
It Began with a Man in a Village

Diane M. Pratt

It Began with a Man in a Village

By Diane M. Pratt

Copyright © 2020 by Diane M. Pratt

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

dianempratt2017@gmail.com

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely incidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Sign up for Diane M. Pratt's Mailing List

Also By Diane M. Pratt

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1



[image: ]


Holly had seen blueprints of what was to become Grayson Village, her future neighborhood, which would sit on fifteen wooded acres in her home town of Grayson, but since blueprints were all well and good for people who could read them, to her they were just a bunch of lines and numbers and she knew she wouldn’t get a real feel for the village until at least the foundations for the condo duplexes were in the ground. Even then, it would still take some major imagination to picture the homes, and her home in particular, the first home she would ever buy. 

Her Uncle Gil was the property owner and contractor and she knew this would be his largest project to date. Since she planned to buy at least half a duplex, if not both sides, she was taking a serious interest in the process. What she’d seen so far wasn’t inspiring, just the land with a whole lot of beautiful oak and pine trees, but that had been a couple of weeks ago. Today she and Vienna, who was also interested in buying a condo, were meeting Gil at the site so they could see what progress had been made. And possibly meet the subcontractor Gil had hired, if he’d arrived in town. He was from New York, and it seemed to Holly traveling to the coast of Massachusetts for a job was a seriously long stretch, but maybe work was scarce in his area. In any case, he’d had one of the lowest bids and Gil had said he’d been impressed by him and his work experience when Gil had met him.

Holly pulled into Vienna’s apartment complex and looked up at her friend’s second floor window, seeing her wave. A few minutes later, Vienna pushed open the building’s glass front door and strolled to her car.

“Hi, there,” Holly said.

“Hi. So how much has been done?” Vienna buckled herself in as Holly eased the Honda out of the lot.

“The land is cleared. That’s all I know. I hope they left plenty of trees.”

“How much land comes with each house?”

“Well, none.”

“But didn’t you say there were fifteen acres?”

“Yes, but it’s really community property. The home owners’ association will charge us monthly dues to pay for the upkeep, like mowing and all that. Plowing snow in the winter. And painting, roof repairs, all that home disintegration stuff.”

“There’s no pool?”

“No.” When Vienna frowned, Holly said, “It keeps the HOA fees down. And we have a whole ocean and enough beaches in Grayson.”

“I guess. But wouldn’t it be nice to have a pool?”

“I don’t know. With possibly ten families sharing it?”

“You’re right. We’ll stick with the beach.”

“I can’t wait to watch the condos go up. I might stop by every day after work to see what’s been added.” 

After driving across town, Holly took a right turn off County Road and onto the unmarked dirt road, name still to be determined, and imagined what it would look like widened and paved, with an attractive Grayson Village sign. Maybe with some gorgeous landscaping and a stone wall. Maybe even a fountain, although it would probably freeze in the winter, so they should skip that. 

The thoughts of buying her own place after living in the one-bedroom apartment over Beautiful Brides, the shop her aunt Nance owned, were giving her butterflies of the very best kind. Of course, her commute down the stairs to work in the shop had been about ten seconds and would change to ten to fifteen minutes once she moved to the village, but so what? She’d be a homeowner. And it was about time, since she’d passed 32 and it was a toss-up whether 33 or her new home would arrive first.

She slowed the car over the rough road, eying the trees on both sides. “I hope they keep all these trees on the road in. Or maybe this is the driveway.”

“Did you see the plans?” Vienna gripped the door handle as the car rocked in a pothole.

“Oops. Sorry. Yes, but they may as well have been written in hieroglyphics.” Pointing ahead, she said, “Wow. That’s some sturdy gate. But I guess with all their wood and tools and things just hanging around, and it’s so isolated out here...”

“I like the idea of a gate. Maybe once it’s all finished there’ll still be a gate, only a pretty one. Maybe a guard, too.” 

Holly glanced at her. “You think it’s going to be a high crime area? There aren’t even ten thousand people in Grayson.”

“But it would make it feel so exclusive.”

“It would.” Reaching a clearing, she saw Gil’s white F150 pickup truck and a black F150 with New York plates parked next to it. “Drummond Development” in white letters emblazoned the passenger door, the only door she could see, and the tailgate. “That construction trailer is new.” She looked around for signs of life, but saw only dirt and a lot fewer trees than there had been before. “Someday we’ll pull in here and say ‘home, sweet home’.”

“It’s hard to believe that now.” Vienna frowned as she gazed around. “Where is everybody?”

“Let’s go find them.” Holly pushed open her door, glad she’d worn boots with her jeans. The day was cold, only in the fifties, but it was still early April and spring didn’t really start until May in Grayson. At least the last of the snow piles had finally melted a couple of weeks ago. She saw her uncle and two men come out of the trailer, Gil’s gray hair shining in the sun, before she focused on the tallest of the three, the dark-blond one. “They’re over by the trailer.”

“I see them. Every construction job needs a trailer.”

“And it means things are really happening. Let’s go see what we can see.”

“Here come Grayson Village’s first two buyers,” Gil Lovell said, tilting his head as he walked toward them.

Ryker turned and saw a brunette and a blonde heading their way, stepping carefully across the excavated land.

Allen spoke quietly to Ryker. “Maybe this place won’t be so lonely after all. For me, anyway.”

Ryker thought about Kellsie. Kellsie, who Allen hadn’t liked from the get go when he’d introduced them a couple months ago. Ryker had never been pursued by a woman and had found the experience provocative and her attention flattering. Once he realized why she was interested in him, he decided he didn’t care for being used, and when he’d made his feelings known, Kellsie hadn’t taken the news well. The project at Grayson Village couldn’t have come along at a better time and he’d packed his things and left Peterson, New York behind, at least for a while. By the time he returned home, Kellsie would have moved on several times over, he had no doubt. What he hadn’t done was share the break-up with Allen, not wanting to listen to the I-told-you-so refrains he knew would follow. 

“This is my niece, Holly,” Gil said, gesturing. “And her friend, Vienna.”

“Ryker Drummond.” He extended a hand first to Holly, a brunette even more striking up close and with a grip unusually firm for a woman, then shook Vienna’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Allen Cawley.” Allen shook their hands, smiling from one to the other. “Here to pick out your new place?”

“If you’ve got the paint swatches and flooring samples, I’m ready to get started.” Holly smiled.

“How do we know where the condos will be?” Vienna asked.

“The forms are coming this week and after the foundations are poured you’ll have a better idea,” Gil said. “But you can walk around, see if there’s an area you like.”

“Will the trees that are here be staying?” Holly asked.

Gil looked at Ryker, who nodded. “These will be staying.”

“Do you want to look around?” Holly asked Vienna.

“Yes.”

“I’ll go with you,” Allen said.

Ryker watched Allen leave with the girls and would have shaken his head but he didn’t want Gil to get the wrong idea. Even if it was the right idea. Allen had never been one to pass up a chance to talk to a pretty girl, and he had a tendency to favor blondes. 

“Let’s go over those plans again,” Gil said, and after one more glance at Allen and the girls, Ryker followed him into the trailer.
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HOLLY NOTED THE LOOK Vienna sent her as Allen got into step with them. Yes, the guys were hot. Yes, there were no rings on their left hands, third fingers. Yes, they would be around for months at least while the project was being completed, possibly making spring, summer, and fall even better. What she couldn’t tell was which guy Vienna had her eye on. Neither she nor Vienna was in a relationship and the addition of Ryker and Allen to the dating pool certainly made things more interesting. 

“You’re not from around here, are you, Allen?” she asked, hoping to fill in some of the blanks around Gil’s less than bountiful information.

“We’re from Peterson, New York. Small town out west, not far from the Pennsylvania line.”

“That makes for a long commute.” Holly smiled.

“That it does.”

“Where are you staying?” Vienna asked.

There was a good question. A hotel would be exorbitant for the length of time they would need, Holly knew.

“In a rental near the beach.”

“How long will you be here?” Vienna asked.

Allen shrugged. “As long as it takes.” He looked around. “Nice area here.”

“It is beautiful. Close enough to the water to smell the salt air when it’s foggy.” Holly knew there were fifteen acres, roughly, but had no concept of what that looked like. She tried to picture a street, or streets, maybe curving through the acres of lawns with the duplexes neatly arranged. She hoped there would be some variety, but even if they all looked the same, as condo developments usually did, she was still going to buy here. With her parents six hours away in Pennsylvania, she didn’t see them often, but she was close to Nance and Gil, thinking of them as her second parents, and wanted to stay in town to be near them and her job at the shop.

Allen nodded. “Caught the smell last night when we got in. I like it.”

“Good, because if you’re near the beach it’s all you’re going to smell.” Holly stopped walking, wishing there was more to see, and smell, than dirt. Dirt had a particularly unfriendly smell, and she didn’t want to think why that was. “I can’t wait to see this place grow.”

“So why did you decide to come all the way here to work?” Vienna asked, staring at Allen. “How far away is your town? Peterson?”

Allen grinned. “The boss told me where the job was, so here I am. It’s a big job, and we were happy to get it.” He looked around again. “Peterson’s about a seven-hour ride.” Looking at Vienna, he asked, “Where do you go for fun around here?”

“You mean night time fun?”

“Yeah. Days are going to be spent right here, since my boss doesn’t let up ‘til the sun sets.” He grinned at Ryker, who’d joined them, along with Gil.

Vienna looked at Holly. “Let me think. There’s the Tavern, and Bud’s, and the Shack, and the Clam Bar for seafood. And a lot of little places that seem to spring up in the summer.”

“Plenty to do,” Gil said. “And there’s the beach.” He looked at his watch. “And today’s Sunday, not a work day, so what are you all doing hanging around here? Tomorrow is soon enough to get started.” He reached into his pocket. “Here are keys to the gate and the trailer.”

“Thanks.” Ryker slipped them into his pocket.

“Why don’t you all get going and I’ll lock up,” Gil said.

“What time will the gate be locked during the week?” Holly asked. “In case I want to stop and see things after work. Every day.”

Gil laughed at the face she was making. “Maybe I should get you a key, too.”

“I don’t want special treatment. I could always just climb that snazzy gate out front.”

“In a dress and heels?” Vienna asked, laughing. “I’d like to see that.”

“You will. You’re going to be right beside me.”

“What time would you be getting here?” Ryker asked. Hanging around another hour or two wasn’t going to kill him. 

“Probably quarter past five?”

“We’ll be here.” He felt Allen’s glance and waited for a comment, and when none came he turned to him. “Ready to go?”

“Sure thing, boss. Nice to meet you, ladies.”

“Nice to meet you as well,” Vienna said.

“Go,” Gil said, shooing them with his hands, then returning to the trailer.

Holly took out her keys and headed back toward the parking area.

“Anybody up for dinner tonight?” Allen asked.

Ryker glanced at him as they walked to the truck, wondering if there’d be any takers.

“Sure, we can do that. Right, Holly?”

Why not? It would only be right to show the newcomers some of the local flavor. “Sure. Where would you like to go?”

“You choose,” Allen said.

“Let’s do the Tavern,” Vienna said.

“It’s on Plain Street and looks like a big red house. We’ll meet you there?” Holly said. 

Ryker wondered if Allen would go for that, or if he’d suggest picking up the girls. 

“Sure. We can meet you there. How’s six?”

“Six works.” 

“So what do you think?” Vienna asked once they were back on the street.

Holly looked in the rear-view mirror and saw the black truck following them out. “I do want a key to that gate. I got the feeling they’ll be done for the day before I can get there. And I’d rather go home and change first.”

“I don’t mean about the development. I mean about the guys.” 

“You know they’re only here temporarily.”

“I don’t see how they’re going to finish ten homes in six or nine months or whatever, but that’s just me, and anyway, I’m not talking commitment here, I’m thinking having some fun with some different guys. We deserve some fun, don’t we?”

“Absolutely. We can have some fun. If they want someone to have dinner with once in a while, we can certainly do that.”

“Okay. You can have the quiet one, and I’ll take Allen.”

Holly grinned. “The quiet one?” Just because she’d thought the same thing about Ryker didn’t mean it didn’t sound funny to hear Vienna say it. “Have anyone you want. We’re just meeting them for dinner, Vienna. Don’t get carried away.”

“I’d like to be carried away by Allen. Did you see those biceps? Even through his flannel shirt I could see them.”

“You and your biceps.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t like them, too.”

“I’m not pretending anything. I noticed Ryker is handsome, tall, and muscled where he needs to be.”

“Where he needs to be?” Vienna laughed. “I’d say they both are. Swinging a hammer clearly makes all the difference. I wish we could watch them working...”

There was a thought that went too far too fast, and if she faced Ryker across the table tonight, she knew she’d be picturing him working shirtless.
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RYKER HAD DRIVEN BY the Tavern after they left the site and had been harassed, as usual, by Allen for doing another “recon mission”. There hadn’t been any cars in the lot, but then it wasn’t even lunch time. Dinner turned out to be a whole different game and the parking lot was almost filled.

“Looks like it’s rocking and rolling,” Allen said, eying the restaurant. “Too bad you’re all wifed-up with Kellsie. Means you’re going to miss out on Holly. Although maybe one boss’ daughter is enough.”

“Holly is Gil’s niece.” He wasn’t going to address the rest of Allen’s comments, even though this would be the right time to tell him it was over with Kellsie. The job they’d done for her father was finished and so was he.

“Same difference.”

As far as he could tell, which wasn’t very far, Holly seemed nothing like Kellsie. Not that it mattered. He was in Grayson to do a job and grow his business. “There’s Holly’s car.” He opened the door and climbed out, heading for the red Accord.

“They changed their clothes,” Vienna said. 

Holly had noticed. “So did we.” 

“Yes, but we’re girls, and we’re supposed to.”

“So what are you implying?”

“They want to impress us.”

Holly shook her head. “They’re coming over here, so let’s just get out of the car and do this.”

“You are such a romantic.”

Ryker’s gaze took in the room as they followed the hostess to their table. The exterior made it clear this had once been a house, possibly a couple hundred years old, but at some point the place had been gutted and converted to a restaurant with a small bar, obligatory TVs on the wall behind it. He liked the feel of the place, just as he’d liked the feel of what would become Grayson Village. Part of that had been because of the trees, and considering how many times Holly had mentioned them, he knew she felt the same.

Once they’d placed their orders, he looked across the table at her. “You work in Grayson?”

“Yes. For my Aunt Nance, Gil’s wife, at her bridal shop.”

“Beautiful Brides,” Vienna said. “There’s nothing Holly doesn’t know about wedding gowns.”

Holly would beg to differ, but she knew when Vienna was excited she tended to exaggerate. And right now, excitement was practically shooting out of her eyes.

“Where do you work, Vienna?” Allen asked.

“CakeSmith, the best bakery in town.” She smiled. “Do you have a sweet tooth by any chance?”

Ryker wasn’t sure if she was flirting or trying to drum up business, but he knew which way Allen would take it.

“Uncontrollable sometimes,” Allen said, and Vienna laughed.

“Then you need to stop in. We have two for one cupcakes on Tuesdays.”

“You work Tuesdays?”

“Always.”

“I’ll see you Tuesday, then.”

Ryker could picture the kitchen of the rental filled with cupcakes that neither of them would eat. “How about your place, Holly? Any two for one specials?”

She sat up straighter. “Why, yes, as a matter of fact. If you buy one shoe, you get the other at no extra charge.”

Ryker watched her as the server put down their drinks. “Tuesdays only?”

“Six days a week. We’re closed on Sundays.”

“Will you guys be working weekends?” Vienna asked.

“Will this affect the free cupcakes?”

“I’ll have to think about that.”

“I hope you think fast so I can make sure there are plenty of cupcakes.”

Holly looked from Vienna to Allen, eyes seemingly locked on each other’s. Someone to have dinner with once in a while? Sure, Vienna. She glanced at Ryker and wondered about the look she caught in his eyes and why it changed once he saw her looking at him. 

“Hey, you want to dance?” Allen asked Vienna.

“Yes.”

Holly watched her friend being led to the small dance floor as the jukebox played “One Margarita”. 

Ryker looked from the couples on the dance floor to Holly, sitting utterly still as she watched. “You’re not a dancer, I take it?”

“I find it best not to do it in public. How about you?”

“Not even in private. I don’t see the point. If it’s supposed to be like –” There was a convo not to be had with his boss’ niece, especially since they’d just met.

She wondered how he would have finished that thought. But she could watch Vienna having fun while she speculated about what he hadn’t said.

“Food’s up.” Ryker nodded toward their server, loaded down with meals on a round tray. By the time she’d put down their plates, Vienna and Allen had returned. “Good timing.”

“That was fun,” Vienna said, dropping into her chair. “You’re quite the dancer, Allen.” She laughed when he tried to look modest.

All the signs were there and Holly could predict how the spring was going to go for Vienna. If Allen was so inclined, and he was giving indications that he was. Good for them. She wondered what that was like, instantly feeling a connection. 

On the ride home, Vienna chattered away, happy about dancing and dinner and life in general. She did pass on one tidbit of interest to Holly, that Ryker had a girlfriend back in Peterson. Which really simplified everything for her. Unfortunately.
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“ISN’T THIS A BEAUTIFUL day?” Holly stared out the window at the pouring rain on Monday morning.

Nance Lovell grinned at her. “If you’re vegetation I suppose it is. I prefer my days to be less wet.”

“Every day means a little progress on my future home. Which means you can rent out the apartment for what it’s actually worth instead of giving me a family discount.”

“We love having you live upstairs and you know it. And I don’t know how much they’ll get done today.”

“You’re right. Maybe they’ll do something with the plans in the trailer instead so they don’t get wet. I don’t suppose they can pour foundations in the rain.”

“Were the stakes in the ground yesterday?”

“No. I guess they have to do those first, don’t they?” Maybe visiting the site today wasn’t going to happen since there wouldn’t be any progress. What there would be was a giant mud pie and she was thankful yet again that she sold wedding gowns for a living instead of anything else she could be doing.

“It’s going to be quite exciting to see the development go up, isn’t it?” Nance asked.

“I think so, too. My plan was to stop in every day after work, but that’s probably not a good idea, pestering Gil and Ryker and Allen.”

“I’m sure they’d love to see you.”

Naturally Nance would feel that way. “Last night Vienna and I had dinner with them. The guys invited us.”

“How nice for them to have your company.”

Holly grinned. “It was fun. We went to the Tavern and Vienna and Allen even danced.”

“I met Ryker and Allen and they seem very nice. You could do much worse.”

Says the unofficial matchmaker. “Vienna seems to be all set with Allen, and Ryker has a girlfriend.”

“Oh, those long-distance relationships... But he’ll probably fly home to see her some weekends. Or maybe she’ll fly out here. Especially once summer comes, so she can go to the beach.”

Of course, she’d do that. If Holly had a boyfriend like Ryker, she would make sure to see him as much as she could, while she wished she had a job that allowed her to work remotely so she could travel with him. But she didn’t have a boyfriend like Ryker. Or any boyfriend at all. And for now, hearing about the boyfriends or fiancés of other girls would have to be enough to satisfy the romantic leanings of her soul.  

Since the day dragged due to the weather and only having one wedding gown appointment, Nance let Holly leave early. And since she’d told Ryker she’d visit the site today, she went upstairs to change clothes and footwear. If he’d taken her at her word and waited and she never showed... Well, that wasn’t going to happen.

Driving to the site, she thought the rain was letting up. Which could have just been wishful thinking. Creeping the car along the driveway, she could see the gate was still in open position, and when she reached the parking lot the black F150 was there, with no accompanying humans. Ryker and Allen must be in the trailer. 

There were also stakes scattered across the landscape. Stakes meant progress, and even if there were no forms in place yet, no doubt thanks to the weather, they would probably come tomorrow. Pulling up the hood of her rain jacket, she clomped through the mud in her rubber boots, eyes down as she watched where she stepped on the uneven ground. Before she had a chance to knock, the trailer door was pulled open.  

Ryker watched Holly push the hood off, her smile bright. 

“Hi, Holly. Didn’t expect to see you today.”

She glanced around at the sparsely furnished interior. Strictly functional was what she considered it, but it wasn’t a place any of them would be spending a lot of time. “I said I’d be here and didn’t want you hanging around thinking unflattering things about my character.”

“You noticed the absence of forms, I take it.”

“I did. But I saw stakes, which meant someone was out working in the rain today. Would that have been you?”

“Gil, Allen, and me, yes.”

“Sorry you had to do that.”

He shrugged. “What’s a little rain?”

“What time are you leaving?” She watched him shrug again, but he didn’t answer. “You didn’t wait here because of me, did you?” 

“Gil hasn’t given you a key to the gate yet.”

“I’m sorry, Ryker. I didn’t mean to make you wait.”

“You coming back tomorrow?”

It would mean he’d have to wait for her again. “Um, no. I’ll wait for the weekend. Coming here every day would be silly.”

“Had you planned to come every day?” 

“Maybe? But now I can see that doesn’t make sense.”

“You live in town?”

“Yes. Five minutes down the road. Maybe ten.” She smiled. “But I’ve seen enough and you need to go. Thank you for waiting. I appreciate it.”

“Plenty to do here. It wasn’t as if I was just staring out the windows.” Not for more than an hour anyway.

She pulled up her hood. “Bye, Ryker. Thanks.”

“I’ll follow you out.”

She pulled open the door. “Right.” He had to lock the trailer and the gate. And get to his rental and have dinner. Probably call his girlfriend. Or maybe he’d been talking to her while he waited for his boss’ niece, who was making him stay after everyone else had left.

“Night, Holly.”

“Good night.”

“Go easy driving out of here.”

“You, too.”

He locked the door, then watched her climb into the Accord and take a u-ey, headed for the exit, before he jogged to the truck, splashing through the puddles. He should have told her coming to the site every day wasn’t silly at all.
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HOLLY RAN UP THE STAIRS to her apartment when the shop closed on Friday, excited about getting to the site to check progress. There had been four sunny days since Monday and she’d stayed away every one of them, having told Nance what her plan was so she would tell Gil, then there would be no more episodes of Ryker staying late to wait for her. 

If the gate was locked, she’d climb it. When she was a kid there wasn’t a tree she’d been afraid to climb, and all that experience would serve her well. Maybe. It was possible the guys would still be there, trying to catch up because of the lost time on Monday, but it was more likely they would be gone, probably headed for dinner out somewhere. Pulling on her leather ankle boots and jean jacket, she took the outside steps to her car, wondering what she’d find.

What she found was an open gate, and jumped to the conclusion that Ryker had waited for her yet again. Tonight, and possibly the last three nights as well. She parked beside his truck and hopped out, gazing around at what was essentially a field of dreams. It was only cement at this point, but it was a great start. She saw Ryker, alone, at the farthest foundation from where she’d parked and she started toward him. 

Ryker had hoped Holly would come tonight and he headed for her. Even though Gil had told him she wouldn’t be back this week, he hadn’t chanced her changing her mind. 

“Hi, Holly.”

She stood beside him, gazing around, hands in her jacket pockets. “This looks incredible. Like Stonehenge, only horizontal, and with troughs.”

He smiled. “Stonehenge?”

She waved a hand. “You know what I mean. I love it. What happens next?”

“We build the model.”

“Which one will that be?”

“Near the parking area.”

“Of course.”

“Which one do you want?”

She looked around, shaking her head slowly. “I need to spend more time here, but probably that one.” She pointed and he turned.

“The one way back there?” Where he’d been when she pulled in. Possibly his favorite location.

“Yes. It’ll have more privacy. And maybe Vienna will want the next one over. But maybe she’ll want another one. It’s all going to be so beautiful.” She turned to him. “Don’t you think?”

He watched her hair blowing in the soft breeze. “Yeah. I think it will.”

“I’ll get going now.”

“You coming back tomorrow?”

Would she be making him wait again? “I don’t know. I’ll be working until five. Are you working?”

“We’ll be here, for a few hours anyway.”

Then it was better if she didn’t tell him. “Probably I won’t. Enjoy your weekend.”

That was it? She was leaving? “Maybe I’ll see you at the Tavern or one of the other fine Grayson establishments this weekend.”

She had no plans to go out, but plans could come along at any time. “Maybe. Good night.”

“Night, Holly.” When she turned to go, he said, “Your name?”

She turned to face him again. “Yes?”

“Were you a Christmas baby?”

She smiled. “Two days before.”

He nodded. “You’ll be in your new house before your birthday.”

There was a nice thought. “I hope you’re right.”

He watched her walk to the Accord before he headed for the trailer. Time to lock up and get out of there.

The idea popped into her head as she passed the gate, and she took first a right then a quick left onto the next street before a textbook three point turn, parking at the end of the street where she had the perfect view of the driveway to the village. She hoped her car was partially obscured by bushes, but doubted Ryker would look this way. And even if he did he wouldn’t be sure it was her car from that distance. 

She only had to wait a couple of minutes before the black pickup pulled out onto County Road, then she gave it a couple minutes more before she returned to the site. Well, to the gate, which was locked, as it should be. Parking to the side where she hoped the Accord would be more camouflaged by trees, she climbed out and looked it over. She had to buy a red car, didn’t she? Glancing around and seeing no one, naturally, she approached the gate.

Dusting off her hands and knees after her fall, which was fortunately on the side of the gate she wanted to be on, she guessed climbing wasn’t really like bike riding at all. She’d do better on the return trip, she was sure of it. And the important thing was, no one saw her.

Walking up the slight incline to the parking area, which seemed a lot longer than it had when she drove it, she was feeling the burn in her thighs when she came within sight of the trailer. And all those beautiful cement foundations. There was her house, far in the distance. Taking a nice, slow breath, she headed straight for it. Walking in a slow circle around it, she imagined where her kitchen would be, maybe with a view of the trees. And her bedroom, with a view of the trees. And the living room, also with a view of the trees. She frowned. Maybe she wasn’t any kind of expert, but she knew all her rooms couldn’t really have a view of the trees. Some of the rooms would be looking out on a beautiful green lawn. A lawn she would never have to mow. Not that she minded mowing. She’d done it a few times growing up, back when her parents still lived in Grayson. 

Ryker was almost back to the rental before he realized he’d left his phone at the site, and hoped it was in the trailer. Otherwise he’d be in for an enjoyable search of the grounds. He took a u-ey, remembering Holly doing the same thing in the lot, then he headed back, telling himself to focus on the job he’d come here to do. And nothing else.

Pulling off County Road onto the access road, he spotted the Accord parked under the trees, and wondered if it had been there when he left. Nah, not possible. He may have forgotten or lost his phone, but he would have noticed that particular red car if it had been there. 

Stepping out of the truck, he looked in the Accord. Empty, as he’d guessed. Unlocking the gate, he pulled through and parked by the trailer, then climbed out and looked around. 

She was walking around a foundation and didn’t seem to have noticed he was there. He unlocked the trailer and spotted his phone, sitting on the worktable with the blueprints. Pocketing it, he locked up again and jumped down the two steps, headed out to see what that girl was up to.
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