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      Hannah Martin thought she was about to have an empty nest . . . until the illegitimate daughter of her late husband shows up on her doorstep.

      

      Five years after her husband’s death, Hannah Martin runs a successful inn and serves the needy in her community. Despite a house full of guests, she’s worried about the loneliness that will come with an empty nest. Now that no one needs her for anything other than serving her famous five-course breakfasts and retrieving fresh towels, she throws herself into winning Camden’s Hospitality Grant. With the help of the grant, the bed and breakfast will bring in even more customers and Hannah won’t have time to think about what she’s missing.

      

      But when a handsome lumberjack named Kevin moves in next door, Hannah’s attraction to the widowed bachelor knocks her off-kilter. Just as she begins to think about dating again, a young woman arrives at the bed and breakfast claiming to be the illegitimate daughter of Hannah’s late husband.

      

      When the Orchard House’s chances at the Hospitality grant is threatened, Hannah's children oppose her "new" daughter moving in, and Kevin’s problems start to bleed over into her own, she must decide what matters most—before she loses the grant, the bed and breakfast’s reputation, and perhaps, her second chance at love.
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      There was nothing like a new project to distract from self-pitying thoughts, and the email I received this morning might be just the ticket to accomplish the task.

      I got up from my seat at the kitchen bar and walked with hurried steps through the butler’s pantry into the guest living quarters where my oldest daughter Maggie worked at the bed and breakfast’s front desk. What would she think of the email?

      “Maggie, did you see—” I stopped short. A burly man with a close-cropped beard and hair graying at the temples stood with his finger hovering over the bell on the desk. He wore a button-down flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms covered in tattoos. I glimpsed the intricate ink of a compass and a rope.

      I tore my gaze off him to scan the room but my daughter wasn’t behind the desk, or anywhere in sight, for that matter. “I’m sorry. I thought my daughter was here. Welcome to Orchard House. Can I help you?”

      He smiled, and it was a nice smile. A little worn and rugged around the edges, but warm and genuine, spreading all the way up to his eyes which crinkled at the corners. He held his hand out to me. “Hello. My name’s Kevin. Kevin Williams. I just moved in next door.”

      “Oh!” I placed my hand in his, the large warm fingers enveloping mine. “I’m Hannah. It’s nice to meet you.” The Perry home had sold only a few weeks ago. If I’d known our new neighbors were moving in so quickly, I would have planned to reach out—at least bring over a coffee cake. Then again, with Amie and August’s wedding fast approaching and my increase in volunteer hours at Amos’s mission, I’d been a bit out of sorts. Not at the top of my planning game.

      He squeezed my hand and a flush worked over my body. Huh. Now that was new. Unless it was simply a hot flash. Those certainly were becoming more and more commonplace.

      I released his hand. “How are you enjoying Camden?”

      “Great town. I’m looking forward to the fishing.”

      “Be sure to try Penobscot River. It’s famous for its landlocked salmon. The best I’ve ever had.”

      His eyebrows raised. “You a fisherwoman?”

      I laughed. “Good grief, no. But I try to know a little bit about everything to help our guests find their adventures.”

      He nodded, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “A woman who knows a little bit about everything. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      His gaze didn’t leave me, and although I’d received my fair share of admiring glances from the opposite sex in my fifty-two years, this one served to rattle me in an altogether different way. Not an entirely unpleasant way.

      I blinked, breaking the connection, and walked behind the desk. I shuffled papers in an attempt to hide my blush—ahem, hot flash. I glanced at his left hand. No ring. What was I doing? Why did it matter if he was married or not?

      Must be my hormones or the fact that the last of my children was about to fly the nest.

      I’d never been alone—not in my entire life. For goodness sakes, even Aunt Pris had up and left Orchard House—the only home she’d ever known—last year when she’d married her longtime love, Ed Colton.

      And I was happy. Happy for Aunt Pris and for Amie. Happy that Maggie and Josie had built families with the men they loved. Happy Lizzie had found Asher and was trying to have a baby. Happy that my only son, Bronson, had also married the love of his life this past New Year’s Eve.

      Yes, my children were all finding their way. In love, in their careers, and in faith. Nothing could bring me more joy. Why then, did this impending dread fill me when I woke each morning at the thought of being on my own?

      I cleared my throat. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Kevin. If you ever need anything—a cup of sugar, restaurant recommendations, a book to borrow, please don’t hesitate to call on us.”

      There. I was being neighborly, but I was also signaling the end to any possible flirtation—because I didn’t need more crazy emotions stirring up the hormones I was already battling.

      “Actually, I was hoping to talk to you about a shed I’m building.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “I’m considering cutting down a tree to make room for it. An old elm. It shows signs of rot, but still has plenty of foliage. I wanted to ask your thoughts on it.”

      “My thoughts?” Was he concerned I’d think the shed ugly? A distasteful addition to the neighborhood?

      “Well, I’m a tree-guy myself. Can’t live without my trees. I tend to get attached to them, particularly if they’ve been around for a while. I didn’t want to cut it down without your approval.”

      I squinted at him. “Is the tree on my property?” If so, why were we even having this conversation—the tree was not his to cut down. Then again, why would he plan to build a shed on our property?

      “No, ma’am.”

      I shook my head, bristling at the “ma’am.” “Hannah.”

      He nodded, smiled. His eyes were the color of pine trees in midwinter. “Hannah.”

      “I’m sorry, Kevin, but if the tree is on your property, I don’t see as to how I have a say in the matter.”

      “Well, like I said, trees are a big deal in my estimation, and you can see this tree from your back patio, maybe even get a little shade from it in late summer. If you’re attached to it . . .”

      Oh. Well, that was considerate. I moved to place my hand on his arm, but stopped myself. “That is extremely thoughtful, but it’s your tree. If you want to cut it down, you should. I promise not to take any offense whatsoever.”

      He shifted from one foot to the other. “I might sleep better tonight knowing you took a look at it with me.”

      This burly, tattoo-covered man would lose sleep over what a near stranger thought about him cutting down a tree on his own property? If I let him know I was more concerned about the aesthetics of his shed ruining my backyard view—he might never slumber again.

      I smiled and started toward the door. “Far be it from me to mess with a good night’s sleep.”

      He chuckled, scooting ahead to hold the door open for me. Side-by-side, we walked around the back of the Victorian toward the bookshop and the back patio. Kevin gestured to the orchards. “Beautiful property.”

      “I never get sick of it. It was my late husband’s great-aunt’s. We renovated the home and moved in four years ago.” Aunt Pris had gifted the home and property to me for Christmas last year. I still found myself choking up at the gesture. Yes, I knew she intended to hand it over to me in her will, but the fact she would do so while she was still alive meant even more to me.

      “Ed’s home is my home now,” Aunt Pris had told me. “The Orchard House is thriving under your touch, Hannah. I want you to have it in every sense of the word.”

      Kevin’s voice broke into my remembrances. “And you run the orchard and the bed and breakfast?”

      “My son, Bronson, is in charge of the orchards. He and his wife run a summer camp here. They’ve done a wonderful job.”

      “Busy place, then.”

      “It is, but we try not to bother the neighbors.” I gave him a sidelong glance.

      “No bother on my end. I love kids.”

      We strode past my herb gardens, the faint scent of basil reaching my nostrils. That reminded me, I needed to make pesto for the pasta tonight. Bronson wouldn’t eat pasta without . . .

      I sucked in a small, short breath. Bronson wouldn’t be coming to dinner. Neither would any of my other children. Even Amie, who still lived at Orchard House, would likely be off with August planning last-minute wedding details.

      It was fine, of course. More than fine. The entire crew came over every Saturday night for dinner, and I was grateful for that blessing.

      I shook my head, focusing on the man beside me. “Do you have any? Kids?”

      He raked a hand through his hair. “No children, unfortunately. My wife had some medical issues in her teens that prevented her from having children. It was the one thing she regretted not being able to give me, but if I could do everything all over again, I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      We stopped in front of the ancient stone wall that divided our property. I mulled over Kevin’s comment. I wouldn’t change a thing. “You lost your wife?”

      He nodded. “Six years back, to cancer.”

      I couldn’t deny the sudden kinship I felt to this near stranger. I’d never gone to a grief support group, but perhaps I could have benefited from one. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry about your husband.”

      “Thank you.” I still missed Amos, the way his passion for life kept him immersed in new projects, the way he would come out of his study with an open book to discuss a new theory or thought, the tender way he treated each of our children on those rare occasions when he was fully present—teaching them to love deeply, to think wisely, to be curious about everything under the sun.

      Strange how five years had, in some ways, flown by without him. Though I’d give anything for one more day with my husband, time had eased the sting of his absence. And while I still sometimes shed tears at night when I found the other side of the bed cold and empty, I also could honestly say Amos would be pleased with how I’d led our family these last five years.

      Kevin pointed to the tree growing up from his side of the property about three feet from the stone wall. Tall and stately, it reached long arms over the wall and into Orchard House property, sending shade into a generous portion of our yard.

      “It is beautiful,” I said. “But Bronson complains every autumn about the leaves he has to rake up. You said there’s signs of rot?”

      He pointed to a hanging branch about halfway up. “Lots of missing leaves. Also, the bark is gray in spots instead of brown and it’s splitting from the main part of the tree.” He pointed again. “See there?”

      I nodded. “If it falls, it could do some damage.”

      “Normally, I’m not one for cutting down trees at the first sign of a little rot, but you’re right—it could hit your patio and your house the way it’s leaning. Not to mention, this seems to be the best place for my woodshed.”

      I turned to him. “I heartily agree. I hope you can sleep better knowing we’ve discussed this.”

      He grinned, his green eyes sparkling. “Thanks, Hannah. It was nice to meet you.”

      “You too. And if you need a tree guy, I can ask my son-in-law for a recommendation. He’s in the construction business and knows some good people.”

      “That’s mighty thoughtful, but there’s no need. I’m the tree guy.”

      “Oh. Well then, be careful.” I shook my head. “Sorry, mother of five speaking—it’s a reflex. I’m sure you’re always careful.”

      “I am.”

      I smiled. “See you around, then.”

      “I might be low on sugar soon. Could come knocking.”

      I waved and turned before another hot flash could be seen on my face. It had been a while, but was he flirting? More so, how did I feel about that? While I’d grown used to rebuffing the advances of Stuart Stanley, the unsavory owner of Stanley Construction who made a habit to race up to me when I passed his home on my walks, I wasn’t used to welcoming a flirtation.

      If that’s what this even was. Had Amos and I ever flirted? He’d been so sincere and direct with his affection that I couldn’t remember if we ever had. Huh. Too bad. Maybe we’d missed out.

      As I ducked back into the Orchard House, this time through our rear living quarters, I decided a call to my best friend Charlotte was in order. She’d likely be cleaning guest rooms in her own inn at this time, so I’d wait until later this evening. Now, I returned to the email I’d received.

      An email that had the potential to bring new life—and profits—to The Orchard House Bed and Breakfast. The attempt would at least keep me busy—so busy I wouldn’t have time to dwell on the fact that very soon, I would be completely and utterly on my own.
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      Kevin watched his new neighbor walk toward the big Victorian home, half kicking himself for flirting so easily with her. He didn’t want her to think less of him. Truth be told, he didn’t make a habit of flirting with women, or even dating, since his Katherine died.

      He sighed, looking down the hill through a small grove of pines and maples toward Camden Harbor. His wife would have loved this place. They’d talked about retiring here one day. After he’d sold the logging business, after she’d retired from teaching.

      But God’s plans had been different. Plans Kevin couldn’t quite get on board with, even after six long years.

      He peered up at the elm, looking forward to getting back in a tree. It’d been too long. But now was the time to do things again. Climb all the trees he wanted, take some hikes, fish, check out that little church down the hill, maybe do some camping . . . who knows, maybe he would end up borrowing some sugar from his pretty new neighbor.

      His phone rang and he dug it out of his pocket, his heart speeding up at the sight of the Portland number. “Hello?”

      “Mr. Williams? This is Rita Bridges.”

      He swallowed around the grapevine-sized knot in his throat. The social worker had only conducted the home inspection yesterday.

      “Ms. Bridges. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”

      She cleared her throat and he imagined the stout middle-aged woman adjusting her thick glasses with the gesture. “We’ve already conducted the home study and the background check. We only needed the inspection to complete your application.”

      One of the reasons he’d made a quick job of unpacking. He’d tidied the dickens out of his new home—a simple cape. He’d made up the guest bedroom to be as welcoming as possible. Considering he never had any kids, much less a teenager, he wasn’t sure he had passed the social worker’s sharp eye.

      “I’ve just signed off on the last of the paperwork, Mr. Williams. I’d love to bring Owen by this afternoon if that works for you.”

      His chest felt like it had been struck by the force of a falling oak. “This afternoon?”

      Ms. Bridges tone softened. “Owen’s been here in our office. There’s nowhere for him to go, as is often the case with teenagers. We’ve rushed your application, Mr. Williams. As I stated before, our hope is to reunite Owen with your sister. This is a temporary placement.”

      His sister. Deidra. His insides twisted. How had his little sister fallen so deep into drugs and prostitution? And how had he allowed their separation to go on for this long—so long that he hadn’t even known a sixteen-year-old nephew existed until Ms. Bridges had tracked him down two months ago?

      He released a long sigh. “Of course. I’ll be home this afternoon. What time did you say you’d be by?”

      “Three o’clock okay?”

      “Yes, see you then.” He hung up, shoving his phone deep in the pocket of his loose-fitting jeans. He glanced up at the elm and imagined the woodshed he’d build in the future. But not today. Today, he needed to go to the market and stock up on food fitting for a growing teenage boy. Not that he knew what that was—none of the many kinship or foster care books he’d read covered what to feed a sixteen-year-old boy. But he’d been one himself forty years ago. He’d figure it out.

      He glanced over to the bed and breakfast, but his neighbor was nowhere in sight. He thought he’d have some time to settle in before Owen’s arrival. Cut down his tree, start his shed, do some fishing  . . . but he hadn’t even had time to run out of sugar.

      Everything would have to wait. As soon as he’d submitted the kinship care application, he’d vowed to make Owen a priority. In some ways, he credited God with the timing of it all. He’d just sold his business and, for the first time in his life, had spare time on his hands. Not that he’d planned to spend it taking care of his sister’s son, but he couldn’t live with himself if he’d turned the boy away.

      No matter how far Deidra had fallen, she was family. Somewhere in her troubled spirit was the little girl he’d given piggyback rides to, the girl who grinned as wide as the heavens when he’d plunked extra marshmallows into her hot chocolate during Christmas.

      Maybe Owen was the key to finding his way back into her life.

      Kevin opened the door to his new home and grabbed his car keys and wallet off the counter. Tonight he’d grill hamburgers. What kid didn’t like hamburgers? He’d grab some chips and pickles and maybe some of those sugar cookies from the bakery. They’d eat outside on the picnic bench. Maybe they’d talk fishing. Or maybe Owen would want to help him plan his shed.

      As he drove to the market, Kevin’s spirits lifted. Surely, this wouldn’t be so bad. Yes, some people had a hard time with foster and kinship care, but his sister’s kid would probably be grateful to be out of the DCYF office and in a real home with his uncle. What else did a teenage boy need besides good food, a warm bed, and some honest work to keep him occupied and out of trouble?
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      “Hey, Mom.” Amie breezed in the back door of the Orchard House.

      I looked up from where I loaded the last of the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher from this morning’s meal service. Fruit, coffee cake, avocado toast with cashew cream, yogurt with my homemade granola, and our guests’ choice of Snickerdoodle Crepes or Lobster Eggs Benedict with Lemon-Herb Butter—my personal favorite—both served with crispy bacon. Though I wasn’t one to boast, I took special pride in preparing the five-course breakfasts. The quaint location and the old Victorian, complete with author-themed guest rooms that included Louisa May Alcott, Henry David Thoreau, Emily Dickinson, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Robert Frost drew the first-timers, but my breakfast was what brought them back. Not to mention the regular referrals we enjoyed. I couldn’t imagine a more fulfilling job. Sure, it was sometimes exhausting, but that was a small price to pay for doing satisfying work.

      “Hey, honey. You’re home early.”

      Amie opened the fridge. A splatter of yellow paint marred her otherwise flawless cheek. She scrunched her nose. That’s right—I’d bought the sparkling waters in the plastic again instead of the glass bottles. She hated that.

      She grabbed an orange. “Half day today. We have a class coming in for a field trip tomorrow, so I might have to stay later.”

      Amie worked at a nonprofit art camp with a mission to provide community for those with autism and their families. She thoroughly enjoyed the work and had started painting again on the side, selling several on consignment at the shops downtown. Josie, my second oldest daughter, had even mentioned we’d sold one of Amie’s paintings in the gift shop yesterday.

      She sat at the kitchen bar and peeled the orange over a napkin. “Just caught the new neighbor pulling into his driveway. He’s kind of cute.”

      My head snapped up, seemingly of its own volition. “Is he now?”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, the yellow paint on her cheek crinkling. “You’ve noticed!”

      To my horror, my face heated again. Pretty sure this one wasn’t a hot flash. Quickly, I averted my eyes to squirt dishwashing liquid into the soap compartment. Good grief. Was I a schoolgirl?

      “He actually stopped by earlier today.” My tone was breezy. Definitely breezy.

      Amie wiggled in her seat. “And?”

      “And nothing. He wanted to ask me about a tree that’s close to our property line. He seems very nice.”

      “Married?”

      I gave her the same look I used to give her when she’d ask me to buy more sculpting clay after buying her some the day before. “Are you in the market for a new groom?”

      She slapped her hand on the counter. “Ew, gross, Mom. He’s, like . . . old. For me, anyway. I’m talking about for you.”

      I sighed, closing the dishwasher and pressing the start button. “Amie, if you think I’m chasing after our new neighbor—”

      “Not chasing. More like, open to possibilities.”

      I crossed my arms at my waist and leaned against the counter. “Even if I were open to possibilities, I simply don’t have time to date.” I walked to the adjoining breakfast nook where my laptop sat and opened the email I’d read earlier. I brought the computer back to my youngest daughter. “Look at this. You think Orchard House would stand a chance?”

      Amie bent to read the email. She flung her blonde hair over one shoulder, her ocean-blue eyes lighting up. “Camden’s Hospitality Grant?” She kept reading. “Twenty thousand dollars? Mom, that would be great, and no one deserves it more than you, but how would you use it?”

      I bit my lip. “A few things. I need to update our booking engine. We should really be cloud-based. I’d also love to create some sort of loyalty program for our returning guests. I need new linens—which I plan to order regardless of the grant. I could also use more help—with you moving out, Lizzie not feeling well with the IVF treatments, not to mention Bronson’s trouble keeping up with the yardwork—I could benefit from hiring someone from the outside. Maybe even from Dad’s mission.”

      Amos’s mission was his legacy. I did what I could to support the men and women trying to get back on their feet, paying them for odd jobs and yardwork as I was able, but perhaps it was time to offer more permanent positions.

      “That all sounds great.”

      “And . . .” I hiked in a big breath, as I hadn’t yet voiced my newest idea. “I want to add more guest rooms.”

      Amie’s mouth fell open. “What? Where?”

      “In the back of the barn. Bronson only uses part of it for the camp and we have more than enough room for our events. I’d like to create a carriage suite, something a bit bigger than we have upstairs. Perhaps transform the apartment above the bookshop into another suite as well. Guests who want a more private experience might really enjoy it, and two more rooms—suites—would create an incredible potential for profit.”

      “And a lot more work for you. More cleaning, more laundry, more breakfasts.” She narrowed her eyes at the running dishwasher. “More dishes.”

      “Hence hiring the outside help.”

      Amie tapped her perfectly polished nails on the table. “I don’t know, it all sounds great, and you know me, I’m all for women-owned businesses and you’re doing a kick-butt job, but don’t you think you might want to slow down a little?”

      I shut my laptop. “Golly, sweet daughter, you make it sound like I have one foot in the grave. The Lord is not anywhere near done with me and I refuse to sit back and twiddle my thumbs just because all my kids are—are . . .” My bottom lip trembled. Leaving, is what I intended to say, but I couldn’t push out the words.

      Amie stood and wrapped her arms around me. “None of us are going far. And you know me—I can’t cook for anything. You’ll probably be so sick of me and August begging you for a decent dinner, you’ll be wishing for some alone time.”

      I blinked away impending tears and forced a smile as she released me. “Don’t you dare be planning to stop by out of pity. I’ll be perfectly fine. And if I get this grant, I’ll be busier than ever.”

      “That’s just it. There’s more to life than work. You and Dad are the ones who taught us that. All I’m saying is you could be open to certain”—she jerked her head in the direction of our neighbor’s property—“possibilities.”

      “I’m open to possibilities, dear. I’m just not chasing them down.”

      She tapped her chin. “So, you’re open to them, huh?”

      “Amie Martin, don’t you dare start meddling in our neighbor’s affairs.”

      She shrugged. “No worries. You know me, I’m always on my best behavior.” She winked and flounced up the stairs to her bedroom.

      I groaned. My youngest daughter had matured by leaps and bounds the last few years. Surely, she wouldn’t be so bold as to approach our neighbor on my behalf. That would be downright humiliating.

      I blew my hair out of my face and opened my laptop, intending to begin the application for the grant. But as I downloaded the form and began filling out the lines, my thoughts kept snagging on the handsome face of a certain new neighbor and wondering how soon it might be before he ran out of sugar.
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      “What’s a guy gotta do to get some chips around here?” My son Bronson craned his neck over the picnic table, where his sisters chatted with paper plates filled with hamburgers, hotdogs, and potato salad.

      One of my favorite nights of the week was Saturday, when all of my kids and their families—including my biggest loves, the grandkids—came over for dinner. This being the first warm night of the year, we’d taken our get-together outside, my growing family spilling over from the back patio into the yard. Aunt Pris and Ed sat in lawn chairs wrapped in thick sweaters. Maggie and Josh’s nine-year-old twins Davey and Isaac conducted a swordfight with sticks while Josie’s three-year-old, Amos, looked on with wide eyes.

      “Hold your horses, haven’t you ever heard of ladies first?” Amie dumped a generous portion of potato chips onto her plate.

      Bronson scoffed. “Ladies, huh?”

      His wife Morgan elbowed him playfully. “Be nice, Bronson, or Amie might change her mind about you walking her down the aisle.”

      August, Amie’s fiancé, shoved in, dumping a few chips onto his own plate. “No risk of that happening, Bronson. She needs you.” He thrust the chips at Bronson. “Take ’em while you can.”

      Bronson made a show of putting the chips under his arm like a football and squeezing through the press of bodies to his chair on the corner of the patio. Josie’s husband, Tripp, caught the action. “That reminds me. We need to start playing some flag football around here. It’s been too long.”

      Josie bounced eleven-month-old Eddie in her arms. “Only if we take turns handing off this one so I can play.”

      “I’ll watch the grands after dinner so you can all get in on the fun.” I lowered myself to a seat beside Aunt Pris and her husband Ed.

      Amie shook her head. “Count me out. I refuse to walk up the aisle with broken bones.”

      “I’ll help Mom watch the kids.” Lizzie moved her potato salad around with her fork and Asher squeezed her arm, mouthing, “Are you okay?” She nodded and gave him a small smile.

      My stomach lurched as I tried not to worry about my sweet, quiet daughter. She’d conquered thyroid cancer as a teen and had overcome a lot of anxiety as she matured, including conquering her stage fright. She and her husband Asher wrote and recorded songs, many that hit national top forty lists. But her latest struggle—trying to get pregnant—may be her toughest challenge yet. With Asher being paralyzed from the waist down, they knew they’d likely need help conceiving. But the hormones had been tough on Lizzie, as well as a failed attempt at one round. She seemed more fragile these days, and every morning and night I prayed that God would grant her a child of her own. That He would strengthen her body and her spirit.

      We ate with the usual loud, boisterous tumult that ruled our family gatherings. Josh and Tripp broke off into a serious conversation about the Red Sox’s chance at the World Series that year, Amie and Maggie debated the necessity of a wedding guestbook, and the rest of us laughed at Josie admonishing Amos not to put cheese curls up his nose.

      As dinner wound down, I began clearing the table. I’d just come out of the house a second time to grab the condiments when I spotted my youngest child jogging lightly toward our property line. Amie waved her hand and shouted a greeting into . . . a tree?

      Wait. The elm tree. I craned my neck, squinting at . . . yes, a man up in the tree, attached with some sort of harness.

      “Hello, neighbor!” Amie was shouting. My family quieted at her greeting, even the kids.

      Amie Martin, do not embarrass me, I scolded her in my head as I remembered her words to me a few days ago. Was this her way of “opening me up to possibilities?”

      “Hello,” Kevin called back. Was he grinning?

      “I’m Amie. I think you met my mother the other day?”

      He answered more quietly this time, and I pretended disinterest as I continued to clear the table. By the time I had gone in the house and back outside again, however, Amie was approaching the patio with a smug grin on her face. “Turns out he loves football.” She shrugged.

      I hid a smile and shook my head. I couldn’t get onto her for being neighborly.

      A few minutes later Kevin came over, a teenage boy with hunched shoulders at his side. Amie took the lead in introducing them to everyone, assuring Kevin there wouldn’t be a quiz on names later. When she got to me, she paused. “My beautiful and available mother, Hannah, but you’ve already met her, haven’t you?”

      “Amie,” Maggie hissed.

      I wanted to crawl under the table. But no. I was a mature, grown woman. I refused to allow my daughter to embarrass me. “Hello, Kevin. Wonderful to see you again. And who’s this?” I looked at the boy, long dark hair falling in front of one eye, pale skin, and large circular holes in each of his ears.

      Kevin put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. I didn’t miss how the teenager pulled away at the touch, nor how Kevin’s mouth turned downward. “This is my nephew, Owen. He’s staying with me for a bit.”

      “How lovely. Do you like football, Owen?”

      He shook his head.

      “Well, no pressure to play. I was just about to take out ice cream sandwiches if you’d like one.”

      The poor kid looked ten kinds of out of place. But he nodded. The group split into teams and I ducked inside to get the ice cream treats for the grandkids. Aunt Pris and Ed bid their goodbyes. Amie, Lizzie, Owen, and I watched the group toss the football. To my surprise, Kevin kept up with Tripp and Josh, throwing an expert pass to Asher, who caught the ball near the makeshift endzone, dropped it in his lap, and wheeled his chair backward to score a goal. A flutter of something foreign moved in my chest as I watched my neighbor reach out with muscled, tattooed arms to punt the ball.

      “Single, huh?” Lizzie asked.

      “Yup.” Amie hadn’t lost her smug look.

      I rolled my eyes just as a beat-up Honda pulled into the driveway, parking in a spot we usually reserved for guests. Huh. All our visitors had already checked in for the night and none drove a Honda according to their check-in surveys. I always kept an eye on the parking lot so I knew when it was the best time to clean a lodger’s room.

      A skinny young woman in tight jeans and a midriff top spilled out of the car. She closed the door and straightened, smiling at us. The football crowd had just called a break and was swigging waters and digging into ice cream sandwiches. Little Eddie whined in my arms and I stood, bouncing him as I started toward the young woman—a girl, really.

      Something about her looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Had she stayed here before? Or maybe she was a friend of one of my children? But none of them were running up to greet her.

      “Hello. Welcome to Orchard House.” I smiled.

      She pushed dark hair behind one ear. “Hello. I—I’m not sure I have the right place.”

      “This is the Orchard House Bed and Breakfast. Were you looking for another inn? There’s quite a few in this town.”

      “I’m not looking for an inn. I’m actually looking for a person.”

      “Perhaps I can help. It’s a small town.” Eddie whined again and I readjusted the pacifier in his mouth and bounced him a bit more.

      “I’m looking for a man named Amos Martin.”

      I stilled, my mouth suddenly dry. Was this woman a former student, then? Or perhaps someone my late husband had counseled? I hated to be the one to tell her the news.

      I bit my lip before answering. “I’m sorry, but Amos passed. Five years ago, actually.”

      The woman’s mouth fell open. She blinked, shook her head. “No . . . no, he couldn’t have . . .”

      I led the woman to a nearby chair and Lizzie handed her a bottled water.

      “I’m so sorry.” I placed a hand on her thin shoulder. “He touched many lives. Were you a student of his?”

      She looked up at me and piercing brown eyes stared back. All at once, I knew why they were so familiar. But no . . . that was impossible, of course. Amos didn’t have a younger sister, especially not this young. Perhaps she was a relative I’d never met? I bounced Eddie, and Josie came to my side, sliding him from my arms.

      “How did you know Amos?” I lowered myself to the chair closest to the young woman.

      “I didn’t know him, actually, although I was hoping to. You see, Amos Martin is—was—my father.”
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      Kevin hadn’t missed Hannah’s shocked expression nor the way her pretty mouth fell open after hearing the young woman say that Amos was her father. Hadn’t Hannah said her late husband’s name was Amos?

      Kevin looked to Josie, who wore a countenance almost identical to Hannah’s. Quickly, it turned to one of anger as she shifted her son onto the hip farthest from the new stranger and straightened her spine. The girl had been aggressive when playing football—she’d already scored two goals for their team. Clearly, she wasn’t a wallflower off the field either.

      “What are you talking about? That’s impossible. What do you want from us?” Josie glared at the newcomer.

      The woman’s eyes widened. She shook her head. “N-nothing. I wanted to meet m-my father, is all.”

      “Stop saying that,” Josie snapped. “He’s not your—”

      Hannah’s oldest daughter—Maggie, if he remembered correctly—placed a hand on Josie’s arm. “Perhaps this is just a terrible misunderstanding.” Maggie forced a smile. “Let’s talk. Can we get you something to eat?”

      The woman gave a tentative smile to Maggie. “No, I’m okay.”

      Kevin elbowed Owen and gestured toward their house. They didn’t have any business hanging around any longer. There surely would be no more football.

      He didn’t have to hint to Owen more than once. With what appeared to be obvious relief, the boy turned toward his property.

      “Nice family, huh?” Kevin stepped over the stone wall that marked the property line.

      Owen shrugged. “Sure.”

      The kid hadn’t been what Kevin expected—not that he had any right to expect anything from a nephew he’d never met. While not defiant, Owen showed a sincere disinterest in Kevin, his home, and all conversation.

      Their first night, he’d asked Owen if he liked fishing.

      “Nope.”

      “What do you like?” Kevin asked.

      He’d raised hooded eyes. “To be left alone.”

      Huh.

      Kevin hadn’t pushed. Surely, the boy needed time. Though he’d likely never join him fishing or chopping down trees. Paler than chalk, Owen’s hair hung in front of his eyes, as if he wanted to hide from the world. Maybe he was into video games. Kevin had been a pretty hard-core Pac-Man addict himself, back in the day. Maybe they’d eventually find common ground over a PlayStation. Eventually.

      For now, he’d take it slow. Let the kid know he was safe. A warm bed, good food . . . eventually he’d open up, wouldn’t he? Even talk about his mother?

      “Kevin!”

      He turned at the sound of the feminine voice behind them. Hannah’s youngest daughter, Amie. Definitely the most brazen of the bunch.

      “I’m sorry.” She jogged up to them, a bit breathless, her many necklaces jangling together. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I can assure you it’s all a terrible mistake.”

      Mistake or not, he was the last
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