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Glittering overhead lights melded with golden pools of candlelight around the sanctuary. Amber Dawson’s breath hitched from where she sat in the second row. Her eyes stung as Pastor Frank pronounced the words man and wife. 

Around the cavernous room, silence hung in breathless suspense as the groom kissed the bride. They drew apart, and applause broke out across the sanctuary. The guests stood. The newly married couple—Nathan and Leah—beamed at the crowd, but couldn’t stop gazing at each other. Thankfully, they remembered their duty to get down the aisle, followed by bridesmaids and groomsmen. 

Some in the bridal party looked familiar to her. Abbie O’Reilly, the maid of honor and Leah’s best friend, Leah’s brother, Garrett, and Ben something. Amber hadn’t met the handsome, dark-haired best man, though they’d attended church together for the last few years. Ben, Abbie, and the rest of the bridal party nodded and grinned happily toward the rows of guests as they accompanied the newlyweds out of the sanctuary where the photographer awaited.  

“That was so beautiful.” Amber sighed and turned to her friend Kelsey, seated beside her. “I’m all choked up.”

“Me too.” Kelsey let out a bashful chuckle and swiped one eye. “I always get this way, whether or not I’m close to the couple.” She fished a tissue from her purse and handed it to Amber before taking one for herself. “Nathan and Leah deserve such happiness.”

Ushers in crisp dark suits released one row at a time to avoid a clog in the aisles. Finally, it was Kelsey and Amber’s turn to file into the aisle and head to the reception. There had been no question in anyone’s mind where the reception would occur. Not in the church gym, but at Seasons Dinner Theater and Restaurant. The historic mansion was a white elephant Nathan had inherited two years earlier. But he’d transformed it into a successful Brenner Falls landmark. 

Several years earlier the Brenner Falls Community Church had started a daughter church, where Leah and Nathan attended. The small but growing storefront church, Real Life Chapel, wasn’t nearly large enough for the crowd that came to celebrate the couple’s vows.

“I bet it’ll be your turn next, Amber.” The statement came from just behind her. Mrs. Wilson, an older woman Amber had known during the last four years they’d attended the same church. 

Though the woman’s expression and tone were gentle, her words struck Amber like a hammer. Yeah, right. That wouldn’t happen any day soon, though three years earlier, it had seemed likely.

Amber offered a bland smile that camouflaged the sudden tightness inside. “That would be a surprise, Mrs. Wilson.”

The woman smiled and continued her halting progress down the aisle. “You just never know.”

Amber and Kelsey exchanged glances. “You never do,” Kelsey murmured.

That ship had sailed. And it hadn’t been a touching send-off, either. Rather, a shipwreck, leaving rage, confusion, and hurt in its wake. Amber had mostly recovered in the three years since. Unless she heard statements like that. Reminders that she was still poised for a happy ending, searching the horizon ... but saw nothing.

“Are you thinking about Kurt?” Kelsey’s voice was gentle.

“No, not a bit.” Amber winced at the hard edge in her response.

“Liar.” 

They emerged into the sunlit mid-May afternoon and headed for Kelsey’s car. She slipped one arm through Amber’s. “C’mon, let’s go eat good food, see friends, and dance the night away.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Amber wouldn’t let a well-meaning but lethal comment dredge up all the toxic memories she’d worked so hard to release. No, as Kelsey had suggested, a few friends, a great meal, and lots of dancing would push those thoughts back over the cliff where they belonged.

Kelsey and Amber arrived at Seasons in a matter of minutes. The town of Brenner Falls, Pennsylvania, wasn’t that big, after all, even though it was growing. Seasons Dinner Theater and Restaurant, established in a stately Victorian house, had graced the corner of Market Street for nearly eighty years. Its recent face-lift made it elegant and upscale, a popular place for good food and a regular schedule of quality drama, comedy, or music. 

The women entered the building along with a surge of other guests. Amber scanned the room, which sparkled even more than the church sanctuary had. Tiny lights glowed on clusters of potted trees in each corner, competing with candles shining from wall sconces and tabletops. Round cloth-covered tables dotted the room and surrounded a wooden dance floor, a hub in the center. A five-person orchestra played modern classics from the stage as guests found their seats according to name cards at each place setting. 

Amber greeted two couples already seated at their table. Everyone had dressed in celebratory styles and colors. Amber wore her favorite color, cobalt blue that highlighted her blue eyes, in a scoop-neck dress she’d found on sale the week before. The full skirt swirled around her hips and descended to her knees. Looked and felt prettier and more feminine than the blue scrubs she wore to work every day.

Her older brother, Cooper, stood at a nearby table with his girlfriend, Blair, and her son, Jake. She sent them a smile and a wave before sitting next to Kelsey at their own table of six place settings. A uniformed server unloaded trays of hors d’oeuvres onto a table in the center of the room. Kelsey hitched her head in that direction. “That’ll keep us from starving while we wait for the photographer to finish. Want to go investigate?” She rose and waited for Amber to do the same.

“Sure, I’ll go with you.” At any rate, she didn’t want to sit alone perched on the edge of a half-empty table.

As they made their way toward the attractive table adorned with flowers, a punchbowl, and hors d’oeuvres, they stopped several times to greet and hug various friends they encountered. Almost nine years in Brenner Falls and Amber, gratefully, felt like a local. She loved her adopted small town. When Cooper moved there the previous year, it was even better since part of her family now lived nearby.

Soon, the bridal couple arrived with their entourage and noisy fanfare. The reception began in earnest. The wedding party’s table sat close to the stage. Nathan and Leah held court from the center seats. Before the meal arrived, Ben, the best man, stood and clinked his glass with a spoon. The room hushed.

“Welcome, everyone, to this celebration of love, as we all rejoice with our friends, Nathan and Leah. Nathan’s been my best friend since junior high, and I can tell you he deserves all the joy we see today. I’ve known Leah for a shorter time, but I can confidently say the same thing about her.” He turned to the couple and raised his glass. “To a solid, godly couple I’m proud to call my friends. May God bless you with joy, understanding, continued growth in your love for each other and in your own hearts, and may he direct every step in your new, wonderful future together. To Nathan and Leah.” He lifted his wineglass higher and those in the room followed. He remained standing, and after a moment, again rapped his spoon on the glass. The sound of glass ringing echoed around the room as guests followed his example. Nathan and Leah laughed, then Nathan pulled her in for a kiss. Everyone applauded.

“That’s the first one. We’ll have many more, is my guess.” Kelsey returned her attention to her table.

Amber laughed. “I’m sure you’re right. My hunch is Nathan and Leah won’t mind too much.”

“Since I’m new to the church, I don’t know the best man, the guy who did the toast,” Kelsey said. “Do you know him?”

“I haven’t met him personally, but I know who he is.” Amber sipped her wine. “He attends our church, so I’ve seen him around there. And he used to date my friend Colleen.”

Kelsey nodded. “He’s cute. I could see you with him.”

Amber frowned. “According to Colleen, he’s commitment phobic. They dated for over a year, and she got tired of waiting.”

“Maybe he realized she wasn’t the one. Think he’s dating anyone now?”

Amber shrugged. “I don’t really keep up with him since we haven’t met.” She smirked at Kelsey. “Though it seems he might be a serial dater.” Her gaze remained on Ben for a moment as he took his seat. He leaned forward and said something to those near him and laughter erupted. Handsome, confident. Yeah, she knew the type, and she didn’t want any part of it. Been there, done that.

Wait staff arrived like a small army, carrying aromatic plates to the tables. Any previous discouragement from past hurts disappeared amidst delicious food and pleasant conversation around the table. 

Nearly two hours later, the servers cleared the tables, and the lights dimmed. Following the bridal dance, the orchestra took their leave, replaced by a DJ. The tone of the evening shifted as guests ambled onto the dance floor. 

After several dances, Amber’s thirst raged. She’d sit the next few dances out and head to the punch table. Ben, the object of Kelsey’s matchmaking, was gulping down a glassful of punch. The flush from dancing—he hadn’t stopped all evening—tinted his olive complexion. Before Amber could reach for a glass, Ben offered one to her.

“Thanks.” She sipped the fruity beverage and closed her eyes for a moment as the sweet coolness slid down her throat. “That was a nice toast you made.” 

He smiled and a soft expression came into his eyes. “It was a huge understatement. Nathan’s a great guy. The best.”

Maybe she was wrong about Ben. Clearly, he loved his best friend. His eyes became almost dewy with his statement. Amber returned his smile. “Close friends are the greatest. It’s cool that you’ve been friends for such a long time.”

He finished his glass. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Ben Russo.”

“Amber Dawson. I’ve seen you around at church. I think.” Didn’t want him to think she’d visually stalked him.

“Yeah, I think I’ve seen you too. Our paths didn’t cross until now.”

“I...I knew who you were because I was friends with Colleen. Before she moved away.”

A cool curtain shuttered his expression. Not a pleasant subject for him, apparently. Why did she bring that up? 

“Yeah, Colleen’s a great girl. Didn’t work out with us.” He shrugged, but a cool film had replaced the previous warmth in his eyes. 

“She seems happy in her new job in DC.”

“Yeah, I hope she’s happy.” He paused. “Well, nice to meet you, Amber Dawson.”

She sent him a muted smile. “Likewise. Enjoy your evening.”

Little chance he wouldn’t. Unless she’d thrown cold water on him by mentioning his ex. Which she sincerely regretted doing.

Seemed he’d danced with every female under the age of fifty. 

But yeah, she knew the type.
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Ben mopped the perspiration from his forehead with a cloth handkerchief, then stuffed it back into his pocket. He wove among tables to reclaim his seat at the mostly empty head table. Empty because its occupants were busy tearing up the dance floor. Time for a rest. His eyes followed Amber Dawson as she returned to her table, punch glass in hand.

He’d been curious about the identity of the willowy beauty, but he was no more. Now he knew, and that was plenty. Sure enough, Colleen had made sure he’d have no neutral ground if he wanted to know Amber better. And he wasn’t sure he did.

Warm and sincere one moment, cool and judgmental the next. It fit with what he’d observed over the last couple of years he’d glimpsed her across the church during a Sunday service. She’d struck him as all together, armor in place, and completely self-sufficient. A cool customer, as they said. He could be wrong. Otherwise, he’d be judging her in the same way she likely judged him.

“That’s quite a frown you’ve got there, Ben,” Jason, a groomsman, said. A white-tooth grin beamed through the man’s red bushy beard.

Ben chuckled. “Just thinking. I guess that gave me a headache.”

Jason grinned. “No thinking tonight. Maybe dancing with everyone in the room gave you the headache.”

“Could be.” He had to admit, once he stopped to rest, the chair felt pretty good.

Jason glanced at his phone, then set it down on the table. “How did you and Nathan meet?” he asked.

“We met in ninth grade. I think it was some kind of math class. I was a troubled kid back then.” Ben laughed and held up a hand. “I know, hard to believe. So, we started hanging out. He invited me to church, and we got involved in the youth group. Changed my life.”

“That’s awesome,” murmured Jason. 

Awesome didn’t begin to describe Ben’s journey. The mess that had been his life flipped upside down. “Yeah, it was. So, Nathan’s been like a brother ever since. He was out of the area during college and a few years after. I was so glad he moved back here a couple years ago when he inherited this place.” He inclined his head toward the room.

“And from what I hear, that move changed his life.”

“That, it did, in several ways. And we’re looking at one of them.”

“So, when’s it your time to get married? Are you seeing anyone?”

“Not now. I’m taking a break from dating.” Ben grinned, then pulled out his phone, in hopes of silently closing the conversation. The one negative thing about weddings. It was suddenly everyone’s goal to get singles settled into marital bliss.

His thoughts returned to Colleen.  She’d been frustrated toward the end, so she took off. Literally. Took a job in DC. It was for the best. After a year of dating, he should have known it wouldn’t click for them. He should have let it go much earlier, but there were many positive aspects to their relationship. He kept telling himself it would deepen, develop. They had fun. She was gorgeous. But something had been missing. And that mysterious something was missing with every woman he’d dated over the last few years. 

He let out a long sigh. Maybe the thing he sought didn’t exist. Maybe something inside him was broken, because of his broken past. Or maybe he was meant to be alone.

That was unlikely. He liked women. A lot. But at thirty years old, he was ready for permanence. The real thing. The real thing that maybe he was unable to recognize. 

His gaze wandered back to Amber. Layers of wavy dark hair tumbled over bare shoulders. She laughed with the others around her table. Laughter had transformed her face. It was stunning and authentic. Not like the pinched, polite control he’d witnessed earlier. Had he lost any chance of her laughing like that with him, all because of Colleen? 

What was wrong with him? Weddings weren’t supposed to make one introspective and maudlin. That wasn’t really his style, anyway. Time to dance with someone.

“Done resting.” Ben pulled himself out of his chair and opened another button on his shirt. “Got my second wind.”
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Chapter Two
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Amber squinted against the overhead fluorescent lights of the physical therapy office where she worked. An overnight storm had awakened her during the night, and she’d had trouble falling asleep again. As a result, noises and bright lights seemed louder and brighter that day. Or maybe it was something else, something nagging under the surface.

Well, she’d have to shake it off because Mrs. Stover was waiting in room two. At least the weekend wasn’t far off.

“How are you doing today, Mrs. Stover?” Amber smiled and closed the door behind her. “You sure do look pretty today.” 

The older woman was already seated on the bench. She reached to touch the flowered top she wore. “Thank you, dear. I wanted to look springy today.” She held up her hand. “I think I’m turning the corner with this wrist. I appreciate your help.”

“If you’re doing better, you must be doing all your exercises. I’m proud of you.” Amber rolled a stool in front of the woman who extended her arm. 

Amber studied it. “Here, move gently this way. Does that still hurt?” She guided the woman’s movements.

“Not really. Just a little twinge once in a while. I can keep doing the exercises, though.”

“That’s a great idea. That’ll strengthen the muscles so that if you fall again, you won’t break anything. But let’s try not to fall again, okay?” Her gaze connected with Mrs. Stover’s strong blue regard. 

The woman nodded. “I was careless that day.”

“But you told me you’ve fallen twice this year. It’s only May. Will you promise to move obstructions from your home, like small rugs or tables?”

“Yes, my grandson helped me do that after I fell this time. I’ll behave.” She gave Amber a cheeky grin and Amber laughed.

“You’d better! I love seeing you, but don’t like the circumstances of your visits.”

A surge of warmth for the older woman coursed through Amber. When she worked with patients, her mind was far from her own hopes and disappointments. The urge to help, to make someone’s life better, poured from her like a bubbling spring.

She led Mrs. Stover through several more exercises. Then the woman said goodbye and left. She’d only have one more return visit. Amber pushed the wheeled stool in front of a computer screen and recorded details of the visit, how long it took, and made other notes for the file. Normally, it wouldn’t take long, but ever since the Med-Sufficient Corporation had bought the practice two months earlier, paperwork had doubled, benefits and break time had shrunk, and morale among employees tumbled into the basement. She’d have more reports to complete that afternoon following her appointments.

Amber sighed. They’d all adjust. She hoped she would too, but it wasn’t the same work environment as before. Two colleagues she really liked had already quit. Not only did that suck warmth and camaraderie from the office, instead of hiring therapists to replace them, the workload shifted to those who remained.

She left the room and went to the workstation. Sitting at the computer was a colleague, Jody, who smiled at her. “Hanging in there, Amber?”

“Yeah. The patients usually offset the...the rest of it.” She grimaced.

“Well, that depends. Today’s my day for uncooperative patients. Did you hear Jonah is resigning?”

“Oh, no,” Amber groaned. “I like him. He’s fun.” Not another one. “He brings humor to the office, and we really need that. Where’s he going?” 

“He’s leaving town. Got a job in a big hospital near Philly.”

“Hope you’re staying a while. We’re quickly moving from family to factory here.”

“Well said. And sadly, that’s too true.”

The discussion with Jody settled a pall of pessimism in Amber’s chest. She’d been in a weird mood to begin with, but wasn’t sure why. Ever since the wedding. The wedding that should have been—and in fact was—a joyful event. It’s just that it stirred her own longings to have someone look at her that way. The way someone once did.

Yes, she’d gotten over her breakup with Kurt three years earlier. But what was left behind rose like bile at odd moments, making her feel dirty and betrayed. They’d met on a church mission trip and dated for almost a year. They’d talked about the future, and she’d predicted an engagement was in the offing. Everything between them seemed on track.

Then he began to pressure her for physical intimacy. They were committed, weren’t they, he’d told her. She’d kept her standard of abstinence for years, encouraged the youth she’d worked with to keep themselves pure. Then, in a moment of weakness, she caved in. Or maybe she’d tried to please him instead of listening to her own hesitation. She told herself it was one time. She explained to Kurt she regretted what they’d done, sure he’d fully agree. But he’d taken it the wrong way. That should have been a sign to her. After more pressure from him and a desire to prove she really did love him, it happened again.

Then, not long afterward, he broke up with her, leaving her head spinning with confusion and hurt. Had he merely pretended to be in love with her? Had he used her? Or had he simply decided they weren’t right for each other, and would have come to that decision sooner or later? She’d felt used and betrayed, along with dirty and unworthy. The memory and emotions of that situation followed her like a small cloud that periodically grew into a storm, such as after a beautiful, godly wedding.

Bringing the inner turmoil from the subconscious layer into her awareness did little to relieve it. She knew in her mind that God forgave her, though it had been a lengthy feat to finally forgive herself. But when Kurt announced his engagement to a woman from church only months after his breakup with Amber, she questioned everything. God’s goodness, his love for her, his forgiveness of her, even his fairness. Had Kurt ever loved her? Had getting close to her caused him to reconsider his commitment? She’d never know. After his wedding, the couple moved, thankfully, to another town.

In retrospect, she knew Kurt was a jerk, a manipulator who’d used her regret against her. But she didn’t feel any cleaner. She felt permanently stained. Discardable. In the years since, she hadn’t met anyone special and sometimes wondered if that was a consequence of her failing. Her penance.

But then why was Kurt happily married? Where was his consequence since he’d instigated it by pressuring her? How had he so quickly met someone unless he’d been cheating on Amber at the same time?

Amber let out a long sigh as she took her lunch bag and carrot drink from the fridge in the break room. How often she’d asked herself these questions in the blackness of the night as she tossed in her bed. She wanted to draw closer to God for answers, still believed in him, followed him, towed the line. But a piece of her heart remained bruised and doubtful. Doubtful of his love, his forgiveness. Even his good plan for her.

Despite her heavy emotions, the afternoon passed quickly. Her patients, for the most part, lifted her spirits. Normally on Thursday nights, she led a young adult women’s Bible study. But they’d taken a break until the fall, leaving her more free time. She left the clinic and sunshine tumbled a balmy caress over her. A perfect afternoon for a bike ride. That would lift her attitude and slam the door to old, crusty thoughts.

She drove the short distance to her house, a cute nineteen- forties Craftsman with blue siding. Amber changed clothes, grabbed a bottle of water, and wheeled her bike out of the garage. She’d only ridden twice since winter had ended and looked forward to spring and summer. During the previous months, she’d filled each evening with some appointment, group, or obligation. She’d hardly had time to herself, though she often preferred it that way, staying too busy to brood. Now that summer had promised its arrival, she planned to be outside a lot, since that’s where she felt the most alive.

Inhaling the spring breeze, Amber wheeled down the flat streets of Brenner Falls. Waving at a few people along the way, observing signs of spring in nature and in the local commerce, her emotions lifted, and her habitual optimism again took root. There, that was better. No more dwelling on the past. 

She rode alongside the river, savoring the sight of the afternoon sun glinting off its surface. The route back to her neighborhood took her along the Whittier Forest on the edge of town. As she neared town, she passed a small white brick house entangled in some overgrown trees. Looked abandoned. She’d seen the building before, but never noticed or wondered about it. That day it piqued her interest. 

Amber dismounted and leaned her bike against a tree. At closer range, she could see the building sorely needed paint and repairs. She approached along a crumbling walkway adorned with more weeds than concrete. Wooden shutters hung from rusty nails, and a fist-sized hole marred the front window, already covered with dirt and cobwebs. Several planks were missing from the wooden front porch. Still, the porch wrapped around the side and must have been charming in its day. Looked like it had been built early in the last century.

As she got closer, another feature caught her attention. The top third of the door was an ornate lead and glass image of a tree spreading its branches. Like a diamond hidden in a layer of dust, its beauty shone through. Curving strokes added whimsical detail to the rounded forms of the leaves. She guessed it was in the Art Nouveau style, which she adored. Her heart pounded faster, and she took a few steps forward to see it more closely, careful to go around the rotten planks. Despite the state of decay, she could see curved lines embellishing what must have once been a stunning door. She pulled her phone from her back pocket and snapped a photo.

She peered through the colored glass. Clearly, no one lived there. Must have sat empty for years. That in itself stirred her curiosity, since Brenner Falls was a growing town, busily rehabbing historical buildings, erecting apartment complexes and neighborhoods to accommodate the increasing population. In fact, her brother Cooper, an architect and builder, had won a contract to build a subdivision just across the river. Things were booming in Brenner Falls.

And yet, here sat a small house from the last century, a genuine treasure that could be useful for something. A shop, a restaurant. Even a physical therapy clinic. Amber paused as the thought sailed into her mind. She laughed aloud. She didn’t like her job anymore, but that was extreme. Wasn’t it?

The house seemed to extend a warning and a simultaneous invitation to Amber to satisfy her curiosity. Gingerly, she turned a brass doorknob, and was surprised when it creaked open. She stepped inside and glanced around. Looked like a living room, though it was unfurnished. Or it might have been a shop at one time. On one wall sat a fireplace, again adorned with ornate touches from another century. Carved flowers and more curlicues along a concrete mantle bordered the bottom edge of a round, elegant mirror, discolored with age.

Her gaze fell to a knapsack and pair of shoes on the floor beside the fireplace, triggering a thread of alarm. Was someone in there? Likely, a homeless person, a squatter. She didn’t want to surprise someone or be surprised by him or her, so she turned to leave.

Amber returned to her bike and cast a long look back at the house before climbing on and pedaling home. Her mind shuffled through questions about the house. How old was it? Who had lived there, and why had no one bought it? Why had it simply sat empty for years? Was there an answer or a mystery to discover?
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At five o’clock on Friday afternoon, Ben turned off his computer. He neatened his desk, then turned out the lights. His office mate had already left for the day. One advantage of government work: leaving on time. Daily, he was thankful to have changed jobs a year earlier, from the private to government sector in civil engineering. The salary was slightly less, but the benefits were great and—something Ben highly valued—the hours were reasonable. Sane. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to have a life. No regrets there.

Stillness permeated the halls, aside from his footfall on the shiny tile floor, as he headed to the employee parking lot. The Friday afternoon lull. He chuckled. It hadn’t taken long to understand that Friday wasn’t always a full day for city employees. Except possibly for Mayor Faulkner, whose dedication to Brenner Falls inspired them all.

“Have a pleasant weekend, Ben.” 

Ben turned and his colleague was leaving at the same time. “Thanks, Jeff. You too. Hope it’s relaxing.”

“Hey, did you hear the news about Cole Johnson?” Jeff pushed the glass door and let Ben pass.

“No, what’s the news?” He hoped the older colleague was alright.

“He announced he was retiring next year. I wonder who’ll take his place as city manager.”

Ben shrugged and fished for his keys in his pocket. “I’m sure they’ll find someone qualified. Or recruit from another town.” Although Mayor Faulkner preferred to hire from within when possible. He knew his tribe, he would say, and he trusted it. He preferred one of them to an outsider. “They have a year to figure it out, I guess.”

“Yeah, they will. See you Monday.” Jeff waved, and Ben slid into his car.

After a stop at Johnson’s Grocery Store and the gas station, he was home. Home, a project and a castle at the same time. 

When Ben had purchased the Victorian on the southern edge of town five years earlier, he’d been thrilled. True, it had seen a lot of history and better days. He’d gotten it at a good price since it had been close to falling apart. But right away, he’d seen it had good bones and lots of potential. For the next five years, he’d worked on it steadily, one piece at a time, to align it with his vision. He replaced and painted the wood boards and balustrades on the wrap-around porch. That was the simple part. All new windows, new plumbing. New HVAC, new hardwoods throughout. A new staircase and banister, renovated kitchen. He’d lost track of the list, but had done much of the work himself. It was therapeutic, satisfying, and economical.

Now he could stand proudly on the re-configured flagstone walkway that curved from the driveway, and gaze with a swell of contentment at the renovated porch, bedecked with lacy hanging ferns. Nathan had asked why he bothered, instead of buying something ready to live in. 

Ben had guffawed. 

“You know me better than that, bro. This place has history. You know I love history. I love Victorians. This is my dream house.” He spoke more truth than Nathan knew. When Ben was young, he used to wish he lived in an elegant Victorian with a big, loving family.

“It’s a money pit.” Nathan’s style was matter of fact, especially with Ben.

“True,” Ben had said good-naturedly. A lot of his salary had gone directly into it. “It is, and will be for a while. But it’s my money pit.” 

They’d laughed together and Ben concluded Nathan just didn’t get it. That was fine. As the house came along year after year, Nathan had begrudgingly admitted he finally understood Ben’s passion. Now, as Ben stood before it, he felt like Dorothy gazing upon Oz for the first time. Bedazzled. Fresh beige painted siding, perky blue shutters, matching front door with etched glass. The bench swing on the porch beckoned an afternoon pause with a tall glass of lemonade. Recently, he’d moved on to landscaping, which only enhanced the house’s appeal. Now that he could call it a home instead of a work site, he didn’t regret those years of labor. 

But it was a lot of house for just him. Four bedrooms, a full attic, formal dining room, living room. When he’d purchased it, he hadn’t known that five years later, he’d still be living there alone.

Ben pushed those thoughts aside. He didn’t waste too much time bemoaning what he didn’t have. He’d come too far for that, far from the lonely nights waiting for his mother to wake up from her drunken stupor. Far from being the frightened man of the house at sixteen after losing his dad to lung cancer. Worrying daily about the destructive choices of his younger brother, Rick. Well, he still did that. But life had changed in many ways. So what, if he was alone that Friday night in his stunning Victorian? He had more blessings than he had unanswered prayers.

He fished the mail from the metal box beside the door and unlocked the house. A stream of milky light from the kitchen filtered through to the polished wood hallway. He opened the shades in each room, then dashed up the wide, curving staircase to change into gym shorts and a T-shirt. 

The phone which he’d left on the dresser taunted him. He stilled in either indecision or dread, not sure which, contemplating his brotherly duty. Before he could chicken out, he tapped Rick’s number. It rang a few times, but his brother didn’t answer. Ben didn’t leave a message, but felt a trickle of relief. 

He returned downstairs to survey the fridge. Might not be much there, but he could throw some items together. 

The weekend was about to begin. After slowing his pace on house projects, he’d pushed himself to find other activities. Basketball, biking, volunteering at church. He enjoyed being busy. And he had quite a few friends. Should have called one of them.

Since he and Colleen had broken up, he’d gone out a few times, but found he enjoyed a period of non-dating. Dating was never without pressures. Expectations. It was kind of nice not to have those for a while. Whenever he felt a bit lonely, he reminded himself of that fact. 

Too bad his one and only encounter with Amber Dawson had ended on a sour note. And quickly. As soon as she’d brought up Colleen, he knew it was no use getting to know her. Colleen had already poisoned Amber toward him. He’d seen it in her eyes, and could only guess what Colleen had said. Afraid to commit, he’d strung her along, yada, yada. Maybe she was right. He should have broken up with Colleen long before, but had wondered if his feelings for her might grow. They had, but not enough. The spark still wasn’t there.

The day after Nathan’s wedding, Ben had seen Amber on the other side of the sanctuary. The airy room bore no signs of a wedding the previous day. A few times, he’d slid a glance in her direction. Once, he thought she was looking at him too, but couldn’t be sure, since she’d instantly averted her gaze. She might have been looking at Sean O’Brien seated next to him. But a guy could hope.

While he ate a simple meal of broiled fish and arugula salad, Ben’s thoughts went back to the news he’d heard as he left work that day. In a year, the city planner’s position would be open. Something tickled inside him. Anticipation, interest. He’d worked with Cole Johnson on various projects over the last year and to some degree understood what the planner did. Ben knew he didn’t have all the credentials for the job, but he’d minored in city planning and might make a case with Mayor Faulkner. One point against him, he’d only been working for the town of Brenner Falls for a year.  

As far-fetched as it seemed, the thought kept nudging his mind. He’d enjoy the planner job. It would give him a new challenge, after almost eight years in civil engineering. In fact, that background would be a plus for him. He’d be able to work more with historical buildings in Brenner Falls, his dream job, as well as influence the future direction of the town infrastructure and layout. What a thrill it would be to play an active role in shaping the future Brenner Falls. And an important detail, Mayor Faulkner liked hiring from the inside.  

Maybe he’d apply when the time came. And pray about it, of course. Whether he got the job or stayed where he was, it would be a win-win. He’d put it on the back burner. For now, he had to fill his Friday night.

Ben snagged his most recent choice for evening entertainment, a book about nineteenth-century Pennsylvania history, and curled up on the living room couch. No novel or television series could compete with the drama and tension of real events. Especially those in his own corner of the world, the Susquehanna River Valley. Indians, immigrants seeking a better life or religious freedom. Railroads, coal mines, steel mills. Despite his claim that being dateless was currently a good thing, reading a history book would have to fill the gap that evening. Didn’t really fit his picture of himself as a ladies’ man, but that was fine. It wasn’t at all pathetic if he enjoyed it, right? 

Yes, right. He turned the page of the thick volume and propped up his feet, trying to enjoy the silence of his stunning Victorian home.
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Chapter Three
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Amber leaned her bike against a tree in front of the neat Cape Cod home and approached the porch. Several potted philodendrons hung from the rafters, rocking gently in the spring breeze, their stems trailing toward a white painted railing.

Hopefully, Jade and Marra would be home, but she hadn’t called in advance. A red car sat in the driveway, so the girls’ foster mom might be there. Amber had met the sisters two years earlier when Marra had come in for a sprained ankle. She’d felt an instant connection with the family and had asked Becky, their foster mom, if it would be okay for her to take the girls occasionally on outings, to give them another friendly and reliable adult in their lives. Though Amber’s off-work hours were often full, she knew it was a rare opportunity to make a difference in the lives of two young girls. An older friend instead of a parental figure.

Becky had loved the idea, especially since she’d had problems with Jade on and off, and sometimes needed a break.

Amber rapped on the front door. After a few quiet moments, it swung open. 

Becky showed surprise at Amber’s presence. “Hi, Amber. How are you?” The woman’s dark blond hair was tied back, and she wore a stained T-shirt, as if in the middle of a cleaning project. “The girls aren’t here right now. They’re both at horseback riding lessons.”

“We don’t have an appointment,” Amber said. “I was riding by and thought I’d stop and say hi.”

Relief covered the woman’s face. “Oh, good. I’m glad they didn’t stand you up.” 

That had happened a few times over the last two years, but not so much anymore. The girls had tested Amber’s friendship in the early days, but trust had grown as they learned she wouldn’t let them down or disappear, as their birth mom had.

“Not at all. Tell them hi and I’ll call them next week.”

“Sure thing. I’d invite you in, but I’m up to my elbows in paint. I’m redoing the kitchen.”

“No problem. I’ll continue my ride. Enjoy your weekend.”

Amber remounted her bike. She hadn’t called in advance, so finding the girls at home on a Saturday morning was hit or miss, especially since Marra was fourteen now and Jade, eleven.

She continued her favorite circuit, skirting downtown, passing city hall, Seasons, and the park where the market took place every Saturday. Then she looped back toward the river, and skimmed along its reedy edges, already dotted with people holding fishing poles. The morning breeze was as refreshing as it had been a couple days earlier when she’d relieved her work stress in the open air. Later, she’d have to catch up on house tasks that had piled up during the week. For now, she planned to drink in the freedom and spring air whooshing by her face. 

And visit the little house she’d seen a couple of days earlier.

The building hadn’t fully left her mind, even though common sense told her it was a dump and likely a dangerous one. The floorboards didn’t look sound, and who knew about the roof? It might come crashing down any time. It was an eyesore, but potentially charming, with the right TLC. Which maybe she could one day provide.

She pedaled past Whittier Forest, then buildings rose in her vision as she neared the outskirts of downtown. There on the edge sat the little house buried in undergrowth, as if waiting for her, inviting her for a friendly visit. She dismounted, as she had days earlier, but this time, pulled her bike under the shade out of sight in case passers-by wondered who was there and why. She only wanted to further investigate to satisfy her curiosity. And to see the lovely, though neglected, details again. If there were city records available, she’d learn more about its history.

Amber searched the front of the building for a number. She knew it was on Falls River Parkway, known by locals simply as The Parkway. It joined the river area to downtown. She didn’t see a house number. The building next door was over a block away and on a different street, so its number wouldn’t help. 

Back at the front door, Amber again tried the knob. It was still unlocked, so she crept in. She scanned the living room. To her relief, no one’s personal effects occupied the floor. The vagrant had moved on, but might be back. 

Room by room, Amber tiptoed, observing details that appeared from another century. Flowery molding traced a boundary along the ceiling. Carved clusters of fruit and leaves adorned the ornate mantle, and the antique-looking mirror above it matched the Art Nouveau style. 

She stared at it for a moment, admiring the timeless design. Why did she love it? It made her think of a happy time in history, the Belle Epoch period, when the new century was about to begin, full of hope and optimism. The style was whimsical and airy, inspired to a great extent by shapes and colors in nature. Architects all over Europe went crazy with elegant lines that evoked hope in colorful swirls and floral images. Then the style came to the United States for a time. The designs fueled her mind with a hopeful expectation she sometimes lacked. 

Wavy glass filled the chipped wooden panes, and an ancient radiator occupied a corner in the antiquated kitchen. She stepped with care, not wanting to disturb anything, in case there were weak floors or roof beams. She was trespassing. And no one knew she was there, so in case of an accident, no one would find her, maybe ever. The thought caused a shudder. Instinctively, her hand went to the outline of her cell phone in her
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