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      Welcome to Historic Mystic. Settled 1654. The round wooden sign with carved inscription on the outskirts of downtown Mystic held a promise of charm and community, but Riley felt little excitement. She was a city girl, and leaving her beloved New York behind was painful and didn’t feel right. The idea was to start over, with a new and slower pace of living that would benefit her health and keep her heart ticking steadily, but driving through the sleepy town, she couldn’t imagine building a life here.

      Only a handful of cars had passed her so far, and everything was closed. It was still early, she supposed, and this wasn’t the big city where some shops were open around the clock. Riley was an early riser, and she’d insisted on picking up the keys to her new home first thing Saturday morning, but the drive from Manhattan had only taken her two hours and now she’d have to wait around for the realtor to open. Slow down. Her doctor’s words echoed in the back of her mind. Take a step back and slow down.

      Why had she wanted to be here so early? To check if her things had arrived in the house that she’d purchased last week? To unpack and clean the place? Her assistant had most likely already done that. And then what? That was a scary thought because Riley had no idea what to do with her life if she wasn’t working twenty-four seven.

      Her satnav indicated she was close to the realtor’s office, but instead of parking in front, she continued to drive through the town to kill time. She passed pretty New England coastal-style houses with big porches and generous yards, small independent restaurants and coffee shops, and a gas station where villagers were congregated outside drinking coffee. There were a couple of churches and a sweet little harbor with a long, wooden pier lined with fishing boats. A drawbridge over Mystic River divided the village in two, and as she crossed it, she saw vessels approaching from either side. The river reflected the sweet houses along the waterfront, most of them painted red or white, with private docks and colorful boats. Sure, it was a cute village, some would even call it picturesque, but Mystic was a getaway, somewhere to spend a weekend or perhaps have a second home.

      Riley didn’t know which side of the river her new house was on. She could go through her documents on the passenger’s seat and find out, but the truth was, she didn’t care all that much; it could wait until she got her keys. She hadn’t even chosen Mystic herself; her assistant had recommended it to her, as it was pretty, quiet, and rural but not too far from New York and close to a good hospital. After that, Riley had scrolled the local realtor’s website and picked a house. With only three properties on the market close to the center—if you could call it that—there wasn’t much choice, so she’d gone for the biggest one and settled on a great price as it had been on the market for a while.

      To others, it may have seemed a ridiculous way to start over, but after she’d nearly worked herself to death and then sold her company, she couldn’t care less where she was. She just needed a place to rest and come up with a plan on how to move forward, and Mystic was as good a place as any to do that. At least the name had a nice ring to it; it sounded kind of spiritual.

      The town was quieter on the other side of the river, and after driving past an art museum and a small library, there wasn’t much to see. More pretty houses, two farms, and a park entrance lined the road, which was broken up with occasional roundabouts that served as focal point for statues of what she assumed to be high-standing historical town figures. Before she knew it, she’d driven out of the village and was nearing Groton, the neighboring town.

      “This is ridiculous,” she murmured, turning the car on a church driveway. What was she going to do here all day, every day? She was highly intelligent, intensely driven, and anything she touched practically turned into gold, yet now she’d have to take it easy for the rest of her life, and she was only forty. Used to working between fourteen and sixteen hours a day, Riley wondered what people with too much time on their hands did with their lives because she couldn’t think of a single thing that she enjoyed more than being successful. Without her PR business to focus on, who was she?

      Noting the realtor would be open now, she drove back toward the drawbridge, then cursed as the lights turned red. Her first reaction was to slam her hand on the horn, but she doubted anyone would hold the bridge down just because she needed to be somewhere. Take it easy, she told herself once again. Deep breaths. She called the realtor; a woman’s voice sounded over the speakers.

      “Mystic Estates, Lindsey speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Hi, it’s Riley Moore. I was meant to meet you at nine-thirty to pick up the keys to the Aster House, but the drawbridge is up, and it’s taking forever, so I just wanted to let you know I’ll be late.”

      “No problem, that happens regularly,” the woman said in a cheerful tone. “And I have the keys here. Your assistant dropped them off last night. Are you in a hurry?”

      Riley hesitated for a moment, then sighed. “No, there’s no rush,” she said, wondering if she’d ever uttered those words before.

      “Great. Stay where you are, and I’ll come your way as soon as the bridge is down. Aster House is on the Groton side. You’re not far, but it’s a little hard to find, so I was planning on taking you there anyway.”

      “Thank you, that’s very kind of you. I’ll see you soon.”

      Riley turned off her engine, pushed her seat back, and took a couple of deep breaths. It was only just starting to sink in. She’d arrived, and this was it; her new life, void of direction or any form of excitement. Even worse, she’d be living on the quiet side of the river. Not that the other side had much going for it, but at least there were shops there. And now she’d have to wait every time the bridge was up.
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      Quinn got out of her pickup and headed for the ice cream parlor at the base of the drawbridge. Grabbing a coffee while the bridge was drawn was a welcome break to her morning, as she’d been up for a while doing renovation work in one of the houses along the harbor. She preferred to keep her weekends free, but with the looming deadline, she’d decided to wake up early and get ahead of schedule for next week. Passing the queue of cars in front of the bridge, she spotted her friend Lindsey and tapped the roof of her car, giving her a wave.

      Lindsey smiled and rolled down her window. “Hey there! Good morning. Are you getting coffee?”

      “Yeah, they just opened. Want one?”

      “Please.” Lindsey handed her a note. “Skinny latte, no sugar. Thank you so much.”

      “No problem.” Quinn ordered a skinny latte for Lindsey, a black coffee for herself, and a slice of carrot cake for them to share. She didn’t mind waiting for the bridge and neither did anyone else in Mystic. Most locals knew each other, and it was a great excuse to catch up.

      Lindsey shielded her eyes from the sun as she took her coffee. “Where are you heading?”

      “Wholesalers in Groton,” Quinn said. “I need some more wood to finish up the staircase for the Dalton house.”

      “Ah. Nearly finished?” Lindsey asked. “I heard it’s looking spectacular already and they’re giving me the listing. I can’t wait to see it.”

      “Yup. Nearly done.” Quinn smiled. “And good for you about the listing.”

      “Thanks. Things are finally starting to look up after winter.” Lindsey sipped her coffee with one arm out of the window, holding on to the roof. “I sold Aster House. Did you hear about that?”

      Quinn’s stomach dropped, and she steadied herself against Lindsey’s car. “What?” she stared at her. “I thought you said it was overpriced and wouldn’t sell in a million years.”

      “Yeah, but the owners were desperate, so they dropped the price. And then this woman from New York showed interest, and she bought it without a single viewing. Just like that. Two point nine million, as if it was nothing.”

      “So it’s gone…”

      “Yes.” Lindsey shot her a sweet smile. “Hey, that’s life. I know you love that house, but let’s be realistic. It would take you at least another five to ten years to get the down payment for that mortgage together.” She shrugged. “Anyway, she may not stick around, so who knows? Maybe it’ll come up for sale again in a few years’ time and by then, you might have won the lottery.”

      Quinn nodded and managed a chuckle. Lindsey was right; it was unrealistic of her to think that house would be hers anytime soon, but it still stung because it felt like hers. “She’s from New York, you said?”

      “Uh-huh. New York City. Her name is Riley Moore, and that’s all I know about her. She wasn’t exactly the chatty type on the phone. I’m meeting her on the other side.” Lindsey started her car when the bridge lowered and winked at Quinn. “I’ll let you know if she’s hot. If she’s from the city, there might be a tiny chance she plays for your team.”

      “Shut up.” Quinn rolled her eyes and laughed, threw the paper bag with carrot cake through the window, and tapped the roof of Lindsey’s car again before she walked back to her pickup truck.

      “Hey! Is this for me? We always share,” Lindsey called after her.

      “Have it,” she yelled back with another wave. Aster House had once again slipped through her fingers, and she wasn’t hungry anymore. Even though she couldn’t afford the house right now—and maybe she never would—she’d liked that it had stood empty since the previous owners put it up for sale and moved away two years ago. As strange as it sounded, it felt like the house had been waiting for her to come back. It looked so sad that it made her stop each time she passed, its big shutters closed like eyelids and the huge front door like a gaping mouth, calling to her. Come back. She wanted to open those shutters, wake the house from hibernation, and restore it to its old glory, and wander through the rooms where beautiful childhood memories lay. She’d shower the neglected yard with love, so asters could bloom again, and fill the lawn with laughter. If it was hers, everyone would be welcome and the door would always be wide open. Would the new owner appreciate the house for what it was? Probably not. There had been several owners over the past thirty years, and none of them had stayed long enough to fall in love with it. They’d all said they felt lost there, that it was too big to live in, and some even claimed it was haunted.

      Quinn didn’t believe in ghosts. She believed in history, and with history came a certain palpable energy, but it was good energy. She could feel it, even from outside the gates. Aster House breathed; long, slow breaths. A sleeping beauty.

      Engines roared and someone beeped a horn behind her, startling Quinn out of her thoughts. There was little point feeling loss over something that was never hers in the first place, but she’d have her chance again. Maybe in five years, maybe in ten. No one ever stayed in Aster House.
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      “Here we are. Welcome to Aster House.” Lindsey pushed open the heavy gates so Riley could drive through. It was much more overgrown than in the pictures, but she supposed the previous owners had stopped taking care of the yard the moment they moved out. Following the long driveway up to the big, white manor house, she was shocked by how grand everything was. The trees were old and huge, the yard stretched far and wide with several old fountains dotted around, and the house itself was at least ten times the size of her New York penthouse. What on earth had made her think it was a good idea to buy a house like this? She didn’t need the space; it felt intimidating at first sight.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Lindsey said as they got out of their cars. “It needs a little TLC, but that’s the fun of it, right? Making it your own?”

      Riley swallowed hard as she looked up at her new home. She wasn’t superstitious, but something told her she’d have trouble sleeping tonight. The sweeping pillared porch expanded the full length of the house, and stone steps led up to an enormous front door. Two floors and a converted attic; six bedrooms, six bathrooms, an office, a kitchen, a living and dining room, a laundry room, and more space than she could fill with her things.

      “Yes, it’s nice,” she said, already anxious at the thought of going in.

      “These are yours. I’ll leave you to it.” Lindsey handed her the keys and shook Riley’s hand. “I’m sure you’ll be very, very happy here.”

      “Thank you.” Riley managed a smile and waited until Lindsey was gone before she walked up the steps. She rummaged through the keys until she found one labeled “front door.”

      The hallway was grand, with a wide, wooden staircase that led up to the second floor. She tried the light switch and was relieved when the chandelier sprang on. Her assistant Wendy had arranged the move, and although she would never let her move in without electricity or Wi-Fi, she was all on her own now and she’d have to figure things out for herself.

      With double doors both to her right and to her left, Riley tried the right doors first, and they led into the kitchen. She opened them up entirely and secured them, then glanced around the old country-style kitchen that, as expected, needed some work. It had a certain charm to it, though, with a marble worktop and a big, ceramic sink under the middle of the three windows, plenty more workspace, two ovens, a double stove, built-in fridges, and storage against the opposite wall. The peach color of the cabinets was dated, but she could tell it had once been loved. On the kitchen island stood a vase with a big bouquet of colorful flowers, and she smiled sadly as she opened the envelope that was leaning against it.

      Dear Riley,

      Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I’ve really enjoyed working for you, but I won’t deny that I’m looking forward to a long vacation.  I hope you’ll be very happy in your new home (it’s gorgeous!), and that you’ll take it easy like you’re supposed to. There’s a file on the living room table with all the info you’ll need, and I added some local takeout leaflets in the back, along with numbers of local tradesmen, as I’m sure you’ll want to update the décor. The movers only filled two bedrooms as there wasn’t enough furniture for the rest, but both beds are made, so take your pick. Take care of yourself and I’d love to know how you’re settling into Mystic.

      Big hug, Wendy.

      Riley felt emotional as she read it twice. She’d been close to Wendy, much closer than she liked to admit. Never one to make time for close friendships, Wendy and her team in New York had been her family, and standing in a strange kitchen that didn’t feel like her own, in a town she’d never visited before, she suddenly felt very, very alone.

      She went back into the hallway and through the left doors, where the living room was situated. She’d seen it all in pictures, of course, but the sheer grandness of it still took her aback. Her own, modern furniture looked misplaced around the old fireplace, like it had been thrown back in time and didn’t know how to adjust. She didn’t have many accessories; her old apartment was slick, minimalist, and free of clutter, but she could do with some clutter now. The carpet was worn, and the walls had to be stripped and painted. She’d need bookcases to fill the alcoves, even though she had no books to put in there. What have I done? Riley felt regret of the deepest kind. Why hadn’t she just bought a beachside villa in Hawaii or a swanky condo in Florida? She could have gone anywhere, but she’d insisted on being close to New York. That was pointless; she saw that now. What did she have left there, apart from her old teammates, who were now working their asses off for someone else?

      Day by day. She’d have to take it day by day. At least decorating would give her something to do and there was no rush, as she doubted she’d get many visitors. Her father? Her sister and her niece maybe? It had been years since she’d seen Jane at their mother’s funeral, and they’d barely spoken after. It only hit her then that she’d neglected everyone she’d ever been close to. Wendy was registered as Riley’s next of kin, and she’d been the one to get the call both times she’d been admitted to the hospital.

      The shutters facing the backyard were open and she had to admit the view over Mystic River was spectacular. She could see the town and the harbor on the other side, and she imagined the evening light would be beautiful in summer. Still, she’d be here all alone. A small, anonymous speck on a huge plot of land along the riverbank.

      Riley ran her hand over the thick, maroon-striped wallpaper and wedged a nail under a peeling seam. It came off easily as she pulled at it, and she groaned when she spotted another floral pattern underneath. This was going to take a while, but she had time. So much time.
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      No one made risotto like her sister-in-law, and Quinn helped herself to more of the delicious, gooey rice dish generously filled with prawns and mussels. It was always fun to come here on the weekend, when the kids were home from school and the kitchen was noisy and chaotic.

      “This is so good, Mary. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. At least someone’s grateful,” Mary said, shooting her kids a warning look.

      Quinn’s six-year-old niece, Lila, and seven-year-old nephew, Tommy, were less enthusiastic about the food and were complaining they’d been promised pizza.

      “I never promised you pizza,” Mary said. “At no point have I said we were having pizza tonight. You’re making it up.”

      Lila jutted out her bottom lip. “But we always have pizza on Saturday. It’s a tradition.”

      Quinn, Mary, and Quinn’s brother, Rob, couldn’t help but laugh.

      “A tradition, huh?” Quinn arched a brow at her niece. “Do you even know what that means?”

      “It’s when you have to eat pizza on the weekend,” Lila said in all seriousness. She picked a mussel from her risotto and hid it in her napkin.

      Quinn laughed. “How about I take you guys out for pizza tomorrow? We’ll go to the harbor, just the three of us, and you can have any pizza you want.” She looked up at Mary and Rob, whose eyes widened with excitement as they nodded.

      “Yes!” Tommy was grinning from ear to ear. “Can we go see the boats first?”

      “We certainly can.”

      “And can we go to the toy store?” Lila asked.

      “Hey, don’t push it now.” Quinn ruffled a hand through her niece’s hair. “Besides, it’s Sunday tomorrow. The toy store will be closed.” That was a little white lie, but it was the only excuse Lila would accept. “Now finish your food, otherwise we won’t go for pizza. You have two minutes. Go.”

      That was enough for Lila and Tommy to start scooping big spoonfuls of risotto into their mouths, with Lila wincing after she swallowed a mussel by accident.

      “Can you come for dinner more often?” Rob joked. “You really have a way with them.”

      “It’s called bribery.” Quinn winked. “It works every time.”

      “Bribery,” Lila repeated.

      “There you go. Another fancy word.” Mary smiled when they showed off their empty bowls. “Well done. You can go and play now.”

      Quinn watched them in amusement as they sprinted out of the kitchen, racing each other for the TV remote, then turned back to her food. “You really need to teach me how to make this,” she said, pointing to her bowl. “Or is it a secret Italian family recipe?”

      “No secrets here. Come a bit earlier next time and we’ll make it together.” Mary poured them more wine and sat back, twirling the Malbec in her glass. “How was your day?”

      “I worked this morning,” Quinn said. “And I saw Lindsey by the drawbridge. She said she’s sold Aster House.”

      “Oh? That’s been on sale for a while, right?”

      “Yeah. I was hoping it would stay like that.” Quinn shrugged. “But it is what it is.”

      Rob stared at her. “Will you stop obsessing over that house? It’s not in our family anymore and you haven’t lived there for twenty-eight years. Most importantly, you’ll never be able to buy it, so don’t act like you have claim over it.”

      “You don’t understand. You were too young to remember.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s in the past. Leave it be.” Rob let out a sigh of frustration. “You need to move out of that tiny narrowboat and find yourself a decent place to live. There’s no point waiting around until you’ll finally be able to buy Aster House. You’re thirty-eight. Don’t you want a place of your own? You can’t possibly bring women back where you’re living now.”

      “Sure I can.” Quinn smiled mischievously. “And I do. In fact, women find it charming.”

      “I can see that.” Mary got up, took their bowls, and put them into the dishwasher. “I think there’s something very cool about living on a boat. It’s bohemian.”

      “There. See?” Quinn gestured to Mary as she turned to her brother. “Nothing wrong with my boat.”

      “But don’t you want to settle down?” Rob asked. “Meet a nice woman and maybe even have kids?”

      “I have yours to hang out with, don’t I? All the fun and zero responsibility. And when it comes to women, it’s not like there’s much choice around here.” Quinn cleared the placemats and the cutlery. “I’m not in a rush, and I’m certainly not lonely.”

      “Another good point,” Mary agreed, slamming the dishwasher door shut. “Now, how about I open another bottle of wine? Do you guys want to play a game? Go a little wild on Saturday night?” she joked. “No more talk about Aster House and Quinn’s love life. I don’t want the two of you to fall out again. It’s boring.”

      Quinn laughed. “How about Jenga?” She loved Mary; she always took Quinn’s side. They’d been close in high school, and even after Mary started dating Quinn’s younger brother, they’d remained great friends. And now Mary was part of her family and she truly felt like a sister.

      “Jenga it is.” Mary stuck her head around the living room door and yelled, “Lila, Tommy! We’re playing Jenga!”
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      Hungry but feeling out of sorts and not in the mood to cook in her new kitchen, Riley drove into town, hoping to find a decent restaurant. The chances of finding a good sushi bar—or any sushi bar for that matter—in Mystic were zero, so she’d lowered her standards and settled for anything but fried food. She’d waited in front of the drawbridge for ten minutes while reminding herself that time did not equal money anymore. Time had taken on a different concept altogether. Instead of being valuable, it was her worst enemy, and she fought hard to keep her anxiety at bay. Too much time had given her more opportunity to think than she wished for, and already on her second day in Mystic, she felt gloomy at the conclusions she’d drawn. She’d been selfish. She’d been too caught up in work to think of anything but her company. She’d neglected her family and her old friends, and she had no other close connections. What she did have was a healthy bank account and a big fucking mansion that she hated, in a village where she felt completely out of touch with herself.

      Riley hadn’t slept much last night. Worrying about how the new owners of her company would ruin everything she’d worked so hard for, she’d been tossing and turning for hours. Her thoughts made no sense; she’d received a generous payout and it wasn’t her problem anymore, but it was hard to accept that she had nothing left to focus on. Her fragile mental state aside, the house was scary at night, and she’d gotten up five times to check if the front and back doors were locked as she kept hearing suspicious noises.

      New York had felt like a safe haven compared to Aster House, even with police sirens raging on the streets below her penthouse. Her new home was quiet and noisy at the same time. The eerie silence outside freaked her out after living in a big city for so long, and the house creaked and whistled at night.

      Looking at the restaurants along the harbor, Riley slowed down and parked her Mercedes. She didn’t care if the food was mediocre; at least it was busy, and that was exactly what she needed right now. A crowd.

      It was only five p.m., but the sun hung low over Mystic River as she challenged the wooden pier in her high heels, cursing herself for her choice of footwear. She kept getting stuck between the planks, so she headed into the first restaurant to save herself from an accident.

      “Hello there. Welcome to Mystic Pizza,” a friendly hostess said. “Do you have a reservation?”

      “No. I was just walking past.” Riley smiled at her. “Do you have a table for one?”

      The hostess smiled back, but she was clearly confused. In New York, there was nothing strange about eating alone—Riley had eaten alone most nights, either in fancy restaurants or in smaller local places near her apartment—but perhaps they didn’t get many lone diners here. Mystic was definitely a place where people came together. There were big groups, families, and couples, but she didn’t spot a single solo diner.

      “You’re on your own?” The hostess glanced over the tables. “We’re fully booked tonight, but I’m sure we can squeeze you in somewhere if you don’t mind a small table.”

      “Thank you, that would be great.” Riley couldn’t remember the last time she’d had pizza, but it smelled amazing, and her stomach was rumbling. She waited while the hostess instructed one of the waiters to clear a table by a pillar that held menus and napkins. Within no time, they’d laid it out with a checked cloth, a placemat, cutlery, a candle, and a random fake succulent in a terracotta pot that had no place in an Italian restaurant.

      “What can I get you to drink?” a waitress asked her once she was seated and offered her the menu, but Riley waved a hand.

      “A red wine, please, and a bottle of sparkling water. And a pizza Margherita with chili oil on the side if you have that, a small green salad, and a portion of olives.” She was used to ordering fast, eating fast, doing everything as efficiently as possible to save time, and she kept forgetting there was no point in doing that anymore. “I’m sorry,” she added. “I’m not in a rush. I’m just hungry and I know what I want.”

      “No. That’s totally fine.” The waitress stared at her for a moment before she continued. “Any preference for red wine?”

      Riley leaned back and tried her best to look relaxed. “The best you’ve got.”

      “Very well. Give me a minute and I’ll be back with an excellent wine and your water.” She rushed off nervously, and Riley wondered if she was giving off a bad vibe. She definitely didn’t fit in here. Everyone was dressed casually, and she was still in her pantsuit and heels as if she’d come straight from the office. Her wardrobe was the first thing she’d have to change because she didn’t own much other than formal attire, and she doubted there was a drycleaner in Mystic. What made her stand out most, though, was the fact that she was alone, and she felt slightly self-conscious as she glanced around the restaurant.

      Riley had never been one to care what others thought of her, but now it seemed like all eyes were on her, curiously wondering what she was doing here. A woman with two young kids at a neighboring table kept looking at her; Riley was sure of it but pretended she hadn’t noticed. Scruffy, shortish brown hair fell around the woman’s face, framing sharp eyebrows and big, hazel eyes. Curious villagers. She’d expected Mystic to be an open-minded community since it was so close to New York and popular with tourists, but perhaps it was just like so many other American small towns; suspicious of strangers and protective of their space. The woman glanced at her phone and chuckled, then turned her attention back to her kids, who screeched in excitement when their enormous pizza arrived.

      “Here you go.” The waitress put down a glass of wine and her water.

      “Thank you.” Riley inhaled above her glass that was way too full and took a sip. “What is it?” She was used to tasting her wine before she accepted it, but that was clearly not a thing here.

      “I think it’s a pinot noir but I’m not sure. I have to check with the bar,” the waitress said nervously.

      Riley shook her head and forced another smile. “No need, it’s fine.” She had a feeling this was not the place to make a fuss.
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      “So, what have you guys been up to today?” Quinn tapped the table and looked from Lila to Tommy and back, then laughed when they fired off at the same time.

      “I went to Christina’s house,” Lila said. “And we dressed up and went into town in our fairy costumes. Christina’s mom said we could keep them on while we got ice cream.” She grinned widely, exposing her two missing front teeth.

      “I went to baseball practice,” Tommy shouted, making sure his voice was louder than his sister’s. “And we lost, but our coach said it was okay and that we should focus on tomorrow.”

      Quinn laughed. “That’s right. Keep practicing and focus on tomorrow.” She turned to Lila. “And good for you, honey. Getting ice cream in a fairy costume sounds like great fun.” A waiter brought over two big Cokes for the kids and a beer for Quinn, and as she thanked him, she spotted a woman being seated at the small table by the pillar. She was on her own and looked out of place with her black suit and dark, blow-dried hair that was styled to perfection as she ordered faster than the speed of light, confusing the waitress. She was attractive, for sure, but Riley already had an idea of who she might be and had no intention of going over there and welcoming her to Mystic. How childish. Yes, she was being childish, but this flashy New Yorker had just bought Aster House and Quinn was pretty sure she’d rip out all its beautiful imperfections until there was nothing left but a white, characterless carcass.

      “Can we have ice cream?” Lila asked.

      “I thought you already had ice cream today.”

      “I didn’t,” Tommy chipped in. “So, I’ll have two and Lila can have one, and then we’re even.”

      “No! That’s not fair.” Lila stuck her tongue out and was about to head into a tantrum, but Quinn intercepted.

      “If you can manage to finish that big-ass pizza I just ordered, you can both have as much ice cream as you like, okay?” Quinn wasn’t even making false promises; neither of the kids would be able to finish the biggest pizza on the menu and they’d soon be sleepy and ready to drive back home to bed. Her brother and Mary were on a date tonight, and she’d promised to put the kids to bed and stay there until they came home.

      The woman looked up at her, and their eyes met for a moment. The woman’s gaze was mildly accusing, as if Quinn were invading on her privacy, and she wondered what she was thinking. Even though she was pretty sure this was Riley Moore, there was no way Riley Moore knew who she was.

      A message came in on her phone, and she picked it up to check it.

      “Is that Mom?” Lila asked.

      “No, honey, it’s not.” Riley chuckled when she read the message from Lindsey.

      Sorry! I’ve been so busy that I completely forgot to fill you in on the details!! Yes, she’s seriously hot (Miss Aster House), even by my straight standards. Very corporate though. Probably not your type and anyway, I doubt she swings that way.

      The message was followed by a wink emoji and lots of hearts, and Riley turned her phone away from Lila, who was curiously glancing at her screen.

      “Who’s that?”

      “It’s Lindsey from the realtor’s office. Remember my friend Lindsey? You met her a few times on my boat. We made cakes together.”

      Lila nodded and grinned again. “I like Lindsey. Daddy says you like her too.”

      “Oh, does he now?” Quinn arched a brow at her niece. “Of course I like Lindsey. She’s a good friend. You like your friends, don’t you?” Quinn couldn’t help but wonder what kind of conversations took place in her brother’s household. Just because she happened to have a close friend who was a woman didn’t mean there was any romance between them, but Rob couldn’t help himself.

      Hot: agree. She’s sitting right here, if she is who I think she is (at Mystic Pizza with the kids). And yes, not that I’m interested, but I doubt she swings my way. Drinks tomorrow?

      Again, the woman looked at her, but then their larger-than-life pizza arrived, and the kids shrieked in excitement, distracting Quinn from the beautiful, unwelcome stranger.

      “It’s bigger than the moon!” Tommy said, attacking his side.

      “It’s bigger than Daddy!” Lila burst out in giggles and reached for the ketchup bottle on their table.

      “Bigger than Daddy? Are you sure about that?” Quinn helped her with the ketchup, then handed the bottle to Tommy, who insisted on doing everything himself.

      “Yeah.” Lila stuffed a huge chunk of pizza into her mouth and chewed while she stared at the lone stranger. “Aunt Quinn,” she said through a mouthful. “That woman is alone. Can I ask if she wants to sit with us?”

      “Shh… It’s okay, Lila. Some people like to eat alone.” Quinn kept her voice down, but the woman had heard them, so Quinn had no choice but to smile at her. “Sorry,” she said. “Kids…”

      “It’s fine, don’t worry.” The woman turned to Lila. “I’m not lonely, sweetie. I’m just hungry, so I came in for a pizza.” She laughed at Lila’s full cheeks and ketchup-covered chin. “You certainly look hungry too.”

      “We’re going to eat this whole pizza and then I’m having ice cream,” Lila mumbled. “Do you want some pizza?” Quinn tapped Lila’s thigh under the table, but Lila didn’t get the hint. “You can sit with us.”

      Sweet, sweet Lila. Always looking out for other people. Quinn loved her heart of gold, but tonight, she wished her niece would concentrate on her food rather than on the woman she was trying to avoid.

      “That’s very sweet of you, but my food is coming.” The woman sipped her red wine and turned to Quinn. “I’m Riley. I’m new to Mystic. I just moved here.”

      Quinn forced a smile. There was no reason to be rude after all. “Quinn. It’s nice to meet you. And these little troublemakers are Lila and Tommy.”

      “You have wonderful kids.”

      “Oh, they’re not mine. I’m their aunt. I’m just looking after them while their parents are having a date night.” Quinn put an arm around them both. “But we like hanging out together, don’t we, guys?” Lila and Tommy mumbled their agreement through mouths full of pizza. The woman was still looking at them and Quinn felt like she had to keep the conversation going, so she asked, “How are you liking Mystic?”

      “It’s very nice,” Riley said, but Quinn was sure she detected a subtle flinch in her features. “Beautiful.”

      “Yes, it’s a great place to live, and the community is very friendly.” Riley’s pizza arrived and Quinn welcomed the opportunity to end their conversation. “Well, enjoy your pizza. I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”
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      Riley ripped off another strip of wallpaper before she stopped for a coffee break. One of the living room walls looked like it had been attacked by a tiger and she hadn’t gotten very far since she’d started early this morning. In some places, the wallpaper came off easily, in others, it was stuck like there was superglue underneath. She needed some aggressive wallpaper remover and putty knives, which she should have gotten first thing anyway, she supposed, and she could do with a ladder too. She’d been nothing but efficient as a PR consultant, but home improvement was new to her, and she had no idea where to start. She could hire someone to renovate for her, of course, but then what would she do? Stand there and watch them work all day?

      Staring at the scruffy wall, Riley hated the house even more now. It refused to let go of its layers, desperately clinging to the past. At night, it kept her up because it scared her, and in the day, it overwhelmed her so much she had trouble thinking straight. There was nothing in between.

      In need of some fresh air, Riley went outside and sat on her front steps while she searched for a hardware store nearby. She found one located in a retail park, a few miles from Mystic. She’d never been to a retail park before, but there were going to be many firsts if she’d be here for the foreseeable future, and besides, it would be nice to be among people as it was so quiet in the house. She thought of Quinn, the friendly woman she’d met in the restaurant last night, and regretted not extending their conversation. Making friends was an alien concept to her; she hadn’t done that since college, but if she was starting over, it was time that she put herself out there and made some real connections. If she didn’t, she might wilt away here and no one would notice.

      The yard was begging for attention, and sitting there, looking out over the huge, overgrown lawn was intimidating. That was definitely a job for a professional; there was no way she could do that by herself. From the faint patterns in the tall grass, she could see there was a network of paths between the currently non-active fountains somewhere underneath, but it would be a huge job to groom it back to its original state. The surrounding hedges were getting too high, blocking out the sunlight in places. A piece of rope was hanging off a tree branch, a sad reminder of a swing that had once been there. It was all a bit sad, really, both inside and outside, and Aster House would never make her happy or even remotely relaxed unless it looked like a lived-in home. The backyard was even worse, but she imagined it would be beautiful when the trees and hedges were trimmed back, giving her an unobstructed view over the river.

      After twenty minutes of contemplating what she needed for the living room, the shopping list she’d created on her phone was long and included stripper, paints, brushes, rollers, tools, buckets, steps, a ladder, trash bags, and other things such as cheap clothes she didn’t mind getting paint on, sneakers, jeans, and some warm sweaters. Although the sun was warm in March, the evenings were still cold, and her designer trench coat and suits made her stand out too much when she went into town. She’d noticed the looks last night; the staff at the restaurant seemed intimidated by her, and she didn’t want to feel out of place.

      Again, her mind went back to Quinn. She hadn’t asked nosey questions, something Riley had expected from townspeople. Weren’t they all curious, eager to pass on information so they had something to talk about in a place where nothing ever happened?

      Riley’s thoughts were interrupted by her phone ringing, which had been a rare occurrence in the past days. Up until the last day of her handover, it had been ringing nonstop, and although it often annoyed her, she’d missed the sound of contact.

      “Riley Moore speaking.”

      “Hi, Riley. It’s Lindsey from Mystic Realtors.”

      “Oh, hi.” Riley paused, confused as to why a realtor would call her. They tended to stay clear of buyers after their purchase in case they had something to complain about. Then a sudden thought filled her with hope. Perhaps the previous owners had changed their minds and wanted to buy it back from her. Maybe they missed the house and were willing to pay what she had paid, or more. That would be a godsend. “What can I do for you?”

      “There’s a meeting tomorrow, in the town hall. The Parks and Recreations department is presenting their plans for the summer season. Everyone is welcome, and there will be a Q and A and input session after. The invites were sent before you moved into Aster House, and I figured, since I’m the only one who had your number, I’d give you a call to let you know.”

      “Thank you, that’s so kind of you,” Riley said, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice.

      “No problem. It might be a good opportunity for you to meet some people.” Lindsey hesitated. “How are you settling in?”

      There. She’d asked the question. Frankly, it was unheard of, and Riley could hardly believe what she was hearing. Why was she so nice to her? “It’s a big job,” she said with a chuckle. “But I’m off to the hardware store and ready to get hands-on.”

      “That’s the spirit. Well, good luck and I might see you tomorrow night.”

      “I’ll be there. Oh, by the way, do you happen to know any good yard workers?”

      “I’m not surprised you ask. I noticed it was quite overgrown.” Lindsey laughed. “I do, actually. My nephew Gareth does yards. He’s very young, and he only just started out, but he’s got a few clients already and they seem happy with him. I’ll send you his number, but if you’d prefer a professional company, I can recommend you some of those too.”

      “Gareth sounds great. I’ll give him a call today.” Riley smiled. “Thank you, Lindsey. You’ve been so sweet.”

      “Don’t mention it. It’s the way things work around here.”
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      Driving out of Groton Retail Park with a truck full of slate, Quinn narrowed her eyes as she spotted a woman trying to fit a ladder into her Mercedes. It stuck out of the trunk way too far to be anywhere near safe while driving, even though she’d secured it with ratchet straps.

      She slowed down and planned on opening the window to warn the woman, then saw it was Riley, Aster House’s new owner. Fuck. She drove on, glancing at her through the rearview mirror. Riley walked around her car, seemingly assessing the situation, then tugged at the ladder. It didn’t look secure enough, and Quinn’s conscience told her to turn around and go back. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to Riley, and besides, there was no way she could avoid her in a small community like Mystic. That would make life terribly complicated. She parked her truck next to Riley’s car and got out.

      “Hey, there.” Riley gave her a wide smile. “Quinn, right?”

      “Yes. Nice to see you again.” Quinn returned her smile, then pointed to the ladder. “You can’t drive like that. It’s not safe.”

      “They couldn’t deliver this week, and I need a ladder or I’ll get nothing done. It’s only a short drive and I secured it, so it can’t slip out the back. I’ll be careful.”

      “But it could go through your windshield or worse—into your head if another car hits it from the side.”

      “Oh.” Riley sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.” She looked deflated as she stood there in a tight pencil skirt and white shirt, balancing on her ridiculously high heels.

      Quinn’s gaze lowered to her calves, and when she realized she was staring, she quickly looked up to meet Riley’s eyes. That didn’t help either; the woman was simply gorgeous. Her brown eyes had an intensity to them Quinn had rarely seen. Or maybe she was really stressed; it was hard to tell. “I’ll take it back in my truck. I’m headed that way anyway.”

      “Really?” Riley let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.” She held her gaze and regarded Quinn. “Is everyone so nice in Mystic?”

      “Not everyone.” Quinn grinned. “But generally speaking, yes. It’s a hell of a lot friendlier than New York.”

      “How do you know I’m from New York?”

      Oops. Quinn felt busted. “People are nice, but they also talk. I’m close friends with Lindsey, the realtor. She told me you’d bought Aster House,” she admitted as she unbuckled the ratchet straps and carefully pulled the ladder out of the car. “So I know where we’re going.”

      “Oh, okay…” Riley helped her lift the ladder into the back of her truck. “Lindsey seems lovely. She invited me to the town hall meeting tomorrow. That was so thoughtful of her.”

      “Yes, she’s a peach. Sorry about the gossip, though, but you might as well get used to it. It’s rarely malicious.”

      Riley shook her head as she brushed her hands off on her skirt. “I don’t mind. To be honest, I kind of expected it from a small town.” She gestured to the truck. “Do you need the straps?”

      “No, this will do.” Quinn winked at Riley and got into her pickup. “I’ll follow you so you can open the gates for me.” She was in two minds as she started the engine. She’d be inside those gates again, and that caused a stir of excitement, yet she knew it was just some morbid way of torturing herself, like getting a whiff of a delicious cake she wasn’t allowed to eat or crushing on a straight woman.

      The road was quiet, and the drive back didn’t allow much time to prepare herself for the nostalgia that hit her when she pulled into the driveway. The shutters of the living room windows were open, but the rest were still closed, and the paint on the front door was peeling, she saw, as she slammed the door of her pickup closed and looked up. The whole facade needed a new lick of paint and some TLC, but other than that it stood as sturdy and proud as ever.

      “It’s so big,” Riley said with a sigh as
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