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      Joss Fuller was daydreaming about his mother’s tomato pie when lightning struck the Damselfly Inn.

      He’d watched the storm smudge the horizon on the drive into town and marveled at the tumble of thunderheads sweeping across Lake Champlain towards Thornton, Vermont. By the time he crested the last rise, heading west towards his parents’ farm on County Road, the rain was coming down hard.

      Driving into snaps of electricity and deep growls of thunder in the sky over the pastures and marshes where he'd grown up, Joss was considering a cold beer in front of some pre-season football. That, and the difference between one slice of roasted tomatoes, cheddar, basil, and his mother’s ribbon-worthy cornmeal crust, or two.

      The bolt that took out the huge maple tree in his parents’ neighbor’s side yard took Joss by surprise. His first thought was that lighting had struck the Swifts' place. His second was to haul his pickup back into the road. He'd almost ditched the truck between the distraction and the gusting wind. When the limb that shaded the house’s third floor snapped like a broken bone, leaving a steaming, ragged wound in the tree, Joss realized the lightning hadn’t hit the actual building, but the damage was done. The limb had punched its way through the old Victorian’s skin, puncturing the roof of what had once been a thoroughly neglected cluster of attic rooms, complete with clanking plumbing and shadowy gables.

      The rain would likely prevent anything from burning, but there could very well have been guests in that attic room. He’d heard from his mom that the new owner–an innkeeper–transformed the cobwebby attic into a bridal suite. Getting an invitation to see it was his mother’s new project.

      The innkeeper had become a favorite customer at the Fuller Dairy since her arrival in the valley earlier that summer. Joss wasn’t sure if his mother was trying to fix him up or whether she just liked the newcomer, but Nan Grady had been a popular topic.

      He’d noticed her around. You couldn’t not notice someone new in a town like Thornton. With the college kids mostly gone for the summer, new faces stuck out, and hers was a pretty one.

      He’d figured on making her acquaintance before too long. His best friend Jack and Jack’s sister Kate were the reason she’d relocated to Thornton. It was only a matter of time before they were all in the same place at the same time.

      He hadn’t figured on the storm intervening.

      Joss was already pulling into the Swifts’ driveway–not the Swifts’ house, the Damselfly Inn, he reminded himself as he passed the understated carved sign–when the lights started snapping on inside the house, marking a trail from the apartment over the garage, down through the kitchen and into the front hall. He was pounding on the front door when the upstairs hall lit up, but the front door was locked, and the rest of the inn stayed dark.
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      Nan Grady was tracing glossy lettering across a misdirected postcard when her house split open.

      Greetings from Myrtle Beach, S.C.! The card was a vintage-styled one, with each drop-shadowed block letter featuring a scene from the beach. She turned it over to read the note, to mull over the intended recipient. The handwriting was young–full and looping.

      
        
        Danny, it’s not this pretty where we live, but the beach is awesome. I miss you. Maybe you can come down here some time. It’s warmer than Vermont anyway. Love, Ellie

        

      

      The postcard was addressed to Danny B. (heart, flower, star), 203 County Road, Thornton, VT. It had arrived that afternoon, nearly lost in the myriad catalogs, flyers, and bills in the mail. Something about the sender’s bittersweet tone gave Nan pause. She carried it upstairs to her apartment, meaning to drop it in her purse for her next run into town. She suspected Gary at the Thornton Post Office would know precisely who Danny B. was.

      Outside, the early evening sky had gone gunmetal gray, roiling with clouds. The rain was static, punctuated by sharp cracks of thunder, and Nan could hear the wind buffeting the old house's walls. Myrtle Beach sounded like a perfect alternative to the late summer collision of weather fronts currently heaving itself down from the Adirondacks.

      The storm continued its tantrum as it drove eastward, rushing up to and over the Green Mountains like water over a spillway. Rain pelted down, blown nearly horizontal, and the huge maple tree behind the inn groaned in protest.

      There would be a mess to clean up in the yard in the morning.

      She’d come upstairs to wait out the thunderstorm in the snug comfort of her apartment over the garage.

      It was disorienting, the newness of owning this grand old house but living in two rooms that were only attached to it by the stairs off the kitchen, whose walls framed the breezeway between the house and the garage. It was a heady feeling, though, owning the gracious yellow Victorian, opening it to travelers, hosting treasured memories, making a home for herself in this town she was quickly coming to love.

      Nan turned the card over one last time, imagining thick South Carolina heat and the light tease of sea breeze. White heat lit up her living room, throwing everything into Hitchcock-esque relief for a heartbeat; when the thunder shattered the air no more than a half-second later, the lights blinked, and the house shook with the impact.

      She was on her feet and running for the stairs, pausing only to grab her Maglite from the coffee table drawer, and the card fluttered, forgotten, to rest on the braided rug.

      A cold wind tumbled down from the third floor to meet her in the foyer.

      With a hard knot of dread already forming in her stomach, she raced to the third-floor landing. She yanked open the door to the Adirondack Suite with her heart pounding.

      The scene inside the room struck her like a fist. Rain was pouring in through the remains of the gabled roof; lumber and insulation hung down like broken bones and torn flesh. The hot smell of ozone was fresh in the air. Shingles and debris littered the floor. The silk drapes whipped and snapped at the sills. A limb from the ancient maple tree that grew next to the house lay across the sleigh bed, its raw end sizzling.

      "Oh, god. No," Nan said aloud to the empty room, her voice swallowed by the storm's noise.

      She forced herself to loosen the death grip in which she held the doorknob. She forced herself to inhale and exhale. If she let herself cry, she would fall apart entirely.

      Rain was pooling in the dips and hollows of the old pine floorboards. She cast around for something to soak up the puddles, for something to catch the deluge. A paper cup, she thought with a hysteric giggle, like that song from the Eighties. The shock was making her head fuzzy. She had a bucket and towels in the hall utility closet, but what the hell was she going to do about the hole in her roof?

      Out in the hallway, she paused. Someone was banging on the front door; a voice, muffled by the storm and three floors of space, was calling. She waited, counting the thumping of her heart–one-two, one-two, one-two–but the pounding was persistent.

      She jumped when a man’s voice called her name from downstairs.

      “Miss Grady? Hello! Is anyone up there? Hello?”

      She thought of her phone, waiting for her back in her apartment. The man calling knew her name, but she had no idea who she was facing, alone in the dark house in a storm. She gripped the flashlight tightly and started slowly down the stairs.

      They all reached the second-story landing at the same time. Nan stopped short in relief. Walt Fuller, the dairy farmer from down the road, stood in the second-floor hallway in a dripping slicker and muddy boots, with a younger man in a sweatshirt and ball cap at his side.

      “Miss Grady? Are you all right?” Walt asked, catching his breath.

      Nan almost laughed at the absurdity of the question. Not by a long shot. There was a tree branch in her bridal suite. There were muddy boot tracks on the hallway runner. Panic welled up in her chest again, but she forced it down when she saw Walt’s expression. He must have heard the lightning strike, seen her roof, and come running to find out if she’d been underneath it.

      She was all right. The third floor was another story.

      “I’m fine, Mr. Fuller. The room upstairs–” She started to shake and pressed her hand against her mouth, fearing she might cry after all.

      “Come on down to the kitchen, now, Miss Grady. Molly will make tea for you, and Joss here’s going to go take a look at your damage.” Walt gestured to his companion.

      As Walt Fuller put a hand on her shoulder and steered her towards the stairs, she looked back at the younger man. His eyes were the same shade as the thunderheads outside, and he exuded quiet competence in a way that momentarily quelled the panic brewing in her belly.

      “I’ll be down in a bit.” He spoke to his father, but his eyes stayed on her.

      Molly Fuller was boiling water in the kitchen and getting out the tea and teapot.

      “I went ahead and poked around your kitchen, hon. I hope that’s okay,” Molly said to Nan before turning her eyes to her husband. “How bad is it?”

      “Joss’ll tell us in a minute. I sent him on up.” Walt joined his wife at the counter.

      Nan was out of sorts watching her neighbor commandeer her kitchen. “Mr. and Mrs. Fuller, thank you–”

      “None of that, now,” Molly interrupted. “We’ve barged into your house; we’re past formalities. I’m Molly, he’s Walt, and we’re all neighbors. We take care of our own. Now, I put a fair amount of sugar in this one. It’ll help with the shock.”

      The mug was solid and warm; the tea sweet and strong. Nan felt the panic begin to dissipate, the knot of dread loosen. She took a deep breath, then remembered her manners.

      “I hope you’ll call me Nan, then.” She watched Walt take his place next to his wife; he fit there like a missing piece. “There are cookies from Sweet Pease on a plate under that pie dome, if you’d like.”

      Molly smiled. “Your mother raised you well.”

      “My Gran, actually.” Words tumbled out, as much to fill the air as to provide them with her history. “My grandparents raised me. My mother passed away when I was small, and my father was never what you’d call present.” She flushed, feeling she’d revealed too much. “Joss... is your son?” she asked, hoping to shift the topic of conversation away from her rootless past.

      “He is,” answered Molly. “Short for Josiah. Contractor and carpenter, so you’re in good hands. He’ll get things buttoned up for you tonight, and I’m sure he’ll come back in the morning to do a proper estimate if you’d like.” Molly spoke with a certainty that brooked no refusal.

      The man himself walked into the kitchen, wiping a hand on his jeans; he carried his wet sweatshirt and hat in the other. Rain clung to his hair, leaving damp streaks on his Thornton Hornets tee as it beaded and rolled off.

      “Mom, my ears are burning.” There was a smile in his voice.

      Something like envy kindled in her heart. The Fullers had that intangible ease that came with closeness and familiarity. They were family.

      Molly introduced them, “Josiah, this is Nan Grady. Nan, our son, Josiah Fuller.”

      “A pleasure, Nan, circumstances notwithstanding.” He reached for her hand. “And please,” he said with a wry look at his mother, “Call me Joss.”

      “Joss.” She put her hand in his. Their eyes met over the handshake, and a current flared between them. His hands were calloused, warm, pleasantly rough. She wondered how they would feel sliding up her back, running through her hair.

      She was sure she must be blushing.

      “Well, son, what needs to be done tonight?” Walt asked, interrupting her wayward thoughts. She almost laughed; she was more in shock than she’d realized.

      Nan pulled her hand away, but she wasn't sure what to do with it. It took her a moment to realize that Joss was speaking to her.

      “Have you got tarps and rope? Tie-downs? I’m going to get up on the roof and cover the hole up until morning. The rain’s clearing off, but I don’t want to leave that hole exposed. You’re lucky,” he said. “There’s nothing vital in that section of ceiling and the structure’s not too badly compromised.”

      Maybe she’d imagined the heat, the spark between them. Joss didn’t seem affected by it at all. Gran had always called her an old soul. She supposed it must be true. At thirty-one, her most devoted relationship was with a century-old house, and the first good-looking man she’d taken a moment to notice in six months had set her skin humming.

      “I’ve got some tie-downs in my car, but no tarps.” She wished she’d thought to buy them on one of her many trips up to South Burlington for supplies.

      “That’s no trouble at all.” He shrugged and turned to Walt. “Pop, I’ll need to borrow some from you, and come back.”

      “I’ll help you get some from the barn,” Walt said. “Let’s not keep the poor girl up all night.”

      “I think I’ll be up anyway.” Nan sighed.

      “Nonsense, Nan,” Molly said. “I’ll stay to help you clean up.”

      Flustered by her neighbors’ generosity, Nan started to tidy the tea tin and sugar bowl. “Please, Molly, Walt.” She was embarrassed but resolute. “I can handle it tonight.”

      Molly’s gaze met hers before she got up and cleared the mugs. Nan hoped Molly understood. She needed to fall apart and pull herself back together again in peace.

      Molly rinsed out the teapot and dried her hands. She took a key from her pocket and set it on the island. “You’re going to want to put that key back under the mat.”

      Nan stared at the key as Molly bustled out the kitchen door, followed by her men. In all the panic and confusion, she hadn’t given a thought to how the Fullers had gotten into the house. She was grateful Molly Fuller had figured out where her spare key was; she supposed beneath the doormat wasn’t a very original hiding place.

      “Molly, wait!” she called. “Take the key. If I ever need it, I’ll know where to look.”

      Joss, the last to go through the kitchen door, turned and took the key from her outstretched hand.
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      Freshly clad in one of his father’s many foul-weather jackets and bearing a stack of tarps and tie-downs, Joss made his way back to the inn. The worst of the storm was past, leaving a steady, steamy rain in its wake.

      He couldn’t help but wonder how Nan was holding up. His reaction to her had surprised him.

      When he’d first seen her on the second story landing, she’d looked wild–frightened and disoriented, her eyes wide and full of panic, her fair skin ghostly with shock. Between the strain of the accident and their unannounced entry, she’d been entitled to at least that much.

      He’d been impressed, later, down in the kitchen when she’d pulled herself together enough to offer cookies to his parents. He’d heard her making small talk with them before he’d come into the kitchen. She reminded him of a Jane Austen heroine, observing the social niceties, no matter the miserable situations in which she found herself.

      Most surprising had been the tug of lust he’d felt when she shook his hand. He’d felt that casual touch all the way to his gut, and by the time his father had spoken, his mind had hitched her up onto the kitchen island and buried his hands in her hair, all the better to kiss the color back into her face.

      What kind of jackass had fantasies about women in shock?

      Joss walked up the granite slab steps to the kitchen door and was about to knock when he saw her through the glass, sitting on a stool with her back to the door, head down on her arms on the kitchen island, the long line of her neck laid bare, her shoulders shuddering.

      Good lord, she’s crying.

      He took a deep breath and steeled himself. Tears weren’t his forté.
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      While the rain outside slowed, and the wind continued to push the front eastward, Nan allowed herself to fall apart. She’d meant to at least go back upstairs and look again at the damage with a calmer eye, but as soon as her neighbors were gone, she’d succumbed to five minutes of raw weeping. The house settled around her, along with a deep longing for her grandmother. When storms had frightened her as a child, Gran had braided her then-long hair and told her it was angels bowling, that Gabriel got a strike.

      Three concise knocks on the kitchen door yanked Nan out of her weeping. Her sleeve was soaked from crying, and her head ached fiercely. She swiped at her wet eyes and stood, her back still to the door. Knowing it was Joss at the door didn’t make her feel better about the ugly tears, no matter that he was here to help her out of her mess. She crossed the kitchen, drew a steadying breath, and opened the door.

      He looked like the type to rescue innkeepers in distress.

      The air outside had the crisp clarity a storm left behind. In the glow of the carriage lantern outside the door, he was dazzling. His dark hair, just a little overdue for a trim and shot through with caramel, curled a touch at the tips and framed his face, the way her hands suddenly longed to do.

      He needed a shave; the day’s stubble threw his mouth into stark contrast. He had a strong jaw and a lush lower lip. He smiled, and she noted one slightly crooked tooth.

      God, I must look like a wreck, staring at his mouth like a fool while he stands on my wet kitchen steps.

      She forced herself to meet his eyes. “Come in.”

      When he stepped into her kitchen, the same jolt of attraction whipped through her, settling low in her abdomen and radiating warmth.

      “I’ll be a while on the roof.” He took a moment to wipe his feet on the mat. “You going to be okay?”

      “Of course.” She appreciated the small measure of dignity he afforded her by not mentioning that he’d caught her crying–almost as much as she appreciated the clean boot soles. “I have some calls to make.”

      He headed up the stairs, carrying a tool bag and the tarps. Nan gave in to the temptation to watch him climb the stairs. The rear view didn’t disappoint.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t be all bad to have someone around fixing the roof.

      While Joss was up on the third floor, Nan made the necessary call to her insurance company to report the incident. She hung up the phone with no clear recollection of what she'd said to the company representative. Molly's tea must have worn off.

      She stared at her phone for a moment, knowing there was one other person who would need to hear the news first from her.

      Given Kate Pease’s high position in the gossip chain, it would have to be soon.

      Joss was back, damp and disheveled, by the time she’d pressed send on the text to her best friend. “It’s covered up well enough for now, and I looked everything over. I can work up an estimate for you and bring it by in the morning.”

      The woman and the innkeeper inside her waged a quick battle over simply hiring him on the spot, just to have him to look at for a few weeks.

      The innkeeper won out, but only barely. “An estimate would be great.”

      “If you want me to do the work, I can probably shuffle a few other jobs around, and start by Tuesday.” Joss glanced back into the foyer toward the stairs. “You don’t want to risk any more water damage.”

      “Someone will be out from the insurance company tomorrow. Then I’ll know my budget.” Nan sighed. “I have to get the suite repaired as soon as possible. Lost bookings cost me a lot more than just the construction bills.”

      “I can take care of you, Nan.”

      The unintentional double meaning hung in the air for a moment. Nan thought she could easily drown in those gray eyes.

      Joss reached down for his bag; his expression was cloudy. “I should let you get some sleep.” Straightening, he nudged open the screen door and disappeared into the night.
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      When Kate’s hot pink minivan screeched to a halt in the driveway not an hour later, Nan nearly collapsed with relief.

      Kate Pease paused in the driveway, shading her eyes against the flood lamps, assessing the damage. Despite ten years of friendship, Nan's best friend's beauty often astonished her. Where Nan was short and curvy, Kate was all long, lean lines. Kate wore her mane of rich brown waves long and loose, in contrast to Nan’s short, mousy layers.

      Kate was half the county’s dream girl, born and bred in Thornton, gone off to Paris to study pastry after culinary school, and back again to take over the local bakery. Beautiful, familiar, but just a bit out of reach; she flirted as easily as she breathed.

      Kate came through the kitchen door a moment later. “You okay, sugar plum?”

      “I don’t even know where to begin. Maybe with, there’s half a tree in my Adirondack Suite?”

      Kate wrapped her in a warm hug. Nan leaned into the woman who’d been the closest thing to family she’d known since her grandparents’ passing.

      Kate released her with a gentle squeeze and seated herself at the kitchen island. “You know that doesn’t actually happen to people, right? Have you called anyone else to help out?”

      “I’m fine,” Nan replied. “I didn’t call anyone…”

      Kate frowned slightly, but Nan cut her off.

      “I did get a visit from Joss Fuller. He was driving by and saw the whole thing. His parents turned up a couple minutes behind him.” Nan pulled a stool out and perched next to Kate. “They were so nice about everything. Joss got up on the roof and shored things up until morning. He said he’d get me an estimate.”

      “Joss is going to be working here?” Kate clapped her hands. “Nice.”

      Nan shot down Kate’s glee. “I haven’t hired him yet. He only left an hour ago.”

      “You should. He’ll draw in every female in a fifty-mile radius. You’ll be booked into next year with gawkers. That man is a fox.”

      “You know him well?” Nan hated that she sounded like a schoolgirl with a crush.

      “Hell, yes.” Kate chuckled. “I grew up with Joss. My brother was friends with him all through school. Still is friends with him. They hang out when Jack comes home.”

      Nan wracked her brain. She would have remembered Joss from amongst Jack Pease’s friends. “How have I not met him?”

      “I guess we’ve all been busy this summer. And I don’t really hang out with him unless Jack’s in town.”

      “Which has been exactly once since I bought the place.”

      Kate rolled her eyes dramatically. “I know. Jack’s awful, but we love him anyway.”

      “True story.” Nan laughed. Nan knew Kate loved her older brother as fiercely as she teased him and that Jack inspired a wide and loyal circle of friends.

      Kate went on. “Joss has always been a nice guy. Nice and stupidly good-looking. He was an object of desire for pretty much every girl I knew. Now he’s got that builds-stuff, works-with-his-hands, rugged thing going. Totally fatal.”

      “I owe him for bailing me out tonight.”

      “You should pay him back with dinner à deux.” Kate toyed with one of the mugs still left out on the island, pinning Nan with a matchmaker’s gleaming eye.

      Nan snorted, trying to keep her cheeks from flaming. “Hardly.”

      “You’ve got to call me when he’s up there wearing a tool belt because I swear to God I’m coming back over.”

      Nan laughed out loud. She didn’t doubt Kate would do exactly that if given the opportunity. “You should come over tomorrow after you close. We’ll have a girls’ night.”

      “You’re on,” said Kate. “See if you can’t get Joss started on the roof by then. He can work late; we can turn on the floodlights and have drinks on the lawn with binoculars.”

      “We’ll need snacks, in that case. And blankets. It’s getting chilly at night these days.”

      “Maybe,” Kate teased, “I’ll test out some new muffin varieties on you.”

      “You only love me because I’m your guinea pig.” Nan sighed.

      “And because you’ll have a hot contractor working on site.”

      “I haven’t hired him,” Nan reminded her.

      “You will. He’s yummy and the best guy for the job.”

      “I’m fairly certain the ‘yummy’ factor shouldn’t matter,” Nan countered.

      Kate giggled. “It very much should.”  She looked hard at Nan for a moment, eyes crinkling at the corners in concentration. “You know what? We should have a salon day. Wednesday’s the day Allison is here?”

      “Amanda.”

      “Amanda, right.” Kate plucked at Nan’s shaggy hair. “You, my friend, need a cut, and some highlights.”

      Nan ducked away from Kate’s critical grooming. “It’s not that bad.”

      “How long has it been?” Kate pursed her lips in a way that made Nan recall Kate’s mother disapproving of the chaos of their dorm room.

      “Not that long?” Nan counted back. “We had breakfast at that diner you love in Charlotte.”

      Kate pushed back from the island. “That was when you first moved in. At the beginning of the summer. And your hair is too short to neglect like that.” Kate rummaged in her purse, pulling out her car keys. “Are you empty tonight?”

      “What?” Nan stared at Kate, scrambling to keep up. She switched topics so fast Nan’s head spun. “For now, I am. Elisha is due in from New York tonight, but there’s no one else booked in. Why?”

      “That diner stays open until midnight on Saturdays. We are going to get some Commiseration Waffles.”
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      The last of the storm was gone, and the clouds were parting to reveal the sparkle of the late-summer constellations. Kate drove, making it to the strip mall greasy spoon she loved in a shocking twenty minutes. She played the music loud, and they sang along as the night-washed pastures and hillsides passed beyond the windows.

      Nan climbed out of the car feeling like her troubles couldn’t possibly catch up to her. “You’re going to get arrested one of these days.”

      “Nah.” Kate breezed towards the entrance. Inside, there were few seats to be had. The diner was lit up like Christmas, glowing warmly in the violet evening. Kate held the door for Nan. “I went to prom with the Deputy Sheriff.”

      They were seated by the front windows and handed menus. The booths on either side were packed full of teens and summer students from the college, laughing and finishing the remains of late-night feasts. Nan felt suddenly ancient, and the weight of the night’s damage pressed down on her like a yoke.

      Kate reached over and squeezed Nan’s hand. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Kate never missed a trick. Nan was always amazed by her best friend’s ability to read her.

      “Is it?” Nan toyed with the trifold menu’s laminated edge.

      Kate snapped hers closed just as the waitress, a pin-up brunette in a roller derby tee and denim mini skirt, came over with coffee and water. Kate ordered a breakfast sampler to share, then turned to Nan with her Serious Face on.

      “Your insurance will cover the damage. Joss won’t fleece you.”

      “No. I know,” Nan said. “It’s just that right now what I don’t need is people getting spooked by some freak accident and canceling, or even the lost bookings for the time that Joss–” She caught herself mid-sentence. She hadn’t hired him yet. “That there’s work being done.”

      “You know you can always ask for help.” Kate doctored her coffee, heavy on the cream. “My parents, Jack, me. We’ll all help.”

      Grateful tears pricked Nan’s eyes. Her crying jag was only a few hours in the rearview. “Thanks, Kate. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      The booth was jostled a little as the cohort of high-schoolers made their noisy exit. One of them waved at Kate. “Hey, Miss Pease!”

      Kate gave the girl a nod and a smile. “Hey, Kelsey.”

      The group paused to observe them before loudly wondering why Kelsey bothered with “the bakery lady.” Kate returned to her coffee with an eye roll, but Nan felt, not for the first time, as though she would never be known the way Kate was–even if being known meant being “the inn lady.” No matter how long she stayed.

      Again, Kate caught the shift in her mood.

      “Cheer up. There is some serious breakfast food coming our way.” She pushed the coffee and water out of the way for the massive plate of mini-waffles, bacon, sausage, and sunny-side-up eggs their waitress set down in the center of the table.

      Nan picked a thick slice of bacon from the plate and did her best to shake off her fears. “I can’t argue with that logic.”
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      Nan’s Saturday was long, weighed down by work and a heavy sky.

      She hauled her ShopVac up through the empty inn to the third floor after an early breakfast. Her only guest being more of a lodger and out of town for a few days was a saving grace. It meant not worrying about making a horrendous racket–or cursing like a sailor–while she did what she could to get the third floor cleaned up.

      She’d waited until nine to call Anneliese Thompson, the wedding planner who was her best referral source and newest friend.

      It was late notice, but Nan hoped Anna could help soothe any ruffled feathers resulting from moving the weekend’s wedding couple to one of the downstairs rooms. Nan appreciated Anneliese’s gift for connecting with people. Her much-coveted services were a fantastic asset to The Damselfly. That Anna had become a friend over the summer was a warm beginning to Nan’s new life in Thornton.

      Anneliese answered on the first ring.

      “Anneliese? It’s Nan Grady. I hope I didn’t wake Chloe?”

      “No.” Anneliese laughed. “She’s up with the sun, and my parents took her swimming at the State Park this morning. What can I do for you?”

      “I have a small hitch with this weekend’s wedding party. I don’t have a bridal suite.”

      “What?”

      Nan gave Anneliese the worst of the news.

      Anna’s voice through the receiver was thick with concern. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, I promise.” Nan pressed her knuckles to her temples, glad Anneliese couldn’t see her pale skin and bruised eyes. She didn’t look fine, and she knew it.

      “I’ll call the Grants right now and explain. I’m sure Rebecca won’t mind too much. She’s been such an easy bride so far.”

      “Thank you.” Nan let a measure of tension go from the knot between her shoulder blades. “I’m up to my neck in cleanup.”

      “Hey?” This time, Anneliese’s concern came through with a touch of snark. “Is Professor Barbie okay?”

      Nan giggled in spite of herself. “That’s mean. She wasn’t even here. She’s been in New York for a few days.”

      “Do you need a referral for a contractor? My cousin–”

      “Actually, I think I found one. My next-door neighbors’ son was over here with them right after it happened. Do you know the Fullers?”

      It was Anneliese’s turn to giggle. “Molly is my mother's cousin, which makes Joss my second cousin.”

      “Of course he is.”

      Anneliese’s tone was indulgent. “One of these days, you’ll know everyone here, too.”

      Nan blew out a breath. “So you say.”

      She hung up feeling like she just might make it through the weekend.

      After snatching an hour of restless sleep, she’d readied the five rooms on the second floor for check-in before the representative from her insurance agency had arrived.

      Only one thing remained to take care of in the ravaged bridal suite. Nan carried a stack of old sheets upstairs with a heavy heart. Before Joss–assuming she hired him–could do any work, she’d have to move everything out of the way.

      The tarps gave the room an alien, blue cast. Nan drifted for a moment.

      She trailed her hand along the natural cherry-wood sleigh bed, draped it in a white cotton sheet, and caught her reflection in the repainted Victorian mirror in the en suite bathroom. Mourning the wilted freesias she’d arranged the day before in a now tipped-over milk-glass vase, she tossed the dead flowers into the trash. The vase she wrapped in the hand-embroidered dresser scarf she’d bought at a church tag sale and tucked into her laundry basket to take it downstairs. It was whole, as was all of the furniture by some miracle. As was she.

      With the clarity of renewed perspective, she looked critically at the space. She was whole, and it was a room. A room she would have repaired.

      The third story of the house was smaller than the two main levels, and there was already a full bathroom tucked into the gable. Nan had known the first time she’d seen the house that with a lot of cleaning and some elbow grease, she could transform the two small rooms into a bedroom and sitting room.

      She’d poured her heart into the third floor, creating a haven for fairytale romance. Splurging on satiny cotton linens for the bed and oversized, lush towels in the bath, searching antique shops and flea markets for the chaise and loveseat in the sitting room, she’s spun her dreams of romance and luxury and her inherent practicality into a snug retreat.

      The arrival of a pickup truck in the parking lot interrupted her thoughts.

      It was chilly under the tarped-off ceiling, but the sight of Joss in his broken-in denim and Thornton College tee shirt had pooled warmth in her belly like a shot of whiskey. She watched him take the porch stairs two at a time and heard the metallic clunk of the mailbox lid. His immediate departure replaced that warmth with something like disappointment.

      Anneliese had worked her magic, even with the forecast, which called for clearing skies and milder temperatures by evening. When Nan checked in the bridal party, the bride’s mother cooed over the inn, expressing her sympathy over her storm-damaged room and volunteering her husband to help out. Nan reassured her that she had everything under control.

      When the bridesmaids left to prepare with the hairdresser, she almost believed she did.

      Nan prepared a light tea for the bridal party and a snack on the back terrace for the men before covering and moving furniture in the Adirondack Suite for a few more hours. Dried out and cleaned up, with the hole covered, the situation didn’t seem so dire. The one thing she didn’t do was look over the books. The potential lost bookings and repair costs would still await her come Monday. For now, she would bury her head in the sand.

      She opened the windows a little to let in some cool air and turned up the Mozart violin sonata she’d been playing for the bridal party tea.

      In the quiet moments after the sunset had faded into cricket song and stars, Nan took a novel to her office to wait for the wedding party to return from the reception. She tried to concentrate on the story–a lavish and somewhat silly historical romance about a lady pirate and a devastatingly handsome, spoiled gentleman she’s robbed and kidnapped–but she kept imagining Rebecca Grant in her wedding gown, dancing with her new husband.

      Rebecca left the Damselfly Inn in a long gray limousine, parents and bridesmaids in tow. She made a lovely bride with her nearly waist-length red curls and green eyes, simple strapless gown with silver embroidery, and amethyst jewelry. Her lavender-clad bridesmaids completed the flawless vision.

      Nan pushed a few limp strands of hair off her forehead. Thoughts of the striking bride, tall, slim, and glowing with happiness, reminded her of everything she wasn't. She wasn't tall; she certainly wasn't willowy. Her style–though Kate might argue the use of that term–was practical and easy, hardly romantic.

      She smiled, remembering the father of the bride, eyes shining, in his black formalwear as he ushered his wife, daughter, and entourage into the limousine. His weathered hand on his wife’s violet silk wrap touched an achy spot on Nan’s heart.

      Her own mother, lost long ago to vices she’d been unable to overcome, would never wear silk to her wedding. Her father, lost even longer ago to the lure of quick cash and short cons, was an unlikely escort down any aisle. Despite living with both of them until she was two, she only remembered seeing her father once in her twenty-eight years.

      One afternoon when she was small, he had come to find her at her grandparents. Her grandfather had stood on the front porch with a thirty-ought-six leaning against the wall behind him and quietly told her father he wasn’t welcome. She’d never told Granddad she’d seen her father get out of his car and start up the sandy driveway.

      Nan envied the bride’s beauty and loving father but summoned her pride in The Damselfly and whispered her dreams to herself like a mantra. That night, her inn would shelter newlyweds. Tomorrow, when the bride and groom ate their first breakfast together as man and wife, it would be from her kitchen. And that would be enough for now.

      She’d been up to Thornton College several times since arriving in town, so she could picture the ceremony in the chapel. They were to be married by the professor who’d introduced them years ago, a man who was also a Justice of the Peace. They would dance and eat Kate’s cake under a tent on the Chapel Lawn.

      She shouldn’t spend so much time poring over wedding details with Anneliese. The visions Anna painted became a too-vivid backdrop for daydreams. She could clearly see herself wearing a gown and dancing under a fairy-lit tent, Kate in a fabulous cocktail dress, romancing some handsome, hapless wedding guest. When the groom, tall and strong in white tie, his gray eyes twinkling in the fairy lights, took her in his arms for their first dance, he bore a striking resemblance to Joss Fuller.

      The rough hand on her cheek and the mouth on hers became Joss’s as her fantasy spun out.

      The daydream was dissolved by the laughter of the bridal party returning. Nan put aside the barely-read book and stood up. From her office doorway, she caught a glimpse of the groom sweeping the bride up the stairs. There was a delighted giggle, then applause from the foyer.

      None of the bridal party saw her standing there as they made their way upstairs to their rooms. Nan quietly locked the front door and went to her apartment, resolved not to indulge in adolescent wedding fantasies about men she barely knew, even if she was half-asleep at the time.
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      Joss would have preferred to spend Saturday night at his cabin in the woods of Catmint Gap, but his mother had asked him to fix her screen door. He'd surrendered when she offered him the leftover tomato pie he hadn’t gotten the night before. His stomach growled hopefully; his mother was the best cook in three counties and had the fair ribbons to prove it.

      On his way to his parents’ place, Joss slowed as he passed the Damselfly Inn. Before the storm, he'd passed the Swifts' former home almost daily, noting the new owner's progress with mild curiosity, enjoying the Victorian's fresh coat of bright yellow paint, Mrs. Swift's perennial beds looking tidy and well kept, and the new carved sign out front. He’d recognized the artistry that proclaimed the Damselfly Inn’s presence; the local carver was a friend and occasional employee.

      He’d done some handyman work on the house in recent years when the maintenance was too much for Mr. Swift. He’d watched the Swifts’ grandkids grow up, just a few years behind him, and he knew the property like the back of his hand. It pleased him that the new owner kept Mrs. Swift’s flowers.

      Joss wondered if Nan knew the house’s story. His grandfather’s grandfather had owned the land on which it sat and been the one to sell off the parcel to the railway heiress who’d commissioned the three-story Victorian, complete with a carriage house, servants’ rooms in the attic, and five bedrooms, each with a private bath. A shocking amount of excess, previously unheard of in the valley. He made a note to ask her if she knew about Faye Bartram.

      Joss pulled into his parents’ driveway and looked back at the house, more curious now about its proprietor.

      He slipped his feet into the indoor moccasins his mother insisted on and found his parents in the parlor.

      “Mom, Pop,” he said, dropping down on the couch with his mother.

      “Don’t get comfortable, Joss. That screen door is driving me crazy, and yesterday’s storm didn’t help.” Molly said. “I’ve had flies in the kitchen all week.”

      He picked himself up, kissed his mother on the cheek, and assessed the situation on the back screen door.

      With the door off the hinges and laid across a pair of ancient sawhorses from the barn, he set to work with his hand-planer. In the still air, he heard the faint strains of violins floating from the direction of the Swifts’–he corrected himself–the Damselfly Inn.

      He hadn’t met Nan Grady before last night, but he knew from his parents that she bought her milk and eggs from their farm. He knew she was friendly with Katie Pease. Town gossip reported that she had been frequenting tag sales and craft shows all summer, making friends with local artisans.

      His cousin’s teenage son, Ian, and some of his friends had done some mowing and painting when she’d moved in. From Ian, he knew she paid fairly and fed the boys well.

      She hadn’t called him or any of the tradesmen he knew, so he assumed she hadn’t needed carpentry. He knew the house was in good shape. Getting it ready for paying guests should have required little more than landscaping and paint, but she must have taken care of that little on her own.

      Before too long, he imagined she would need a referral for something. The windows weren’t new, and neither was the water heater. It would only be neighborly to drop in and offer some advice, assuming she was still willing to speak to him after seeing his bid on the third-floor repairs.

      With the screen door snugly back in place, Joss joined his parents in the kitchen. His mom brought the tomato pie and a radish salad to the dining room table.

      “Go wash up, Joss. And bring the pitcher of lemonade with you when you come back.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a wry smile, earning a withering look from his mother.

      Once Joss had brought his parents up to speed on his current projects–and helped himself to a third slice of tomato pie, talk came around to the rest of the family.

      “Your cousin came by this week,” Molly said.

      “Which one?” He was related on both sides to big families, most of whom were still in the county. His cousins numbered in the dozens.

      “Anneliese.”

      “How is she?” he asked.

      “She looks better, less haunted,” Molly said. “And that Chloe is just a sweetheart.”

      “She’s a great kid,” Joss agreed.

      “Anna referred a wedding party to our new neighbor. Seems she’s impressed with the inn’s potential,” Molly added.

      “Seems everyone met your new neighbor but me,” he said.

      “Nan’s a nice girl,” his father remarked.

      “Your father’s got a bit of a crush,” Molly teased. Walt’s ears went pink. Joss laughed.

      “She puts me in mind of a pretty brunette I married.” Walt reached for the pie dish.

      “Oh, you.” Molly flushed like a school girl.

      “Mom, can I take your plate?” Joss asked, half-standing with his own empty plate in hand. “I’ll start the dishes.”

      “You’ll stay and let me beat you at Gin, Joss?” his mother teased as he started the warm water.

      “Sure, Mom.”

      He took his time with the dishes, contemplating the view of his parents’ nearest neighbor. Though the inky silhouettes of the evergreens between the two houses obscured his view, Joss could see lights burning on the front porch and in the west-facing corner room on the first floor of The Damselfly. He wondered, assuming it was Nan with the lights on, what kept her in that one room when every other light in the house was dark.

      His mother pulled him out of his reverie. “Josiah, did you fall into the sink? These cards aren’t very good at dealing themselves, and your father’s about to fall asleep.”

      Staying for a game of gin-rummy with his folks was hardly a hardship, and he would stop at the market on his way back up the mountain. A steak, a good beer, some loud music, and his drafting table sounded like the perfect way to spend a Sunday.
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      The voice ringing out across the market was the kind a smart man avoided. For Joss, it was a more dangerous sound than any he knew. In a small town market, when you were the only man–hell, the only other person–shopping, and that kind of voice called your name, even a smart man had to answer. Answer, and know who he was speaking to.

      “Joss?” the voice trilled. “Joss Fuller?”

      The voice was attached to a blonde, steaming his way like an aerobically sculpted cruise ship.

      “Yes,” he replied, eyeing the blond warily. In his basket was a six-pack of copper ale and a New York strip; dead giveaway, he realized, for a single guy with no pressing social engagements for the rest of the weekend.

      The cashier was a few steps away. He cast a glance at the nearby shelves, hoping for a distraction. There was something familiar about her, but his memory couldn’t place her.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t remember me, Joss.” Her smile gleamed; her lips were perfect. “Elisha McNair? We had a class together, first semester at Thornton?”

      Elisha. The woman coalesced with the girl in his memory. He’d dropped into the seat next to hers in an English Literature Survey lecture. Her ponytail had swung fetchingly over her shoulder, and
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