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Prologue


The Past

Jo sat on the chilly metal bench under the grimy shelter in front of the bus station for as long as she could, kicking up gravel with the scuffed toes of her sneakers and drawing designs on the fogged up glass. Where was he, where was he, where was he?

She doodled her and Callum’s names inside a heart-shaped flourish, then scrawled “True if erased!” beside it.

When she couldn’t hold still any longer, Jo hopped to her feet and paced, not wanting to go inside the building because what if he arrived and thought she was the one who hadn’t shown up? But it was raining harder now, and cold wind blew sheets of water into the shelter. She could care less if she was soaked to the skin usually, but the long bus ride would be uncomfortable if her jeans were soggy. Plus, she had to pee. Really bad.

She considered the cozy interior of the station—well, cozy by comparison to where she was now anyway—once more. Then looked up the street and down it. Callum’s red Honda Civic was still nowhere to be seen. And anyway, he’d said he was going to walk. It was getting darker, but there were streetlights. She could see all too well there was no one walking toward her in any direction. She cracked her knuckles. The movement sparkled under the streetlight, and she looked down at the delicate gold band on her left ring finger. A tiny diamond twinkled up at her. She rubbed it with her thumb and grinned.

“Callum,” she whispered. Then she laughed out loud. “Callum, hurry up!”

It boggled her mind that they were doing this. They were really doing this. They were running away to get married!

But at 9:30, Callum still hadn’t shown up and the bus was supposed to board at 9:48. Jo’s bottom lip had a raw groove in it from her teeth. A slow but steady trickle of people filed past her into the station to buy tickets, ship boxes, and say good-bye to departing family and friends. Jo’s bladder moved past discomfort. It was going to burst. And her heart might too.

She headed into the station and beelined to the washroom. The stall was cramped but clean. She relieved herself without finding any real relief at all. Why hadn’t he come? Where was he?

She made her way to the payphones on the back wall by the vending machines. Her sister Sam said one day people would have miniature phones they’d carry on them at all times to call people whenever they wanted. Jo always thought that was far-fetched. Who on earth had so many people to call that they couldn’t wait till they got home? But tonight, picking up the gummy receiver, she changed her mind. Personal phones weren’t a terrible idea. Maybe Sam was onto something.

Jo inserted her quarter and pressed each digit in Callum’s phone number with utmost care, like she was performing a ritual or charm that would bring them together—or not.

The phone rang once, rang twice—was answered midway through the third ring by a clipped, impatient voice. “Yes?”

Rats. Mr. Archer. Callum’s dad. He hated her.

“Um, hello, Mr. Archer?”

No acknowledgement that yes, it was him. Not even a grunt.

“Is Callum there, please?”

Mr. Archer’s voice warmed suddenly. “Is this you Tracey?”

“Um, no—”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Selene?”

“No, I’m—”

A chuckle interrupted her. “Sorry, sorry. You know how it is for an old dad, trying to keep up with a young buck’s does.”

A young buck’s does? Jo traced a crack in the tile with her toe. What a creep.

“It’s Jo,” she said, “Jo Kendall.”

“Oh, sorry, lad—thought you were a girl for a minute. Must be a poor connection.”

Jo exhaled. Her knuckles were white on the receiver. “We’ve met, Mr. Archer. I’ve been dating Callum all year.”

“Oh, oh...” There was a shuffling sound, then a porcelain clank, like a plate dropped too quickly onto another. “Well, I don’t keep track. He took off with someone in a blue Volkswagen about an hour ago. I just assumed the driver was the girl in his life these days. That’s not you? Not your car?”

Jo bowed her head and mumbled into the mouthpiece, “No, not me. Thanks anyway. We’ll probably all meet up at the same place later.” She hoped she didn’t sound as miserable as she felt. Who wanted to give the horrible man the satisfaction that she’d been ditched?

She hung the phone back in place, but stayed by the booth a moment, heels of her hands pressed into her eyes. What should she do? There was another bus at 5:30 a.m. Should she try to round Callum up? But on foot in the pouring rain in the growing darkness? She had no idea where to even start to look. Greenridge had a small population, sure, but it was scattered over a huge geographic area. At the very least, she should call Ray. Of course she should! Obviously Callum would’ve called to say he was held up. He wasn’t an asshole.

Breathing easier, she dug for another quarter.

“Yeah-lo,” a raspy voice answered.

Jo smiled at the familiar, corny combination of “Yeah and hello” her uncle always used.

“Hey, Uncle Ray. It’s Jo. Has Callum called by any chance?”

“He sure did, kiddo. Sounded kinda upset. I took a message. Let me see....”

Jo waited for Ray to rummage through his head for scraps of the conversation, a familiar, confusing mixture of love and irritation swirling in her gut. She prayed he hadn’t hit the bottle too heavy already, or who knew what mixed up, incoherent babble he’d pass on.

But Ray didn’t sound overly tipsy and wasn’t slurring when he said, “Ah, here it is, princess.”

Jo rolled her eyes. Her uncle was the only person in the world who looked at her and saw a princess.

“I wrote it down.”

“Wow, will wonders never cease?” The words slipped out before she could stop them.

Uncle Ray only laughed. “Wait a minute, I thought you said you were Jo? How come you’re sounding like your big sister Sam?”

Jo shifted from one foot to the other. It was 9:39. People streamed out of the small station toward the big Greyhound rumbling outside.

“He said, um...” Jo could practically see Ray squinting at his barely legible scrawl. “He’s sorry, but it’s over. It won’t work—repeated that three times, angry-like. ‘It won’t work—just won’t work.’ Does that make any sense?”

Jo closed her eyes and squeezed the bridge of her nose. It made no sense. It also made perfect sense. She could hardly speak. “Yeah, yeah, it does. Thanks.”

“Call me when you get settled back at your mom’s, all right?”

Jo forced a few more words out. “Yes, yes, I will.”

“I love you, baby girl.”

The words coaxed a blurry-eyed smile. Oh, Uncle Ray. “I love you too.” And she did, but like everything in her life, it was so damned complicated. How could you love someone and not really ever be there for them? Never get your shit together? You’d think with her history, Jo would be used to it by now, but she wasn’t. Some day she was going to have a home. A real one. A non-temporary, longer than a summer or a school year place to stay. She and Callum both wanted that—or then again, maybe not. Maybe just she did. She alone. Again.

She swallowed hard and stared up at the ceiling, willing the tide of saltwater in her eyes to recede. She pressed a hand to her sickish-feeling stomach. What was she going to do?

A crackly voice came over the P.A. system and announced last call for eastbound travelers.

Her suitcase was already stowed in the belly of the bus, loaded while she’d sat around waiting. It would be hard to change her mind now, even if she wanted to—and did she want to? Did she want to wander around the small town all summer, facing memories of Callum everywhere? Did she want to have some big high-drama face off with him about the how and why of him calling everything off so randomly and so last minute? No, she just couldn’t. It was too hard. And Ray’s, much as she loved him, wasn’t the place for her anymore. Things were going from bad to worse for him—and she’d just turned eighteen, just graduated. She was too young to settle down to take care of her uncle who was drinking himself to death and refused help. Even through the pain, she knew that.

She took a deep breath, hoisted her backpack, then limped outside as if physically injured. It felt like she was. On her way toward the silver-haired bus driver who stood by the bus door collecting tickets, she passed by the shelter. The blurred words “Callum + Jo, forever. True if erased!” jumped off the glass at her. Out of habit, she lifted her hand to rub the words away, then realized how dumb she was. Her hand returned to her queasy stomach. She boarded the bus.


Chapter 1


The Present

The evening air was crisp but not yet freezing. Jo stopped in her tracks just to inhale. The comforting scent of cedar smoke from the house’s chimney, the salty-sweet smell of smoking salmon, and the earthy fragrance of the changing season thrilled through her. She wanted to pinch herself. It was all really hers—well, theirs. Her sister Samantha would see the light eventually. Imagine living here all year round. It would be like a postcard every season. All the work was worth it. How could Samantha want to get rid of this place? Was she crazy?

The first fallen leaves gleamed gold against the dark lawn and crackled under her boots as she continued toward the old house. The porch light glowed a friendly welcome, though its beam created shadows around her that she wouldn’t have noticed if there’d been no light at all.

Jo climbed the three steps to the home’s wraparound porch, and leaned her trout rod against a wall, well out of the way of the door. She was careful to make sure the pretty—and more importantly, lucky—wedding band lure, a bright beaded thing encrusted with rhinestones, was safely held in one of the rod’s eyes. She tucked her tackle box beside the rod and carried her basket of treasure into the house. Fresh caught Rainbows—even their name was gorgeous. She whispered a prayer of thanks for the beauty and bounty of the area. Her stomach rumbled.

Jo whistled for Hoover, but the dog didn’t come. He was probably still by the river, roaming about. She crossed her fingers that he hadn’t found something disgusting to roll in—his favorite trick—and whistled again. Still nothing. Used to his selective hearing and even more selective obedience, she happily transitioned to thoughts of side dishes. Asparagus and oven-roasted baby potatoes? Rice pilaf and broccoli rabe? Mmmm.

She kicked off her rubber boots and left them where they fell. Yes, they blocked the door, but wasn’t that one of the luxuries of living alone? The time would come soon enough when she had to worry about appearances and keeping everything just so. She imagined a houseful of paying guests and smiled.

She left her old black and red checked flannel jacket on. She’d get the fish frying before she cleaned up.

Halfway down the darkened hall toward the kitchen, Jo’s stomach tightened. There was a light on—and she knew she’d turned them all off.

“Hello?” she called, and felt stupid when she realized she’d clutched the buck knife attached to her belt. What was she going to do? Stab an intruder?

“Hello,” she said again, louder.

The voice that answered almost stopped her heart.

“Jo—is that you, finally? I’ve been waiting all night. Where were you?”

Jo relaxed her grip on the knife handle reluctantly. If there was someone she actually wouldn’t mind stabbing it would be—

“Come on, don’t you have a kiss for your sis?”

—Yep, her “sis.” Samantha.

Jo flipped a switch, and another feeble bulb lit up. It didn’t do much to brighten the wood panel hall, but would keep Jo from colliding with Sam—or colliding literally, anyway. That was the first of many things Samantha complained about regarding the cabin they’d inherited from their uncle: its “archaic” lighting.

Samantha’s high heels clacked across the hardwood floor in the living room, then moved into the kitchen. Jo cringed, envisioning the dints she was probably leaving in her wake.

“Good grief, Jo. It’s a tomb in here. How do you stand it?”

Had she called it or what? “Every bulb doesn’t have to glare. I like soft—”

“What’s in the basket?”

How Jo wished she could disappear into one of the bedrooms, any one of them, no matter how cluttered or unfinished. But as she knew from a lifetime of experience, it wouldn’t help. Samantha would be there, in her face, until she tired of chewing at whatever she was after this time—and since “this time” involved money, she wouldn’t drop the bone till the cash was in hand.

“Trout,” Jo admitted miserably, all fantasies of a candlelit dinner for one dashed to hell.

“Gross.”

Jo shrugged. If only that opinion meant Samantha was planning to eat elsewhere—but Jo knew better than that. She headed for the counter beneath the big window that had a gorgeous mountain view, and dumped her catch into one of the stainless steel sinks. “Dot’s doing Italian specials all week.”

“Pasta? Like I’d eat pasta. Goes straight to your belly.”

Jo patted her own “belly” with affection, not caring if she got fish slime on her shirt. It was due for a wash. “Well, I’m making potatoes.”

Samantha followed her, keeping a safe three-foot distance from any potential food mess. She gave Jo a quick once over and frowned.

“What are you wearing? You stink like fresh air and you look like a lumberjack. And tonight of all nights!”

“What do you mean ‘tonight’? What’s so special about tonight?”

Jo scrubbed her hands and started peeling potatoes. Samantha sighed dramatically. “I was hoping you’d look human when you met my lawyer, but thankfully I’ve already warned him about you.”

“Your what? Here, now—what?”

Samantha flourished one hand. “Callum, we’re ready for you.” A shadow moved in the dining room.

Crap.

Jo was so angry she could hardly see.

And then she was so startled she almost sliced her thumb with the potato peeler. She put it down. Callum? As in Callum Archer? Her old Callum? No... the first name was a coincidence. Had to be. A tall man walked out of the living room and extended his hand.

“Callum Archer,” Samantha said and Jo’s brain swam. “Josephine—or Jo, as she’s sometimes called—my sister.”

Jo tried to give the hand gripping hers a firm shake, but as she met his piercing aqua blue eyes—eyes she’d never forget—she started to freak out. An irrational observation hit her: the man, Sam’s lawyer, her old Callum, had strong sexy-rough hands for a guy working a desk job. Her stomach churned. Breathe, she commanded herself. Breathe. It was absolutely no comfort at all that he looked as shocked as she felt.

“Hello Callum,” she said, hoping desperately for a dry, casual tone. “It’s been a long time.” And it had been. Fifteen years, four months. Not that she’d counted....

“Jo? I’ll be damned.” And Callum did look like he’d just been damned. All the blood drained from his already fair skin, making his blue eyes burn even brighter and his black hair seem all the blacker. “You look exactly the same,” he said.

“When it’s half dark, perhaps,” Jo said wryly. “But thanks.” So he was still a flatterer. That much hadn’t changed.

Samantha’s eagle sharp gaze darted to Callum, then speared Jo. “So what—you guys know each other?”

Jo raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Uh, no. I wouldn’t say that really. Used to. A bit. Kind of.”

“Kind of,” Callum repeated with a bitter note in his voice that Jo didn’t understand—and that pissed her off. What the hell did he have to be bitter about?

There was a moment of uneasy silence, then Callum had the nerve to laugh. “Sisters. Wow.” Jo hated the sexy, low timber of his voice and his easy confidence. “Here I’d just assumed the Josephine Kendall everyone in town was talking about, and that you went on about, was some aunt or something. I didn’t link Jo to Josephine at all.”

“Well, it’s a terrible name, but it’s better than Jo,” Samantha said.

“She doesn’t really strike me as the next thing to a bag lady,” Callum said, his head tilting as he studied Jo.

The next thing to a bag lady? What on earth had Sam been telling people?

Samantha sounded as affronted as Jo felt. “Have you taken a good look at her?”

Callum was still gripping Jo’s hand and she yanked away, suddenly conscious of her muddy jeans, old man’s shirt, and—no doubt—leaf and branch strewn hair. Shit. She was making an excellent first impression as a business professional, able to single-handedly turn the old cabin and overgrown property into a successful bed-and-breakfast, wasn’t she? She could practically hear Samantha’s victory chant.

She tried to fight the heat rising to her cheeks but failed, imagining how the room looked from his eyes. Breakfast and lunch dishes piled messily by the sink. A mishmash of junk littering the floor by the dishwasher.... She’d meant to box it up for Goodwill, but the beautiful fall afternoon had called to her. And what kind of ignoramus shows up unannounced and basically breaks into someone’s house anyway?

“I’m not sure what my sister told you, or why either of you thought an impromptu, unscheduled appointment would be at all appropriate or beneficial”—she glared at Samantha for a moment—“but it’s neither of those things. It’s a Friday night, and I have plans. We can set up a time next week to meet at your office to discuss the estate and terms of my uncle’s will, or, if you’re from out of town, we can conference call.”

Oh-so-confident Callum looked startled, and Jo made a couple more observations, all equally irritating. Time had been more than kind to him. While she’d found him gorgeous, like a rock god or something, back in the day—his tall, lanky frame had filled out with age. He looked more like a professional athlete than what her mind conjured for a lawyer. His icy blue eyes were still penetrating—and stood out spectacularly against his shock of silky raven hair—but he had just the start of crinkling laugh lines that softened his intensity. And he smelled good. Like fresh baked cookies, vanilla, cinnamon—

Callum’s voice, sharp and irritated, cut through the buttery attraction melting through Jo. “You didn’t arrange this? We just surprised her?” he said to Samantha.

Samantha waved her hand dismissively, and Jo wished she could lop one of those constantly gesturing hands right off. “She would’ve stalled indefinitely. And she doesn’t really have plans. She’s having dinner by herself.”

Like it’s a capital crime or something, Jo thought.

Callum cleared his throat. “Sounds nice, actually. I’m sorry for the misunderstanding—sorry we disturbed you.”

Jo didn’t lie and say it was fine. She herded them to the door.

“I don’t know why you’re being like this. We need to talk, get this figured out, decide what works best for everyone.”

“We have talked, Samantha. We disagree on what ‘works best’ means. Your lawyer may call me next week, anytime Monday through Friday between nine and five. I’ll consult my schedule and we can set an appointment.”

“Your schedule?” Samantha mocked.

Callum placed a hand low on Samantha’s back and guided her toward the door. “She’s right, Samantha. This wasn’t the right way to proceed.”

“And just so you’re aware. If you break into my house again, I’ll call the cops and press charges.”

Callum turned back from the door. “I’m not sure it’s so simple as ‘your’ house, Jo—but again, my apologies for the intrusion. It was a misunderstanding. I’ll be in touch.”

“Jo—”

“Let’s just go, Samantha.”

“Yes, go, Samantha. Take your slimy lawyer’s advice. That’s what you’re paying him for right?”

Jo leaned against the mudroom’s wall after they left and closed her eyes. Why had she been so rude? Yes, even after all these years, the very thought of Callum was a slicing barb—but that was no excuse. They’d been kids. She needed to let him off the hook. For her own sake, not just his.


Chapter 2


“Bitch!” Samantha slammed the Mercedes SUV’s door, making the whole vehicle shake. Callum didn’t agree with Samantha’s pronouncement, but he was distracted. Jo. Back in Greenridge. Jo.

As the months turned to years after that disastrous summer—the summer he’d been stupid enough to think they’d get married and love each other for life—he’d gone away, gotten a couple degrees like his dad wanted, and eventually returned to town with plans to settle down and raise a family. Not something (understatement of the century) that had worked out well. But the point was, he’d come to terms with the fact he’d never see her again. After all, she’d been clear in all their time together that once she left Greenridge, she was never coming back.

And now here she was. In the flesh—and what flesh it was. He would’ve known her anywhere. And from her derisive snort at his compliment, she still had no clue how beautiful she was. Short and curvy. All that crazy, curly red-gold hair. Those warm brown eyes of hers, such a contrast to her light hair. She was like a mermaid crossed with a fairy crossed with a—ah, he didn’t know. Something sexy though. But it wasn’t just her looks that captivated him. Not when they were younger, not now. She still seemed passionate and insanely optimistic about every little thing—or did according to the details Samantha had given him about “Josephine.” Now that he realized the ideas about turning Ray’s cabin into a bed-and-breakfast were Jo’s, it sounded like she hadn’t changed a bit.

Callum fastened his seatbelt as Samantha peeled out. The only thing that kept her tires from spraying a fan of gravel was how the long, bumpy driveway was mostly bare earth and potholes—showing Samantha was right about another thing, too. There was a load of work to do if the old place was ever going to be the business Jo envisioned, and it would take a long time to make enough money to pay Samantha out.

The vehicle jounced over the asphalt ridge where the winding drive joined the main highway, and Callum’s shoulder banged against the window. He rubbed the painful spot. Yep, the driveway needed work all right. The house, however, wasn’t as bad as Samantha made out. It had potential, though Samantha seemed to think Jo wanted to morph it into a posh hotel-like venture.

“Posh” seemed out of character for the Jo he’d loved, the girl whose yearbook write up said something like, “Most hoped for career? Pah—make love not war!” and who’d been dubbed, “Most likely to end up a hermit living off the land with no electricity.” It also seemed incongruous for the woman she’d become. Who’d wear faded flannel and rubber boots and catch her own fish if striving for some uppity resort? But as he’d proven so mightily over the years: he didn’t really understand people.

To reaffirm the truth of his last thought—or perhaps just to cruelly remind him of the second biggest mistake of his life, all too related to his lack of understanding—Nina’s voice shrilled in his memory. “This is not about not understanding me, Callum. This is about you. You never got over her—a high school romance. You’re pathetic!”

But that was ridiculous. He’d gotten over Jo Kendall. He had. So why was his heart pounding now? Well, it was just the surprise of seeing her again, of course, the stress of confronting his past. That was it. That was all.

“Callum?” Samantha’s long nails dragged over the back of his hand. He started, but managed, barely, to not jerk away from her touch.

“I’m sorry, Samantha. What were you saying?”

“What was I saying?” A tittering laugh punctuated her sentences. “So many things, silly. I’ve been talking since we left Jo’s house.”

Interesting. Samantha referred to Ray’s as if it did indeed belong to Jo. “I’m sorry,” Callum repeated. “I guess I was distracted, thinking about your situation. Trying to figure out what we should do next.”

The ear-splitting titter sounded again. “Situation, smituation. I know you’ll take care of things satisfactorily. I have your daddy’s word, after all.”

She came to a fast, hard stop at the first set of lights into town. Callum braced himself, hand on the dashboard, and resolved that he didn’t care what Samantha or his “daddy” thought of his Honda. It was a fine, reliable car, and he wasn’t riding in this death trap ever again.

“Oh, don’t scowl,” Samantha said sweetly. “Is your father a sore point? My bad. I wasn’t aware.”

Not aware my ass, thought Callum. There wasn’t a thing Samantha did or said that wasn’t one hundred percent calculated (plus tax!)—an insight that focused him.

“So what was that back there anyway?”

Samantha turned her head, fluttered her eyelashes at him—and almost took out a pedestrian.

“What was what, back where?” She whipped into a tight spot between a red Ford and a superman-blue Toyota in front of Archer and Sons, seemingly without looking, and parked perfectly. It made him crazy that she was actually an excellent driver—for a totally insane person.

His hand was on the door, but he paused before opening it and escaping. “Showing up at your sister’s, being in her house, unannounced like that?”

Samantha considered him. “I thought it would unnerve her. She didn’t think I’d lawyer up. And she pissed me off. It was time to get even.”

In his head, Callum gave Samantha a small kudos for honesty. At least she didn’t waste her time trying to people please all the time.

A depressing drizzle had started and the sidewalk glistened under the streetlights. He was surprised when Samantha hollered for him to wait, but he did as requested—and was further surprised when she didn’t continue to yammer through the window, but got out and ran—or, rather, tottered—over to him on those ridiculous high heels of hers.

She held her Gucci bag over her head and looked up at him. Staring at him beseechingly with her big green eyes, while trying futilely to avoid getting soaked, she was kind of cute. He shook his head, before he even heard her request.

“One beer,” she repeated. “Mix a little business and pleasure. It’ll be fun.” She tapped her foot, and as she’d most likely intended, he looked down the considerable length of her long, lean leg.

She was smiling when he brought his eyes back up to hers.

“Don’t let the rumors about Archer men proceed me,” he muttered. “And don’t misread my attention. Business is all I’m good for—if that.”

Samantha’s fingers danced up his forearm, then rested on his bicep. “And don’t misread me. I’m not looking for a relationship. I just want a drink and a good time. We could even start by talking about work.”

“I’m sorry—”

“Oh, come on. Don’t be coy. You must’ve inherited more from your dad than just his good looks.”

“God, I hope not. I’ll call you Monday after I’ve contacted your sister.”

He left Samantha pouting prettily, but looking only slightly miffed—and more like she’d received some sort of challenge—and walked around to the building’s side entrance. He held up his fob, pushed the heavy door open when the light flashed green, and waited until he was safely down the dark hallway before he leaned against the wall and exhaled.

He just needed to hang in for one more job. He could do it. Get slightly odd Jo to sell, receive a fat slice of scary Samantha’s share and pay off his father. Then be free. He could do it. And he would. If trying didn’t make him jump off a building or something first.

His thoughts turned to his apartment’s fridge and he felt himself relax. The weekend wouldn’t be a total horror show. He wouldn’t let it.


Chapter 3


Aisha studied herself in the white-enamel Cheval mirror by her highboy dresser, which was also white enamel with brass and ceramic ornamentation, like the desk, like the canopy bed. It was a babyish, girly set that no longer suited her, but she hadn’t parted with it because redecorating the bedroom and picking out new furniture was one of the last things she and her mom had done together before her mom died.

She turned this way and that, first pressing her T-shirt against her stomach, then fanning it, trying to make it billow out. It remained snug. Soon other people would notice her “condition” no matter what she wore.

Knocked up. Preggers. Preggo. With child. Bun in the oven. Stupid. And why was she so big anyway? She was only three months along—okay, maybe “big” wasn’t the right word. Different was more like it. Her stomach looked different. Already. And unless it was her imagination—and she was sure it wasn’t—her face had changed too. It was slightly chubbier, softer.

She thought she heard a door slam downstairs and cocked her head, listening. A car engine roared to life in the driveway. Her dad, still blocked in his novel and off to the gym, she supposed. And apparently still not talking to her. Ah, well. She totally got it. If she didn’t have to, she wouldn’t be stuck in her head talking to herself either.

She pulled on black skinny jeans—yes, she saw the irony—that she’d recently altered, adding a stomach panel of stretchy skull print (Maternity clothes for Goth girls—it could be the new rage, yeah right!), then zipped herself into a massive black hooded-sweatshirt. She ran kohl liner around her eyes and a swath of fire engine red lipstick over her mouth. Her hair was its usual frizzy mess. She scooped it up, gave it a violent twist and shoved a chopstick up, then inverted it and pushed down—and repeated the action with another stick. “You look like a fat manga chick,” she snarled at the mirror. Then felt badly. What if the kid could hear her? “Not that ‘fat’ or ‘manga’ or ‘chicks’ are bad things,” she added.

In the kitchen, she forced down a glass of milk, a banana and two pieces of cheddar cheese. Eating breakfast, yuck, was a new thing for her... but necessary if she didn’t want to barf. She packed wheat thins and a small jar of peanut butter into her backpack, knowing she’d be starved like she’d never eaten in her life in about half an hour.

She paused by the computer in her mom’s room—yes, both her and her dad still referred to it as “Mom’s” three years later—then sank into the worn, burgundy office chair and contemplated the list she’d printed out and accidentally on purpose left for her dad to discover. She had wanted his opinion, even though she didn’t want to hurt him. And he’d given it, but yes, been hurt. Didn’t understand why she needed advice or information from her biological mother—or why she wanted to find out who her biological father was. And Aisha didn’t understand it either. She just needed to.

She scanned the repeating surname, Kendall, Kendall, Kendall... twenty-two of them, all women in the right age range, all still living in B.C. There was a chance, of course, maybe even a high probability that her birth mom no longer lived in the province, but she had to start somewhere. And until she talked to her birth mom, met her in person, for reasons Aisha couldn’t articulate, she felt powerless to decide what to do with the baby.

Ah, well. Commencing the cold calling—fun, fun—would have to wait. She needed to get to work and though the Return-It Depot wasn’t her dream job or anything, she wanted to keep it as long as possible before the lifting got to be too much. She’d needed to earn and save every dollar she could right now. Getting canned for being late wouldn’t do.


Chapter 4


Jo considered her clothing choices, and once again cursed Samantha for launching a surprise attack when she was all grubby from a fishing trip.

She liked her outfit, but how would Callum see it? What would a lawyer read into it? The black silk tunic was lovely. The pendant she wore—a moon shaped chunk of labradorite on a heavy silver chain—was striking, but not over the top. She wore jeans, and not just because she didn’t own more formal attire. They were practical, and made it seem like she wasn’t trying too hard, or so she hoped.

That said, she really did need to make a better impression at this meeting, or Callum would write her off as being as eccentric as her uncle was. Normally she’d be proud to wear the title, but it wasn’t a helpful label when it came to trying to inspire confidence in a business plan.

“You’re a liar,” she muttered at her reflection. “Liar.” The full and only reason she was contemplating her appearance was because Callum was still ridiculously attractive, maybe even more so with some years on him. She wanted him to think she’d held up okay, too—and she needed to appear strong, put together, and long over him. Which she was. She totally was.

She tromped through the house locking doors, resenting the fact that she had to, but wanting to establish the habit so that if Samantha decided on any repeats of the other day’s behavior, she’d be stuck waiting on the porch.

Outside, it was raining—or, more accurately, misting. Great. Her hair would be a mess of frizz. She called Hoover, and he must’ve realized she was leaving the property because for once he came without being asked twice. She opened the truck’s passenger door, and he jumped up eagerly, turned three circles on the wide canvas seat and settled into a crescent roll shape with a small grunt.

Jo scratched his soft ears, a total anomaly from the rest of his wire brush fur. “It’s a good thing you’re cute because you’re a useless watch dog.” Hoover grunted again and rolled to his back. “And no,” she added, rubbing his belly obediently, “you’re not forgiven for letting Samantha and he-who-shall-not-be-named into the house without giving me so much as a whimper of a warning.”
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“Mr. Archer will be right with you,” the secretary, a slight, red-haired woman in a leopard print skirt and jacket, assured Jo. “Can I offer you tea while you wait?”

The woman’s warm, soft voice clashed with her loud outfit. “No, but thank you,” Jo replied. Too keyed up to sit, she moved about, taking in the reception area’s décor with growing confusion—and a tiny bit of fascination that she tried to deny. There were enough food magazines to stock the library of the best culinary arts program. And the items decorating each shelf and hanging on the walls were what? Early century baker?

She smiled. So Callum still liked cooking, hey?

“What on earth is this?” she muttered to herself, hefting a heavy black utensil and studying it. It looked almost like a shovel, but the metal blade was dull-lipped and perfectly flat, not good for scooping anything, plus it had three decorative cut outs, two hearts, and a diamond. Stuff would fall right through it.

“It’s called a bannock spade, but didn’t you see the sign?”

Jo jumped at Callum’s cold tone, and only then—of course, Murphy’s law—noticed the glaringly obvious ivory card requesting that people enjoy looking at, but refrain from touching, the collection of antiques.

Jo carefully set the object of her faux pas down. “A bannock spade?”

“Yes. Turn of the 19th century. Scottish. Used for flipping bannock, a kind of flat bread, much like a modern spatula.”

“Weird.”

“Not weird,” Callum said stiffly. “Collectible.”

Jo raised her eyebrows, but didn’t say anything. She hadn’t meant to sound like she was passing judgment. “Weird” was generally a compliment coming from her mouth; too bad he didn’t remember that.

After an awkward moment, she complied with his wordless invitation and followed the sweep of his arm into his office. She perched on the edge of a chair and wondered why was he being so awful. You’d think, considering their past, he’d be remotely human. But then again, maybe he felt ashamed of how he’d led her on all those years ago. Or worse—her temperature rose—maybe he thought she remembered and held it against him.

With that thought, an old joke Callum used to repeat constantly came back to her. She clenched her hands into fists. If I said I liked your body would you hold it against me? The answer, annoyingly, was yes on two counts. She had held it, her body, against him then—hyuk, hyuk, hyuk—and she did hold it, that fact, against him now. She had truly loved him. Deeply. Unabashedly. Whenever people spoke dismissively of teenage romance, calling it “puppy love,” she never agreed the relationships were such lighthearted things. It had torn her heart out for years that Callum hadn’t shared the depth of feelings she’d had for him. Might’ve even been why, after a string of flings, she ended up with Devin—an equally disastrous relationship, though for completely different reasons.

Callum sat on the corner of his desk and looked down at her.

Jo studied him a moment, then got up, crossed the room, stood close to him—and stayed standing. Let him try to use his stupid power moves, consciously or unconsciously, on someone else.

He fidgeted uncomfortably, but didn’t move away. “Before Samantha gets here, tell me... is there any point to this mediation session?”

Jo shrugged and hoped her smile was Mona Lisa-ish.

Callum’s jaw clenched and his eyes darkened to the shade of a sunless sea—and Jo wanted to slap herself for noting his eyes at all, let alone thinking about them in such ridiculously drippy way.

“Is there any chance you’ll listen to sense and come to a reasonable solution, Jo? Please? Sell the property, give your sister her fair share without tying up everybody’s time and resources by taking this to court?”

“Pardon me?”

Callum’s face flushed. “I know you heard me.”

“Oh, I heard all right. I just thought maybe I misunderstood. It sounded like you were insulting me, insinuating that I don’t have sense if I don’t give into your bullying, and threatening me with huge costs of time and financial resources if I don’t capitulate to your very one-sided, incredibly self-centered ‘solution.’”

The cliché “if looks could kill” ran through Jo’s mind and she shivered under Callum’s glare, but tried to maintain a stony expression.

“I’m not a villain. I just want this taken care of quickly,” he said quietly.

So he did remember leading her on and totally jilting her. He knew he was a villain—or why else would he say he wasn’t one? “Why the hurry? You get paid by the hour, right? And get a cut of the property’s value?”

“It’s not like that.”

“It’s exactly like that.”

“Do you know how much money that decrepit sinkhole will cost you? Samantha’s filled me in on your plan and I have to tell you—it’s not much of one. Greenridge has been more bust than boom for years now. Almost the whole downtown core is empty and up for rent. Two of the big hotels have gone under. What makes you think you can get a bed-and-breakfast up and running and be cash positive, especially when you have no equity, no savings, and your only real service industry experience was an owner-operated restaurant that went belly up. You have no credit, no backers, and a bankruptcy in your recent past. You’re a piss poor risk.”

Jo staggered like she’d been punched. She was stupid to be surprised, but she couldn’t help it. Samantha—that witch. She really hadn’t kept any secrets.

Callum got to his feet so quickly that Jo had to leap sideways to avoid being bowled over. He put his hands out and caught her by both arms, surprisingly gently—steadying her, though she didn’t need it. She’d already regained her footing and her composure.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice entirely different than that of the arrogant naysayer he’d been just seconds earlier. He really was amazingly tall. And she was still taken by his great scent. What was it? Vanilla and butter? She wanted to nuzzle his neck and—

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. I’m sorry,” he repeated and strode to the other side of the room.

Jo was flummoxed by his abrupt change—and by the heat that coursed through her at his touch. What was wrong with her? All evidence suggested he’d only matured into an even bigger asshole than he’d been when he first ripped her heart out, yet here she was... what? Still finding him attractive? Good grief.

You’re happily single, she reminded herself. Happily single. Happily. Single.

The surprising glow of happy hormones faded as quickly they’d sparked, and nerves cramped her stomach. Come to think of it, maybe that’s all her unsettling response to him was: nervousness she was mistaking for something else.

A popping sound pulled her out of her self-analysis.

Callum had paused mid-stride and cracked his knuckles loudly. “I’m sorry,” he said yet again. “So sorry.”

Jo’s cheeks flamed. It would look terrible if anyone interrupted them—both the color of beets, both in the middle of breakdowns.

She looked at the expensive grandfather clock standing sentry by a huge fern. Was this another one of Samantha’s games? Was her tardiness some calculated scheme, or just her usual disregard for other peoples’ time?

The other night Samantha had pretended to not know—or not to remember—that Jo and Callum had known each other, had dated, but she sure as hell knew Jo had been hurt over “some juvenile romance” (as Samantha had called it) that had run deep and held hard. And she knew Jo’s weaknesses all too well. Her stupid sentimentality. If Samantha had remembered Callum’s name when she came across it and chose him intentionally, knowing it would unhinge Jo—it was a low thing to do, but damn if it wasn’t smart, too.

Still... Samantha had seemed genuinely surprised, even irritated, when Jo and Callum recognized each other.

Well, of course she did. Wouldn’t be much of a strategy if she admitted knowing you knew each other right off, would it?

Meanwhile, Callum paced on, practically hyperventilating.

Do not give in, Jo lectured herself. Do not cave. Do not!

“Um... is there something wrong?” she finally asked, even as she kicked herself for being a sucker.

She got no reply. Callum just continued his frantic march.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered. “And it won’t work.”

Still no response, and she noted with alarm that beads of sweat had formed on his forehead, and his hair was damp and curling with perspiration. Was he a drug addict or something now? No, she was pretty sure he wasn’t. It was weird, but she thought she knew exactly what was going on with him—but then again, what were the chances they’d both end up in the same stupid boat? No, it wasn’t possible....

But what if it was? She looked at Callum again, then sighed. Whatever. It was either a ploy or it wasn’t, but she couldn’t just let him come completely undone in front of her.

She stopped Callum about three feet from his big oak desk by placing a hand on his shoulder. “Can you sit?” she asked. “Just try—and take a deep breath?”

He shook his head wordlessly.

“It’s okay if you can’t—but just try. I’ll sit, too.”

She closed her eyes, envisioned her creek, and imagined its surrounding trees and grassy bank. Willed him to feel the calm she felt when she fished—like everyone and everything was okay, or would be.

A chair creaked. She kept her eyes closed. She didn’t even open them when she heard Callum take a deep, gasping-for-oxygen breath—or, moments later, when he let out a long shuddery exhale. She didn’t know how long they sat there, but she could almost feel sun on her face, smell the slightly fishy river mud, hear the Steller’s jays chatter....

“Thank you,” he said, so quietly she almost didn’t hear him. “I... I’ve been having some anxiety issues lately.”

“You should take up fishing,” she said, eyes still closed.

“Ah, that explains—” but whatever Callum was going to say was interrupted by a buzz that made Jo jump. Callum answered the phone and became exasperated again, almost at once. “Well, come as quickly as you can.... What? No.... Fine.”

Jo opened her eyes when he hung up—to find him staring at her.

She shrugged a little. “So something’s come up and Sam can’t make it?”

“How did you know that?”

She just shook her head. “And to answer your question in a belated way, with slightly more details than you asked for... I think we will end up in court. I don’t want my uncle’s home sold. I want to honor his wishes, which were abundantly clear, if not perfectly organized detail-wise—”

Callum snorted. “That’s the understatement of the year.”

Jo’s eyes narrowed. “And yes, I think it’s a financially viable idea, even with a ‘piss poor risk’ like me attached to it.”

“I—I shouldn’t have said that—but do you understand how much money the legal mess will eat up?”

“So why don’t you talk Samantha into being a human and dropping it?”

“She just wants what your uncle intended her to have.”

“Our uncle wanted her to have about twenty-five thousand dollars, what he figured a quarter of the property was worth. He should’ve had it assessed, yes, and had an updated will that reflected the current value, yes—but he didn’t.”

“Right, he didn’t and his wording, ‘or about a quarter of the property’s worth’ is exactly your sister’s point.”

“And I’ll go with her interpretation. I’ll pay her. I’m just asking for time.”

“You don’t have time. I’m sorry. Either we come to an agreement here, or—”

“Will you at least hear me out? Samantha just sees a cash grab, and she’s being stupid. She’s paying you. She’s the one running through money—and for what? For a quarter of a price she doesn’t even know we’ll get. You said it yourself. Real estate’s in the toilet here, but there’s still money to be made, and more importantly a life to be made here, a home, a—” Jo broke off abruptly. What was she doing? Why was she spilling her personal dreams and hopes here? Next thing she knew she’d be confessing her desire for love, true love—bah, she was an idiot!

She struggled to get back to business, forcing herself to meet Callum’s gaze, despite how flustered she suddenly was. “This is a gorgeous area, with fishing, hiking, and skiing that’s second to none—all a well kept secret. With a little promotion, people will visit and bring their families. They’ll come back year after year.”

Callum’s chin lifted and one of his eyebrows rose. Encouraged, Jo rushed on. “Maybe if someone who’s not so emotionally entangled in the place hears the business plan and explains it to Sam, she’ll see that I’m not just dreaming. Come back to the house. Let me show you around—when I’m expecting you.”

“Fine.”

“Really? You mean it?” Jo jumped up, and only just managed to keep herself from grabbing his hand. Callum was very hard to read—cold and professional one minute, a bigger wreck than she was the next, and then mere seconds later, a totally human guy—even warm seeming.

“How about tomorrow afternoon, say three thirty? I’ll walk you around the place while it’s still light, then feed you dinner?” She practically tripped over her words, needing them out and for him to have agreed before he changed his mind.

Callum nodded slowly, but his brow furrowed. “You do know I’m not a banker, right? It’s not like I can give you any financial aid. You’re not pitching to me.”

Jo laughed—and hoped it wasn’t a bitter sound. “If you were a banker, I wouldn’t waste your time. As you so accurately pointed out, I won’t qualify for any loans. What you are is my last chance—person to person. If Samantha would just give me two or three years, I know I could...” Jo’s voice trailed off at the expression that took over Callum’s face. What on earth had she said that made him so sad?

“Anyway,” she finally continued. “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow. Is there anything you don’t eat?”

“Not a thing,” he said.

She was halfway out the door when she swore he said something else.

“Pardon?” she asked, turning back.

He looked up from the laptop he’d bent over the moment she’d finished talking. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything.”

He had though. Jo was certain. And it had sounded all too much like, “Don’t get your hopes up.”

Well, it was too late. She did have her hopes up. She couldn’t help it.
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A trio of fat books lay open on his desk, surrounded by a mess of papers, and both his laptop and his desktop were in use. If anyone happened by, Callum would look industrious: a carefully constructed ruse. All he could think about—all he could see—was Jo’s face when he’d laid her secrets bare. And he’d also observed the moment she passed silent judgment on him and wrote him off as a jerk—how her hurt eyes hardened and her soft lips disappeared into a tight line.

So she hated him. Not that he could blame her.

In their far past, he’d been too weak to express how he felt about her in the face of his father’s disdain and his mother’s worry. He’d taken the coward’s way out and written that stupid letter declaring his love, but postponing their plan to run off and get married and start their life together. No wonder she hadn’t bothered to respond. For years he hadn’t understood her failure to acknowledge the letter, but now he thought he did.

And here, in their present, he’d invaded her space and shown up at her house unannounced. He was pressuring her into selling her inheritance, a family home that meant more to her than a quick buck. And he’d just finished acting like a complete psycho, ranting about the room, muttering.... Yet, she’d been kind to him. Kind.

He considered how he would’ve acted if someone he’d set up a meeting with completely lost it. And he thought of how Samantha acted with far less provocation and was only further humiliated. He’d never fallen into one of his “episodes,” as he chose to refer to them, in front of anyone before except Nina—and since he figured she was partly responsible for them, she didn’t count.

Jo calmed him down—something she’d always been good at, he recalled. It was almost like she recognized what was happening to him, but then didn’t coddle him. As soon as he was fine again, she resumed arguing with him. Didn’t change the purpose of their meeting or suddenly forsake the points she wanted to make, using some lame excuse about needing to be somewhere else or something. And then, just like she still actually valued his opinion and thought he might have weight with Samantha, she’d invited him to visit.

Callum straightened in his seat, then stretched, twisting side to side. He was lying to himself if he tried to pretend any of that was why he kept dwelling on their meeting.

It had been beyond bizarre when he’d touched her. It was like he received an electric jolt, his physical reaction every bit as powerful and uncontrollable as when they were seventeen-year-olds. But that wasn’t the shocker—the shocker was that he’d felt anything all. He hadn’t been powerfully attracted to anyone since Nina.

He was “off women,” as his brother Brian always (oh-so-helpfully) told people. A truth always met with a variety of unwelcome comments.

“Well, keep him away from me then,” their friend Dave said whenever the topic came up, then laughed uproariously.

At first Brian joked back, “Well, you are pretty hot.” As the months turned into a year, turned into three years, the humor failed.

One night there’d been a beer-soaked “heart-to-heart.” Callum still cringed when he thought of it.

“You know if you really are gay, I’m all right with it,” Brian had said through the noisy din of the pub.

“Me too, buddy.”

“What?” Callum looked back and forth between his best friend and his brother, and realized they weren’t kidding.

“If our jokes made you insecure, we’re dicks and we’re sorry.”

“Good to know, thanks... but I’m not.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. And if I was, I’d be fine with it but thanks for your permission.”

“Dad thinks you are.”

“What?”

“Well, his exact wording was, ‘When’s that brother of yours going to tell me he’s a fag?’”

“Nice, really nice.”

Both Brian and Dave were still studying him.

“I’m not gay. I’m just not in the mood—and there are other things in the world beside sex, you know.”

“There are?” Brian asked, sounding almost serious.

“Are you still on antidepressants? They can do that.”

“Wow, thanks, Dave. I didn’t know you were so up on my meds. Is this what you guys do when I’m not around? Obsess about why I’m not getting any and what kind I would be getting if I was?”

Dave laughed.

Brian feigned horror. “You were on antidepressants? That is gay!”

Callum smiled. Idiots. Good enough guys, but idiots.

Brian was single and played the field in a way that put their old man to shame—but seemed happy enough. Dave was still looking in general, but currently seemed obsessed with some old flame who’d moved back to town. And himself? Well, he was—or had been until half an hour ago—totally disinterested in relationships and the headaches that came with. He recalled Jo’s smiling eyes and the pendant that rested heavily between her firm breasts—breasts he’d seen more than once, lucky him. He wondered if they still felt the same, looked the same. He’d loved the color of her nipples—

His pants were suddenly uncomfortably tight. Damn. So much for being off women. But at least it proved he wasn’t dead yet. Before he could think about what it meant—or if it meant anything—the phone rang. The caller deflated his tenuous libido as effectively as a bucket of ice water.

“So, what’s the deal?”

“Samantha?”

“Who else?”

Who else. Like she was the only client in the world. “The deal? You mean what came of the meeting?”

“Of course!”

“Well, like I said when you called the first time, it would’ve been helpful if you’d shown up, then you’d know already.”

“I knew I’d be missed, but it was unavoidable.”

Callum knew she wanted to be asked what was so important that it detained her, but he resisted. After a breathy pause, she laughed throatily. “I guess you could say I was tied up.”

He rolled his eyes. This was what he avoided staying shy of coupledom—constant, shallow games.

“So you met with Jo in all her eager, wide-eyed earnestness, I suppose?”

Jo. A memory of her naked and laughing popped into his mind. Once they’d taken turns tying each other to the wooden post of his bed with one of the silky patterned scarves she used to wear. He wondered how her sexual tastes had changed with the years, then tried very hard not to wonder—and grudgingly gave points to Samantha again. There was a certain appeal to some kinds of games....

Samantha babbled on, but he was still hung up on the concept, sister. Samantha and Jo were so different it was hard to believe they were related. Back when he and Jo were together, he’d known she had a sister—had even met her once when she was incredibly inebriated. Jo had called him to help her get Samantha home from a party gone wrong, but she’d been curled up vomiting in the backseat—and all he remembered from that night was the huge mess, sympathy for Jo, and relief that her much older, much crazier, sibling lived somewhere else. He, as he’d proven, wouldn’t have known Samantha if she walked right up and introduced herself. He wondered idly if they had the same parents or if they were only half-siblings—

“Callum, are you still there?”

“What? Oh, yeah, sorry.”

“I pay you to listen.”

“Actually, that’s not quite—”

“So what’s next?”

Good question. What was next? “Well, I’m not going to lie—”

“Wait, that makes me think you are going to.”

Callum laughed. “Seriously, Samantha. Jo, I mean your sister—”

“I know who Jo is,” Samantha interrupted dryly.

“Of course.” Callum shook his head, tried to get a grip. “She’s pretty passionate about keeping the place. And maybe she’s onto something. Maybe you’d make more money if you hold off.... Write up some agreement entitling you to a quarter of the appraised market value in three years time. If the business is successful, you—”

“Forget it. A lot of people are into that whole ‘delayed gratification’ thing, but I’m not. Definitely not. Jo could sink eons of time and buckets of money into that place, find a way to go into debt with it, and it could be worth squat. You may think I’m a cold-hearted bitch—”

Callum made appropriate “No, no, of course not” noises and realized that in doing so he was lying, just as Samantha had predicted. He sighed.

“But I’m honestly trying to help my sister. She needs to be protected from herself.”

Callum didn’t bother pointing out that Samantha had just used “honestly” the same way he had and that he suspected it meant exactly what she suggested: that her words, unconsciously or not, were less than truthful.

“So I guess you’d be opposed to me visiting the old place tomorrow to hear her plans and to have dinner?”

“What?”

Callum started to repeat himself.

“No, no, I heard you. I just can’t believe it. That duplicitous little sneak! She’s going to try to convince you into talking me out of taking this to court.”

“Well... yes. But she’s not exactly being sneaky. She told me that’s exactly what she aims to do.”

“That’s what always makes her plans so diabolical. She fesses up beforehand. Very disarming.”

Callum shook his head, but realized he was smiling. There was something hilarious, if slightly twisted, about the Kendall sisters’ relationship. He’d only known Jo as a teenager. What on earth had they been like when they were kids? Their poor parents—actually, that was strange. Neither of them had brought up their parents, only their uncle. Where were their folks?
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Jo’s cell phone buzzed the whole drive home, but she never answered calls or texts while driving, much to the complete frustration and ridicule of Samantha.

When she finally pulled into her driveway, she checked her call history and cringed. Wow, that hadn’t taken long at all. Against her better judgment, she hit 1-1 to listen to whatever Samantha had to say.

“You’re not serious,” her sister’s message shrilled. “You’re dating my lawyer? This has got to be a conflict of interest!”

Jo hit reply. The phone barely rang.

“I don’t believe you!” Samantha yelled.

Jo laughed. “Well, hello to you, too. And I’m not dating your lawyer. I’m just trying to get him to see sense—and then hopefully to pass some on to you.”

“It won’t work.”

“You’re that sure you won’t be able to have sense?”

“Very funny.”

Jo climbed out the truck and patted her thigh. Hoover jumped down and plodded after her. “Come on, Sam. Can’t we manage this without lawyers? You know I won’t rip you off.”

“Don’t call me Sam—and no, I don’t know any such thing. Money does funny things to people.”

Jo snorted at the unintentional irony in Samantha’s comment, but refrained from retorting further. Samantha’s tone softened. “I’m not trying to hurt you. In a lot of ways, your vision is wonderful—and I know you loved Ray and that old dump.”

“But?”

“But it won’t work—and you already
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