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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      If a wicked witch ever wanted to ditch her castle to buy real estate in Illinois, any kid in Whitewater would tell you the deserted house on Jubilee Point would be the place she’d choose.

      The widow’s walk peering out over the Mississippi made a perfect launching pad for flying monkeys. The horse chestnut tree might not throw apples at trespassers, but half of it fell and nearly smashed Billy Callahan’s big brother the night a bunch of teenagers tried to break into the house, drunk on cheap beer and Halloween dares.

      Grown-ups tried to brush the whole thing off, claiming it was just a freak accident, a zap of lightning hitting the highest point near the water. Kids knew better. After all, there hadn’t been a cloud in the sky the first time someone saw The Light.

      Even kindergarteners knew about the creepy glow that floated past the house’s tower windows on “Creature Feature” kinds of nights. Someone even painted the rusted For Sale sign with red letters: “I’d turn back if I were you.” Good advice if older kids double dared you to camp out under the tree at midnight.

      But the warning had no effect on the woman trying to pry the sign off the blackened chestnut tree.

      In a dozen shabby rented rooms, her Irish father had filled her with tales of wicked fairies and delicious ghosts and banshees wailing in the night. Until he’d left her behind in a world of strangers who saw fairies as sweet creatures with butterfly wings who’d never steal babies from cradles.

      Until he walked away making promises he never meant to keep.

      No, the scariest ghost story in the world couldn’t have driven the woman away from the house with its gingerbread trim and wide sweep of veranda.

      When she looked at the house beyond the gap-toothed picket fence she didn’t see witch-hat turrets or cat’s-eye windows or trees clawing at the sky. She saw something far different.

      Finnoula O’Grady saw home.
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        * * *

      

      No one in their right mind would have bothered removing the For Sale sign before they’d even unlocked the front door—not with movers coming to drop off a load of stuff in two hours. But Finn couldn’t wait to tear the sign down, as if at any moment someone might pop out from behind the ancient wisteria vines to snatch the house away.

      Absurd, to feel so uneasy, she told herself, and yet, that emotion seemed far more real than the joy that had rushed through her when the town lawyer dropped the quaint brass house key into her hand. Finn had learned a long time ago that her father’s gifts could bite back, just when she least expected it.

      Yet this time was different. Patrick O’Grady was dead. Finn’s eyes stung—from what, she wasn’t sure—grief or resentment? Her world would never be the same again. He’d made certain of that. But what did that matter? she reminded herself fiercely. The house is mine.

      March Winds. The place where fairy tales lived. At least her father’s brand. She’d dreamed of this place forever—on cramped twin beds in other people’s houses. During visits from her father when she’d still believed everything he told her, through dark nights after she’d begun to suspect the truth: that in spite of all his promises, the only home Patrick O’Grady would ever give her would be the one in his imagination.

      Finn closed her eyes, her dainty sandals transforming to worn pink Keds braced on the front seat of the broken-down convertible that had been her father’s pride and joy. Auburn curls whipped by the wind stung her freckled cheeks as she tried to keep her bottom on the suitcase her father had perched her atop so she could see the world whiz by.

      No one had bothered much about seat belts back then. Even if they had, it would never have occurred to her father to use them. After all, he’d reassured Finn, they had the luck of the Irish.

      They’d had the luck of the Irish, all right. Finn grimaced. But, unlike her da, she understood sarcasm when she heard it. Any time during the past five hundred years the Irish had started rejoicing at their “luck,” it was a sure bet the sky was about to fall.

      But luck had been with them that long ago summer afternoon when her father glimpsed the old-fashioned town square draped in red, white, and blue bunting and turned into the sleepy town of Whitewater on a whim.

      Or had Finn’s mother steered the car from heaven, guiding her little girl to the kind of town Mariel O’Grady had once dreamed of living in herself? No matter how far Finn had wandered in the twenty years since that magical Fourth of July, she could still hear the raucous cries of vendors, smell the rich scent of corn dogs and the crispy, not-quite-burned funnel cakes sprinkled with powdered sugar. She could see the bright carnival colors. Just eight years old, she’d been fiercely certain she had the most wonderful father in the world. And that he loved her. Until something about that town, those families clustered on the town green, made her doubt.

      We’re never going to live in a place like this, are we, Da?

      She had wished the words back the minute she saw Da’s face pale. This is as fine a town as I’ve ever seen, he’d said. Why shouldn’t we live right here? He’d gathered her into his arms and she’d breathed him in, the faint bite of tobacco, the tang of mustard she’d accidentally squirted on his shirt instead of her corn dog. That’s what we’ll do today! Pick the perfect house. That way I’ll be able to surprise you...

      He had perched her back up on the suitcase, then wheeled the convertible out of the parking lot, leaving the carnival behind. She could still remember speeding past the cozy houses lining the street. She’d known they weren’t big enough to hold Da’s dreams. He headed to the edge of town.

      All the finest houses are by the river, treasure, he’d insisted. And we’ll be having a fine house. Not some shack hardly big enough to make a doll’s house.

      Even though twenty years had passed, Finn’s heart squeezed. She would have been happy in a shoebox as long as he was with her. But he’d swept her along on the crest of his dream that day, the way he always could. Her lonely child’s heart had nearly leaped out of her chest when March Winds burst out of the trees. Towers soared skyward, windows glowing with color as if some fairy had spilled her jewel box across the glass. A white picket fence surrounded the huge gardens, roses draped over it in soft pink rainbows.

      A house so perfect she had expected it to vanish like a bubble if she touched it. Do real people live in houses like that? Truly, Da. Not just pretend? she’d asked, wanting to believe him.

      We’ll live in that house. You and me. The instant I can afford it. Da had promised, so solemnly she had to believe him. You’ll see, Finnoula.

      Pain knifed into Finn’s hand, yanking her back to the present. The house spun into sight again, not the showplace of her childhood, but rather, a shabby maiden aunt where an exquisite belle had once stood.

      She glanced down at her palm. A cut just deep enough to sting oozed blood from where she’d unknowingly gripped the ragged metal edge of the sign.

      You’ll see, Finnoula, her father’s voice echoed in her head.

      Finn grimaced, sucking on the little wound. She had seen, all right. Every step he’d made along that trail of broken promises before he’d died.

      She blinked back tears for the little girl who’d believed in her father so fiercely that day. For the child who slowly came to realize his promises would never come true. For the young woman who let her father catch glimpses of her contempt until his calls tapered off to silence, and she’d let that silence stand.

      He hadn’t even called her those last precious days before he’d died. Maybe he’d figured words were meaningless between them anymore. She’d stopped believing him years ago.

      He’d asked some stranger to mail her the cardboard box he’d brought from the rooming house where he’d stayed. Such a pitiful container to hold a man’s whole life, everything he owned in the world.

      At least she’d thought so until she’d opened the box to see what lay inside, buried among his battered possessions a pristine envelope containing a cashier’s check, her name on the top line. Her heart had thundered so hard she was afraid she’d shake all those zeros right off the check.

      Shock. Disbelief. Gratitude and grief flooded through her. Until reality hit hard.

      We could’ve had more than monthly visits and candy bars for breakfast and that sinking feeling I’d get watching him drive away. He could have come to get me whenever he wanted to.

      But he hadn’t loved her enough to give up his wandering, his freedom. Those were the treasures Patrick O’Grady cared most about.

      Bitterness welled up inside Finn. She fought to quell it. Don’t let him spoil this day with bad memories, she told herself.

      “Giving up, huh?”

      Finn swung around, the hammer flying from her fingers, the wicked steel claw thudding to the ground inches from a child’s bare foot. The child didn’t even flinch.

      Solemn brown eyes and gypsy black curls sucked all the color from the small, heart-shaped face. An old-fashioned sundress drooped like yellow butterfly wings from the girl’s narrow shoulders, the skirt’s hem exposing too much of her spindly bare legs.

      “I could’ve broken every bone in your foot!” Finn exclaimed, pressing her hand to her heart. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to sneak up on people like that?”

      Pain flared in the child’s eyes, then her chin bumped up a notch. “I wasn’t sneaking. You weren’t paying attention.”

      Finn’s cheeks burned. “You’re right. I wasn’t paying attention. I always have gotten myself in trouble daydreaming.”

      “Me, too.” The child’s lips curled in the most winsome smile Finn had ever seen.

      Finn’s heart warmed in spite of a twinge of nervousness. Six years of bouncing from university to university had given her lots of experience with moving vans, computers and doctoral candidates. Children were a different matter. She had wanted children in her life—lemonade stands and neighborhood picnics and Prince Charming riding in on his white horse—or tractor, as the case might be, considering all the cornfields she’d driven through to reach the town. But the Saturday morning cartoon crowd didn’t exactly frequent the research libraries she’d worked in.

      She summoned up a smile. “I’m Ms. O’Grady.”

      The formality sounded strange, but when Verna Sopher, soon-to-retire bastion of the Whitewater Public Library’s children’s room, had hired Finn, she had been adamant Finn use a professional-sounding name with the children.

      “What’s your name?” Finn asked the girl.

      “Emma.”

      It suited her perfectly—more a character in some dreamy children’s book than a modem kid jazzed up on the Internet and poisoned by too much TV.

      “It’s a beautiful name,” Finn said.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t pick it,” the child said. “Bet you were feeling bad.”

      She felt a tug of familiarity at Emma’s penetrating, dark gaze, as if they’d met somewhere before. But no. She’d only imagined eyes just like that when her father had recited a poem to her—what was it? “The Stolen Child” by Yeats. An Irishman’s tale of a child coaxed to run away with “a fairy hand in hand.” The refrain echoed softly in Finn’s memory: “For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand....”

      Finn doubted that. The child looked torn on life’s hard edges, except for the fierce dreaminess that clung to her mouth like cream.

      The girl pointed to Finn’s hand. “Did you hurt yourself bad?”

      “Nothing a little Neosporin and a Band-Aid won’t cure.”

      “I can get the Captain to take the sign down for you,” the girl offered.

      “The captain?” Something about the child made Finn’s imagination fill with pirates in dashing red coats and hooks where their hands were supposed to be.

      “He’s my grandpa.”

      The image she’d conjured shifted to a buzz-cut militaryman in modern-army green. Finn grimaced. The girl’s dreaminess seemed to be catching.

      “The Captain likes fighting stuff, even if it’s only trees and signs,” Emma said. A troubled line creased her brow. “Of course, he says only fluffies give up.”

      “Fluffies?”

      Emma shrugged. “Babies. Scaredy cats. You know. Cowards.”

      “Oh.” That was a word Finn knew the definition of. She just didn’t like it very much. Especially when it was applied to her.

      “Not that you’re a fluffy for giving up this time,” the girl amended. “I mean, a person would have to be crazy to want anything to do with this old house.”

      Finn started to bristle, but laughed instead. Plenty of people at Northwestern University, her last stop before Whitewater, would be happy to testify Finn was out of her mind.

      “I live over there.” The child pointed beyond a tangle of overgrown rhododendron bushes to where a log cabin hugged the farthest edge of the property. “I watch this place. Lots of funny things happen.”

      “I’d love to hear about them some other time when I’m not so busy. It’s been great to meet you.” Finn extended her hand. Emma made a little face. “You’re bleeding.”

      “Oh, I forgot.”

      “You’ll forget about this soon, too,” Emma reassured her. “Giving up, I mean. The Captain hates it, but he’s a war hero. Not like regular people.”

      “You know, it’s not as if I’m giving up on finding a cure for cancer,” Finn teased, wanting to drive some of the solemnity from the little girl’s face. “I’m just taking down a sign.”

      “That’s a real good way to look at it. I’m sure you’ll sell lots of other houses.”

      “Sell houses?” Finn echoed, completely confused.

      “Oh, yeah. You guys call them real estate. It stinks that they stuck you with the wicked witch house first thing. But I suppose the other real estate people already tried to sell it.”

      Finn stared at Emma, their whole conversation shifting focus. “You think I’ve been trying to sell the house?”

      “Who else but a real estate lady would try to take a sign down when they’re wearing a dress?”

      Her logic made such perfect sense Finn laughed. “Actually, I’m celebrating.” She smoothed a hand over her dress, remembering how carefully she’d chosen her outfit for today, buying the perfect gown for sipping lemonade on the front porch swing.

      “Celebrating what?” Emma asked.

      “I’m not selling March Winds. I just bought it.”

      Emma’s eyes grew saucer-wide. “You—you what?”

      Finn fished the key from her pocket and dangled it before Emma on a key ring made from an antique spoon. “I bought it.”

      “That’s impossible!” Emma blustered. “The house is a wreck and everyone knows it’s haunted!”

      “Funny, the ghost is one feature the realtor neglected to mention,” Finn observed wryly.

      “She didn’t tell you about all the For Sale signs disappearing? They did! Lots and lots of them! That’s why they nailed that one to the tree so tight. And these real spooky lights drift past the windows late at night.”

      Finn stifled a laugh, not wanting to hurt the child’s feelings. Emma’s fear that her new neighbor could be carried off by some ghost touched Finn.

      “But the scariest of all is this tree—” Emma warned, genuinely distressed. “It nearly killed Billy Callahan’s brother when he tried to go inside the house last Halloween. He had to get stitches and everything.”

      “Fortunately the tree didn’t seem to object when I went through the house a few weeks ago.” But Finn’s attempt at humor only backfired, making Emma even more upset.

      “She won’t like it—you barging in on her and ruining everything!” Emma cried.

      “She?”

      “Addy. The ghost. She’ll make you sorry you ever set foot in this house!”

      “I’m Irish enough to handle a ghost or two. In fact, if I check under ghosts in the library, I’ll bet I can find some old folk remedies for driving ghosts away. Like burning sage or something.”

      “No!” Emma cried, distraught. “You can’t do that! It’s her house! I won’t let you!”

      The girl unnerved Finn, as if suddenly transforming from the dreamy lost fairy of minutes before to a fiercer kind, casting in shadow a day Finn had wanted to be pure sunshine. If Emma was going to be a damper on the day, Finn would rather send her home.

      “Emma,” she began gently, “this is my home now. The movers are going to be here soon and I⁠—”

      “Emma!” An angry baritone roared from the direction of the cabin, something large and heavy crashing through the tangle of brush the real estate company hadn’t even attempted to tame.

      Finn whirled toward the sound, a man charging into view. Mahogany-colored hair in bad need of scissors fell about a face too angular to be handsome, all steely, clean lines except for a nose slightly off center, as if someone had broken it. In an act of self-defense, Finn figured, considering the way he charged toward them, his silvery blue eyes hot with fury.

      Jeans worn almost white in places clung like a second skin to long, powerful legs, the butter-soft material split at one knee. His heather-blue and gray plaid flannel shirt hung open, revealing a bar of solid muscle dusted with curling dark hair.

      Even more glimpses of tanned skin peeped through strangely symmetrical holes in the shirt’s fabric. Triangles, lined up in absurd precision, like a chain of paper dolls. He might have been the dark, dangerous man straight out of a woman’s secret fantasy if he hadn’t ruined it by opening his mouth.

      “Emma—what the hell did you do to my lucky shirt?” the beast demanded.

      Instinctively, Finn grabbed for Emma’s arm, meaning to fling the child behind her, out of the path of the charging man. But the girl dug in her bare heels, facing him down.

      “It’s an old shirt anyway, all raggy around the cuffs.”

      “I like it raggy around the cuffs. It took me ten years to get it broken in this well! I was wearing this shirt the night I landed a Sopwith Camel in a cornfield—not a scratch on the plane! And the night the landing gear stuck in the Piper Cub—if I’d been wearing any other shirt, the plane would’ve broken apart over three different counties.”

      “Mr., uh, whatever your name is,” Finn said, “you look like an intelligent man. Surely you don’t believe a shirt⁠—”

      He pinned her with a glare. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Finn. Finnoula O’Grady. I’m sure this is just a mistake.”

      “It’s not a mistake.” Emma thrust out her chin. “I cut the shirt up on purpose. I had to find some way to make quilt patches for Christmas.”

      “Christmas?” He bellowed. “It’s April for crissakes! You can’t just go cutting up other people’s clothes when you feel like it!”

      “You were working on that stupid old engine. I wasn’t supposed to interrupt you unless there was smoke or blood.”

      So that was why Emma wandered around like a lost soul. She wasn’t allowed to “bother” the adult who was supposed to look after her. Finn’s stomach knotted with the memory of how it had felt to be shunted aside when she’d needed just a word, just a touch to drive back the fears that fed on a lonely child.

      Emma’s eyes burned fever-bright. “I don’t care about your stupid shirt! My mom would’ve thrown it out ages ago.”

      “Your mom—” The man bit off whatever he’d started to say, his grimace telling Finn exactly how much it cost him. If anything, the fury in his eyes grew hotter. “Emma,” he said, with terrifying control. “You march back over to that house this minute.”

      “No! You can’t make me!” Emma wailed. “Don’t you ever listen? She’s moving into Addy’s house!”

      Blue eyes locked on Finn as if really seeing her for the first time. His mouth curled in a mockery of a smile. “Your husband must be a glutton for punishment.”

      His contempt cut deep. She’d imagined this day so differently. Neighbors welcoming her to town, maybe bringing a casserole by for dinner. But no, she gets a beast raging at a little girl who pressed hard against old wounds, awakening echoes of the childhood Finn had tried to put behind her.

      “I’m not married,” she said coldly. “Not that it’s any of your business, Mr....?”

      “McDaniel. Cade McDaniel.”

      “So who are you saddling with your mess, then, Finnoula? Brothers? Father? Your boyfriend? The poor sons of bitches.” Bad enough he was swearing in front of a child. He’d also made Finn sound like an irresponsible fool, accentuating just how alone in the world she really was. All the years she’d imagined having a home, she’d pictured someone to share it with—her father, a husband, children—families like the ones she’d watched so wistfully the day of the Fourth of July picnic.

      She knew it was possible to build a warm, welcoming home even if there was no one else to share it with. In time, she’d imagined the rooms filled with the laughter of babies, a man who would fill her heart, fill her bed, who’d take root in this place and never dream of wandering away.

      She winced, feeling vulnerable. To hide it, she shot McDaniel the “damned by the duchess” look she’d perfected in the countless schoolyards the system had dumped her in as a child. “In my experience, people who resort to swearing are either too dense or too lazy to come up with real words. You should set a better example in front of a child.”

      “What I say to Emma is none of your business,” he said, but a dark flush rose up the muscled column of his neck.

      “As for the house,” Finn continued loftily. “I’m restoring it myself.”

      “Of course you are, darlin’.” Nakedly masculine eyes raked a scathing path from her sundress to her strappy sandals as if he could see right through to where her heart was pounding. “Be sure to get Emma to help you rewire the whole place before an outlet shorts and the house goes up in flames.”

      “The first thing I need to fix is the fence.” Finn burned with anger, hurt, frustration. She wanted things to be so different today. She glimpsed a three corner tear in her celebration dress. No matter how carefully she mended it, she could never make it like new again, just as she could never reclaim this day.

      Maybe Cade and Emma McDaniel were like the Irish fairies Da had told her about, jealously guarding their domain and casting dark spells instead of flitting sweetly from buttercup to buttercup.

      The child grabbed his arm, less wary of his anger than Finn felt. “You can’t let her stay here!” Emma pleaded. “Tell her about the ghost! About the spooky lights in the window!”

      Cade’s jaw tightened. “I told you before, Emma, there are no such things as ghosts. The lights are kids trying to scare their friends. Once someone is living in the place, all that will stop.”

      “No, it won’t,” Emma predicted fiercely.

      Finn wasn’t sure what drove him over the edge—Emma’s desperation or his contempt for what he saw as an irresponsible neighbor. Whatever the catalyst, Cade McDaniel was finished here, now.

      “You will do what I say, Emma,” he snarled. “Right now. March home and find some way to fix this shirt!”

      “I don’t know how to sew!” Her eyes blazed with emotions so fierce they seemed to eat her up inside. “Besides, you’re not the boss of me! You’re not my father!”

      Finn reeled. So he wasn’t Emma’s father. Stepfather then? She wondered if Mrs. Beast knew he was swearing at her little girl?

      “Mr. McDaniel,” Finn ventured. “I helped a doctoral candidate in social work research blended families. Kids don’t like stepparents taking charge of their world. It would be better if you let Emma’s mom handle this tonight when she gets home.”

      “I wish to God I could, lady! And just for your information, there’s nothing ‘blended’ about this family. That much is for damned sure.”

      “I hate you!” Emma cried, glaring at him.

      “That’s too bad. Right now I’m all you’ve got.”

      He wasn’t Emma’s father—her mother was God knew where. What in heaven’s name was going on here? Finn wondered.

      Whoever the woman was, she filled him with fury and Emma with a pain all too familiar to Finn. How long? A voice inside her whispered. How long before Cade McDaniel got fed up and dumped Emma with someone else?

      Emma spun away from him. One small finger jabbed at Finn, reminding her even more clearly of her da’s stories, bad fairies predicting doom.

      “Maybe you bought Addy’s house. Maybe they gave you the key. But that doesn’t matter.” Dark eyes narrowed on Finn. “You’ll never belong here.”

      Finn groped for words, couldn’t find them. In a flash, the child was gone, plunging through tangled rose vines and rhododendrons, disappearing like the doomsayer fairy she was, alone, so terribly alone.

      Cade McDaniel just stood there, rigid as the iron rail on the widow’s walk high above them.

      Finn remembered so many times she’d dashed away from her father, wanting to prove to herself that he cared enough to follow. “Go after her,” Finn pleaded.

      “Ms....O’Grady, is it?”

      Finn nodded, a lump in her throat.

      “Let’s get this straight. I moved out here because I wanted to be left the hell alone.”

      “You’re not alone. You have a little girl who needs you.”

      He made a harsh sound in his throat. “You want a little advice about how to get along out here on Jubilee Point? You stay on your side of the fence. We’ll stay on ours.” He spun on his heel, stalked off—not following Emma. Rather, charging off alone.

      Finn turned back to the house she’d dreamed of so long. But the sparkle had been rubbed off of the day. The windowpanes were coated with grime, the gingerbread trim drooping. She could almost hear the electrical wires crackling just as Cade McDaniel had warned—ready to set the place on fire.

      And ghosted across it all she could see Emma’s face, glaring as if she could see right through Finn. Hadn’t the child done just that? Uncovered Finn’s darkest fear?

      You’ll never belong here....Emma’s prediction chilled Finn’s heart.

      What if Emma was right?
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      Cade McDaniel stalked under the overhang of the boathouse he’d built along the river, sun glinting on the exercise equipment he’d installed so Emma wouldn’t have to hang around the gym after school while he worked out. He swore, slamming the toe of his boot into a set of weights he’d abandoned when he’d dashed off to deal with this morning’s crisis. Pain shot through his foot, the clatter of iron against concrete rattling his very last nerve.

      Today had been a banner Saturday at the McDaniel house, starting at seven in the morning when that unicorn notebook Emma lugged everywhere came up missing.

      He’d offered to buy her one just like it the minute Ellis Drug Store opened. He would’ve bought her a dozen if she had just settled down. But no, she wanted the one with the wire thing that held it together all bent where she twisted it when she got nervous and the ring from his morning coffee staining the unicorn’s neck. He grimaced. You’d have thought he’d smacked the damned cup down on the Mona Lisa, the way Emma had gotten on his case the day he’d made that mistake.

      After turning the place upside down, they’d found the notebook behind the cushion on his side of the couch where she’d hidden it for safekeeping. He’d hoped the two of them might be able to maintain an uneasy truce the rest of the day. But no.

      Miss Know-it-all, Psycho babble, Mary F-ing Poppins has to move in next door and throw Emma into a tailspin about that wreck of a house she was so crazy about. And then the woman starts pointing out everything he was doing wrong.

      He scowled as green cat eyes, kissable lips and hair like autumn leaves elbowed their way into his head. That absurd dress had had all the sturdiness of a Kleenex tissue. A stray thorn could’ve ripped the thing right off her sweet little body. And while he was man enough to want to hang around for the show, she irritated the living hell out of him.

      She had that fresh, springtime look about her that made a man want to taste, to prove all that delicious innocence couldn’t be real. Creamy bare arms had seemed hardly strong enough to support the silver bangles encircling them, let alone reclaim March Winds from the rubble. Even the woman’s name got under his skin. Who the hell named their kid Finnoula in rural Illinois?

      But the thing that really ticked him off was the way she’d looked at him past the smattering of freckles on that nose of hers—all snooty and superior.

      You should set a better example for a child—she’d said in that prissy schoolmarm tone. For someone who’d just been suckered into buying the county’s biggest White Elephant, Finnoula O’Grady had been chock-full of advice.

      But it was the woman’s final plea that ate at his gut. Go after her.

      She hadn’t sounded all superior then. She’d sounded as if Emma were racing into some dark tunnel where he might never be able to find her, not running along the riverbank she’d come to know like the back of her own hand.

      Go after Emma? He’d wanted to grab the woman, shake her. Why not get down to the real question? What the hell was he supposed to do with the kid when he’d found her?

      Cade’s insides twisted at the memory of Emma, her eyes too old, feelings too easily bruised. She’d been so dreamy once, like there really were unicorns all around, and only she could see them dancing. But he didn’t see that face anymore—unless he caught a glimpse of her when she didn’t know he was looking. Now he knew the reason.

      Emma hated him.

      He’d tried to act like he didn’t care how she felt about him. He had enough street smarts to know it was a mistake to let an opponent find out how bad a blow hurt you.

      But this time he wasn’t dogfighting a rival pilot in an Air Force training exercise. He wasn’t even fighting with his father, who could take care of himself when they blew the lid off those famous McDaniel tempers.

      This time he was squared off with an eighty-pound little girl who got all teary-eyed for no reason—well, almost no reason. Cade winced at the memory of spiky lashes, dark eyes, red and swollen. That damned well wasn’t fighting fair.

      But then, if you hated someone, you fought back any way you could. Was that why she’d cut up his shirt? Some kind of kid revenge?

      That Finnoula woman had claimed that the girl had made a mistake. But you couldn’t accidentally dig someone’s shirt out of his closet and cut triangles out of it. Sometime before you made that first snip you had to think about what you were doing. And Emma made no bones about it. Said she did it on purpose.

      Cade knew what his father would have done in his place. Hand to backside—and hard. In desperation, Cade had even tried that method once—an open-handed smack on Emma’s behind. But the kid looked so damned small, his hand so big. She’d peered up at him as if he were a monster. He’d sure as hell felt like one. And he’d known he’d left marks that went far deeper than the sting where his palm had connected.

      No. It was far safer to hit something else.

      He crossed to the punching bag he’d slung from a hook in the ceiling beam and drove his fist into the leather. The familiar impact jolted up his arm. He struck it again. Again. His eyes narrowed, feet getting lighter as he used his body weight behind each blow. He let fly a series of punishing jabs and crosses, sweat dampening his brow. The bag swung wildly on the heavy linked chain that suspended it over the ground, but the release he’d counted on since his father had first shown him how to take out his frustrations on a punching bag, eluded him.

      He arched his neck, kneading tense muscles with a hand still buzzing from the impact of the blows. A word in black at the top of the punching bag caught his eye.

      “Magic.” One of the guys from the hangar had painted it on as a joke. The nickname he’d had since high school. Cade McDaniel, the Man with the Magic Hands. Quarterbacking football games, repairing engines or romancing girls, he’d finessed them all, until people claimed there wasn’t anything that McDaniel kid couldn’t fix.

      People still teased him about it.

      Need you to work a little magic, Cade—this engine’s going to blow any day. Mrs. Potter’s furnace is acting up. That old sailboat of mine is leaking. They’d called him even after he’d come back to Whitewater after his stint in the Air Force.

      He’d made it plain he wasn’t a high school kid doing odd jobs anymore. He had his father’s ailing charter business to shore up, his disaster of a family to try and sort out, and he’d wanted at least a little time to pursue his own passion—restoring the antique airplanes rich history buffs now shipped him from all over the country.

      Any way you looked at it, he had too much work to do at the hangar to be replacing somebody’s spark plugs. Most people had listened. A few just plain refused to hear him.

      Verna Sopher, the seventy-year-old queen of the library, was the most hardheaded of them all. She’d called two days ago. Just the thought of her made Cade smile in spite of himself.

      “Kincaid, dear? Louise is making the most unladylike noises.”

      Louise was the name she’d given her ’68 white Mustang in honor of the movie where Susan Sarandon and Geena Davis had had the good sense to drive off a cliff.

      “Like what, Miss Sopher?” Nobody who’d ever crossed the library threshold as a kid would’ve had the guts to call her “Verna,” even thirty some years later.

      “It sounds like...” She paused, reflecting. “A gorilla.”

      He didn’t even try asking how she knew what a gorilla sounded like since she’d never been outside of the Midwest.

      “We could take it down to Butch at the garage,” he suggested without much hope she’d let him off that easy. “He would be able to run it through his computer and see what’s wrong, ma’am.”

      “I don’t trust machines. No, God gave you those hands to fix things, young man, and you can start today by fixing my car. I haven’t got time for Louise to be temperamental. I have a new librarian coming in on Monday and the children are out of school for teacher’s institute.”

      A wave of exhaustion hit him square in the chest. A three-day weekend? He and Emma barely made it through the two-day variety. What the hell did teachers do at those institute things anyway? Besides making his life more complicated.

      “The fifth grade end-of-year paper is due on Tuesday. I expect something of a rush—from the boys at least.” Verna chuckled. “You can see it is imperative that Louise be in fine form. I’m depending on you, Kincaid.”

      He slammed his fist into the bag again. People could depend on him when it came to anything mechanical. He could run his fingers over valves and pistons and feel almost by touch what was wrong, like a doctor feeling bones to see what was broken.

      He could spend all night tinkering with the intricate inner workings of an engine older than he was and never once lose patience. Because he knew in his gut he would discover a way to put it back together again, fix it, make it whole.

      But Emma wasn’t like that. You couldn’t unscrew the head of a ten-year-old girl to find out what was wrong. It just wasn’t that easy.

      What had Finnoula O’Grady said when he told her he’d come to the Point to be left the hell alone? You’re not alone. You have a little girl who needs you.

      Emma needed somebody, all right. Somebody who didn’t make her jump whenever he spoke to her. Somebody who could put her hair up the way the other girls did, in a bun that looked like they’d flown in an open cockpit. Somebody she trusted enough to share whatever she scribbled in that notebook with the unicorn on it.

      She needed her mother, that’s who. Anger burned in his gut, easier to deal with than the worry that had dogged him the past six months.

      Maybe he was making a mess of things, but he didn’t need a degree in child psychology to guess how tough the next few weeks would be for the kid, trying to adjust to some stranger taking over that old house.

      For months now Emma had been acting like March Winds was her own private playground. She’d slipped through the hole in the fence like a mouse and disappeared into the overgrown garden for hours at a time. It might not have bothered him so much if he hadn’t known the person she was hiding from was him.

      He’d felt a few jabs of conscience. The property wasn’t his, after all. But he hadn’t had the heart to stop her. She wasn’t hurting anything, and she’d seemed almost happy when she’d returned from her wanderings—her cheeks at least a little rosy, her solemn eyes ghosted with dreams. He’d never stopped to consider the effect it might have on Emma if the place sold. But then, he’d never in his wildest imagination believed anyone would be insane enough to take on that Godzilla of a restoration project.

      Cade knew losing free run of the property would be hard on Emma. But in the end, it might actually be better for her. She wouldn’t want to be hanging around the cabin all the time. She’d have to start doing things with other kids. Like riding her bike and buying ice cream at the Whippy Dip. Normal kid stuff. Maybe he could even get her to join a softball team.

      Hitting a ball—now that was something he could teach her to do. When he picked up milk at the grocery store Friday, he’d run into Caro Bates’ kid, star pitcher in the girls softball league. The girl had been picking out stuff for a party. Brandi and her crowd of friends had gotten shy and stopped talking about party plans when they saw him. Probably heard horror stories about the monster Emma was living with.

      No. He couldn’t be that lucky. At least if Emma had been griping about him she’d have to be talking. Too bad he couldn’t lock her in the basement with those girls. Then she’d have to talk to them. She could get past this attitude of hers.

      Cade’s brow creased in thought. Maybe he could do something right for a change—at least start the ball rolling. He’d helped Caro when she was stranded by the side of the road last month. Maybe he could call in a favor. Get Emma an invitation to the party. That would make the child happy, wouldn’t it?

      He’d still have to ground Emma when she wandered in. The kid did have to be punished for the Great Shirt Caper. But if she had the party to look forward to, maybe it would get her mind off that house next door. Maybe she’d even quit hating him so much.

      Cade swiped one arm across his sweaty forehead and went in to dial the phone. Maybe he was finally figuring out how to deal with this kid thing after all.
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        * * *

      

      “Drop the notebook on the table. You’re supposed to be grounded,” Cade said as Emma got up from the dinner table. For the first time he wished the kid actually watched TV. That would’ve made this grounding thing a heck of a lot easier. Or the phone—weren’t girls supposed to love talking on the phone? Just pull the plug and he’d be done. Trouble was, Emma would barely have missed either one of them.

      She glanced mutinously from him to that ratty notebook. “Why?”

      “Because as long as you’ve got that thing with you, it wouldn’t be any punishment. You spend every night scribbling in it.”

      “That’s my private stuff. Don’t you dare read it!”

      Heck, you’d think she was sixteen and had something juicy in it about making out at a drive-in or something.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      She regarded him warily. “Cross your heart and hope to die?”

      At least she wasn’t looking quite as eager to “stick a needle in his eye” anymore.

      “I told you I wouldn’t look,” he said. “What could possibly be so important it’s got to be a big secret?” Probably ten-page diatribes about what a jerk he was, he thought, feeling vaguely curious. Then again, maybe not. She always looked so...happy when she was scribbling. Her eyes all soft and eager. Once he’d even heard her laughing. A rusty laugh, as if she’d almost forgotten how.

      He remembered how she’d squealed with glee when they played Lion after a trip to the circus when she was four. He’d felt like an idiot, but he hadn’t been able to resist letting her order him around.

      For a whole afternoon he’d chased her through the house on his hands and knees, growling and tickling her tummy when he caught her. She’d used Lucky Charms to teach him silly tricks. When she’d insisted on displaying his repertoire to her grandfather, Cade had claimed he’d do anything for a purple marshmallow rainbow.

      Truth was, he’d have done anything for one of Emma’s smiles. But that had been six years ago, felt as strange and foreign as if it had happened to another man, a different child.

      Emma regarded him warily, as if trying to figure out where his thoughts had taken him. “My unicorn book is the only thing I’ve got here that’s mine since you let that lady take my house.”

      “I didn’t let her do anything!” Cade objected. “I didn’t sell the place to her!” He sucked in a steadying breath, wanting to comfort her. “I know you’re upset, Emma. But it’s for the best that the house finally sold. It’s time you got settled here in Whitewater.”

      She prickled up like a porcupine. “I’m not going to be around long enough to bother. By next week I could be in New York or Santa Fe or Seattle.”

      The location of the last postcard her mother had sent. No return address—just a few scrawled lines basically saying “I’m alive.” Cade supposed he should be grateful for that much. If anyone was going to murder Deirdre he wanted the pleasure of doing it himself.

      As for Emma’s objection to “settling in,” Cade couldn’t say much. For six months they’d both been counting the days, hoping they’d get a letter in the mail with instructions on how to return Emma to her mother.

      But sometime during today’s upheaval something had snapped in Cade. He’d lost his determination to resist anything that might make Emma’s stay seem permanent.

      “If I were going to bet on it, I’d wager you’re going to be here for a while,” he said. “It’s time you started making an effort. Hang out with kids in your class at school.”

      She thrust out her lower lip, trying to look defiant. She ended up looking small and breakable instead. “They don’t like me.”

      “They don’t even know you!” Cade brushed her words aside with a wave of his hand. “It’s always tough being a new kid, especially in a town this small. But I’ve been thinking— maybe I can remove a few obstacles.”

      Emma tilted her head to one side, reminding him of a baby bird. A crease of uneasiness marked the space between her brows. “What kind of obstacles?”

      “You know Brandi Bates?”

      “Everybody knows her. She’s the most popular girl in class.” Emma wound an unruly black curl around her finger. She frowned at the ringlet, and Cade wondered if she was wishing her hair was more like the straight white-blond cascade that fell past Brandi’s shoulders.

      “Brandi’s mom was homecoming queen when I was in school,” Cade said. “Anyway, Brandi’s having a birthday party tomorrow night.”

      “I know. She handed out the invitations in school.” Emma’s expression grew even more closely guarded.

      “You didn’t get one.” Cade made it a statement, not a question.

      “’Course not.” Emma looked at him like he was Dumbo or something. He got a bad feeling Emma was the only girl in the class who didn’t get one of those party envelopes. “Not that I care,” she insisted hastily. “Addy and me need to work on quilt blocks.”

      Cade smiled, feeling a little surge of triumph, sure that he’d finally gotten something right. “You might have to hold off on that sewing project a little longer,” he warned. “You see, Brandi’s mom and I were…well, kind of friends a long time ago, so I called her up today. And guess what? She says she’d love to have you at the party.”

      Dark eyes widened. “You—you called Brandi’s mom? Made her ask me to Brandi’s party?”

      He’d hoped for a reaction. No cartwheels or anything, just a smile, a thank-you. One of those quick hugs she’d handed out so freely when she was a little thing. No. He knew that was too much to hope for. But she just stared at him like she felt sick.

      “How could you do that to me?” She was acting like he’d just stabbed her in the back, Brutus style.

      “I’m trying to help you.” Cade fought to keep his temper from flaring. “Emma, it’s not good for you to be wandering around by yourself all the time.”

      “You do.”

      “I’ve got work to do.”

      “So do I,” she asserted stubbornly.

      “Don’t you get lonely, Emma? Being by yourself all the time?”

      He did. Not that he didn’t love Emma. But sometimes, he thought he’d go crazy if he didn’t have an adult conversation with someone.

      “I’m not by myself.” Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve got Addy.”

      “No, you don’t.” Cade flattened his palms on the table. “Addy March died a hundred and some odd years ago.”

      Pain streaked across Emma’s face. She tossed her black curls. “That shows what you know!”

      Cade’s mood sank like a stone. Was the kid trying to pull his chain on purpose? Or did she really believe in ghosts? Was this a symptom of something far more serious? Damage caused by the trauma she’d been through? The possibility scared the hell out of him.

      Damn you, Deirdre, he swore in his head. What the hell am I supposed to do with her?

      “You’re going to go to that party, damn it!” he roared. “And you’re going to have fun!”

      “I won’t go! You can’t make me!”

      “You’ll go if I have to duct tape you to one of the Bates’ kitchen chairs!” Cade threatened. “This is insane! You won’t talk to me! You won’t talk to the kids at school.”

      “I have the only friend I need right next door. Addy.”

      “That’s over,” Cade snapped with the brutal mercy of someone trying to rip a bandage from a wound, knowing it would hurt, praying in the end it would cause less pain. “Ms. O’Grady isn’t going to want a kid underfoot.”

      Fearsome anticipation lit Emma’s eyes. “Wait ’til Addy gets done with her! Ms. O’Grady will be gone before school’s out!”

      How could he argue with that? The kid was probably right. As soon as Miss Sundress and Sunshine got a little paint thinner on those pretty hands she’d be heading back to wherever she came from.

      Emma’s eyes narrowed to slits. “If you make me go to that party. I’ll—I’ll stick sugar in your gas tank. Billy Callahan’s brother told him how.”

      “Damn it, Emma⁠—”

      “I’ll run away! I’ll go find my mom!”

      Cade’s blood chilled at the thought that the little girl might just try it. “Don’t you even think about it! If anybody could find your mother, I would have done it months ago! Dragged her back here by the hair and⁠—”

      “Duct taped her to a kitchen chair?” Emma flung back, trembling.

      “Make her deal with her responsibilities,” Cade ground out, clenching his jaw.

      “You make me sound like cleaning the toilet. You must want to get rid of me real bad.”

      Guilt twisted in Cade at the thought of just how much he’d give to be free of Emma’s haunting eyes, her crushing silences, the fragility in her.

      He felt as if she were one of those wildflowers his biology teacher showed him in high school—tiny pinkish white flowers that curled up their petals if anything touched it. Emma was wilting away right in front of his eyes.

      Cade swallowed hard, groping for the right words, despairing that he would ever find them. He didn’t want to hurt her. He knew he already had.

      “Emma, I’m not very good at this, am I?”

      “No. You’re not.” She picked up her notebook, walked into her room and quietly shut the door. Shutting him out. Shutting herself in.

      Leaving him alone with one relentless, brutal question.

      What the hell had Deirdre been thinking on the day she walked away?
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        * * *

      

      Finn browsed the aisles of Farmer’s Best hardware store, her shopping cart bulging with loot; plantation shutters, a kitchen garbage can and a fluffy rug to keep cold tile from waking her up during night forays into the bathroom. Providing she ever did get to sleep. Last night was no real test.

      She’d unpacked until two o’clock in the morning, then dropped into bed, dead on her feet. She should’ve been out the minute her head hit the pillow, but the subtle noises from the walls had kept her nerves jumping.

      But tonight would be different, she assured herself. She’d know what to expect. The sounds of the old house easing its bones would become familiar instead of startling her awake, setting her heart racing. Too bad the house didn’t come with a knob like the one on her CD player so she could turn down the volume.

      During one particularly loud series of rattles, she hadn’t been able to resist the nudge from her quirky sense of humor—singing “Who you gonna call? Ghostbusters.” She’d always loved the bit with the library ghost.

      The awkward weight of her load shifted as she maneuvered the cart around a corner. She steadied the cardboard box protecting the shutters for her bedroom window—well, her temporary bedroom window, anyway.

      The tower room up on the second floor that she’d dreamed of making her own would be far easier to spiff up without the bulk of her antique white iron bed or the gorgeous armoire she’d bought at an estate sale when on vacation last year. She’d set up camp in a room near the kitchen with a glorious bank of windows, where she could pause in her work to gaze at the river.

      The room would’ve been perfect, if she could’ve blotted out the windows on the other wall, the ones that reflected the glowing lights from Cade McDaniel’s log cabin. She’d promised herself  her first project would be to put up window treatments so she wouldn’t be reminded of the cabin and its pair of surly occupants. After all, the only reason Cade and Emma had been on her mind was because of the glow from their windows. She tried not to think how late it had been when the last light had finally flickered out.

      Had Emma been crying herself to sleep over the sale of the house that had brought Finn such joy? Had Cade McDaniel had the sense to try to comfort her? More likely he’d been up late guzzling beer and watching some guy movie with cars blowing up and women running around in three-inch stilettos.

      “Not your business,” Finn muttered aloud to herself. Cade McDaniel had made that crystal clear when she’d tried to smooth things out yesterday. Of course, she’d failed miserably in the attempt. But why wouldn’t she? She knew nothing about their situation. She only knew how she had felt when she was Emma’s age. She only knew the choice her own father had made when things got rocky—and the scars he’d left behind.

      Finn shook herself inwardly. Stewing over this wasn’t going to do anyone any good. She wasn’t looking for complications in her life. And her neighbors wouldn’t want anything to do with her, either. They’d just do as Cade insisted. Stay on their side of the fence.

      Fence in mind, Finn paused at a wall filled with a gazillion varieties of nails. She chose ones with heads the size of dimes to anchor the loosened fence pickets in place. A good start in establishing limits. One she hoped would help her form similar boundaries in her mind.

      She threaded her way toward the checkout lane at the front of the store, trying to figure out how she was going to wedge all of her loot into the miniscule confines of her cherry-red Volkswagen Beetle.

      She was concentrating so hard on ways to tie the hatchback down and still secure the shutters that she didn’t see the man staring at the meager offerings of the toy aisle. He didn’t see her, either. Broad shoulders hunched, his steely eyes fixed on the twin rectangular boxes he held as if either the pink or the blue Barbie had a winning lottery ticket tucked behind her 40DD breasts.

      “Look out!” Finn gasped, unable to stop the collision as the corner of her cart banged into one jean-clad leg.

      Reflexively, the man wheeled toward her and dropped one box. Grabbing the top of the cart, he yanked it to the side to stop its momentum. Dismay rushed through Finn as she stumbled hard into the last person on earth she wanted to see.

      Cade McDaniel looked even more horrified than she felt as he grabbed her arm, helping her catch her balance. His rugged features tightened with the desperation of a fugitive trapped between the sights of a crack SWAT team and a three-mile drop to jagged rocks below. As to which way he’d turn at the moment there was no question. McDaniel was a jumper. Unfortunately the only available thing to leap into was a bin full of Mickey Mouse kick balls.

      He flushed brick-red as he retrieved the fashion doll that had fallen into Finn’s cart.

      “You!” She gasped, Barbie’s high-fashion boa looking even more outlandish silhouetted against his soft chambray shirt. She struggled to recover herself, saying, “That is, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      McDaniel scowled. “I need a present.”

      Was he getting something for Emma? He looked more like a sailor stranded on an enemy beachhead than someone seeking a peace offering.

      He waved a box toward the rack of dolls. “Don’t they have something like—like an Air Force Barbie? And who the hell drives a pink car, anyway?”

      Finn surprised herself by laughing. “Don’t knock it unless you’ve tried it.”

      “Very funny. I’m drowning here and you’re auditioning for a gig on Saturday Night Live. How are you supposed to know which one of these dolls to buy? You’re a woman. What kind of stuff did you get for your birthday?”

      Finn tried not to let him see his words stung. Sometimes she had gotten wonderful presents from her father. More often, she’d gotten whatever he’d been able to grab on his way to pick her up at her latest foster home.

      The year she was eleven she’d been dying for a toy horse with a mane and tail you could brush. He’d gotten her a terry cloth doll—the kind toddlers could chew on. He hadn’t even noticed the bib read Baby’s First Doll.

      “I don’t remember what I got,” she lied.

      “What about your sisters?” He grilled her with the determination of a cop in an interrogation room. “What did you get them?”

      “I’m an only child,” she admitted, suddenly quiet. McDaniel didn’t notice.

      “We should all be so lucky.”

      “I may not remember what I got for gifts, but I can tell you this much. Emma wouldn’t like that doll one bit.”

      Cade stiffened. “How do you know? You barely met the kid.”

      “I saw what she was wearing, and talked to her long enough to know that feather boas and beauty parlors aren’t her style. I saw a great rack of books with classics for kids a couple of rows over.”

      “That’d be a real thrill of a present. Just what every kid wants for their birthday. It’s right up there with underwear and socks. I’ll take my chances with Barbie, thanks.”

      Finn bristled. “With Emma’s passion for history she’d probably love the book Little Women. It’s about a family of girls in the Civil War, during March Winds’ heyday.” She remembered her own first foray into the world of Jo and Beth, Meg and Amy—finding between the book’s cover the imaginary family she’d always wanted. A family that might just warm the lonely little girl’s heart.

      McDaniel recoiled as if she’d suggested giving the child a butcher knife. “The last thing Emma needs is to be stuffing her head with more of that garbage! She comes up with plenty of crazy stuff on her own. Besides, it’s not even for—” He stopped dead, jaw clenched as a trio of men brushed past.

      A big, mean looking one with squinty eyes sniggered. “You get lost. Magic? The power tools are this way!”

      Cade looked as if they’d caught him peeking under Barbie’s dress. “I’m helping her,” he said, jabbing the blue box in Finn’s direction.

      Pig eyes laughed. “I just bet you are. The man with the magic hands.”

      “Cut it out, Chapman,” Cade warned.

      “You go on and help the little lady pick out a pretty doll, McDaniel. We’re going to play with the big boy’s stuff.” The trio disappeared.

      Finn shot Cade a look. “You’re helping me? What’s the deal, Mr. Magic Hands?”

      He glowered at the sound of the name. “You sure look like you could use some help to me. Just what are you planning to do with these?” He held up her box of nails.

      Finn’s chin bumped up a notch. “Use them to fix my fence. They’re the strongest ones I could find.”

      “They’re also five inches long. Use these and you’ll have three inch spikes sticking out of your fence ready to skewer anyone who walks by.”

      “What a shame since I have such a pleasant neighbor.” Finn’s cheeks burned. The jerk was right. A few other shoppers lingered nearby, obviously listening.

      “Listen,” Cade said smugly. “Just one little reminder before you go off to butcher your fence. Something to remember about nails. The pointy end goes in the wood.”

      Laughter rippled around Finn. She wished she could jam the box right in his patronizing mouth. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She drifted her fingers over the doll box peeking out from under hard biceps. “You want this to be a present?” she asked so sweetly he should have known to run.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You’ll need these.” She grabbed up a half-dozen rolls of the girliest wrapping paper she could find and shoved them into his arms.

      His brow furrowed. “How much of this junk do I need? The boxes don’t look that big.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Finn assured him, grabbing the biggest, gaudiest sparkly purple and pink bow on the rack. She glanced around at their growing audience while surreptitiously peeling the layer of film off the bow’s back.

      “One thing to remember about the art of attaching bows, Mr. McDaniel.” She shot him her most saccharine smile. “Sticky side goes on last.”

      She smacked the bow dead center on Cade McDaniel’s forehead and wheeled her cart away.
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      She was late.

      Finn scrambled up the cement steps to the arched front door of the Whitewater Public Library, her overflowing tote bag bouncing against her hip as she tried in vain to tie back the auburn waves that rioted around her face. She glimpsed her reflection in the glass door, despairing.

      The roses smattering her blue cotton skirt were crumpled after tumbling from hanger to floor sometime during the night, and the blouse she’d draped over the ironing board meaning to press crisp first thing this morning hadn’t seen the business end of the iron.

      She stumbled and went down on one knee. Concrete scoured off a layer of skin, the sting of the scrape dismaying her much less than the feel of her hose tearing.

      “Damn,” she muttered under her breath. “Damn, damn, damn!”

      People who resort to swearing are either dense or lazy. Her own words from Saturday mocked her, transposed into the whiskey-rough baritone of her next-door neighbor. She made a sour face. Cade McDaniel’s silver-blue eyes and rugged features had intruded in her thoughts far too often since he’d told her to stay on her side of the fence. Not to mention the disturbing image of Emma, the doomsayer fairy with her bruised heart in her eyes. But sometimes even Finn had to make an exception to her “no swearing” rule.

      She had wanted to make a good impression her first day on the job. But it was hard to look competent when you hadn’t slept for two days and your alarm hadn’t gone off on one of the most important mornings of your life.

      The clock had been dead, along with the power in that end of the house. Heck, she would’ve been better off not bothering to go to bed at all, she figured, brushing a smudge off her skirt and picking up a tote that displayed a smug-looking cat in the guise of William Shakespeare.

      She opened the library door, wincing at the alarm in the library staff’s faces as she sailed through the adult section.

      Odds were Verna Sopher was going to be taking a heck of a bite out of her.

      A mix of Katherine Hepburn dignity, Maureen O’Hara flair and Queen Elizabeth I’s “off with their head” decisiveness, seventy-year-old Miss Sopher had made it clear that she had no use for shenanigans in her library, whether performed by her grubby little patrons or by her staff. It was vital to set a good example.

      Finn had to agree. Hadn’t she told Cade McDaniel the very same thing two days ago?

      Finn felt a jab of irritation as her neighbor materialized again in her mind, his arms crossed over a chest a professional athlete would envy, the undeniably sexy planes of his face looking so self-satisfied she wanted to smack him.

      Sexy—yeah, sexy the way Mr. Rochester was before you knew he had a crazy wife in the attic. Sexy and dangerous as all get out. And she hadn’t come to this sleepy little town looking for trouble, even if it had a mouth meant for nuclear meltdown kisses and a body that just begged a woman to make it even harder. Heck, for all she knew, Cade McDaniel had a Bertha Mason of his own.

      Finn rushed headlong into the children’s section. The place was already buzzing with clusters of kids—but then, Verna had said the school had the day off. Most of the present crowd looked to be somewhere between ten and twelve in age.

      The head children’s librarian regarded Finn over halfmoon glasses, not one strand of silver hair out of place. Handing a stack of books to a pair of boys, she directed them to one of the child-size tables in the study area. Then, the older woman marched toward Finn.

      “I’m so sorry!” Finn burst out, dumping her tote behind the battered oak desk.

      “Ms. O’Grady, I was beginning to wonder if March Winds scared you off.”

      Finn stared at her. Maybe those piercingly intelligent eyes really could read a person’s mind, just like all of the boys in town must have feared. “You mean the ghost?”

      Blue eyes twinkled beneath winged brows as black and lovely as her hair must once have been. “Land sakes, no. I meant all the work the charming old place needs.”

      “Guess I’d better start with the wiring. The
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