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THE BUS RIDE TO THE prison in Fishkill and back provided reading time for Jess Lennox. She settled into a window seat and opened her book. A man slid in next to her. Jess pulled the paperback closer. Feeling his stare, she squeezed up against the glass.

“You visiting a relative?” he asked, eying her up and down.

She nodded. The last thing she needed was some chatty, middle-aged man hitting on her.

“My wife. Shoplifting. Minimum security.”

Jess ignored him and kept reading.

“It gets lonely with her gone,” he continued.

Anger bubbled up in her chest. Damn it! She worked hard, and this trip once a month was her only time off.

“Your boyfriend in the slammer?” he asked.

Her patience evaporated like water boiling on the stove. Jess slammed the book shut and faced the insensitive clod.

“My mother. She’s in for murder. She killed my father. They say murderous tendencies run in families,” she said, shooting him the meanest glare she could muster.

The man paled, nodded once and pushed to his feet.

“I can see you don’t want to be disturbed,” he muttered and headed for another seat. Jess smiled and opened her novel, If I Loved You. Totally absorbed by the story, tears formed in her eyes as she identified with the trials the characters endured.

Jess ate up love stories borrowed from the library. Romance books kept her believing that things could work out, that life could get better—and happiness did exist. When the bus pulled up to the Pine Grove stop, she scooted past the annoying man, down the steps, and ran for her car.

She stowed the book in the glove compartment until her next visit and put the vehicle in gear.

The story stuck with her. What would she do if she ever met a man like Chaz Duncan? Would she even recognize his good heart under his arrogant attitude? With a short laugh, she figured she wouldn’t. Jess hated egotistical men, men so in love with themselves they couldn’t see anyone else.

She’d only met one man who had cracked her hard veneer. Chip Matthews won her heart in high school. He’d taken her virginity then, too. But she didn’t care. He had provided respite from the anger, fighting, and hostile atmosphere in her home. He’d been her refuge.

Pulling into the parking lot of Java the Hut, she turned off the car and plucked a dollar bill from her purse. Inside, an iced coffee-to-go waited on the counter. Marge, the waitress, looked up. Jess picked up the paper cup and slid her buck across the shiny Formica. She shot a small smile at the older woman and headed back to her vehicle.

Next stop, the old mansion on Route 113. She turned on the radio and cranked up the volume to banish the reality of how many more trips she’d make to Fishkill over the next thirty years. Taking the winding road that hugged Cedar Lake refreshed her spirits.

There it was, in all its glory. Way below ramshackle, the 1825 four-story mansion stood with whatever pride it could muster. All the windows were broken and there were bare spots on the roof, including one large hole—providing entry for a variety of wildlife.

When she was only eighteen, Jess had stumbled on the house and fallen in love. Minnie West, the old woman who owned it, had invited her in for tea and cookies. Jess gained entry to every room by volunteering to sweep and dust. Including bathrooms, there were forty rooms in the mansion.

The third floor resembled a rabbit warren of tiny rooms only big enough for a single bed and small dresser. Jess guessed those were the servants’ quarters. At the end of the floor was the longest staircase she’d ever seen. It went straight down from the top floor to the kitchen.

Minnie chatted about the history of the house and how, years ago, she’d raised her nephew there. The older lady didn’t go on much about him, and he never visited—at least not when Jess was around. As time went on, Jess noticed the place sink further and further into disrepair. When she asked Minnie about it, the woman had explained.

“Oh, I have money, but I spend it on saving animals. A house is just a thing. Animals are alive. So many need help, you know. I do what I can. I give to several shelters.”

While Jess agreed with the worthiness of the cause, she doubted the wisdom of putting it ahead of upkeep for Minnie’s home. Years passed, and Jess had less and less time for visits. Providing for her brother and herself had turned out to be more than a full-time job. She and Minnie lost touch.

After studying cooking in high school, Jess had become a pretty fair baker. She eked out a meager living baking and selling her pies to restaurants, shops, and hotels. She conjured up a dream of buying the fixer-upper from Minnie for a song, repairing it, and running a bed and breakfast.

One day, while spying on his big sister, Will had discovered her secret. He promised not to tell anyone and vowed that he’d fix it. He told her that new paint, hammer, nails, and a ton of elbow grease could restore the splendor of the mansion. Jess believed every word.

From that day on, they had shared the secret. Jess sold her cakes and pies while Will did odd jobs and a bit of carpentry when he could get it. They worked toward making the dream come true.

When Minnie got too old to live alone, she moved to an assisted living facility several counties away. Year after year, Jess spied the weather-beaten for sale sign staked in the front lawn.

From time to time, a real estate agent brought someone by, but they left quickly. The only one with a vision for the decrepit house, Jess smiled every time a car carried away someone shaking their head and wrinkling their nose.

A few pangs for the dotty old woman who had lived in the mansion tweaked Jess’s heart. She’d waited patiently for the old woman to put the building up for sale at a rock-bottom price.

Now thirty, with Will a sturdy twenty-five, she figured they were ready to take on the world’s biggest renovation and make her dream come true. Even after such a long wait, Jess had never given up. She simply baked her pies, did odd jobs for folks in town and kept house for her and her brother. They put away a few bucks when they could and waited.

Today she circled around back, eying the snarled weeds, wiry brambles, and tree stumps in the backyard. Jess planned where she’d plant her garden. Fresh veggies and herbs would make her food better than anyone’s for miles.

She found a patch of grass and lay down, staring at the pitched roof and the top floor that, in its day, had cooks, butlers, and maids filling its rooms. As she picked at a weed, she made a mental list of the seeds and plants she’d buy when the place was hers.

The clouds cleared, and the sun shone down. Jess believed in guardian angels. How else had she and Will survived without parents these past twelve years?

She glanced around. Something wasn’t right. Jess sat up. What was missing? The “for sale” sign had disappeared. She picked up her phone and called her brother.

“Haven’t you heard? Old Minnie West finally kicked the bucket,” he said.

Jess put down her phone. Did this mean that her time to buy the place had come? If that was true, where was the sign?

* * * *
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STRYKER ALEXANDER WEST hated funerals. He didn’t see the point. The person being honored was dead. They couldn’t see or hear, so why go through all the rigamarole for someone who wouldn’t appreciate it? He’d rather be in his study, going over the financials for his newest private airport. A young man approached.

“Here’s your eulogy for your aunt, Mr. West.”

“Thank you, Chris,” the dark-eyed mogul replied. As he thumbed through the document, he frowned. “Bit long, isn’t it?”

“You were her favorite nephew.”

“I was her only nephew. Is there a place where I can edit this down?”

“Of course. Right this way,” Chris led the tall, attractive man to a small, private study in the funeral home. As he passed the sanctuary, he took note of the large number of people milling about and remarked to his aunt who was no longer there.

“Well done, Minnie. You’ve attracted quite a crowd to see you off. Even I’m impressed. For a woman who didn’t go out much, you found a way to make friends,” he said with a chuckle.

Stryker sat at the wooden desk and pulled out a fountain pen from his breast pocket. He scratched out about half of the speech, changed a few words, then read it over.

Aunt Minnie had been his father’s big sister. She was lively, happy, and inquisitive, always poking into his personal business and giving him unwanted advice. She’d been a one-woman matchmaker, trying to marry him off until two years ago, when he turned forty. Then even Minnie West threw in the towel, declaring that he was not marriage material. So what? He doubted he was missing anything other than a messy, expensive divorce.

Stryker West enjoyed playing the field, taking his pleasure whenever and wherever he could. He’d never been at a loss for female companionship. His billions, his most attractive quality, he assumed, made marriage a risk he preferred not to take.

Quite content with his life, Stryker created plenty of challenges for his nimble brain. Finding just the right spot to build a private airport, where executives could fly the old-fashioned way—with no security lines and perfect service, occupied his days.

Stryker’s luxurious airlines flew short hops from Los Angeles, New York, Boston, Chicago, Washington, Atlanta, and Toronto. He also owned and leased private jets and limousines. He had everything the busy CEO could want to make travel fast and painless.

Although he was licensed for flights only within the United States, he had a team of lawyers working on making expansion to Europe possible. In the meantime, movie stars, athletes, businessmen, and simply wealthy folks lined up to pay top dollar and enjoy luxury treatment as they jetted from Boston to Washington, From Los Angeles to San Francisco. .

His current project was an airport outside of Dallas. After he said goodbye to Minnie a final time, he’d take one of his planes to Texas.

As he read over the eulogy, memories returned. Aunt Minnie had taken an interest in precocious Stryker early on. His father, a letter carrier, barely made enough money to keep Stryker, and his mother, Abby, solvent. When his mother needed surgery, medical bills forced the West family into bankruptcy.

Stryker vowed he’d never be poor again. And he’d kept his promise to himself. Recalling the small gifts Minnie gave him, like the Lego police station he’d wanted but his parents couldn’t afford, touched him. She bought him books and read to him when he was small. She babysat for him when his father went to visit Abby after her operation.

On their way home from the hospital, The West’s car was struck by an eighteen-wheeler. Both his parents died on the spot. Only four years old, Stryker went to live with his only relative, Aunt Minnie. Not long after he arrived, Minnie married Ed Chambers, though they hadn’t known each other long. When Stryker hit his twenties, his aunt explained that she did it so he could have a father. When Ed became abusive to the boy, children’s services stepped in, and the couple divorced.

Snapshots of outings and adventures with Minnie swirled through his head. Emotion, most often tamped down, blossomed in his heart. Her death would be a bigger loss than he had imagined. Dampness on his cheek surprised him, shocking him out of his reverie. No, Stryker Alexander West didn’t cry. He hadn’t shed a tear since his parents passed away. And he wasn’t about to start now.

“Ready, sir?” Chris asked, standing in the doorway.

“Let’s get this over with,” Stryker said, stuffing his handkerchief back in his pocket, folding papers, and rising from the chair.

“This way, sir.”

Stryker took a deep breath and followed the young man to the large room where people awaited his words.

“Auntie Mame, Groucho Marx, and Charlie Chaplin rolled into one. That was Minnie West Chambers...” he began.

* * * *
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WHEN JESS COASTED INTO the parking space in the back of their apartment house, she switched off the car, patted the dashboard and thanked it for starting on the first try and not stalling. Her mind filled with chores. Start chili for dinner, peel apples for pies, make and freeze dough, the list grew. She plopped her keys in a bowl in the kitchen.

Picking up a mug of hot coffee, she said, “Thanks,” to her brother.

“How’s Mom?”

“Same.” She eased down on a chair at the table.

“I got a call from Dave’s Demolition this morning.”

“Oh?” she raised her eyebrows and took a sip.

“Someone’s hired him to take down that creepy old place.”

“Not the mansion on 113?”

Will nodded.

“No! They can’t! It hasn’t been condemned, has it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Shit. That explains why the for-sale sign is gone.”

“I’m sorry,” Will said, squeezing his sister’s hand.

“Yeah? We’ll see about that. Isn’t Grey Andrews the town supervisor?”

“I think so.”

After three large gulps, she finished her beverage and jumped up.

“Heading out now.” She pushed up from the table.

“Wait,” Will said, grabbing her arm.

She stopped.

“There’s nothing you can do.”

“Says who?”

“Give it up, Jess.”

“No. Never. That’s my dream. I’ll be back,” she said, snatching the still-warm keys and heading for the lot.

Nothing was far in little Pine Grove, so Jess barely had time to figure out what to say when the stately Andrews Victorian came into view. She pulled up and parked on the street in front of the gorgeous, huge house that used to belong to the Davenport family. Jess liked the Grey and his family. They’d been generous at Halloween and would make up jobs occasionally and hire Will or Jess, simply so they could earn a few dollars. She appreciated their help. Jess knocked. Grey opened the door.

“Do you have a minute?” she asked.

“Come on in. Pine Grove business?” he asked, stepping aside.

She nodded. Grey led her to a small study and closed the door. He sat on the loveseat and she on a chair opposite.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“You’re the town supervisor, right?”

“Right.”

“No one can take a building down without a permit from you, right?”

He nodded. “Correct.”

“Someone wants to bulldoze the lovely old mansion on 113.”

“Really? I haven’t gotten a permit request yet.”

“Good, then I’m in time. Don’t sign it.”

“What?”

“Please. Don’t let them take down that old house.” Her voice cracked.

“Why? The place has been falling down for years. Minnie West didn’t have the money to take care of it.”

“I know. But maybe they’ll sell. To me. For almost nothing. To Will and me. Together, we can fix it up.”

“It’s a much bigger job than you two can handle. Do you have a down payment?”

“I have two-thousand dollars. Is that enough?”

“I doubt it. Though I don’t know what the price is, it comes with some land, too. That’s probably worth more than the house. On your income, I’d guess a mortgage would be hard to get,” he said.

Tears she’d been holding back broke through. She covered her eyes with her hand. Grey rose and put an arm around her.

“Would you like a glass of water?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t understand.”

“I’ve wanted that place since before Mom went to jail.”

“It’s a wonderful old building, but it’s in serious disrepair.”

“I know. But it can be fixed,” she insisted.

“There’s a hole in the roof. Who knows what’s been living in there.”

“With some TLC...” Jess lost control. Sobs wracked her body.

The door opened and Carrie, Grey’s wife, entered. “Is something wrong?”

Grey shrugged his shoulders.

“Come with me, Jess,” Carrie said.

“No. No this isn’t just me being emotional. I want a chance. A chance to save that old house. Can’t you help me, Grey?”

“I’d have to have a good excuse not to sign the permit, Jess.”

“Please,” she pleaded.

Grey stroked his cheek and furrowed his brow. “Well, there might be a way. Kind of a long shot, but I think you can pull it off.”

“Tell me, please!” Jess wiped her face with the tissue Carrie handed her and sat up. “I’ll do anything.”

“Okay. Let me explain...”

* * * *
[image: image]


TUESDAY NIGHT, JESS made an early dinner for her and her brother.

“Eat fast. I’m going to the town meeting at seven.”

“Really? Why?”

“Come along and you’ll see.”

Will shrugged. “Why not?”

Arriving five minutes before things started, Jess and Will grabbed two seats by the door. Mike Foster called the meeting to order.

“We have one piece of business leftover from last month’s meeting. The Landmark Committee.”

“I thought we weren’t allowed to have one,” someone piped up.

“I’ve contacted the state. The governor’s office said we could have one that would be given the task of researching the history of any buildings or land we’re considering preserving. Then that committee would make a recommendation to the town supervisor. I have here a folder with the state environmental protection laws. Those could also be used to preserve land. But we still don’t have someone to man the landmark committee. Do I have any volunteers?”

Jess raised her hand.

“What the hell are you doing?” Will asked, reaching for her arm.

Jess pushed his hand away and stood up. “I’ll do it.”

Mike smiled. “Okay, then. We have someone. Jess Lennox is nominated. Anyone second?”

Grey Andrews spoke up. “I do.”

“All in favor?”

Everyone, except one person, raised their hands.

“Opposed?”

Will’s hand shot up. A titter ran over the crowd.

“Sorry, Will. You’re outvoted. Guess you’ll have to live with the extra work at your place.”

“Like there are any buildings to be landmarked anyway,” someone muttered.

“Oh, but there are,” Jess replied.

“Like what?”

“Like that big old house on 113,” she said.

A murmur ran through the crowd.

“Excuse me, Miss,” said an unrecognized, deep voice. Jess turned toward the man.

“Chair recognizes Mr. West.”

“Do you mean to say that you are landmarking that house?” he asked.

“Damn right I am. Of course, I will give it further study. But as of right now, my recommendation to the Town Supervisor is that no one bulldoze that building.”

“But it’s decrepit. It’s falling down,” the stranger argued.

“Nope. It’s completely stable. And it dates back to the early 1800s”

“That building now belongs to me, and I’m planning to take it down.”

Jess’s heart skipped a beat. Sweat broke out on her forehead. Take it down? Destroy her home, her dream? No way!

“Think again, Mister. No one’s touching that house unless it’s to fix it up.”

“That house has seen a lot of Pine Grove history. I’m with Jess on this,” said Laura Dailey.

“Me, too,” chimed in her husband, Barney.

One after another, the townsfolks spoke up. Seemed no one cared that the building was an eyesore. Everyone supported keeping it and having it renovated.

“Minnie was my friend. She’d be rolling in her grave if she knew what you planned to do, Mr. West,” said Mindy Winslow.

A smug smile of satisfaction spread across Jess’s face. Mr. West’s brows knit as he scowled.

“We’ll see about this,” he said, pushing his way out of the building.

Applause went up and Jess took her seat.

“Don’t let that rich guy push you around, Jess. Stand your ground, girl,” said Marge from the Java the Hut.

Will shot her a look of disgust. “This won’t solve anything,” he mumbled.

“It’s the first step. Gives me some time to figure out what I’m going to do.”

“You’re going to be a fool, that’s what. This is a mistake. That guy’s got bucks. He’ll destroy you.”

“Nobody’s gonna destroy me. I’ve made it this far, Will. And I will prevail.”

“Good luck with that,” he said, rising from his chair.

She followed him outside. Grey stopped her by the parking lot.

“Well done, Jess.”

“I get the feeling this is only the first round,” she replied.

“Maybe. Stryker West isn’t one to give up easily.”

“You know him?”

“We were in school here together. He’s tough, inside and out. Stand your ground. You have the town behind you.”

“That’s a first.”

Grey clapped her on the shoulder then headed for his car.

She’d won the first round. But how long could she stall him? A shiver shot through her. Had she bitten off more than she could chew? What would she do if fancy city lawyers came after her? Setting her jaw, her lips in a thin line, Jess headed for her brother’s truck. She’d fought against the odds every day for the last twelve years. No reason why this should be any different.
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Chapter Two
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Stryker Alexander West stood outside the main entrance to the town hall building. Folding powerful arms across his impressive chest, he grinned and blocked her path as she approached Will’s vehicle. But his smile didn’t make it to his cold, dark eyes.

“Listen, sweetheart, stopping the destruction of that old pile of junk isn’t a good idea.”

Bristling, she pushed past him, shoving him out of the way.

“Really, honey. Do the smart thing. Sign the demolition permit.

She turned, heat burning in her chest. “I’m not your sweetheart. I’m not your honey. And I don’t give a damn how many people bow to your money and power. I’ll never, and I mean never, change my mind. I’ll never give the okay to sign a permit to destroy that charming old place. Get over yourself and get out of my way.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said, a mocking smirk spreading across his face. He grabbed her arm and whirled her around. “If someone gets hurt in that old place, I won’t be responsible. It needs to come down before something bad happens.”

“Get your hands off me! No one’s going to get hurt in there. Hasn’t happened yet.”

“Look. I’ve destroyed men a whole lot bigger and stronger than you. So get out of my way.”

“Maybe you’ve beaten down men bigger, but not stronger. And you’re the one who needs to get out of my way,” she said, placing her hand on the truck’s door handle.

He stood so close to her, she could smell his spicy aftershave and feel the warmth of his breath. What was she doing, noticing his broad shoulders and perfect scruff? The man was a menace, a power-hungry monster with no taste and no regard for history or beauty. Still, there was something about him, drawing her. Her nipples tingled. She raised her gaze to his.

“Is there something about the word never you don’t understand? Now move your sorry ass before I call the police.”

He jumped to the side with a slight bow to let her pass.

“This isn’t over, blondie. Not by a longshot.”

Every curse word she knew sounded in her head, but she opened the door in silence, refusing to give him the satisfaction. Angry? An understatement. Madder than she’d ever been, she couldn’t figure out if her temper was a reaction to his uncouth ways or her body’s betrayal.

She slammed the door and peered through the window. Their gazes connected.

“How does that guy have Minnie’s house?” she asked her brother.

“Guess he’s a relative.”

“Maybe. The nephew?” she asked, tearing her eyes away from his. Will turned the key in the ignition.

“Don’t mess with him. Did you see the car he drove into town? He’s got a ton of money. He’ll crush you.”

“As long as the town is with me, he doesn’t stand a chance.”

“Pfft!” Will said.

On the way home, Jess checked her messages. There was one from her friend Angie.

“I’m sick. This pregnancy is slowing me down. Can you sub for me tomorrow night?”

Jess dialed. “Sure. What time does your shift start?”

“Five. Thank you so much. You’re a lifesaver,” her friend replied.

From time to time, Jess subbed at the bar in Homer’s Restaurant. It wasn’t hard work and she needed the money, especially the tips. She used the twenty-five bucks in tips she raked in for food.

“I’m subbing for Angie tomorrow. I’ll leave something in the oven for you, okay?” she asked her brother.

“Fine. Just be careful. Call me when you’re leaving, and I’ll pick you up.”

“Okay.” Jess didn’t think it was necessary, but she liked her brother’s protective attitude. Besides, you never knew what drunken idiot might make a pass and decide not to take “no” for an answer. Will’s muscle would settle things down.

After a glance at the clock, Jess made a beeline for bed. She had to be up at five and baking. Just because she’d be bartending didn’t mean she could shirk her pie obligations. The Cozy Café in Pine Grove, Teatime in Jeffersonville, The Pine Grove Inn, and Tavern on the Lake bought her wares. Though her earnings per hour were minuscule, she continued to work hard to maintain that steady income that paid their bills.

With Will’s odd jobs and her baking, they managed to get along. There wasn’t anything left for extras, but Jess had hope. Every week, she placed a few dollars in an empty coffee can under the kitchen sink for the holidays. This year, she vowed they’d have ham, and she’d buy Will something he wanted. The waitressing job provided extra funds to put away.

* * * *
[image: image]


ANGER FILLED STRYKER’S chest. He drove his Bentley down the dark streets of Pine Grove to the house he’d rented. The furnishings almost made him gag, but there wasn’t a reasonably nice hotel closer than twenty-five miles, and he didn’t intend to spend his days riding back-and-forth.

He’d let Chris have the night off and had driven himself to the town meeting. Figured it wouldn’t look too good to plain folks to be arriving with a chauffeur. Bad enough he drove a spanking new, shiny Bentley. He smirked. Most of them wouldn’t have a clue what make his car was, would they?

But that girl, damn her! She stood in his way. All he wanted to do was demolish the house, sell the land, and move on. He had an office in London waiting for him. The last thing he needed was a roadblock.

The fact that it was nine o’clock didn’t deter Stryker from picking up the phone and dialing London.

“John, we’ve got a problem.”

“Can’t this wait until morning, Stryker?”

“No. And if I’m interrupting sex with your wife, I apologize.”

“You’re interrupting beauty sleep. But okay, shoot.”

Stryker explained the situation to his right-hand man.

“Lay off the threats. What could this young woman possibly want? Money?”

“Ah, yes. Her car looked like it had been through a war.”

“Good. She’s hungry, offer her money. Sweeten the deal. Obviously, your strong-arm tactics didn’t get you anywhere. Try nice. I know it’s a stretch for you but give it a whirl. And be generous. She’s not going to go away for a hundred bucks.”

“You always get insulting when I’ve interrupted you in mid-fuck.”

“Watch it.”

“Sorry. But it’s true. As usual, your advice is perfect. And I will follow it to the letter.”

“Good. I’m hanging up now.”

“Give Sarah a kiss for me,” Stryker said. But John had already ended the call.

He undressed and slipped into bed with a thriller he’d been reading. When he turned out the light at midnight, an image of the young woman, eyes blazing, pushing him out of her way flashed through his brain.

There was something kind of sweet smelling about her, like spun sugar or honey. And her hair. Speaking of honey, that was exactly the color, wasn’t it? He grinned, oh, yes, he’d give her an offer she couldn’t refuse. Hmm, he considered amounts and decided to start with five grand and go as high as twenty, if need be. How much was his peace of mind worth? He could go to fifty thousand and never feel it.

Girls like her are so obvious. Her attitude would soften when he waved a check for more money than she could make in a year in front of her face. Of course, if she bit and took the cash, he couldn’t sleep with her. That would make it seem like prostitution.

Who wants to have sex with an angry bitch, anyway? Not just angry, fiery. He admitted to himself that her fire turned him on. Women who showed passion in one area of their lives often showed the same heat between the sheets. Many an exhausting but satisfying night had started with that premise.

The girl appeared in his dreams, giving him a restless night. The next morning, he awoke tired and cranky. Chris picked him up for breakfast. They ate at the Cozy Café then headed back to the rental. Stryker opened his laptop, pulled up his schedule, and picked up his phone to call his secretary in London.

“Nigel, clear my schedule for the next week, would you?”

“What about today?”

“I have phone conferences with Dallas, London, and Rome. I’ll do those but cancel everything for tomorrow. And the rest of the week. I have business to take care of here. It won’t take long.”

“Fine, sir. Consider it done.”

“Thank you.”

He turned to Chris. “I love the efficiency of the British. Now, where were we?”

“I think you were preparing the estimates for the London office,” Chris prompted.

“Right, right.”

At noon, they returned to the Cozy Café for lunch.

“We got some special chocolate cream pie.”

Stryker’s eyes lit up. “My favorite.”

“Made right here in Pine Grove by Jess Lennox,” the waitress, Amy, said.

“Who?”

“Jess. She makes all the pies for all the restaurants around here. It’s her gift.”

“Okay. Two pieces, please,” he said. Turning to Chris, he continued, “I’m assuming you’ll join me in this.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm.”

The pie was delectable. Best he’d ever eaten. Indeed, that hostile young woman did have a gift for a flaky crust and a rich filling. What was her problem with the house? He’d have to get the answer before he gave her the money. Would she continue to bake pies once she’d deposited his little bribe in the bank? He’d hate to deprive the town of such an excellent dessert.

He gulped down the last of his coffee, plucked two twenties from his wallet and paid the bill. He dumped the remaining five and change on the table for a tip before making his way to the parking lot.

Stryker climbed into the car and Chris drove them to Minnie’s place. Stryker backed up to get a full view of the old house. The roof, missing a dozen shingles, had a hole in it big enough to fit a golden retriever. The paint on the outside walls had peeled off ages ago, leaving raw, weathered wood exposed to rain, snow, and ice.

Every window pane stood broken. Probably teenagers. What was it about a window that tempted a boy to heave a rock through it?

The west side of the house had exterior cellar doors, like in “The Wizard of Oz.” The shrubs, once neatly trimmed, had grown unruly, like a child’s curly hair. Some had sprouted up five feet or more to partially cover the first-floor windows. Others had had the good grace to die, turn yellow, then brown.

The grass hadn’t been mowed in at least six months, maybe longer, clumps bent over, like waves, to cover parts of the slate walk. The mansion had gone to seed, becoming a sorry specimen.

“Well, Chris. What’s your take?” Stryker scratched his stubbly chin.

“First, we must repair the roof. Fix that hole, add a few shingles. Then the windows. Trim the shrubs and hedges. Mow the grass, if you can. Might have to take a scythe to it first. Not sure if you should paint or simply re-side the entire building.”

“And how much would you estimate that would cost?” Stryker asked, kicking loose stones out of his way.

“I have no idea. Probably a lot.”

“Like how much? A hundred grand? Maybe two?”

“Maybe.”

“Then there’s the inside.”

“Of course. Yes.”

“If the outside looks this bad, what do you think the inside looks like?”

Chris covered his eyes. “I can’t imagine.”

“You want me to renovate?”

“It’s got great bones. What did you want to do?”

“Tear the damn thing down,” Stryker growled in a sour tone, heading for the car.

“Wait!” Chris said, tugging on his arm. “Here’s the key. Look inside.”

“Do I really have to do this?”

“It might not be that bad.”

Stryker cocked an eyebrow at his chauffeur.

“Of course, you’re the boss.”

Snatching the keys from the young man, Stryker took a deep breath.

“Be back in an hour.”

“Right, sir.”

With a groan of disgust, Stryker headed for the steps. He shoved the key in the rusty lock and turned. Reluctantly, the tumblers clicked into place. The old wooden door creaked as he opened it.

Before stepping inside, he recalled warm, delicious smells coming from the kitchen. Aunt Minnie had been an excellent cook. Not a gourmet, but she could make a stew that would bring a grown man to tears. His mouth watered as the long-forgotten flavors awakened his taste buds.

Opening the front door, he was slapped in the face by the stench of cat urine. The smell overpowered him, forcing him back a few steps. His eyes stung. Ducking under a cobweb, he strode through the entryway to a once-elegant, long, living room window. Mustering all his strength, he forced the damn thing open. Gulping fresh air, he turned. What the Hell did Minnie do with the thousands of dollars I sent her every month? Surely, she had not used one single cent to maintain the house.

Dusty sheets covered the furniture. The braided rug, that had once brought color and warmth to the room, had faded and grown shabby. Paint on the walls cracked and peeled. The wood floor, once polished and gleaming, now scuffed and scratched, had dulled. Where was the chandelier? Old wires sprang from the ceiling like weeds in Minnie’s once-tended garden.

His heart squeezed. Did he dare explore the other rooms? Curiosity overcame revulsion, compelling him to forge ahead. One room was worse than the next. Then he came upon his old bedroom. The threadbare, blue chenille spread still covered the bed. A few books lay about the floor, though the small bookshelf stood empty.

Opening the closet, he spied clothes from his teenage years, awaiting his return. A few dusty, mismatched sneakers lay on their sides on the floor. Two pictures of his biggest sports heroes still graced the walls, though the layer of dust on the glass muddied the image underneath.

Tears stung his eyes as he picked up the lone Beanie Baby, a hippo, still perched on his old desk, awaiting his return.

“Herman,” he muttered, fingering the tiny, velvety animal.

Stripped of personality and filthy beyond belief, the room no longer resembled the sanctuary he’d learned to love after his parents died.

Corralling his emotions, his resolve to raze the structure hardened. There was nothing left of the place he had called home. Best to take this monstrosity down and hope to erase the memory of the shambles it had become. Settled on the front stoop knees up, like a little boy, his head rested in his hands. Pain seared through him as sweet and sour memories from his childhood resurfaced. He’d worked hard to get away from his early orphaned existence. Could one ever escape where they came from?

“Sir? You all right?”

Stryker raised his head. “Quite. Let’s go.”

“Made your decision, sir?”

“This place must go. Torn down to the very foundation. Burned. The land sold. And I must move on, spread my airports overseas and never come back here again.”
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Chapter Three
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In the morning, Jess awoke in a good mood. The birds chirped outside on the feeder. The sun burned hot for a morning in June, sending warm air in her open windows. Jess tied an apron around her waist. The bottom edge was a little frayed and the bright pink had faded to an anemic version of the original. Sure enough it was worn, but it had been her grandma’s and held a special place in her heart. Jess hummed Wonderful World as she measured out flour and shortening.

“Wearing the lucky apron? That means something good for breakfast,” Will said as he straddled a rickety chair in the tiny kitchen.

“Nope. Means fresh raspberry rhubarb pie for The Cozy Café,” Jess said, pulling a rolling pin out of the drawer.

“Crap.”

She smiled behind her hand. “And maybe raspberry pancakes if a certain brother minds his manners.”

“Raspberry pancakes? Yippee!” A smile broke out on his face.

“Yeah. I have some leftover. Some of the berries got smushed. You know how fussy Amy is about her pies. They have to be perfect.”

“I’ll take the imperfect ones. My stomach doesn’t know the difference.”

Jess melted a small pat of butter. One glance told her she was getting low. She’d have to make do because Amy wouldn’t be paying her ’till the end of the week. She remembered the job at Homers. Damn, it hit perfectly—she’d pick up more butter tomorrow.

“We should
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