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Synopsis

Olivia Bennett is on the tenure track at Cornell
University, the resident expert on Southern women writers. After
moving to upstate New York from Atlanta, she falls in love with and
purchases an old, run-down farmhouse. The only catch: she knows
nothing about renovating a house, taking care of land, or snow.
Joss Bauer is a New York native who grew up in her family’s
construction business. She has a soft spot for old houses, but no
patience for overpaid debutantes who want to play at country
living. When Olivia hires Joss to do the renovations on her new
home, the sparks fly, in more ways than one. It turns out both
women have a lot to learn about life, love, and the meaning of
home. But when a scandal threatens Olivia’s professional
reputation, it puts her priorities and her newfound love on the
line.
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For AMH. Home is wherever you are.


Chapter One

The house was too big, older, and farther out of town
than Olivia wanted. The photos in the listing were terrible. There
were only a couple of them to begin with and they didn’t do much to
show the character of the house, or its condition. But still.
Something about it spoke to her. It had a porch and a fireplace; it
had promise. Olivia asked her Realtor to schedule a showing.

The whole house hunting process had proven beyond
frustrating. Everyone had warned her about the Ithaca market and,
unfortunately, everyone was right. She’d been at it for four months
and every house she’d seen was either completely generic or full of
once-trendy add-ons—no personality or the kind of personality you’d
try to avoid at parties. The rest were either dilapidated college
student rental properties or completely out of her price range.

Except for this one. Definitely worn, but it seemed
sturdy, reliable. It reminded her of a favorite sweater, frayed but
comfortable, or the copy of The Optimist’s Daughter that
she’d toted around since high school. When they pulled into the
driveway, Olivia felt a flutter in her chest.

Set back from the road, it was a farmhouse that
didn’t have any farm left to it. It had what appeared to be an
overgrown vegetable garden and a small barn that had been
halfheartedly converted into a garage. The white paint was peeling
and one of the dark green shutters hung at a precarious angle. A
wide porch spanned the front and wrapped all the way around the
side of the house. Sure it was roped off with yellow caution tape,
but that didn’t stop her from imagining a big swing and a pair of
rocking chairs, or what it would be like to sip a glass of wine and
watch the sun set into the rolling hills.

It was the kind of house she’d dreamed about as a
little girl.

Scott, her Realtor, led her around to the back door
because, according to the note in the listing, the porch was in
danger of collapsing. He retrieved the key from the lockbox and
unlocked the deadbolt. Olivia couldn’t tell if he needed to lean
his full weight against the door to get it to open or if he was
being dramatic. She didn’t ask.

They stepped into the kitchen. While Scott made a
show of pushing the door closed behind them, Olivia took in
wide-plank wood floors that were original but badly scarred, an old
farmhouse sink, peeling wallpaper. She looked past the dated
appliances and dingy cabinets and envisioned a wrought iron pot
rack hanging over a huge island and toile curtains on the windows.
She loved it.

“This,” he made a circle with his finger to indicate
their surroundings, “is not what we discussed.”

Had it been anyone but Scott, with his hipster
glasses and silver hair, she might have taken offense. Because it
was Scott, Olivia hung her head and sighed. “I know.”

Scott dug around in his messenger bag and pulled out
a spiral notepad. “Let’s see. I have my notes right here: not too
big, low maintenance, twenty minutes or less to campus. Honey,
you’re not even one for three.”

“But the others are all so boring.” Olivia drew out
the last word to a solid four syllables, allowing herself to sound
extra whiny.

Scott tsked. “When it comes to houses, boring is
shorthand for reliable, undemanding, and easy. But, yes, I agree.
Clearly, you’ve seen my house.”

Olivia smiled. In the two years she’d lived in
Ithaca, she’d spent quite a lot of time at the house Scott shared
with his partner Dan, a linguistics professor whose office was down
the hall from hers. The gorgeous old Craftsman sat on the prettiest
street in the Fall Creek neighborhood. The couple had spent six
years on the renovations and joked that they still weren’t
done.

“I want you to be happy.” Scott put his hands on his
hips. “But with great character comes great responsibility.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “I’ve always been the
practical one, but maybe I want original woodwork more than I want
a new, high-efficiency water heater.”

“Mmm-hmm. You tell yourself that when you’re taking
an ice-cold shower in February.”

Olivia tried to hide the shiver that rippled through
her at the thought. “Come on, voice of reason, let’s see the rest
of it.”

As they walked through the downstairs, she fell more
in love. Each room offered more of the same—charming details and
craftsmanship showing signs of wear and very bad decor. The living
room boasted a large brick fireplace and garishly mauve walls,
while the powder room felt like a bad beach vacation. Upstairs, the
only full bathroom was home to an antique claw-foot tub and
sea-foam green tile. With four bedrooms, Olivia wondered how
expensive it would be to take out a wall to make it feel more like
a master bath, maybe build a walk-in closet. She didn’t mention her
idea to Scott.

“I want it.”

Scott shook his head. “I knew you were going to say
that. Since it’s been on the market nearly three months already, I
think we can go in below asking price and, you know, bold,
italicize, and underline the home inspection clause.”

Although his tone remained stern, Olivia could see
the playfulness in his eyes. She felt like she’d won over a
skeptical parent. “Thank you, Scott!”

“Don’t thank me yet, honey. Save it for when we
verify she isn’t going to collapse on closing day.”

While Scott locked up, Olivia stood in the driveway
and tried to figure out how far back the property line was. She was
going to have a lot to mow. She imagined toodling around on a lawn
tractor in a floppy straw hat. There were always goats. Maybe she’d
look into goats.

She didn’t mention goats as they got into Scott’s car
and drove to Gimme! Coffee to fill out the paperwork. She went to
the counter to order lattes while Scott claimed a table. By the
time she joined him, an oversize mug in each hand, he had the offer
of sale form filled out and ready to go.

“I’m going to be up half the night,” he said after
taking a long sip. “It’s so worth it, though.”

Olivia sipped her own coffee and sighed. “So worth
it.”

“So, I may have already pulled some comps.”

Olivia was pretty sure that part of the process came
after she’d found a house she wanted. “What do you mean?”

“I had a gut feeling about this place, so I went
ahead and pulled comps in case you decided to put in an offer.”

Olivia narrowed her eyes. “But you gave me such a
hard time about it.”

Scott shrugged. “I had to tease you a little.
Besides, I couldn’t risk influencing you.”

She loved having a real estate agent who was also a
friend. “Well played.”

“Thank you. I’ve been doing this a while.”

They spent half an hour poring over homes that were
at least somewhat similar in square footage and state of disrepair.
After settling on an offer price fifteen percent below asking,
Scott walked her through the various clauses and contingencies,
including the ever-important home inspection.

“Are you sure it isn’t too low?” She was afraid of
offending the sellers and ending negotiations even before they
started. She knew she wasn’t supposed to get too attached at this
point in the process, but that didn’t seem to stop her.

“Given how long it’s been on the market and the fact
that it’s empty, I’m confident this is a good starting point.”

Olivia took a deep breath, suddenly aware of what a
big deal this was. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

“Now what?”

“Now I submit it to the seller. Then we wait. They
can accept, reject, or counter. The latter is the most likely and
then, hopefully, we meet somewhere in the middle.”

“Right. Okay. Good.”

“I’ve already got you on speed dial.” He offered a
reassuring smile. “I will call you the second I hear
something.”

*

It turned out that the sellers, siblings who’d
inherited the house from an aunt, were keen on getting rid of it.
With no other offers on the table, they halfheartedly
counteroffered two thousand above Olivia’s initial offer. When she
got the news from Scott, she indulged in a brief happy dance and
didn’t bother continuing negotiations.

The minute she stopped dancing, she started the
process of fretting about the inspection.

There was so much that could go wrong. The house
could have termites. Or a crumbling foundation. Or asbestos. It
could need all new plumbing. It could have all of that. As willing
as she was to take on projects, there were things that were—that
had to be—deal breakers. If that happened, and she had to walk
away, she would be heartbroken.

The whole thing felt like a high-stakes version of
the old game show, Press Your Luck. As Olivia dialed the
number Scott gave her for the home inspector, she repeated the
phrase “no whammy, no whammy” to herself over and over. When a
cheerful voice answered the phone, Olivia’s heart jumped in her
chest. She’d worked herself into quite a trance.

“Good morning. Bauer and Sons Construction, this is
Daphne. How may I help you?”

“Good morning.” Olivia took a deep breath. “I would
like to schedule an inspection.”

Olivia offered a description of the house, including
the fact that it hadn’t been lived in for almost two years. She
held her breath, afraid the woman might turn her down on the
spot.

“That sounds great. I’m going to schedule you with
Ben. He’s a big fan of old houses.”

Of course they wouldn’t turn her down. It was what
they did for a living. “Wonderful.”

“You don’t need to be there, but some people prefer
to. The report will be thorough, but seeing things on the
walk-through can make the report easier to digest, especially if
you’re a visual person.”

“I’ll be there,” Olivia said without hesitation. She
gave the address and set a time for the following Wednesday
morning.

“Sounds good. You’re all set, then.”

“Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome. Thank you for choosing Bauer and
Sons. Have a great day.”

“You, too.”

Olivia hung up the phone and looked around her
office. Now all she had to do was spend the next five days not
obsessing about everything that could go wrong.


Chapter Two

Joss stood at the kitchen sink, looking out the
window at her backyard. She’d built the deck the previous summer,
along with the wooden fence that was more about having a place for
the dog to run than privacy. It had been the final project on the
little Craftsman she’d bought to renovate in her downtime. The view
never failed to make her smile.

She noticed that a couple of the plants she had in
large pots along the rail were sporting perfectly ripe tomatoes.
She’d need to pick those when she got home from work that
afternoon. She imagined thick slices of red and yellow tomato with
fresh mozzarella and basil, a little balsamic vinegar, and decided
that was what she’d be having for dinner.

She was just finishing her second cup of coffee when
the phone rang. The theme song from The Golden Girls began
to play and Ben’s face appeared on the screen. He’d downloaded and
programmed it when she wasn’t looking, then cranked the volume and
called while they were picking up supplies for a project. Joss was
in the middle of the lumber aisle when “Thank You for Being a
Friend” began blaring out of her pocket. Ben was so amused by his
prank that Joss had kept the song as his personal ring tone.

Joss swiped a finger across the screen. “It’s never
good when I hear from you at this hour.”

“Good morning to you, too, sunshine.” The voice on
the other end sounded more like a two-pack-a-day smoker than her
brother.

“Oh, man, you sound terrible. Are you okay?”

“Just a cold, I think, but I can’t seem to take a
deep breath without coughing. What do you have going on this
morning?”

Joss conjured the image of her desk calendar.
“Nothing scheduled. I was about to head to the office to work on
the plans for the Sanderson kitchen reno. I can cover whatever you
need.”

“You’re the best. It’s an inspection, old house out
on Davis Road.”

“Not a problem. I want to tell you that you owe me
one, but I don’t even have the heart.” There was also the fact that
she really liked doing inspections. She got to poke around and play
detective while helping people make informed decisions.

“One of the many reasons I love you. It’s at nine.
The address is fourteen-forty.”

“I’m on it. Get some rest.”

“Thanks, homes. Smell you later.”

Joss rolled her eyes. “One, don’t say that. It’s not
1994 and you are not the Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. Two, I don’t
think you’re going to be smelling anything for a while.”

Ben started to laugh, but it quickly morphed into a
fit of coughing. It took him a full thirty seconds to stop. When he
finally did, he said, “You’re horrible. You did that on
purpose.”

“Nope. You already said I’m the best. Now, go back to
bed and I’ll text you this afternoon.”

After hanging up the phone, Joss put her mug into the
dishwasher and headed upstairs. Not that she was happy to see her
brother under the weather, but the prospect of exploring an old
house instead of sitting at her desk put a spring in her step. In
the shower, she whistled The Golden Girls song.

After getting dressed, she headed out to her truck,
checking to make sure she had all the tools she needed for an
inspection. Happy she wouldn’t have to stop by the office, she
double-checked the address and headed out.

Half an hour later, Joss pulled up to the house and
smiled. She loved old houses. In part, she simply preferred the
look and feel of them. Really, though, she appreciated the
craftsmanship. More often than not, old houses were well-built.
Even ones that appeared to be crumbling usually boasted more
structural integrity and attention to detail than those built in
the last thirty years.

This one was no different. If she had to guess, Joss
would peg it as having been built between 1890 and 1910. The porch
appeared to be falling off, a fact she would have spotted even
without the yellow caution tape. The roof looked old, but the parts
she could see didn’t seem to have any holes—a good sign, since
water damage was the single biggest enemy of old houses.

She pulled her truck into the gravel driveway and
parked behind a red hybrid hatchback. She shook her head and
chuckled. Only in Ithaca did people simultaneously buy hybrid cars
and drafty old houses. That wasn’t fair; they probably did that in
Portland, too.

Joss climbed out and studied the exterior of the
house. The windows looked original, which wasn’t necessarily a bad
thing. The yard was unkempt, but it had a good slope. Hopefully,
that meant the basement was dry.

She made her way to the back door and peered in. The
kitchen was just as she’d expected—a bit of a mess, but not a lost
cause. The floors and trim looked original and, thankfully, hadn’t
been painted. It was just the sort of house she’d love to get her
hands on. If she played her cards right, maybe she’d get the
chance.

Joss turned her attention to the woman who was
standing in the middle of the room with her back turned. She was
wearing a navy blue sundress and matching shoes, the kind with
ribbons that went around her ankles and tied in neat little bows.
Her hair was a fiery red, pulled up into some sort of twist that
exposed her neck.

Joss wasn’t a monk by any means, but the intensity of
her reaction took her by surprise. Maybe it was the contrast of the
tired space that made the woman seem so striking. That had to be
it. Of course, it didn’t help that she was dancing. It was subtle,
for sure, but there was definitely a sway in her hips. Joss’s
fingers itched to feel the movement.

Get a hold of yourself. She’s a client, and likely
married. Deciding she needed to get out more, Joss shook off
the strange surge of desire and knocked firmly on the door.

*

Olivia had arranged to have Scott let her into the
house half an hour before the scheduled time for the inspection. It
guaranteed she would be early—she had strong feelings about being
early—and gave her the chance to poke around and daydream. If the
sale went through, she’d have enough in her budget for a fair
amount of renovation. If the house wasn’t in need of major
structural work, she had plenty of ideas on how she’d like to spend
the money.

She was fantasizing about a six-burner stove when the
knock on the door scared the living daylights out of her. The fact
that she was expecting someone hadn’t seemed to make a lick of
difference. She wrenched open the back door, hoping the person on
the other side hadn’t heard her yelp.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Olivia winced. “Was I that obvious?”

“Well, you probably don’t have a good seal on this
door, but still. I could hear your scream out here.”

She looked at the person standing in the doorway. No,
that wasn’t accurate. Olivia looked at the incredibly gorgeous
woman standing in the doorway. She was wearing khaki pants and a
navy and white gingham shirt, scuffed work boots. Her light brown
hair was cut short, not quite military close, but just as neat.
Really, though, it was all about the eyes. She had the most
beautiful hazel eyes Olivia had ever seen. And Olivia was already
acting like an idiot.

“Right. Well, then.”

“I’m Joss Bauer and I’m here to do your structural
inspection.”

That didn’t sound right, but she accepted the offered
hand anyway. “I’m Olivia Bennett. It’s nice to meet you.”

As though sensing her confusion, Joss offered a
smile. “You were scheduled to meet with my brother, Ben, but he’s a
bit under the weather.”

“Ah, okay. Thank you for coming out.” Olivia took a
deep breath, willing her heart rate to slow. She hadn’t felt that
instantly attracted to someone in a long time, but it didn’t mean
she needed to act like a silly teenager.

“My pleasure. So, are you the buyer?”

She shifted her nervousness back to the house. “I’m
hoping to be. It will depend on what you find.”

“Fair enough. Are we expecting anyone else?”

Olivia shook her head. “Nope. It’s just me.”

Joss nodded. “Okay, then, let’s get started. We’ll
start with the interior and work our way out. You don’t have to
join me, but if you do, I’ll explain things as I go. Everything
will be in the report, but sometimes it’s easier to understand
things if you have the visual to go with it.”

Olivia smiled. “I agree. I’ll follow you and try not
to ask too many questions.”

“No such thing, I promise. Since we’re in the
kitchen, let’s start here.”

Joss set down her toolbox and clipboard. Olivia tried
not to drool. She took out a small instrument and started poking
the outlets scattered around the room. “It looks like everything,
in here at least, has been updated to three-prong. We’ll see if
they upgraded the circuit breaker as well.”

Olivia nodded, doing her best to pay attention to
Joss’s words instead of the way her hands handled the tools or the
way her khakis hung on her hips. “My Kitchen Aid mixer will be
grateful.”

They moved to the living room next. There, only a
couple of the outlets had been converted from the old two-prong.
Joss walked around, seeming to check the stability of the floor.
She pulled a marble from her pocket and set it down, repeating the
process in different spots. “The floors are pretty level. That
bodes well for the state of the foundation.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.”

Joss got on her hands and knees and stuck her head
into the fireplace. “It needs a good cleaning, but it looks okay.
I’ll check the chimney when I’m on the roof.”

They went through the half-bath and first-floor
sitting room before heading upstairs. Again, the worst of it seemed
to be bad taste. Olivia tried not to get too excited. “I’m hoping
there is hardwood under this atrocious carpet. Do you think that’s
likely?”

Joss smiled at her. “You mean you don’t like the blue
shag? I think it’s swingin’.”

Olivia let out a snort, then coughed to try to cover
up the sound. “I think the swing has swung on this one. Really,
though, what do you think?”

“Why don’t we take a peek?”

“You can do that?”

Joss was already in a closet, on her knees. “I’ll
pull up a little corner in here. I can tuck it back in and it won’t
even show. This won’t tell you what shape they’re in, but you’ll be
able to see if it’s hardwood or just subflooring.”

Olivia stood behind Joss and got a faint whiff of
sandalwood. Seriously, this woman was going to push her to
distraction. “What is it? What do you see?”

“I see something that is going to make you very
happy.”

Is it you without a shirt on? “Yeah?”

“More wide-plank pine. You’re welcome.”

“I really want to hug you right now.” She meant it,
for more reasons than the floor.

“You should save it until I’ve checked out the
basement and the roof.”

Olivia couldn’t tell if there was a hint of
flirtation in Joss’s voice. She was afraid it might be wishful
thinking on her part. Other than the one fix-up Scott and Dan had
orchestrated—that hadn’t ended well—she’d not dated at all since
moving to Ithaca. She decided to go out on a limb. “I don’t know.
I’m feeling kind of lucky.”

The look Joss shot her made her insides go hot. This
was shaping up to be a banner day.

The basement, while damp and likely prone to flooding
in the spring, wasn’t in terrible shape and boasted a functional
sump pump. The electrical box had been redone within the last
twenty years, so that was good. The furnace was a different matter.
After poking around it for a minute, Joss said, “It still works,
but it’s far from efficient. You should consider replacing it,
especially since you’re on propane out here. A newer model will pay
for itself in a few years.”

They climbed the stairs and went out the side door.
“Sounds like a good investment to me.”

“I’m going to grab a ladder from my truck.”

“Okay. Do you need a hand?”

“I’ve got it, but thanks.”

Olivia couldn’t decide if Joss’s smirk was at the
offer of help, or who was doing the offering. She watched Joss
saunter down to her truck and adeptly unhook and lift the extension
ladder to the ground. If Olivia had been the swooning type, that
would have done it. Joss carried the ladder back to the house and
positioned it against the lowest part of the roof.

“I don’t want to tell you not to come up on the roof
with me, but—”

“No need. I trust your judgment and I’m clearly not
dressed for it.” Olivia figured it was better to decline than be
told she shouldn’t. In truth, she had no desire to be on the roof
anyway.

Joss climbed up the ladder and disappeared. Olivia
decided the view of Joss’s rear end was another good reason to stay
on the ground. She heard some scraping and a bit of banging and
then Joss was on her way back down.

“The porch roof is a mess. The pitch is bad and
water’s just been sitting on it, which is probably why the porch
itself is in such bad shape. Otherwise, I’d estimate you’re about
fifteen years into a thirty-year shingle. It’s not as good as
having the original slate, but it’s not bad.”

As far as Olivia could tell, they’d looked over
everything and there were no major disasters. She allowed herself
to be optimistic. “Thank you. So, in your professional opinion, is
it a reasonable thing to take on?”

Joss seemed to consider for a moment. “Well, it’s in
good shape considering its age. None of the work is major, but it
does need work. If you understand that and you’re willing to put
that work in, it should stand for another hundred years.”

Music to Olivia’s ears. “I can’t tell you how happy I
am to hear that.”

Joss offered a smile that made Olivia go weak in the
knees. “I love being the bearer of good news. For the record, Bauer
and Sons is primarily a residential construction company. This is
exactly the kind of project we love to take on.”

“Is that so?” Olivia had a flash of Joss at her
house, day in and day out, building stuff.

“It is. I hope you’ll consider requesting a bid from
us if you do end up with the house.”

It was Olivia’s turn to flash a smile. “I most
definitely will.”

“Great. So, I’ll email you the full inspection report
later today. It will have photos and notations about the areas that
require immediate attention.”

“That sounds good. My purse is in the kitchen. Let me
go grab it so I can write you a check.”

“I’ll follow you. Some of my things are still
inside.”

“Oh, right.”

They went back to the side door and into the kitchen.
Joss scribbled a few more notes, then handed her an invoice from
the clipboard. “So are you new to Ithaca?”

Olivia looked up from her checkbook. “Sort of. I’ve
been here for just about two years, renting while I settled into
the area.”

“Ah. So what do you do?”

“I teach at Cornell. English department.”

“Oh.” Joss visibly tensed. Olivia wondered if there
was an actual drop in temperature or if it merely felt like it.

“I just survived my two-year review. In academia,
that’s code for ‘it’s no longer taboo to buy a house.’” Joss either
didn’t get the joke or didn’t find it funny. Olivia didn’t know
what to make of it. She handed Joss the check. “Thank you again for
coming out. I learned a lot, about this house and about houses in
general.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad you found it useful.”
Joss’s voice was flat and detached.

“Absolutely. Knock on wood.” Olivia rapped her
knuckles against one of the cabinets. “I’ll be calling you again
soon about a renovation project.”

Joss nodded. “The company would welcome your
business.”

Olivia tried not to scowl about the awkward formality
in Joss’s tone. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Good luck, and thanks for choosing us for your
inspection.” Joss extended a hand.

Olivia shook it. Although the gesture felt stiff, she
couldn’t help but respond to the sexy roughness of Joss’s skin.
“Thanks. I’ve got a good feeling.”

Joss gathered her things. Olivia opened the side door
for her. Joss nodded curtly. “Thanks. Have a good day.”

“You, too.”

Olivia watched Joss pull away. That was weird.
Instead of stewing about it, however, she turned her attention back
to the house. The inspection had gone even better than she’d hoped.
The house was going to be hers.


Chapter Three

Joss drove back to the shop, her jaw clenching
involuntarily. She should have figured this woman was faculty. Who
else came to town and bought a big old house by herself? People
with more money than brains, or, at least, not the kind of brains
she considered useful. And she was Southern. Despite the alluring
drawl, she was probably conservative, too.

Joss made a mental note to make Ben repay this favor
when he was feeling better.

As she pulled into the parking lot, Ben was coming
out of the main office. Joss was preparing to give him a piece of
her mind when she saw his whole body jerk. Although she couldn’t
hear him, it was obvious that Ben was sneezing and her annoyance
was replaced by sympathy. She climbed out of her truck and he
offered her a wave.

“You should be home and in bed, my man,” Joss said to
him.

“Bah. I was just getting some files.” He punctuated
the sentence with a sneeze.

“You sound horrible. Stay away from me.” Joss made an
“X” with her fingers and aimed it in his direction.

“I’m fine.”

“Mmm-hmm. When ‘fine’ sounds like ‘find,’ you are not
fine.”

Ben scowled. “I’m going home.”

“Homb?”

“You’re a jerk.”

“Sorry, sorry. I’m just cranky.”

“Did a pretty girl neglect to call you back?” Ben
started to chuckle, but it quickly turned into a cough.

“No, just another college professor who thinks it
would be charming to buy a farmhouse. English professor, of all
things. And she’s Southern.” Joss didn’t mention the fact that
Olivia was sexy as hell. Or that her drawl made Joss all hot and
bothered.

“You do understand that more than half of our client
base comes from people who work at one of the colleges. And
farmhouses are charming. I think that’s your official motto.”

Joss rolled her eyes. She knew it, but she didn’t
have to like it. “She got all awkward when I wasn’t the ‘Ben’ she
was expecting, like she didn’t know what to do with a woman in a
tool belt.”

“Aren’t we quick to judge, today? Let me guess, she
was really hot, too.”

“I hardly noticed.” Joss certainly had noticed. She’d
noticed how flirtatious Olivia had been, too, but it felt cheap and
kind of fake now.

Ben raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure you’re
incapable of not noticing.”

Joss huffed. He was right. When the two of them went
out together, she was more inclined to notice women. In a
completely appreciative and respectful way, of course. “Fine. She
was gorgeous, but that’s beside the point.”

Ben laughed again, and again it triggered a coughing
fit.

“Go home, man. Get some rest and try not to show your
face until you’re no longer contagious.”

Ben tipped the worn Phillies cap he was wearing.
“Yes, ma’am.”

Joss elbowed him as they crossed paths. “Don’t call
me ma’am.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He started to walk away, then turned
back. “Hey, Joss.”

“Yeah?”

“Would I like her?”

Joss rolled her eyes. “Well, she’s definitely more
your type than mine.”

Ben headed to his truck and Joss walked into the
office. Daphne, their sister, was on the phone. From the tone of
her voice, she was talking with one of the suppliers. Daphne had a
way of charming her way into better-than-average terms and
conditions with most of the supply companies they contracted with.
On the other side of the office, her mother, Sandra, sat at a
computer with headphones on. A wizard with the books, she
considered any day she didn’t have to speak to anyone on the phone
a good day.

Joss offered each of them a wave before flopping down
at her desk. She sat for a moment, turning Ben’s words over in her
mind. She wasn’t judgmental. She could read people, and she knew a
type when she saw it. It didn’t interfere with her professionalism,
or her ability to get the job done.

She flipped on her computer, then walked over to the
coffeepot while it booted. She poured herself a cup and turned to
Daphne, who’d finished her phone call. “Good morning, Daph.”

Daphne stopped entering things into the computer.
“Same to you, although I think it’s officially afternoon now.”

Joss glanced at the clock. It was a little after
noon. “So it is. How are you? No cold for you?”

Daphne raised her hand, showing crossed fingers.
“Here’s hoping. I’m one with echinacea, with some vitamin C and
zinc thrown in for good measure.”

“I hope it does the trick. Lord knows you don’t want
to be sick at the same time as Ben.”

Daphne smiled. “He means well.”

“Indeed he does. Did I miss anything this
morning?”

“Nothing important. How was the inspection?”

Joss rolled her eyes.

“That bad?”

Even more annoying than Olivia was the fact that she
was allowing Olivia to get under her skin. “No, it was fine. The
house needs work, but it’s in surprisingly good shape. We might get
the renovation job if the buyer makes it to closing.”

“So why are you irritated?”

“I’m not.”

Daphne continued to look at her, but didn’t say
anything.

“Okay, I’m irritated, but only a little. Clueless
professor type. I’m fine now.” Joss realized she was scowling. She
forced herself to smile and walked back to her desk.

Joss’s mother looked up from her computer screen,
seeming to realize just then that Joss was there. She took off her
headphones and gave Joss a questioning look. “What happened? Why
are you scowling?”

She flopped in her chair again. “I’m not
scowling.”

“Yes, she is. Her inspection this morning was with a
college professor.” Daphne’s phone pinged and she looked down at
the screen. She lifted her phone and pointed at it. “And according
to Ben, it was a pretty lady professor.”

Sandra gave Joss an exasperated look. “Joss.”

“Mom, I’m fine. It was fine. We might get a pretty
big project if she buys the house.”

The look of exasperation softened. “I know you’re
fine. I just wish you wouldn’t let them get to you.”

Joss shook her head. She’d had the bad fortune of
falling for an environmental engineering grad student when she was
in her early twenties. Her name was Cora and, eight months into
their relationship, she got a fellowship working on a conservation
project in Belize. She left town without looking back and Joss
never heard from her again. It certainly wasn’t the only reason she
didn’t care for the academic types, but it hadn’t helped matters.
“Mom, really. It’s all good. She rubbed me the wrong way a little,
but it’s not a big deal.”

“Okay, honey. We’ll let it go.” Sandra glanced at
Daphne.

“Right. I’ve already forgotten what we were talking
about.” Daphne turned back to her computer and started typing
away.

Joss looked back at her mother, who’d already put her
headphones back on. That, apparently, was that. Joss set down her
coffee and logged into her computer. Although she always got
inspection reports out within twenty-four hours, she wanted to get
this one done immediately. She was a professional, after all. She
also wanted to put the very beautiful and very irritating Olivia
Bennett out of her mind.

It took her about an hour to type everything up,
complete with photos and coding for the seriousness of the various
issues and concerns. She attached the nineteen-page document to an
email and then spent another twenty minutes constructing the
perfect four-sentence message. In the end, she thought the result
was professional, friendly enough to ensure Olivia considered Bauer
and Sons for the renovation job if she bought the house, but devoid
of any of the flirtation she may have otherwise been tempted to
throw in.

She might not like the woman, but she’d be damned if
she’d lose a job because of it. She hit the send button, then
kicked back in her chair and crossed her feet on the desk. It was,
she decided, a very productive morning.

*

Although tempted to linger at the house, revel in it,
Olivia dutifully locked the door and returned the key to the
lockbox hanging from the doorknob. Hanging around wouldn’t make it
hers any quicker. She drove to campus, noting with pleasure that it
only took about twenty-five minutes to get to her usual parking
lot. Even with morning traffic, she should be able to do it in a
little over half an hour.

Olivia didn’t feel the need to wait for the
inspection report to call Scott. She dialed his number as she
started the walk to her office. When he answered the phone, she
barely waited for him to say hello before launching in.

“No major surprises or problems at the inspection.
What do we do next?”

“Slow down, honey. Back up a minute and tell me how
it went.”

Olivia ran through the highlights of what she’d
learned. Scott listened, throwing in an “okay” and “mmm-hmm” here
and there. She concluded by adding, “And the company does
remodeling, too. I might be able to hire them to do the work.”

Scott chuckled. “You don’t waste any time. Before you
start ripping out kitchen cabinets, let’s go over your
options.”

Olivia rolled her eyes, but smiled. “Yes, sir.”

“Technically, you can ask the sellers to do some of
the repairs, or to credit you back some of the purchase price to
cover them. Given that there wasn’t anything unexpected, I wouldn’t
necessarily recommend it, but it’s my job to make sure you’re
informed.”

“I appreciate that, Scott. I think I’m good. The
price is reasonable and most of the work is getting folded into the
renovations I want anyway, so it seems wrong to split hairs.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

“So how quickly can we close?”

“I get the sense that the sellers are ready when you
are. Call your mortgage agent and your attorney and they’ll get the
ball rolling.”

“I’ll do it right away. I’d hoped to be moved into a
new place by now.”

“I know. You’ll get there. Keep me posted and I’ll
have champagne chilling.”

“Thanks, Scott. You’re the best.”

“I know.”

Olivia laughed and ended the call. She paused outside
her building to send a text to her friend Gina.

Inspection great. Inspector seriously hot. Fingers
crossed I’ll be out of your guest room soon. See you this
evening.

During the summer, G.S. Hall was a bit of a ghost
town. Even the tables near the entrance—bustling during the week
with students and faculty meeting, working, having lunch—were
empty. Olivia walked up the staircase to the second floor and down
the hall to her office. When she opened the door, the smell of old
books mingled with the almond oil diffuser she kept on the
windowsill. Books, old and new and everything in between, filled
the four bookcases she’d managed to cram into the space. It was the
epitome of a crusty old literature professor’s office and she loved
it.

She sat down at the chunky wooden desk and booted up
her anything-but-crusty laptop. She drafted an email to her
mortgage adviser at the credit union and the real estate attorney
she’d hired to handle the legal aspects of the closing.

Once they were sent, she looked at her phone and
sighed. She’d put off calling her parents for more than a week. At
least now she had good news. She initiated the call, then closed
her eyes and took a deep, calming breath. “Hi, Mama.”

“Hello, darling. How are you?”

“I’m doing well. And you?”

“Oh, I’m just fine. Your father’s playing an early
round of golf with Beau. Tara and I are going to meet them at the
club for brunch. What about you? What are you up to?”

Of course her perfect sister and her husband would be
joining her parents at the club. If she felt a hint of jealousy
that she was never included in such things, it was overshadowed by
relief. “I’m at the office, doing a little work.”

“The office? I thought one of the points of becoming
a professor was that you wouldn’t have to work in the summer.”

“I’m trying to finish revising an article so I can
submit it to the Journal of Southern Literature before the
semester starts.”

“Oh, honey, I’m just teasing. I know you’re like a
little mouse in a wheel until you get tenure.”

Even though Olivia knew her mother was trying to be
playful, it was hard not to bristle, at least a bit. “It’s really
not so bad. I’m on track according to the two-year review I had in
the spring. I just want to have this article accepted by the end of
the year.”

“And you will. You accomplish everything you put your
mind to.”

Although her mother didn’t necessarily mean it as a
compliment, Olivia took it as such. She decided to change the
subject while she was ahead. “So, I finally found a house. The
closing should be in a couple of weeks.”

“Oh, darling, that’s wonderful. Did you find
something in that cute little neighborhood you were talking about?
Small Creek?”

Olivia smiled. “Fall Creek. Not exactly. This one’s a
little ways out in the country, but still less than a half hour
from campus.”

“The country? Are you sure that’s such a good idea? A
young woman, living on her own.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “It’s fine, Mama. Perfectly
safe.”

“If you say so. I still don’t really like the thought
of you—”

“It needs a bit of work, so I’m going to get to
design it exactly the way I want.” Olivia hoped shifting the
conversation to decor would distract her mother.

“A bit of work? How much work?”

“It’s an old farmhouse, so it’s very solid. Mostly
freshening up, but I’m going to put in a new kitchen, update the
baths.” She opted not to mention the collapsed front porch.

“Olivia, that sounds like an awfully big
project.”

“I’m going to hire professionals to do most of it.”
She had a flash of Joss standing in her kitchen, wearing a tool
belt and cutting wood.

“Still, an old, run-down house in the middle of
nowhere. I just don’t know what on earth you’re thinking.”

The scolding tone pulled Olivia back to reality. Even
though her mother couldn’t see her, Olivia straightened her posture
and squared her shoulders. “It’s a great house and a good
investment. It’s going to be beautiful when it’s done.”

“Okay, darling. I’m sure you’re right. I need to get
ready to go meet your father.”

“Okay, Mama. Give him my love. Tara and Beau,
too.”

“Of course. Don’t you work too hard. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Olivia ended the call and drummed her fingers on her
desk. Despite the fact that she was thirty-two, her mother had such
a way of getting to her. It wasn’t like she needed her parents’
approval. But still. She didn’t like having her choices, her
judgment, questioned.

She turned to her computer and tried to focus. Her
mother’s words continued to echo in her mind. Olivia was just going
to have to prove that she’d made a good decision, even if it was
different from what her parents would have chosen. She’d always
been the one to go against their wishes anyway. It made being
right—being successful—all the more satisfying.
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