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            Chapter One

          

          FIONA

        

      

    

    
      Eddie Gilmore was just a distraction. A really handsome one who was supposed to shake me out of my dry spell, but still—just a distraction. As I studied him from behind my easel, it dawned on me that this truly was my rock bottom: in the last six months I’d lost my home, my fiancé, and a commission that would have covered me for months. And now I couldn’t even paint a decent portrait.

      Full disclosure: I was having two major dry spells. My romantic one was pitiful enough to inspire a hit country-western song, but my creative dry spell was the killer. It was costing me a fortune and ruining my reputation as one of the hot young emerging painters in the area.

      Losing my creative mojo was super annoying. Not knowing how to fix the problem? Infuriating.

      Two years ago, my friend Janet had started selling my paintings in her gallery in Asheville, North Carolina. Her gallery was a funky building in the River Arts District that got a lot of attention from both the locals and the tourists. For a while, my work had sold like hotcakes—Janet was pretty amazing at selling art—but then six months ago, my fiancé Dean yanked the rug out from under me and my whole world fell apart. Turns out, these pieces of my life were connected in ways I hadn’t expected. Now, at 29, my life was a pile of rubble.

      Like, the-fall-of-civilization rubble.

      After the Dean fiasco, Janet had taken pity on me and rented me her “tiny house”—the four-room cabin she usually rented to tourists through the summer and fall. But now, six months later, I was behind in rent for the first time ever and not at all happy to feel like a charity case. She was too nice to kick me out, but I knew what the going rate was for a weekly cabin rental in the peak summer season. There was no way I could stay.

      Problem was, I had nowhere to go.

      Shoving those thoughts aside, I tried to focus on Eddie instead. He sat in a leather chair just a few feet from me, lit by the warm glow of a stained glass floor lamp. I tried to concentrate on the line of his shoulders but was distracted by the way his tee shirt strained against his biceps. Eddie had great arms: tan, muscular, and tattooed with vines and birds. He also had big brown eyes with lashes I’d kill for and a gaze that was firmly set to smolder.

      He was the kind of guy you write pop songs about.

      Okay, I might have a little crush on Eddie. We’ve been friends for a while, and his family owned a winery a few miles outside of town. Whenever Janet ordered a case of wine for one of her gallery openings, he always brought me a bottle of my favorite pinot noir and did some A-plus flirting that left me wondering if a little fling wasn’t such a terrible idea.

      Tonight’s portrait session had been Janet’s idea—“You just need a muse,” she’d said. “Painting a live person will get you back into your groove.” Usually, she was right about these things. Eddie was certainly fun to study, so why, tonight, did each brushstroke look wrong the second it touched the canvas?

      So far, this night had just made me realize how far I was from that groove—as in, completely outside it, a few counties over. Painting portraits had always been my way of loosening up and getting over an artistic block—it was fun to quickly capture light and personality in a few brushstrokes. But tonight, it wasn’t working. I had a pile of horrible paintings scattered on the floor to prove it.

      “You know, Fiona,” Eddie said, his eyes resting on mine, “When you asked me to come over and sit for you, I thought you were trying to seduce me.”

      I blinked at him from around my easel, waiting for him to say more.

      “And yet here you are,” I said.

      He gave me a hint of a smile. “Didn’t say I was opposed to the idea.” His eyes, brown with flecks of amber, zeroed in on me, sending a very distinct message that I was trying hard to ignore. I had rules, for heaven’s sake—and fawning over men like Eddie Gilmore broke the biggest one of all. Not only was he hot as an afternoon in August, he was nice. Just the kind of guy I’d fall for.

      Dean was a nice guy, too—and look where that got me.

      I was not allowed to get attached. Getting attached just led to heartache, and I’d had enough people walk out of my life already. You’d think by now I’d be used to it, with my heart a little harder, but you’d be wrong.

      Being left was still the worst kind of hurt. It never stopped hurting.

      “Shhh,” I told him. “I can’t paint your lips when they’re moving.”

      Great, I thought. Now he knows I’m staring at his lips.

      Eddie had an interesting face—okay, it was gorgeous—striking and chiseled, just like every other part of him. But you wouldn’t know that from this pitiful attempt at a portrait. It looked like I’d painted it using my feet.

      Making the paint come alive used to come easy to me. But not now. The last time I’d hit a wall this hard, I’d been a junior in art school, terrified my scholarship would go poof when a professor looked at my portfolio and said I really couldn’t draw.

      Later, it occurred to me that what he meant was I didn’t draw realistically, like he did.

      My scholarship did not go poof. But my confidence did. I drifted away from the bright colors and exaggerated shapes, and painted in ways that earned me higher grades and fewer furrowed brows. I painted the wild colors in secret, and mostly felt like an impostor.

      Now I felt like an impostor all over again. My eyes felt broken, not capable of seeing the world the way they once did. Colors weren’t vibrant like before. Textures didn’t come alive. I kept adding layers of paint, but the result was nothing I could get excited about.

      There was something very, very wrong about that.

      “Hey," he said, “Did you see that guy on TikTok that sells paintings that an elephant makes? He works at an animal sanctuary and just gave a paintbrush to the elephant one day. They sell for like ten-K each.”

      Thanks, Eddie.

      “I bet Janet would loan you her cat," he said. “We could train him to hold a little brush in his teeth. Or at least do enough creative editing to fake it.”

      “She can’t even train that cat to use the cat door,” I said. "And besides, I’d prefer it if my career wasn’t based on a schtick.”

      He raised a brow. “You’d really say no to ten-K per painting, just based on who was doing the work?”

      “I will die on that hill, yes.”

      After a pause, he said, “You're right. Maybe we could train him to knock paint buckets off the table and onto a canvas. That's more his style.”

      

      It had started as a joke—Janet, trying to convince me to put paintings in her gallery, told me I can sell anything with the right story. So after a couple glasses of wine, I whipped out an abstract mountain landscape with shades of blue and green that looked vaguely like the local terrain if you squinted hard enough. Good luck, I said to her, and then she sold it the next day. When I called that a fluke, she said, “Bring me three more like that and let’s see who’s laughing, Miss Smarty Pants.”

      She sold those, too.

      I’d stumbled into a style that people liked, so I kept painting them, and Janet sold them as fast as I could deliver them. Then I started getting commissions: first a state senator’s wife, then a regional bank, and then a fancy hotel that wanted a show-stopping piece for their main lobby.

      For the first time in my life, I had money in a savings account.

      I was making a living with a paintbrush. My dream. But then after Dean left me, my creativity dried up.

      Now, every time I picked up the brush and started one of those stupid landscapes, I thought about him. And us. And what we were supposed to be. These mountains, the Blue Ridge, were supposed to be our forever home, and now as I tried to paint them, I just thought of everything I’d lost.

      For the first time ever, it hurt my heart to do what I loved most.

      The last straw was when I wrecked my biggest commission. A real-estate mogul who lived in a house big enough to have its own zip code had commissioned three enormous paintings after seeing my work at Janet’s. He’d offered me more money than I’d seen in my whole life. After Dean left, it had been absolute torture to work on those paintings. I kept asking the guy for extensions, hoping I could just soldier through the heartache and finish.

      But I couldn’t. No matter how many hours I spent in front of those canvases, I couldn’t do it.

      The real estate guy canceled the order, tired of waiting. And then he’d blabbed to all of his bazillionaire friends about how I couldn’t deliver. And boy, word traveled fast in a circle that tight and a town this small.

      Without that money, and with no new sales, I’d had to work for Janet in the gallery just to cover my bills. She was just trying to help because she knew I was burning through my savings, but working there made me feel hollow inside.

      The winter months were slow in a tourist spot like ours—so slow that Janet didn’t need me. Now it was April, and the tourists were coming back. My checking account was leaner than ever, and I had no choice but to work for Janet this season, until my work started selling again. But in order to sell paintings, I had to make paintings—and get over this block that had swallowed me whole.

      I was supposed to have spent the last three months painting my heart out and getting ready for the next wave of art-loving tourists. But I didn’t have a single decent painting—because stupid Dean had broken my stupid heart.

      Eddie, with his angular face, his close-cropped brown hair, and arms that I’d fantasized about a million times, was supposed to shake something loose tonight. Usually it would be easy for me to concentrate on the way light revealed shapes and expressions in a face.

      But not today.

      This painting was a mess, just like all the others I’d started and failed to finish in the last several months. It was more evidence that something in me was broken—and made me think too hard about Eddie’s suggestive stare and kissable lips.

      Nope. Not happening. I’d sworn off dating ever since Dean.

      “This house is pretty great,” Eddie said. “How long are you staying?” He had one of those North Carolina accents that was particular to the westernmost counties—all soft edges and dark promises.

      A few miles outside of Asheville, the cabin was nestled in the woods, built up on stilts so you felt like you were in a treehouse. The tin roof made rain sound romantic, and the constant birdsong put me at ease.

      “Just two more weeks until the vacation season starts. Janet has it booked through August already.”

      Finding a long-term rental in this town was like finding a gold nugget.

      “And then what?” Eddie said.

      “That’s a great question,” I said. “I have no idea what to do next. I’m failing at everything.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he said. “You’re just going through a rough patch.”

      People really needed to stop saying that to me. This was way worse than just a rough patch. I was walking through ten thousand miles of post-apocalyptic doom. Why did everyone try to make it sound like my problems would just go away, like a leg cramp or a heat rash? Didn’t they see that my life was an utter disaster?

      Training that cat to knock paint cans over was looking better and better.

      Eddie’s eyes bored into mine. “What makes you happy?” he said. “Maybe you should start there, and the rest will fall into place.” His voice was deep and smooth, and—good grief, I was hopeless.

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      He smiled. “I’m a simple guy.” He arched a brow and raked his eyes over me. “You seem very tense, Fiona. I think you need to relax and make time for a little self-care.”

      I laughed, trying to hide the blush that was surely spreading across my cheeks. “Are you going to tell me you can help me with that?”

      “I have some ideas.”

      I bet he did.

      “This is hopeless,” I said, motioning toward the painting. It kind of resembled Eddie if I squinted my eyes.

      Definitely a failure.

      Eddie stood and moved toward me with his slow, easy walk that made it seem like he had all the time in the world. He looked at the painting, then down to the pile that I’d scattered around the floor.

      “Looks like I need a haircut,” he said.

      I snorted.

      “Actually, I like this one,” he said, pointing to one on the floor. He rested one hand on his hip as he studied the painting. My eyes tracked his thumb as it slid along the smooth leather of his belt. He had big square hands that gave firm handshakes and built Adirondack-style chairs in his spare time, and more than once I’d imagined what a firm grip they might apply to certain parts of my body in very specific scenarios.

      A growing part of me was thinking that kissing Eddie Gilmore wasn’t such a terrible idea after all.

      Brushing his finger over my cheek, he said, “You have a little paint here.” His big brown eyes locked on mine, and he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “You’re incredibly talented, Fiona. Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”

      Eddie and I had been friends for a while now, but tonight there was a chemistry that hadn’t been there before. Cute, charming, Eddie had been right here ever since Dean left me—but I’d been too chicken to do any A-plus flirting of my own. Ever since Dean left me, it was hard for me to take the leap. Even with a nice guy like Eddie.

      Nice guys could break your heart, too.

      When his gaze dropped to my lips, I thought for sure he was about to lean in and kiss me. I was still working out exactly how I felt about that when a piercing ring filled the room.

      We both startled.

      “Sorry,” I said, striding to the kitchen island to silence my cell phone. Leaning back against the island, I said, “You were saying?”

      He smiled and stepped close to me, his breath warm against my neck as he started to whisper something about what he’d been thinking of the whole time he’d been sitting in that chair. He planted his hands on the kitchen island, on either side of my hips, and my heart pounded in my chest.

      My rules seemed kind of stupid right now. Eddie had some great ideas.

      The landline rang, filling the cabin with an obnoxious tinny sound that made me curse Janet for being practical enough to have a phone that was not a cell.

      “You need to get that?” he said, pulling away just a fraction of an inch.

      “Nope. Janet’s answering machine works just fine.”

      He grinned, sliding his hand along my arm, his thumb tracing tiny circles, and—nope, making out with Eddie Gilmore did not feel like a bad idea anymore.

      And then my mother’s voice pierced the air like a fog horn, and my hands fell to my sides in utter defeat.

      “Yoo-hoo,” my mother said, her voice obnoxiously perky. “I know you’re there, dear. Your little friend Janet told me you were staying over.”

      Only Penelope McIntyre would refer to a thirty-four-year-old woman as her grown daughter’s “little friend.”

      I gritted my teeth, trying to ignore the shrill voice.

      “Hell-oooooo. I need you to pick up.” Her voice was oddly singsong. Chipper, even. “Pick up, pick up, Fiona. I’m waiting until you do. I have nowhere to be tonight and neither do you.” There was a tapping sound, like she was banging a pen against her phone just to irritate me into submission.

      I glanced at Eddie. He was frozen, as if my mother had actually walked into the room.

      Penelope McIntyre could ruin anything, even from two hundred miles away.
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      “I’m still waiting, Fiona Eleanor,” Penelope said, her voice rising on the answering machine. Using my middle name meant she was extra annoyed.

      “Um,” Eddie said, peeling his hands from my waist.

      I rolled my eyes so hard they hurt. “She’s just going to keep chattering until I pick up.”

      Penelope McIntyre did not tolerate being ignored. She was already talking again, her words filling the cabin like a thousand hungry mosquitoes.

      Free of Eddie’s grip—and not one bit happy about it—I walked around the kitchen island and grabbed the phone, cutting my mother off mid-sentence.

      “Mother,” I said. “What’s the emergency?”

      “Oh good,” Penelope said, her voice a chirp. “You’re there.”

      “What’s the matter? It’s late.”

      “Have you not received my other messages?” she said, her tone all false sweetness. “I’ve left you several on your cell.”

      “The reception is spotty out here. I didn’t see you called.”

      Eddie raised a brow, then walked back over toward the painting.

      I sighed, wishing my mother would hang up so Eddie would come back to the island.

      “Well,” Penelope said. “I tried several times. The thing is, I need you to come home and look after your aunt Delia.”

      “What?” I felt my voice catch. “Is she all right? What’s happened?”

      “No need for melodrama, dear. It’s just knee replacement surgery. But I have to go out of town, and she needs someone to stay with her.”

      “When?” I said.

      “By Friday.”

      “As in two days from now?”

      “Since you’re bohemian now, I figured it would be easy enough for you to come down for a few days.”

      “Bohemian?” I said. “Really?” She couldn’t bring herself to say unemployed. Instead, she made it sound like I traveled with a carnival.

      “She didn’t want to ask you,” Penelope said, “but I convinced her. She had her surgery a couple of days ago, and she really can’t do for herself right now. She can’t drive, she needs someone to take her to rehab, and I have to go to Amsterdam.”

      She said that last part like it wasn’t an unusual event. Penelope had always been good at burying the lede.

      “Why didn’t you tell me she was having surgery? And why do you have to go to Amsterdam?”

      “The tulips, dear, and the subject just didn’t come up. Simon got a last-minute deal and surprised me. There’s a whole big festival—it’s amazing that he got us tickets—and I think we’re due for a vacation, don't you? We have to fly out Friday to get the special rate, and you know how he is, the hopeless romantic. I couldn’t say no, and he already paid for everything, so you see the position I’m in.”

      Simon was Penelope’s boyfriend, though she refused to call him that. Penelope had traveled most of her life for work, but now she traveled with Simon. A retired financial planner from a big firm down in Charleston, he’d hardly ever taken vacations and had saved every dime he ever made from what I could tell (except what he spent on his two kids’ college tuition). Now that he was widowed and retired, he apparently planned to spend all of his money traveling with Penelope. At fifty-six, she was just as fit and feisty as she had ever been, and had no intention of slowing down any time soon. She was like a hummingbird, moving from one enticing spot to the next, and didn’t light in any one place for very long. She’d been that way for my entire life—even the few photos I had of her were blurred, as if a camera couldn’t even catch her.

      I was glad that she had Simon. If a handsome man wanted to spend all of his money taking me around the world, there was no way I’d argue.

      “When will you be back?” I asked her.

      “Two weeks,” she said. “Give or take. You know Simon. Sometimes he gets a wild hair and wants to take another adventure.”

      I was running out of time. In less than a month, I needed to finish a new bunch of paintings for Janet’s gallery and find a new place to live. Neither was going to be easy.

      But this was Aunt Delia. Aunt Delia who had practically raised me while my mother was working all those long hours, building her architectural firm from the ground up, and making a name for herself. Aunt Delia, who had made me birthday cakes from scratch, who had taught me to ride a horse, drive a stick shift, and kick a boy in the balls if he tried to pressure me to do something I didn’t want. Aunt Delia, who had watched over me for two whole years while Penelope was awarded a prestigious grant that sent her literally around the globe: Switzerland, Tokyo, Christchurch—I’d kept all the postcards she’d sent, which included details about the architectural wonders she was studying, but never a word about missing me.

      Aunt Delia had always made me feel loved when my mother did not.

      So saying no to Delia wasn’t on the table.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there Friday.”

      “Wonderful,” said my mother, all business. “I’m so glad you could make time for her in your busy schedule. I’ll call her and tell her you’re coming.”

      I hung up the phone and put my face in my hands.

      Eddie said, “Everything okay?”

      “My mother's going to put me in an early grave. The last place I want to go right now is my hometown.”

      “It can’t be that bad." He gave me a friendly smile.

      “Oh, Eddie. You have no idea.” Going back there meant capital-F failure. “I worked so hard to get out of that place.” And away from my mother, who made a sport out of telling me everything I did wrong. She was controlling, demanding, and threw her opinions around like stones. Once she learned I was homeless, jobless, and penniless, she'd have plenty to say about that.

      He put his hand on my shoulder and said, “You’ll be okay, Fiona. You’re stronger than you think.”

      I blinked at him. It was a sweet thing to say, but it sounded like a lie.

      “I should probably hit the road,” he said, squeezing my shoulder.

      “You don’t have to go.” I tried to sound nonchalant—Stay if you like, Eddie, I’m easy-breezy.

      He smiled, but looked like he’d decided that whatever was happening over by the kitchen island had fizzled out. “It’s okay. We kind of lost the mood, wouldn't you say?” He leaned over to lace up his boots and any chance of seeing those lovely tattoos in their entirety went poof.

      I wanted to tell him that the mood could be found again. It wasn’t so elusive.

      Sigh.

      “I’ll see you later,” he said, walking towards the door. “When you get back.” There was that tiny smirk again, the one that was full of promises.

      “Hey,” I said, and he turned back. “Thanks for coming over.”

      “Any time,” he said. “I hope you find your inspiration. But I’ve got a feeling you will.”

      That made one of us.
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      Jasmine Falls, South Carolina was a town so small it barely made it onto the Google map. Getting there meant driving on two-lane roads for hours on end. At least the drive was pretty: rolling hills, a big blue sky, pastures full of contented-looking cows. This was the part of the state where people ate shrimp and grits, argued over the best mustard-based barbecue sauce, and spoke with warm, rounded syllables that leave the ‘g’ off the end of every single word.

      There were no chain restaurants on this road and no Starbucks for a solid fifty miles. Desperate for lunch, I stopped at a gas station that had an old church pew out front where two white-haired men sat talking in the shade. Inside, I had to settle for a hot dog that had been rolling around under a lamp for probably a decade and a cup of coffee that would likely burn a hole through the car’s upholstery.

      By the time I called Janet, I was regretting both.

      “How’d things go with Eddie?” she said. “Inspiring, I hope.” Her voice crackled, because there weren't many cell towers out here, either.

      “Not exactly.” I told her about painting the lousy likeness, then how things near the kitchen island unfolded. “It’s probably a good thing my mother called and interrupted us.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Janet said. “That woman destroys all of your fun. She’s like a black hole, gobbling up any particle of joy.”

      “I probably dodged a bullet anyway. Eddie gives me a great discount on wine, and I’d hate to lose that.”

      “Look,” she said. “I know Dean did a number on you, and I wish I could go back in time and put Nair in his shampoo, but not every man is like him. Not everyone is going to leave you.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?” She sighed. “Eddie’s an alright guy, but he’s not the sort of man you need.”

      “And what kind of man do I need?”

      “One who adores you, and values you, and isn’t going to disappear because he’s not serious enough to commit to a real relationship. I mean, Eddie could be a fun fling, but I don’t think you want that.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I do.”

      “No you don’t. You don’t do flings.”

      “Maybe I should. Flings are safer.”

      “Unless you happen to choose someone who’ll chop you up in pieces and bury you under the back porch.”

      “I’m a good judge of character. I can spot those true-crime types a mile away.”

      Janet sighed. “When you’re ready for a real relationship again, you need to find yourself a grown-up man who knows how to treat you right. Not one you know you’re leaving from the get-go.”

      “I don’t want anything complicated right now,” I told her. “I just want to not feel alone.”

      “Go enjoy your change of scenery,” she said. “Your aunt sounds pretty great.”

      “She is. The opposite of my mom.” Delia valued her independence and wouldn’t want to be waited on hand and foot. Penelope had no qualms about making constant demands, but Delia wasn’t like that.

      “I sure hope so,” Janet said. “The world could hardly stand two of Penelope McIntyre.” After a pause, she said, “You're still bringing me a series at the end of the month, right?”

      I cringed and chirped, “Absolutely!” Janet would give me wall space again, but only if I brought her new paintings in time for the season's big opening. If I didn’t deliver, another hungry artist would, and then I could lose my spot forever.

      “Go make something amazing,” she said. “I know you can do it.”

      “Will do.” I swallowed hard, thinking, That makes one of us.

      She ended the call and I said, “You got this, Fiona.”

      Delia’s could be my sanctuary. I’d set up my easel in her sunroom, a place with plenty of light. Maybe I’d take Eddie’s advice, and do some morning yoga to clear my head, and then spend the whole day painting.

      No thinking allowed.

      I'd paint until I shook something loose. In two weeks, I'd have a bunch of new work for Janet, and I’d start getting commissions again. I could fix this. I could have my dream again.

      Even if I had to take a detour back to Jasmine Falls.

      It had been over a year since I’d been back. Jasmine Falls was a typical small southern town: everybody knew each other since they were toddlers, every person in town knew your business and made up what they didn’t know, and most people would give you the shirt off their backs without you even having to ask.

      Still, part of me cringed as I thought of going back. The last time I’d been there, I’d been engaged—a year ago. The announcement had been in the paper, for Pete’s sake (because my mother had insisted), and then every single person in town knew when we were over.

      Nothing stings like having your failures made public.

      I hadn’t been back since the Dean debacle, and I wasn’t looking forward to everyone expressing their opinions about my broken engagement to the man who my mother thought wasn’t good enough for me anyway. We’d kept the real reason secret, but Jasmine Falls folks liked to speculate, so there was no telling what people had decided happened with me and Dean. But one thing was for certain: I didn’t want to hear a single peep about it.

      There were parts of our story that no one knew about, like for example the debt I’d racked up from paying all of our household bills while he finished his degree in parks management. Afterward, he’d taken the first seasonal job he’d been offered, all the way up in Kenai Fjords, Alaska. He was supposed to spend just one summer and get his foot in the door so he could get a better job closer to our home in the mountains. But then at the end of the summer, in a brief email, he told me he’d fallen in love with another ranger. He said he “knew this was the life he was meant to live”—in the wilderness, with Kodiak bears, caribou, and some woman I imagined was like an Amazon version of me.

      I liked nature, but not enough for Dean. He apparently needed a woman who could live in a secluded forest without indoor plumbing and internet.

      So Dean had stayed in Alaska and left me behind—with the rent, a mountain of debt, and the feeling that I was the biggest sucker alive.

      No one in Jasmine Falls needed to know those things. They’d probably cooked up a juicier story, anyway. But I knew as soon as I showed my face in that town, it would start all the tongues wagging again. By the time I crossed the state line into South Carolina, a knot was forming deep in my stomach, because while Dean had humiliated me, he wasn’t the first to break my heart.

      No, that honor belonged to Alex Fox. And he’d lived in Jasmine Falls, too.

      Every time I went back there—ever since college—I wondered if I’d bump into Alex. So far, by some miracle, I had not. Word was that he’d left town after dumping me—the reason why varied, depending on who you talked to—and I hadn’t seen him since.

      That suited me just fine. Some things were better left buried in the past.

      “You can do this,” I said, hoping that hearing the words over and over might convince me. Seeing Delia would be good for me, and my mother would be thousands of miles away. As long as we were separated by the Atlantic, everything would be fine.

      I could handle small-town curiosity. I could keep my head down, help Delia, and paint until my fingers were numb. No problem. Delia had a big old farmhouse with lots of light. I could paint outside, in the fresh air and sunshine. I’d be like Monet, painting in the French countryside, and my only other task would be taking Delia to her doctor’s appointments.

      It would be the perfect escape.

      My mother and Aunt Delia had lived in Jasmine Falls all of their lives—Delia now in their parents’ house, and Penelope in one that she’d designed herself and built down the road from it. They lived just next door to the Congaree National Park, which had just been called a swamp until a few years ago. It didn’t get the number of visitors like the Smokies or the Everglades—not by a long shot. But being elevated to National Park status had brought it more tourists. People went canoeing and kayaking there, and bird enthusiasts went looking for elusive species. It was like a primordial forest, full of ferns and reptiles, and cypress trees with big curtains of moss.

      Since my mother was away so often for work, I’d spent most of my childhood over at Delia’s house, romping around the yard with the animals she’d kept—chickens, ducks, goats, and even a couple of quarter horses—and loved every minute of it. My mother kept a house that was spotless—sleek and modern, like a museum. But Delia’s house was cozy, filled with overstuffed couches and chairs, braided rugs, and stained-glass lamps. Her yard was peppered with concrete animals and metal sculptures that spun and twirled in the wind. She even had a canoe we’d take out in the pond behind her house.

      Being at Delia’s house always felt like an adventure. For Past Me, that was everything.

      For Present Me, it would be just the place I needed to give me focus and to get myself unstuck. Everything in the mountains reminded me of Dean.

      But Delia’s place was mine.
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        * * *

      

      Delia’s big farmhouse was set way off from the road. Delia had fifteen acres, mostly flat with dense woods in the back. She’d made her home into an animal sanctuary, with all her adopted critters, but it felt like the perfect sanctuary for me, too. There was a big gray barn about fifty yards from the house and a little pasture next to it. From the driveway, I could see a few goats and a couple of big shaggy dogs that stood like sentinels. The land here was mostly flat, with lots of woods and wetlands. A million years ago, they’d grown soybeans here, but now it was just Delia and all of her adopted animals.

      “Anybody home?” I called. Delia’s back door was open, just like it always was, because no one around here locked their doors. The kitchen, all white tile and stainless steel, was sparkling and smelled like lemons. Real lemons—not that fake bottled smell.

      “In here, kid!”

      “Hey, Aunt D,” I said, rushing to give her a hug. “How are you feeling?”

      In the den, Delia lay propped up on her big overstuffed floral sofa, her leg atop a pile of throw pillows. She squeezed me tight.

      “I’m so glad to see you, kid. I can’t thank you enough for coming.”

      “You know I wouldn’t pass up the chance to crash with my favorite aunt for a couple of weeks.”

      She smiled. “I’m your only aunt, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “You look good,” I said. Her white hair fell in loose waves to her shoulders, and the only wrinkles on her face came from decades of laughter. Not at all like my mother, who had a permanent frown line between her eyebrows, as prominent as a crack in marble.

      “Thank you,” Delia said. “It’s probably the pain meds giving me a youthful glow.”

      “How’s the knee?”

      She turned it just slightly, eyeing the wrapping, and said, “It looks like Dr. Frankenstein got a hold of me, and it hurts like a son of a gun. But they seem to think I’ll be walking like a teenager again in a few weeks.”

      “Good,” I said.

      “It’s made of titanium,” she said. “I won’t be running any marathons, but I can at least get out there and cut the dang crabgrass. It’ll be knee-high after another rain.”

      “Let me handle the crabgrass,” I said. “We can make a list of all the things you need to be done around the house.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart,” she said, and smiled like it hurt a little to do so. Short and wiry, Delia had always been a dynamo—one of those women who seemed to stop aging around fifty. But this time, she looked more like her real age of sixty-six, and that tugged at my heart.

      “Where’s Mom? I thought she was staying until I got here.”

      “Good lord, I sent her home.” Delia waved her hand like she was shooing a fly. “I love your mother, but she was on my last blessed nerve.”

      I snorted back a laugh.

      “She thinks now that I’m hobbled, she can come in here and redecorate the bedroom and reorganize my pantry and terrorize Rufus with the vacuum. I told her to go put that nervous energy into packing for her tulip tour.”

      “Rufus?”

      “My latest rescue kitty—he just showed up here one day, sitting out in the yard in the hopes of being fed. So of course I did, because he seemed like a smart animal, and he decided to stay right on. You might see him in a couple of days, when he gets over the horror of the vacuum. He’s fat and orange and has a bell so he can’t sneak up on the birds. He’s surprisingly spry to be so enormous.”

      Delia had always liked to take in strays.

      “No vacuuming,” I said. “Got it.”

      “Well, she could at least have the decency to put poor Rufus upstairs. But she can’t stand the idea of getting a single cat hair on her fancy clothes, so she just chased the poor thing from one hiding spot to another. He’s probably only got one life left by now.”

      “Well then, he’s lucky to live it here.”

      Delia’s old farmhouse was a four-on-four style, complete with a tin roof and a big front porch. The downstairs had one bedroom and bath, plus a small sitting room, the den, and the kitchen. The upstairs had four additional rooms and one bath. Two had always been made up as bedrooms, for family or friends that stayed over. One had been Delia’s craft room, and the last room was storage. There was a finished attic, too, that I hadn’t been inside in years.

      “Hey,” Delia said, “your mother did do one useful thing. She made up the bedroom upstairs for you. I haven’t even been up there since before Christmas, so she assured me she dusted off all the cobwebs and put fresh sheets on the bed.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You can use any of those rooms up there while you’re here. Use my little room as a studio if you like. Or the attic—it’s nearly empty anyway.”

      “Sure, maybe I will. I’m supposed to get some new paintings to Janet in a few weeks.”

      Delia nodded. “I heard you were having to leave your friend’s early. I hated to ask you do to that, kid.” Before I could interrupt, she said, “But we can make this a retreat for you, too. I don’t need you to sit in here and make a fuss over me all day long, so you do whatever you need to do. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t looking forward to the company.” She smiled then, but her eyes looked tired.

      “Sounds perfect,” I said. “I’m looking forward to it, too.”

      Delia leaned her head back against the pillows and winced as she moved.

      “Can I get you anything?” I said. “A glass of water? Something for pain?”

      “It might be time,” she said. “Your mother wrote down the last time she gave the pain pills to me. Look for a sticky note on the counter.”

      In the kitchen, there was a note that read “meds 2:30.” I located two green pill bottles on the counter, and took them out to Aunt Delia with a glass of water.

      She sat up a little and said, “I know you’re worn out from that drive. Why don’t you go get yourself settled and we can catch up later. These usually knock me out anyway.”

      “I’ll bring some things in and be back down in a little while.”

      She nodded and lay back against the pillows. “I’m glad you’re here, Fiona.”

      “Me, too.”

      Outside, the grass was already ankle-high, and the first weeds were sprouting in the flower beds. It was cool for April, not humid the way it would be in another few weeks. The air was different down here—salty and heavy—not like it was in the mountains. Summer could be scorching, too hot for Delia to be out gardening.

      Other houses in this area had been toppled by tornadoes or the occasional hurricane, but not Delia’s. The old barn’s paint was now gray like driftwood, but the weather vane with its metal rooster and glass orb still sat proudly on the eave.

      Delia James was just as sturdy. She moved through the world with an ease that I’d envied my whole adult life.

      . Upstairs, my mother had indeed made up the bigger bedroom for me—the one that overlooked the barn and goat pasture. Now I saw that there were in fact three little goats—one black and white one that was much smaller than the others—and two big white dogs that were positioned on either side of them, as if in a tactical formation.

      The bedroom had sparse furniture—just a small desk with a chair, a double bed, and a dresser with three drawers. There was a trunk at the foot of the bed, and a brass floor lamp by the desk, but no other knick-knacks around. Down the hall, the other bedroom was made up, too, as if expecting another guest. The door to Delia’s workroom was open, but it looked like it hadn’t been used in a long while. A six-foot wooden table was pushed against one wall and by the window was a drawing table with a stack of books on top. With its open space and bright sunlight, it would be the perfect place to paint.

      Heading back downstairs, I heard voices and thought at first that Delia had turned on the TV. But upon entering the den, I saw who my aunt was talking to, and felt my throat twist into a knot.

      It was the one person I had never wanted to see again as long as I lived on this earth.

      Alex Fox.

      The first man who’d broken my heart.

      The man I’d never get over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          FIONA

        

      

    

    
      Alex Fox looked startled, like someone had thrown a cooler full of ice water on him. Mouth open, he held a casserole dish covered in tin foil. He wore a button-down gray checkered shirt that was tight across the chest and biceps and jeans that fit him like a glove. He looked even more gorgeous than he had in high school—his jaw was more chiseled, his dark hair was thick and tousled, and his eyes were still that striking deep shade of green. He looked to have packed forty pounds of solid muscle on his six-foot-three frame, and life seemed very, very unfair right now.

      The last time I’d seen Alex was eight years before, and I remembered it as clearly as if it had happened yesterday.

      I’d come home from college and surprised him with a visit, and he acted like he couldn’t get me out of his house fast enough. Instead of going out for dinner in town (where people would see us, I realized later), we sat outside on his porch. He leaned against the banister, hands shoved into his pockets as he sputtered the words so quickly, like he just wanted it all to be over—while his eyes darted past me as if I were already gone.

      This isn’t going anywhere.

      We’re chasing different dreams.

      We’re not headed to the same place.

      It all sounded like a bunch of clichés smashed together, which in turn made his words feel like a lie. The whole time he was talking, it was like he was maneuvering around the truth, leaving out the parts that mattered most.

      But I hadn’t argued with him. I didn’t want to be with a guy who didn’t want to be with me—it was as simple as that. And I certainly didn’t want to waste my time waiting for some guy to decide how he felt about me—even if I happened to be head over heels for the said guy. If he didn’t know after three years of being together, then I was better off moving on. So I’d left him sitting on that banister rail in the dark, calmly driven out of his yard, and then cried all the way to the state line. The hurt had been like nothing else, but I’d tamped it down and put Alex Fox out of my mind. It wasn’t until later that I’d heard about Lori Gifford, and that just made me despise Alex even more for the way he’d treated me. If I could have gone back in time and punched him in the cool blue moonlight of that porch, I sure as heck would have.

      Later, I’d heard that he married Lori, whose sole purpose in high school had been to make me suffer. She’d been nothing but horrible as long as I’d known her, and even now I couldn’t imagine what in the world had drawn him to Lori.

      Well. I had a couple of ideas.

      Rumor had it that he’d been seeing her while we were still together. I’d been in college only a few hours away, but at twenty-one years old it felt like Alex and I were thousands of miles apart. Alex had never admitted that he’d cheated with Lori, but I knew it had to be true. As soon as I’d heard the stories, all the pieces had come together. Lori was nearby when I was not, and sometimes proximity counts for more than it should. I thought I’d finally gotten away from my biggest bully by graduating high school, but Lori had managed to hurt me one more time—and in the worst way that she could, by turning my first love against me.

      Later, they’d gotten divorced. They hadn’t even made it a year together. The rumors had flown around about them, too, but I didn't pay any attention. Alex Fox had already taken up enough space in my life. I refused to give him any more.

      For the last eight years, I’d managed to avoid Alex whenever I came to Jasmine Falls. I thought he’d moved away until this moment, standing in Delia’s living room. Alex had become a distant memory after a while, and even my mother had the good sense not to talk about him after I’d moved
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