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Chapter 1
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Arielle Preston glanced at the time, deciding she could squeeze in a little more packing before she needed to be at her department’s virtual weekly meeting. She knew moving out of her apartment someday had been inevitable, but her original plan had involved a home she’d be able to move into; a home owned by her and whichever bank would give her a mortgage. The plan had never been to move from her après-college apartment back to her old bedroom in her parents’ house five states away. The only bright spot was the fact she worked remotely so she wouldn’t be losing her income along with the roof over her head. 

After taping up yet another box, this one filled with books, she guessed she’d better sit herself down at her laptop, professional face in place, worries about the big move shoved to the back of her mind. She saw only Clint Grover on her monitor once she logged on and she gave him a genuine smile. He was one of the good guys and had been since the day they’d met four years ago. “Hi, Clint. What’s new?”

“Hey, Arielle. I’m off to Phoenix this weekend for the next three months.”

“Oh, right. For the acquisition?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t look all that happy. I thought you wanted to go to Phoenix.”

He shrugged. “I do. But my college roommate just called and said he can’t housesit for me and I need to find someone else in the next three days to stay there. Which isn’t going to happen.”

Arielle sat up taller, feeling as if she had a lightbulb blinking over her head. “I’ll do it, Clint.” Watching him, she wasn’t surprised by the skeptical look all over his face. “If that’s all right.”

“What about your place?”

“My soon to be former place, you mean? In the building that’s practically being condemned because of mold and lead paint violations and who knows what else? That place?”

“Jeez. That’s rough. But, yeah. Would you want to stay here?”

“Yes. You have no idea how badly I want to stay at your house. I was all set to say goodbye to Greenwich, Massachusetts and move back home to Little Birch, Pennsylvania to live with my parents. In my old room. Which is still decorated for teenaged me. You can probably guess how excited I’ve been about it all.”

“You should have told me.”

“Why? Do you think your college roommate would have wanted another roommate? How many bedrooms do you have?”

“Three. The place is pretty small. Just a bungalow. The only thing is, it’s not in the best shape right now. It’s a fixer upper and it needs a lot of work. Gabe said he was going to work on it while he stayed there. I haven’t had much time to do anything yet and with this Phoenix trip...”

“Like what kind of work? Is that a condition of me staying there? I can do some things...” Who was she kidding? What could she possibly do? Knock down walls and install bathrooms? She grimaced, wishing this could have worked out. It had sounded perfect for her.

“No conditions, Arielle. Gabe offered to work on it. It’s structurally sound, but the wallpaper almost makes my eyes bleed. He was going to strip the paper then paint it all. Nothing major.”

“I can do all that.” Once I figure out how. “I’ll ask my dad and watch some videos. Do you have the paint color picked out yet?”

“All the supplies are down cellar.”

“’Down cellar’?”

“You know. In the basement.”

“You New Englanders and your cute expressions...Then, you know what? I’m your new house sitter. You won’t recognize the place when you get back.” She ignored the voice in her head that was chirping about doom or some such nonsense. “It will be fun and rewarding and a way for me to say thank you. How much will you want for rent? First, last and security deposit?” She hadn’t expected Clint to laugh at her questions.

“Nothing, Arielle. You’re doing me a favor.”

“But, Clint-”

“No. If you can get some of the wallpaper out of there it’d be great and check my mail for me and let me know if something comes up, things like that, I’ll be happy.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

When Arielle saw their department head’s face appear on her monitor, she knew the discussion was over. But she’d call Clint later to bless him, his children, and his children’s children for saving her from her old twin-sized bed and probably months of living “at home” again.
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AFTER THE MEETING, which was brief for a change, Arielle called her mother with the great news, discovering it was only great to her, since her mother, and possibly her father, although he wasn’t part of the conversation, had really been looking forward to having her back in the nest. Arielle promised to come for a visit once she was settled in at Clint’s house, then hoped she’d be able to fulfill her promise. 

Except there was no hoping about it. She had to visit them, even if they were a six-hour drive away. Or she could fly, but by the time she got to the airport and through security, and if there were delays, she may as well have just jumped in the car. Either way, after all the sacrificing they’d done for her and her brother, Cristian, she could certainly make time to spend a weekend with them.

Once the work day was officially over, she called Clint to finalize details, making plans to move some of her things into one of his empty guest rooms on Saturday, then she returned to her packing, only with a much improved attitude. She would make Clint’s house on Tisbury Terrace gorgeous and welcoming and he’d be blown away by what she’d accomplished while he was gone. At least that was the plan.

Ready for her last call, she tapped Emma’s number, listening to the rings.

“How many more days, Arielle? No, don’t tell me,” Emma Kovach said.

To say Emma hadn’t taken the news of Arielle’s departure well was an understatement, which had made it easier to focus on Emma’s feelings than her own sadness about the whole thing. “I’m moving Saturday.” When she heard a moan, she continued. “Only I’m moving to Tisbury Terrace here in town, not back with my parents. Clint Grover is letting me housesit for him and by the time he finishes in Phoenix, I will have found another apartment or some place to live. One that isn’t life threatening.” 

“Really? You aren’t teasing me, are you?”

“It is for real.”

“You have no idea how happy that makes me, or how close I was to kicking out Alicia so you could stay with me.”

“Since it’s Alicia’s apartment, I’m guessing that wouldn’t have gone over too well.”

“Well, yes, but desperate times call for kicking out your sister sometimes.”

Arielle laughed. “I’m happy there won’t be any sibling battles.”

“I’m so happy you’re staying, Arielle. Unbelievably happy. Do you need help moving or packing or unpacking or anything?”

“I’m just about finished packing and the movers are coming Saturday... Most of my stuff is going in storage so unpacking should be easy enough. Can I call you this weekend once I get things figured out and we can do something?”

“Yes. I’m so happy.”

“I am, too, Emma. Really, really happy.”
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Skip Wilton eyed the vanity in his first-floor bathroom. “Now we can do this the easy way or we can do it the hard way. Which is it going to be?” He wasn’t going to add that every other damn thing he’d done in this house, euphemistically referred to as a fixer upper by the realtor, had been the hard way, and it was about time something went the other way. 

Hearing the distinctive sound of a truck in reverse, he decided a brief respite in his renovation raptures was indicated. Standing at his new front door, which had taken him three and a quarter hours to install, thanks to the house having decided years ago to settle into a less than square manner, he eyed the moving truck reversing up the driveway of his neighbor, Clint. He’d met Clint right after moving in two months ago and hadn’t spoken to him since, although they’d exchanged nods here and there. If he remembered right, the guy hadn’t been in the bungalow all that long. Seeing a Sentra pull up to the curb before a brunette climbed out added some interest, and the messenger bag and box of donuts she carried as she took the walkway to the front door, combined with the sight of the back door of the truck rolling up to display a mattress and box spring made the situation pretty clear. Old Clint had found himself a beautiful woman. Lucky devil. 

Knowing he should get to the half bath, which was a better use of his Saturday morning, he still couldn’t seem to get motivated. “Five more minutes,” he murmured, deciding it wouldn’t make a bit of difference either way. The vanity would either cooperate or it wouldn’t. He was going to win because the olive green fixtures had to go, and it was going to be today no matter who was moving in next door.

He watched as a dresser and a pair of nightstands followed the mattress and box spring, then a headboard after that, knowing the five minutes he’d allowed himself had morphed into ten or more, but he’d invested this much time already so he may as well see it through to the end. The girl was in the driveway, and when he saw her walk closer to the house he moved to the side window in his living room for a better viewing opportunity. The girl wasn’t speaking, just watching, and Clint hadn’t made an appearance. Maybe he was supervising things inside, preparing for his life to improve by about a thousand percent.

The show was over quickly, and the girl shook hands with the movers, giving them a smile Skip knew they had to have felt all the way to their bones because they were only a couple feet away and he’d felt it himself. Damn, she was one fine looking woman. When he felt a familiar stirring inside, a feeling he hadn’t had in too long, six months maybe, he wondered if today was going to be the day. 

Only one way to find out.

Heading upstairs, he picked up his six string.
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ARIELLE STOOD IN THE living room with Clint, gazing around at what would become her projects for the next three months. “I don’t know, Clint. This wallpaper is kind of amazing. Almost like a time capsule from I don’t know what decade.”

“What’s amazing is I’ve survived this long without poking out my eyes.”

“I’ll do this room first, then send you pictures of the end results.” She was a little dismayed to see not only the living room, but the kitchen, bathroom, hallway, and three bedrooms were all done in equally “amazing” wallpapers. But she would overcome it all. She could have been driving to Little Birch right now to begin a whole new old life. So what was a little wallpaper removal? That would be the tough part, she knew that. Then the much more fun painting part would begin. “Can you show me where you have what I’ll need? You said it was in the basement?”

“If you’re going to be staying here, you have to call it ‘down cellar’.”

“Fine. Let’s go down cellar.” She followed Clint down the wooden steps to see a basement that had all kinds of storage space. There were a washer and dryer and what she guessed was a water heater and a big black tank. “What’s in that tank?”

“Oil. They deliver it automatically so you don’t have to call when it gets low. Not that it will while you’re here, since it’s summer.”

“That’s good to know.”

He lifted a plastic bag. “Here’s the stuff to spray on the wallpaper before you start scraping. There are a couple of drop cloths, and other stuff you may want to use.” He gestured. “Over there is the paint. If you run out, call me and I’ll order some more.”

Arielle knew if she ran out of paint, she’d just get herself to the store and buy more. She was living here for free and she wasn’t about to ask Clint to pay. “Got it.” Looking around, she couldn’t think of anything else to ask him about. “If you get homesick out there, Facetime me and I can walk around and show you all your rooms.”

“Appreciate that. Let’s get back upstairs.”

“Are you sure I can’t drive you to your hotel? You’re flying out in the morning, right? I’m happy to do that.”

“Thanks, but Gabe’s driving me.” Clint checked his watch. “I’ve got another couple hours. You hungry?”

“Yes. Lunch is on me if you don’t mind take-out.”

“Come with me. I have an impressive collection of menus, and most of the places will deliver.”

“You’re just making this better and better, Clint.”

“What else... Neighbors... The guy next door is Skip, and the woman across the street is Pam. Pam’ll probably come over if she sees you outside and will want to know what’s going on. Other than introducing ourselves, Skip and I haven’t spoken. The other neighbors keep to themselves. It’s a pretty quiet neighborhood, and since we’re at the end of the dead end street, we don’t get much traffic.”

“Then I’ll be able to focus on work during the day and home improvement for nights and weekends.”

“There’s no rush and no pressure and if you decide you don’t want to do it, that’s okay, too. I mean it, Arielle.”

As if she was going to let him down after what he was doing for her. “Whatever you say, Clint.”
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Once Arielle had met Gabe and Clint was on his way westward, or at least northeastward to the airport hotel, she headed out for the grocery store to stock up on anything and everything that looked good to her. 

With a trunk full of bags, she drove home anticipating her new life as a house sitter and part-time home improver. She’d given herself the day off from work of any kind, deciding the stress of moving and storing all her worldly belongings was enough for one day, and she would ease into her attack of the amazing wallpaper in the morning.

Carrying the groceries inside took a few trips, and she glanced around at the closest houses. The white Cape Cod style next door, belonging to Skip, had a pickup truck in the driveway but she hadn’t seen any human activity. Across the street was Pam’s, a big red house, maybe a Colonial or a Garrison, but she wasn’t very knowledgeable about styles. She could hear guitar music from nearby and wondered where it was coming from. Maybe someone in one of the nearby yards was playing it. 

Deciding to make lasagna for dinner because even though it was June, today was on the cool side, she got busy with the ingredients, happy she’d get multiple meals from it. Maybe she’d even freeze some for another time. 

After sliding the Pyrex dish into the oven, she decided to take a walk to the mailbox, since the mail hadn’t been delivered while Clint was home and she wasn’t about to shirk any of her duties. Apparently late deliveries were the norm, according to Clint, with the mail truck not making an appearance until after five o’clock most nights. She’d probably begin to see her own mail appearing in the box soon, in case she needed any extra incentive to get out to the curb once a day. After pulling out a handful of coupons, some of which she might take some interest in, she closed the mailbox and headed back up the driveway.
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SKIP HADN’T BEEN QUICK enough earlier, but he’d been waiting for his chance. All he wanted was to introduce himself and hear her voice. He’d made some inroads today into a song and was feeling better about himself than he had in longer than he wanted to remember. If this girl truly was his muse, and speaking to her today would confirm it, then he owed her a debt of gratitude and he hoped Clint didn’t screw things up with her. She needed to stay put, for a few years at least, so Skip could write an impressive library of songs that, with a tremendous amount of luck, he’d be able to sell.

Stepping off his deck, he headed toward the shared property line as the girl came up the incline toward the back door. He hadn’t seen Clint around, but his car was still in the driveway, and he suspected the guy would be shooting out of the house as soon as he heard Skip talking to the girl.

“Evening.” He stayed on his side of the invisible line and watched as she came to an abrupt halt, clearly having missed his arrival.

Arielle was startled, and realized she’d been in her head instead of paying attention. “Hello.” This must be Skip. Clint hadn’t mentioned his neighbor was hot, but then why would he have? He took a few steps toward her, his hand outstretched.

“I’m Skip.”

“Nice to meet you, Skip. I’m Arielle.”

Of all the names he’d had bouncing around in his head today, nowhere in the collection was the name Arielle. “Arielle? Is that right? That sounds to me like a princess’ name.” He was sure his nieces had mentioned it once or two hundred times in futile attempts to get him to play dolls with them.

So this was why Clint hadn’t bothered pursuing an acquaintance with Skip. Because the man was a jerk. “Really? Well, Skip sounds like peanut butter. And not the smooth kind, either.” 

As he watched the screen door close behind the girl, this Arielle, he realized two things; Arielle, with the beautiful voice and even more beautiful face, most definitely had now filled the vacant position of his muse, and he’d royally screwed up with her right out of the gate.

It wasn’t so much what he’d said, Arielle decided, as she checked to see how much more time the lasagna needed. It was more the expression on his face when he’d heard her name. As if she’d spoken in Greek, a language she happened to know zero words in. Anyway, what kind of name was Skip? If he had a real name he should have introduced himself with that, then maybe said something like, “But everyone calls me Skip”. That would have made sense.

She looked out the back door and saw him slowly walking toward his deck, hands in his pockets and face aimed up at the sky. Maybe he was wondering when his spaceship was coming to get him. Shaking her head, she set the table, telling herself to forget about him. It was a shame, she thought, sitting down to eat a slab of lasagna to soothe her after this day of stressors and bizarre neighbors, because she might have been able to ask him for help if she ran into difficulties with her home improvement tasks. Guys knew about these things, or at least they pretended to. And since he was a homeowner, he must know his way around painting and wallpaper removal. Well, she’d just have to figure it out for herself. Or go to the hardware store and find a professional.

By the time Skip was back inside, notebook in hand, he’d decided he could work with Arielle’s attitude toward him. Plenty of songs had been written about girls who wanted nothing to do with guys, and he could join the ranks with all the other losers who didn’t have two brain cells to rub together. Shaking his head, he decided not to beat himself up. As introductions went, it had been downright horrific, but there had to be plenty of ways he could redeem himself with Arielle. Or even just one way.
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Arielle woke filled with determination. She was going to be the best wallpaper remover Clint ever saw, even if he wasn’t here to witness her endeavors. After a hearty breakfast of eggs, toast, and ice tea, she dressed in her oldest cutoffs and least favorite tee shirt. Choosing a starting point, she put down the drop cloth and got her equipment set up. Clint had helped her move the couch, end tables, TV and cabinet the day before to the center of the room because he said they were too heavy for her to move, which had eliminated her worry about scratching the wood floors if she’d had to drag them herself. Picking up the plastic bottle of goopy stuff, she sprayed all over a four-foot section of wall and watched the blue slime slowly slide its way southward. Exchanging the bottle for a scraper, she got to work.

She thought about all the hours she’d spent watching home improvement shows and tried to remember any she’d seen that demonstrated the fine art of wallpaper removal but none came to mind. She soon realized it was probably because this job was a soggy equivalent of watching paint dry, and no one would want to watch a show about that. Instead of the paper peeling off in giant satisfying strips, she was only getting little scraps of gooey messes and it took almost as much time to clean the pieces off the scraper as it did to scrape it off the wall in the first place. Telling herself to keep going and not think about the three bedrooms, kitchen, hallway, and bathroom she still needed to do wasn’t working well to motivate her, and after she’d only managed to clean off about six feet of wall, she put down her tools and headed for the kitchen to wash her hands. It was time for a trip to the store. Looking at her clothes, not happy in the slightest about how she looked right now, she decided she didn’t care. She wasn’t going to a fashion show, she was going to a hardware store.

Grabbing her purse, she locked up the house and went out the door. Glancing over to the house next door, she didn’t see the pickup in residence, which meant she need not expect Skip to surprise her again, only this time with a “Morning” rather than “Evening” greeting. And she wouldn’t need to hear any more mentions of princesses.

She knew she could have headed to the giant hardware store across town, but she chose to visit the same one Clint had used, according to the receipt that had been in the bag with what she’d considered all fun-looking tools until she’d actually had to use them. Parking in the small lot which seemed to be full of pickup trucks, she made her way inside carrying her wish list in her head and hoping the store would have everything she needed because if there was one thing she didn’t want, it was to be deprived of even one minute of the delights of wallpaper stripping today because she was wasting more time shopping. 

Pulling open the door and hearing a bell jangle over her head, she immediately felt at home. The floor boards were wooden, creaky, and almost bare of the varnish that she knew they once would have had. The aisles were narrow and the shelves were crammed with all kinds of mysterious things she hoped she’d never need to buy. This was a well-loved and used store, and she could only guess at how many people had been helped by the employees here. She was just one more in a long line, but she suspected she was going to need more help than most. Finding an older man in the second aisle she checked, she asked him if he could help her. Wally, his name tag read.

Skip looked up from the tube of caulking he was reading when he heard a woman’s voice that sounded familiar. He walked to the end of the aisle to take a look and see what he could see. Well, well, well, if it wasn’t the muse herself. Luckily for him, she hadn’t noticed him yet, and he did a 180 and returned to his own aisle, the better to eavesdrop from. From what he could determine, she was removing wallpaper and Wally was loading her up with things Skip didn’t think she’d need, but that was the way old Wally operated. Keeping an eye on the situation thanks to the convex security mirror in the corner, he saw the moment Wally left Arielle alone, and Skip made a bee line for her.

“Morning, Arielle.”

She spun around when she heard her name. Of course, it was Skip. It had to be Skip. No one else could know her name. “Good morning.”

Despite what he’d been hoping, she hadn’t grown any less beautiful since last evening, and he thought again what a lucky man Clint was. Before his mind started wondering where Clint was, he focused on the matter at hand. “I wouldn’t recommend using that scorer.” He reached into the basket on her left arm and pulled it out.

“Why not? That’s what he just told me to get, and he works here. He should know.”

“What’s under the wallpaper? Sheetrock or plaster? If it’s sheetrock, those sharp points are going to score it, and when you paint it, the holes are going to show.” As he’d learned the hard way once upon a time.

Now why did he have to come along and confuse the issue? Wally had made it sound as if this little tool would be the answer to all her problems. “I don’t know what it is. By the time I got the paper off it just looked like a wet wall. How am I supposed to know if it’s sheetrock or plaster?”

“Why don’t you call Clint? He should know.”

Clint was either in the air or was getting himself settled in and she wasn’t going to call him with such a trivial question or he’d start to wonder what kind of a mess she was going to make of his house. “I don’t want to bother him.”

He stared at her. “Bother him? It’s his house, isn’t it? He isn’t going to be bothered if you call him. Nor should he be.”

Looking at the scorer in Skip’s hand, wishing she knew what to do, she took it from him, deciding she’d call her father. After she brought the scorer home. “Thanks for your advice.”

He watched her put it back in the basket, unsurprised by her decision. He shouldn’t have used the word princess when he met her, even if he had the excuse of being half stupefied by her presence. “If you’re going to use it, try it on an inconspicuous area, like behind the fridge.” Eying everything else she had in the basket, he said, “Are you sure you want those gloves? The stuff you’re using isn’t toxic and those’ll make it tough to grip the scraper.”

“What gloves do you suggest I use?” Oh helpful one.

“These.” He lifted a package from a hook and exchanged them with the ones in her basket. “Once you get all the paper off, you should wash the walls with some hot water, a little dish soap, and about a tablespoon of baking soda. That way you’ll get the leftover paste off and the paint will go on over a clean surface.”

“Are you on the payroll here?”

“Nope. Just trying to be neighborly to you and Clint.”

“Is there anything else I should or shouldn’t be buying?” She held out the basket, wondering if he noted the sarcasm. While also wondering if she was being sarcastic.

“Maybe a bottle of wine to celebrate after you finish.”

The man did have a nice smile, even if he was irritating. “Thank you for your invaluable assistance.”

Watching Arielle turn away, probably on her way to the front, he said, “Let me know if you need any more help.” She didn’t respond, and that was okay. After their conversation, he felt well stocked with inspiration, and decided as soon as he removed the vanity and hopper from the half bath, which he would have done the day before had he not been broadsided by inspiration in the form of Arielle, he would return to his song and see what kind of progress he could make.
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