest and sincerity. “It was hard changing schools every two or three years, but we pretty much lived the full American experience. I’ve lived in several cities, spent a year in a rural community, and then, ultimately, in the suburbs.” Where she had planned on living for the rest of
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