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This book is dedicated to the woman who read the first book to me. In loving memory of a great woman and teacher...Thank you, Mom.
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Prologue

Megan Kimble has finally freed herself from years of abuse at the hands of her ex. Now she can finally start a new life and figure out just who she really is. When her brother Matt dies suddenly, she takes a big risk and moves cross country to live in his house and take over his new business. This could be the chance she’s needed. There’s only one problem now. She can’t seem to escape the irresistible charm of her departed brother’s best friend.

Todd Jordan just lost his best friend and business partner. Watching Matt’s sister move into town, his attraction to her is instant. Can he prove to her that all men are not the same, and resist his own desires as she learns to trust again? Overcoming the odds is just part of their journey. The two must first survive a fateful visit from Megan’s ex to have any chance at happiness.
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As the sun disappeared behind a dark cloud, a white sedan crept slowly down the winding road. A wall of trees on either side gave the impression that the only way out was to forge ahead. The black pavement weaved around tight bends, up and down  rolling hills. To witness the scene from above, it would appear similar to a white mouse running through a maze, no doubt on its way to find some cheese. 

Several minutes had passed since the last open field. Every now and then a quick glance of a farmhouse or a barn would appear. But for now the only view was the gray of the sky, the green of the trees, and the dark surface of the road. 

The car was traveling toward freedom which had come at the worst price: death.

Megan Kimble had just lost the last of her family.

Hours later, the sun peeked out of the clouds, landing on the small crowd gathered around a casket. Mist and fog hung in the afternoon air. The sun's rays made the hill overlooking the small town of Pride, Oregon, appear to be cut off from civilization. Like an island floating in a sea of fog. Not a sound came from the gathered mourners. Each person stood with their head down, looking at the dark, wet wood of the casket. 

Megan stood in front of the crowd. She was a young woman dressed in a dark skirt and a black rain coat. Her head looked downward as tears silently rolled down her cheeks. Her long blonde hair was neatly tied back with a clip, away from her face. The right sleeve of her coat hung empty as her arm tucked close to her body; encased in a white cast from her upper arm to just above her wrist. 

Looking up, she gazed around the cemetery, not really noticing the people, only the old and crumbled headstones. Her eyes paused on a tall figure in the distance which appeared to hover above the mist. Blinking a few times to clear the moisture from her eyes, she realized it was a huge headstone in the shape of an angel with arms outstretched toward the heavens. It seemed to be reaching up in desperation, in need of a helping hand to ascend above. 

Her thoughts drifted to Matt and she looked back down at the casket, he had always called her his little angel. Looking at the simple wooden casket through teary eyes, she remembered her brother’s face as it looked fifteen years ago. That was when she had awakened in a hospital bed with her young body covered in bruises; the memories of violence by her father’s hand gone, along with their parents lives. 

Matt had been the first face she remembered seeing in the cold sterile room. She watched as his face was streaked with tears, his eyes red as he comforted her, “Little Meg, everything will be okay. I’ll take care of you now. Don’t worry my little Angel.” 

Her thoughts snapped back to the cemetery as they began to lower the casket into the wet ground. What had she ever done to deserve such a great brother? What had she ever given back to him? He’d given up everything for her, yet she couldn’t think of one thing she’d given him, except lies. 

Feeling hopeless and isolated as she watched them lower her brother's casket, she began to wonder what she had left to live for. Why continue? She was all alone now, and no one left to share her life with. Realizing it was probably Derek’s influence causing her dark thoughts, she tensed. Lifting her head, she tried to dismiss the thoughts of her ex-husband. He didn’t matter anymore, she told herself. He was out of her life forever.

At that moment, as she stood in the old cemetery surrounded by a hundred strangers, she felt utterly alone. Matt had been her family, well the only family that had really mattered. She had an aunt somewhere, but she hadn’t seen or heard from the woman in over fifteen years. 

Glancing over she noticed the priest walking towards her and quickly wiped the tears from her face. He was a short, stout man who was dressed in long, black robes. He wore a wide-brimmed hat which covered his curly silver hair, his face seemed gentle and kind. She could see that his eyes were red from his own tears. He had been very generous in the words he'd spoken about her brother during the short service. 

She wasn’t Catholic. Neither was her brother, but at this point she wasn’t going to object. It had been a wonderful service and so many people had turned out. She didn’t know who had organized the service, but was sure that the priest had a big hand in it. 

“Hello dear, I’m Father Michael. We spoke on the phone a few days ago,” he said, as he took her by the hand. His hands were warm and comforting. “Matt was such a nice young man, I’ll miss him dearly.” 

“Thank you, I’m sorry I wasn’t able to get here sooner. I would have helped you plan his service...” 

“Don’t mention it,” the Father interrupted, “besides we all pitched in to help, that’s the wonderful thing about small towns.” He smiled and patted her hand a little. “The people in Pride don’t usually take too much to strangers, but Matt just fit in. He became part of the family you might say. I know he wasn’t Catholic, but he did enjoy a good sermon, and always attended our social events. Your brother was very well liked around here.” 

It didn’t sound like he was talking about her brother. Matt had always been somewhat of a loner and had never really taken to crowds. But then again, they'd grown apart from each other when he moved out west to Oregon. 

As the Father continued talking to her about Matt and the town of Pride, she started looking around at the crowd of strangers in the muddy cemetery. It appeared that the whole town had braved the wet weather for her brother’s funeral. There were numerous faces both young and old, many weather-worn from years on local fishing boats. She was used to being in crowds, having lived in a large city most of her life, but now it felt like every set of eyes were on her. 

Shaking her head clear and taking another look around, she could see that, in fact, almost no one was looking directly at her. As her eyes scanned around, something else caught her gaze. A pair of the lightest silver-blue eyes she’d ever seen were looking back at her through the crowd. Maybe it was because the man stood a head taller than everyone else around him, or maybe it was the fact that he was the only one who was actually staring directly at her. But for a moment, she forgot everything, including blinking. 

The man had dark brown wavy hair which was a little long and reached over his coat collar. From what she could see of him under his leather coat, he appeared to be thin. His face could have easily been etched in marble and put on display. His jaw was strong with the smallest of clefts in his chin. His lips were full and his nose was straight, but it was his eyes that caught her attention again. He was staring at her like he wanted to say something to her from across the crowded cemetery. 

When Father Michael stepped between them, he broke the trance she'd been in. Blinking, she tried to re-focus on the short priest. He was attempting to encourage her to stop by the church for services sometime. 

“Megan, I feel like you're already part of the flock. I’m sure we’ll be seeing you next week. If there is anything we can do for you, just let me know,” the Father said while patting her hand. “You will let us know if you need any help moving in, what with your hurt arm and all.” 

She looked down at her right arm enclosed in the white cast. She had it tucked closely under her rain coat, which she had left unzipped. The pain was a dull throb now, but that didn’t make the terrible memories go away. 

“The Jordans are your nearest neighbors. They were very good friends of Matt’s. The two boys are young and strong. I’m sure they’ll be glad to come down and help you move in your things.” There was a match-making look in the man’s eyes that had her trying to take a step backwards, but, her hand was still engulfed by his larger one. “And I’m sure their sister is looking forward to getting them out of her hair for a few hours,” he said with a wink. 

“Thank you, Father. I’ll try to stop by the church for services. I don’t have much to move in, only a few bags, but thank you anyway for offering.” It was the truth. Megan had sold what little furniture she had left. In fact, she’d been living out of her suitcase for the past few weeks. 

“Well now, if you change your mind, let me know,” he said, patting her hand one more time. 

Just then a stout woman walked up to them. She had on a very bright blue dress covered in white flowers. Over it she had a slick black rain coat that covered only half of the dress, and half of the woman. She reminded Megan of a peacock all dressed up with its feathers ruffled. 

“Father Michael, you let go of that girl’s hand so I can shake it. It’s a great pleasure to finally meet you, Megan,” the woman said while shaking her hand with a firm, warm grip, “I’m Patty O’Neil, I run the local grocery store. I’ve heard lots about you from your dearly-departed brother, God bless him.” The woman quickly crossed herself and continued, “I’m sure proud to finally meet you. O’Neil’s Grocery, it’s right down on Main Street. You can’t miss it,” she said. “It’s been in my family for generations. Well, if there is anything we can do...” she trailed off as the next person approached her. 

And so it went, the entire town shaking her hand and offering their help in any manner possible. 
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Todd Jordan silently watched Matt’s younger sister. He’d recognized her instantly from the picture Matt had kept on his desk. She was a lot thinner than her pictures and looked a great deal more paler. She looked lost. Her broken arm which she held closely against her tiny body, made her look even more so. He’d scanned her from head to toe when she arrived at the cemetery. The rain coat she wore reached halfway down her slender body, and her heels looked very sensible as they sat halfway sunk in the mud. 

He remembered Matt telling him that she was recently divorced, but couldn’t remember any more details. All he knew was that his friend hadn’t been happy about the circumstances. His thoughts were interrupted when Father Michael approached him. 

“Well now, young Todd.” The Father always called him “young” even though he was now in his mid-thirties. “It’s a shame, yes sir, her heart is broken. It would be your duty, as Matt’s best friend, to make sure you and your family help her settle in. Such a lovely thing, too. To think she’ll be living in that old, drafty house all by herself.” The Father shook his head.

Matt’s house wasn’t drafty, if anything, it was in better shape than his own. He could tell the good Father was probably up to his old match-making schemes. 

“And to think, the poor girl will be moving in all by herself, and in the state she’s in, too. She could hardly shake my hand.” Here it comes, he thought as his gaze once again swept over to where the object of their conversation stood. She was now surrounded by half the town and looked very lost. 

“You need to do the right thing by Matt and make sure his little sister gets settled in safely. God has some answers for her. She’s come halfway across the world all alone to bury her poor brother.” Father Michael shook his head. “I want you to promise me that you and your family will stop by the house often, you hear me?” he said with a sad look on his face. 

Todd’s gaze swept back to the Father’s, he knew that look, it was the same look he and a friend had gotten in high school for sneaking in to the cemetery with the Blake girls to try to scare them on Halloween night. The father had tried to scold them, but the entire time he was laughing at them instead.

“Yes, Father,” he murmured. Father Michael nodded his head, then turned away to greet another group of people. 

Todd looked back over at Megan and saw that she was even paler than before. Reaching over, he grabbed his sister’s arm as she was walking past him and nodded in Megan’s direction. 

“Someone needs to go save her,” he said under his breath. 

“What do you suggest I do?” Lacey said with a stern look, placing both hands on her small hips. 

“I don’t know, you’re the one that’s good at breaking things... up,” he added after his sister’s eyes heated. Then he grabbed her shoulders and pointed her in Megan’s direction. 

He saw Lacey’s shoulders slump a little after taking in the sight of Megan being swamped by the whole of Pride. 

“Humph,” Lacey grunted and started marching towards the growing crowd. His sister may be small, but she packed the biggest punch in town. 
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Megan stood there as an older gentleman talked to her, she hadn’t quite caught his name when he barged to the front of the line and grabbed her hand.

“I didn’t know Matt all that well, but he was a nice young man. He always had wonderful things to say about my bar, never once starting a brawl. Broke a couple up, though,” the bar owner said with a crooked grin.  “Always such a nice m-m-m,” he started to stutter. 

Concerned, she quickly looked up from the man’s hand, which was tightly gripping her own. Standing beside the bar owner was a pixie. Megan didn’t believe in fairy tales, but there was no other way to describe the woman. Megan had a strong urge to walk around the petite creature, and see if wings were tucked under her dark purple raincoat. The woman was perfect; from the tip of her pixie cut black hair to the toes of her green galoshes. Galoshes, Megan noted, which didn’t have a speck of dirt on them. She was shorter than Megan and very petite with rounder curves, her skin was fair and her eyes were a crystal gray blue. She had a cute nose that turned up slightly at the end and full lips that were a light shade of pink. She also had the most commanding look on her face. 

The bar owner literally backed away without even finishing his sentence, then he quickly walked away without so much as a glance back. Within seconds, everyone who’d gathered around her had wandered off, all without a single word from the pixie. 

“How...?” Megan’s voice squeaked, so she cleared her throat and started again, “How did you do that?” 

“Well, it takes years of practice,” the pixie said with a smile. “I’m Lacey Jordan,” her voice was smoky and laced with sexuality, “I was very good friends with your brother. I’m sorry he’s gone.” 

The simple words touched something inside Megan. She could tell there was truth behind them. Lacey reached over and lightly grabbed Megan’s good arm, then started leading her toward a row of parked cars. 

“I’m also your neighbor. Shall we get you in out of the weather and home where you belong. We’ve made some meat pie for dinner, I’m sure by the time we get there, the whole town will be right behind us. We’ll go get my brothers, and take you home.” 

“Oh, please, I don’t want to be a bother, I’ll be fine.” Megan felt compelled to follow the small woman who still had a light hold on her arm and an air of command that surrounded her. 

“Nonsense! It’s no bother at all. Plus, if you turn down dinner,” she said with a slight smile, “my brother Iian might get his feelings hurt. It’s not everyday he makes the family’s famous dish.” She continued walking towards the row of cars. “Come on then, let’s get you out of this rain.” 

Megan looked up at the skies and at that exact moment it started to lightly rain. Her mouth fell open in shock, but when a big fat drop landed on her bottom lip, she quickly closed it. Lacey was still lightly holding her arm and started pulling her toward the parked cars near the side of the small white church. 

Having not eaten before her flight to Portland, Megan felt her stomach growl. Exhaustion was settling in, and she felt a chill come over her bones. She wasn’t sure what meat pie was, but if it had meat in it, she knew she could tolerate it. 

“Oh! I’m sorry,” She stopped walking, Lacey turned and looked at her.  “I forgot to mention that I have a rental car over there.” She pointed slightly with her injured arm toward a small white sedan that she’d hastily rented at the airport four hours earlier. 

“Give me the keys and my brothers can drive it over to the house for you,” Lacey said, waving towards a man who had her same color of rich black hair. He’d been standing toward the back of the buildings in the shadows, so far back that Megan hadn’t even noticed he was there. 

As he stepped out, she saw that his hair was longer than his sister’s. The man strolled over, appearing to be in no hurry and he looked like he rather enjoyed the nasty weather and his surroundings. To say that he was tall would be an understatement; he must have been six and half feet and it only took him a couple of strides to reach where they stood. 

Megan had to crane her neck to look up into his face, she noticed that he had the same light eyes as his sister. His chin was strong with a tiny cleft, and his lips held a lazy smile that made him look rather harmless. Lacey handed him the keys to the rental car, then waved her hands in a sequence of patterns in front of her. 

Lacey turned back to her, “Megan, this is my brother Iian, he’s hearing impaired and uses sign language to communicate, but he can also read lips really well,” she said while continuing to sign. Then turning her face away from his she said, “He likes to eavesdrop, so be careful what you say while facing him.” 

Smiling, Megan turned back to Iian in time to see the quick flash of humor in his eyes as he signed something to his sister. She gestured something back to him and hit him on the shoulder in a sisterly way. 

“Come on, Megan, Iian will take care of your car.” They began walking towards the cars as the rain started to come down harder. Groups of people without umbrellas were quickly sprinting to their vehicles. Others with umbrellas were making their way more slowly. 

When Megan sank into the passenger seat of Lacey’s sedan, chills ran up and down her spine. Then Lacey got in behind the wheel and started the engine. and turned the heater on full blast. As it started to warm the inside of the car, she realized she could happily fall asleep right there. 

They started to pull away from the small church and the now-empty cemetery. The windshield wipers were clearing the rain from her view with a soft squeak, but Megan still felt like she wasn’t able to see much beyond the path that the headlights were cutting through the fog. Then she sat up a little straighter and looked over at Lacey, who had her eyes on the road. Realizing she had just gotten into a stranger’s car, she tensed. What did she really know about this small woman? 

“You don’t need to worry,” Lacey said not taking her eyes off the road, “I’m not going to kidnap you.” She turned her head slightly and smiled, “We’ll deliver you to your brother’s house before everyone else gets there. I hope you don’t mind, but we invited a few close friends over for potluck. It’s what Matt would have wanted, something small. Your brother was very well liked around town, and people will want to bid him goodbye in this manner.” She smiled sadly.

“Of course,” she relaxed a little and rested her head against the window, enjoying the soft hum of the engine and the gentle beat of the wipers. By the time they pulled off the main road the sky was dark; the sun hadn’t come back out before setting for the night. 

“Here we are now,” Lacey parked the car so the headlights hit the house full force. “Matt spent most of the first year remodeling the place. I think you’ll like what he’s done with it.” Lacey smiled at her.

Looking through the car window, Megan looked at a large, white two-story house. Long green shutters sat on either side of picture windows that lined the whole front of the house. The front door was bright red with a brass knocker and there were stained-glass windows which sat on either side of the door. The windows seemed to glow brightly in the night. 

Following Lacey’s lead, she opened her door, and together they raced for the front porch through the light rain. Standing on the brightly-lit, huge covered porch, she watched Lacey open the front door with a key from her own key chain. As they crossed the threshold, Megan’s rental car pulled up in the driveway and parked next to Lacey’s sedan. 

Watching from the doorway, she saw Iian step out of the car along with the silver-blue eyed man she had seen in the cemetery. Both men looked up to the front door and nodded to her, then stepped behind the rental car and started pulling her overnight bags from the trunk. 

“They’ll get those. Come on inside out of the cold.” Lacey said, then walked towards the back of the house, leaving Megan standing alone in her brother’s doorway. 

Even though her brother had lived here for several years, she’d never visited Oregon before today. There had always been many reasons not to visit him. Looking down at the cast on her arm, she realized that this was the reason she’d put off the last visit. The broken arm had been one more thing she had hidden from her brother and she wished that she hadn’t postponed that last trip. 

Quickly turning into the house, she tried to avoid thinking about her brother and her regrets. Lacey was walking back towards her from the back of a long hallway, rubbing her hands together for warmth. 

Just then, both men walked onto the front porch and shook their heads like dogs, shaking the rain from their hair. They wiped their feet on the wire mat before crossing into the entryway. 

Megan noted that their faces were identical, yet she could see subtle differences in the men. Their height and weight for one, Iian was slightly taller, with a broader build than his brother’s slim frame. And although the brothers shared the same gorgeous eyes, it was the depth of the one brother’s that captured her attention again.

“Megan, this is my older brother, Todd,” Lacey said from behind her.

Todd nodded his hello and looked at her, causing warmth to spread throughout her entire system. 

“It’s chilly in here. Will you please start a fire in the living room before the guests arrive?” Lacey asked him.

Again, a nod was his only reply, then he turned and went into the dark room to the right, without saying a word. 

“Iian,” Lacey said and signed along, “Please take those up to Matt’s room and start a fire up there.” 

Lacey walked away, turning on lights as she went. Iian jogged up the curved staircase which sat to the left of the entryway. He had her suitcase in one arm like it weighed nothing, and had thrown her overnight bag over his shoulder. It had taken all of her strength to drag those two bags through the airport only that morning. His hair was still dripping wet and he was humming to himself. Humming? Megan thought.

As everyone bustled around, starting fires, and turning on lights, Megan stood in the main entryway. She felt useless all over again. Here she was standing in her brother’s home, letting strangers take care of her. Hadn’t she promised herself that she would take care of herself from now on? But, she was so tired. She didn’t think that letting these people help her out for one night would hurt.

Lacey came back into the entry way, “Come on, let’s get you out of that wet coat.” Lacey reached for the rain jacket as Megan flinched away. Slowly Lacey’s hands returned to her side. 

“I’m sorry,” Megan began, looking down at her hands, not wanting to look Lacey in the eyes. “I’m just a bit jumpy and tired I suppose.” She tried to smile. How could she explain she didn’t like to be touched? 

“No need to apologize,” Lacey said, warmly. “you must be overwhelmed. I’m sure a bit hungry by now, too. At any rate, people will start arriving any minute, and I’m sure there will be lots of food.” As Lacey finished those words, the doorbell rang. “Go on in and have a seat by the fire. I'll take care of this.” 

Lacey pointed Megan in the direction of the two French doors which Todd had disappeared through earlier. Slowly walking towards them, Megan listened as Lacey greeted a group of people. Not really wanting to deal with anyone yet, she slipped inside the softly-lit room and sighed as she rested against the wall.

Todd was there across the room, bent over a pile of wood in the fireplace, blowing on flames that had started on some crumpled papers. He’d removed his leather jacket and she noticed that he was wearing a white dress shirt which was stretched taut over his muscular arms. Powerful, was the word that came to her mind. She was nervous around powerful, so instead of walking over to the warmth of the fire, she turned back towards the doorway and watched Lacey greet everyone.

She was about to walk out to the hall and try to find the kitchen, when she felt hands lightly placed on her shoulders. Out of reflex, she jumped spinning around, her hand raised in defense.

“Easy,” Todd murmured, “here now, let me take your coat; you’re soaking wet.” He said, holding his hands out as one would to a wounded animal. 

Blushing, she said. “I’m sorry. You startled me.” She hung her head and turned around so that he wouldn’t see her face turning red. Her heart was racing and her hands started shaking, it still affected her, being touched. 

Gently, he helped her out of her jacket, he made sure to be extra careful around her right arm. Then he walked over and hung it next to his coat on a oak rack by the door. He looked over and noticed that Lacey had watched the whole display from the doorway. Turning to his sister, he said, “She can eat by the fire, she’s frozen.”

Lacey nodded in agreed, the said. “There’s a TV tray over in the corner. Go on, I’ll bring a plate of food in once it’s heated.” 

Father Michael had just walked into the house, he was standing in the doorway with a few other people. Todd nodded to them, then quickly walked her back into the living room, under several watchful eyes. His hands gently cupped her good elbow.

Megan followed him back towards the fireplace where the room was warmer. She walked over to the heat and reached her hand out towards it. She hadn’t realized how freezing she was until the warmth hit her, causing her hand to tingle. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how cold I was until now,” she said, nervously to the room. She knew he was still behind her, but didn’t wanted to turn and look at him just yet. Closing her eyes, she let out the breath she felt she’d been holding since he’d touched her. She was nervous around him, around men. When he touched her, however feather light it was, it was like a power surge rushing through her body. Then again, she’d been avoiding getting close to anyone for so long that she knew she was out of practice. Taking a deep breath, she turned to the quiet room. 

“You have his eyes.” He interrupted her thoughts. He stood right inside the doors. His hands were buried deep in his pockets as he watched her. 

Megan was about to say something, anything, but just then Iian came into the room with a smile on his face. He stopped and took one look at his brother and then at her and signed something quickly to Todd. She wasn’t sure what he said, but Todd gave his brother a frustrated look, then turned, and walked out of the room without saying a word to either of them. 

Iian walked over to her and took her hand in his as he said in a rich, warm voice, “Megan, I am very sorry about Matt.” 

Gasping, she realized she wasn’t aware he could speak. 

He smiled slightly, “I can speak. I lost my hearing in an accident when I was eighteen. I don’t like to very often, my brother and sister say I have the most annoying voice.” He said this with a slight smile. 

She could hear the little blunders he made with his voice, as if he was out of practice. But he had such a rich, deep voice, so much like his brother’s. 

Slowly speaking back to him, she made sure to keep her face directed at his, she said. “You have a wonderful voice, rich and warm. Thank you for taking care of my luggage and starting a fire upstairs.” 

He smiled, while still holding her hand in his warm one. “You’re chilled, come over and sit down.” He pulled her towards a dark colored couch near the fireplace. “Lacey is still greeting people, but I’m sure you’ll have a plate of food in front of you in no time. I’ll sit with you and keep you company until then.” 
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Back in the kitchen, Todd was helping his sister with the food, but his mind was back in the living room. He’d guessed by the look in her eyes that someone had hurt her. The instant she jumped at his light touch, he knew that someone had, and recently too. The look on her face was heartbreaking, and he didn’t care to see it on Matt’s little sister. He was glad she’d turned away when she had, so she couldn’t see the upset look that had come into his eyes. Had Matt known this was going on? What she'd been going through? He didn’t think so, but it didn’t stop the fact that he wanted to hunt someone down for the pain they had caused her.

His sister had seen the look on his face; she always saw everything. She had shaken her head at him and discreetly signed to him not to look so serious, that he might end up scaring her. He'd quickly dropped his eyes and hidden it. He’d been so concerned about her, he hadn't even realize that his face had shown it.

Earlier, he’d watched Megan when she’d gone to the fire. She had started to relax and rolled her shoulders, showing him a hint of her long white neck, by rolling her shoulders. In that moment out of the blue, he’d felt a flash of desire so strong that he had winced. Of course, that was when Iian had entered the room and upon seeing his face, he quickly signed for him not to look so serious because he might scare her. Was he that serious of a person that both his siblings had to warn him about it in one day? He didn’t want to scare Megan, but he couldn’t control showing his emotions.

His brother and sister had a way of seeing things for what they were, which always annoyed him. At this point he couldn’t even muster up enough strength to go in there and talk with his brother about his feelings. He knew he wouldn’t get anywhere talking about it with Lacey, but he could at least hold his own with Iian.

Hearing people roam about the house, he could just imagine Iian and Megan in the other room talking. His brother had a way of making women feel very comfortable and at ease. Thinking about it, maybe he did have enough strength to go talk to his brother about his feelings. 

As he was walking towards the kitchen door to go and do just that, Lacey interrupted with a simple. “Don’t.” 

Turning on her, he was about to spend his energy there instead, but she only smiled at him. 

Quickly, he let his breath out in a loud puff. 

“How is it, that you can defuse any situation with that smile?” he said, walking over to her, he took his sister shoulders and pulled her into a hug, “You drive me nuts.” 

She sighed and hugged him back, resting her head on his chest. “Give her time, Todd. Let Iian talk to her a while. She’s going to need to trust us. She’s had it hard. I think we need to give her some time,” she said into his chest with a sniffle. Taking a deep breath and a step back, she grabbed a plate of food and handed it to him. “Now, go take her this and no more strange looks!” she smiled as she pushed him out the door. 

Every bone in his body said that his sister was right, but his blood was boiling so hot he wanted answers. Matt was like a brother to him, not just his best friend. What hurt Matt, hurt him. He missed his friend and felt sad, angry, and lost about his death. He knew Matt would’ve wanted them to take care of Megan and so he was going to make sure she was taken care of, period.

He knew that his brother and sister felt the same way about her as he did. Megan was family now. But he couldn’t deny the quick pull he’d had when he looked into those sea green eyes of hers. 
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By the time Todd brought her a plate of food, the room was full of strangers. Who, no doubt, had been warned by Lacey to keep their conversations short, since everyone had quickly greeted her and moved on. The rooms in the house were warming up and with all the food being brought in, the place was starting to smell like heaven. 

As she found out, meat pie was nothing more than beef pot pie in larger quantity. After eating two helpings, a scoop of potatoes, some potato salad, and washing it all down with some tea, she felt almost human again. She hadn’t realized she could eat so much, it must have been the long flight and stress. Maybe it was the weather?

She returned her plate to the kitchen, which was full of older women, and began to wander around the rooms. She heard a baby crying and children playing loudly down the hall. Enjoying the warmth she felt from the people around her, she stopped occasionally and chatted with someone. Most were polite and had nothing but nice things to say about her brother. Matt really had embedded himself in the small town.

When a group of older women approached her, she smiled as one stepped forward and said. “We wanted to welcome you to town and tell you how sorry we are for your loss,” the smallest woman said. She was shorter than Megan and a good deal thinner, her brown eyes showed sympathy. The other two women chimed along. They were slightly larger, but had on matching faces. “We’re the Henderson sisters. We work down at the library. I’m Hanna and these are my sisters Hester, and Henrietta.” All three women were dressed similarly in long, flowered skirts, with long sweaters covering their thin frames. “If you need anything at all, please let us know.” 

She nodded and was saved from saying anything as another sister piped in with more of the same. It took almost fifteen minutes for the trio to run through a speech, no doubt, planned by all three. They had talked in detail about the town and most of the people in it, and she had enjoyed every word.

She must have met more than two dozen people before everything started blurring together. Too many faces and names, she knew she wouldn’t remember, so she found a soft chair somewhere and sat down as music started playing in the next room. 

Someone was playing a violin, the sad song drifted softly in from the TV room. Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes as images of her brother flashed in her mind. 

She recalled all the years it had been only her and him, all the birthday parties he’d thrown for the little girl she had been. She thought of all the Christmas presents he’d bought and wrapped, placing under small trees they had picked out together. She remembered him hovering over her when she’d been sick with the flu, after attending a friend’s slumber party. It seemed like it had always been Matt. She could only vaguely remember her mother, and had an even harder time conjuring up an image of her father. 

“I could have the room cleared out in under a minute,” a cheery whisper came from above, interrupting her thoughts. Megan opened her eyes without moving her head; Lacey was leaning over her face looking down at her.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She sat up a little straighter, “I was  enjoying the music.” 

“Todd plays well,” Lacey said giving Megan a hand up from the chair.

“Todd?” she asked, “Todd is playing that?”

Lacey nodded, “He’s been playing since before I was born. Natural talent, all the Jordan’s have it,” she said pulling her toward the back room.

As they reached the hallway, Megan began hearing a low male voice singing along with the slow tune. Looking around the room, she noticed Todd was playing next to an old piano, which sat in the corner. Iian was standing, facing his brother, singing along with the music. 

Their eyes were locked on each other for timing. Talent didn’t begin to describe a deaf man who could sing like that. 

“He only sings on special occasions. You're brother is one of them.” Lacey said, smiling a little, then walked over and stood next to her brothers while singing with a rich smoky voice. The song was unfamiliar to Megan, but spoke of lost love, the sound was very soothing and sad. She leaned against the door frame, crossing her arm in front of her and let the music fill her.

When the song ended, another one began, and the room and hallway filled up quickly. People made their way from other parts of the house. The chairs and coffee tables were quietly moved aside as they packed into the space.

One of the elderly women sat at the piano as another song began playing.   There was more singing, dancing, and clapping, than Megan had ever enjoyed. People she didn’t know had come to celebrate her brother’s life. It brought a slight smile to her lips and tears to her eyes knowing that so many people cared. Before she knew it, she was being pulled into a dance with Father Michael. 

What seemed like hours later, she walked back into the kitchen. The only remaining people in the house were a few church women chatting as they cleaned the kitchen. Iian and Todd were still somewhere in the house as well, cleaning. Lacey had left a half hour earlier, heading off to work, she'd said. But, before she left, Megan had overheard her scold her brothers into helping tidy the place up.

She'd been sitting in the kitchen, listening to the group of women talking. But headed back to the living room, since she wasn’t in the mood for any more conversations. Iian was there clearing off the coffee table. He looked up and gave her a smile. 

“Come and sit down,” he said, patting the couch. It looked so inviting that she was drawn to it. “I’ll get the fire going again before I head off to work,” he said, signing along. She liked to watch his hands move. She would have to pick up some basic words so she didn’t feel left out. 

After stoking the fire, he turned back to her. She signed to him, “Thank you,” she’d seen Lacey using the motion earlier. His eyebrows shot up and he gave her an “I’m impressed” look. 

He walked over and sat next to her, it was easy to talk to him. For some reason he made her feel at ease. No other man had done that to her except for Matt. Derek had, at first, but still, she had never truly trusted him. She was starting to relax into an easy conversation with Iian, when the hair on the back of her neck stood up, so she straightened her spine.
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Todd had listened to their conversation from the hallway, as little brother’s go, Iian was pretty cool. He remembered the day that his dad had brought him home. Todd had just turned ten and remembered thinking, I got a little brother for my birthday. But there had been a price, they had lost his step-mother in the process.

Lacey and Iian’s mother had been like a mother to him. She’d been very young when she'd married his dad. His real mother had left shortly after his second birthday, and he had only seen her once since then, at his father’s funeral. No doubt, hanging around to see if she had been left anything.

But now as Iian and Megan’s conversation continued, a knot formed in his stomach. It made him feel uneasy, so much so, that he found himself stepping inside the doorway. His gaze rested at the back of her neck, and what a lovely neck it was. Her hair clip had loosened over the hours, which gave him a pretty view of her long, slender neck.

Just then, however, her back straightened and her whole appearance changed. Only a minute ago she was on the verge of sliding down the couch. Now, her back was straight, her hands were gripped together in her lap. If he didn’t know any better, he would have sworn she was about to jump out of her skin. She turned her head slightly towards him, his eyes went to his brother. 

Iian signed to him, “You’re going to scare her.” 

Again he thought, he must be turning into an ogre if his family was going to be forever warning him.

He signed back, not looking in her direction, “Don’t you have to be at work?” When Iian threw up his hands in frustration and quickly signed his favorite dirty phrase, he gave his brother a lop-sided grin and chuckled.
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Megan saw that grin, and her heart skipped a beat. Seeing his face transform, she quickly lost the uneasy feeling she'd had a minute ago. As she started to relax against the couch, she took a soothing breath and almost melted into the warmth and softness. 

“You shouldn’t go barefoot in the house this time of year,” Todd said gently, walking to the fire and adding another log. Then he moved over and handed her the quilt off the back of a chair. 

“I’m sorry.” She looked down at her feet. She hadn’t even realized that she’d taken off her black heels. It must have been a long while back, because her feet were freezing and they felt like they’d been that way for quite some time. Quickly tucking the quilt around her legs, she said, “Thanks,” and tried to smile back at him.

Iian looked between the two of them and shook his head. “I have to leave now. Good night, Megan,” he said and signed along. She signed the movements for “Good night” back to him. 

Then he leaned down and gave her a small kiss on the cheek and she jumped a little at the touch. Megan tried to think that it was just like what Matt used to do, so she gave it no other thought. However, when she met Todd’s eyes, she could see something else cross his face. When Todd followed his brother out the door without saying a word, she settled back down to watch the flames. 

“Good night dear,” she heard from behind her, causing her to jump. She realized she had forgotten about the ladies from the kitchen. They were shuffling into the room, and quickly headed towards the front door. Megan moved to get to her feet. 

“No, don’t get up, we can see ourselves out. You’ve had a tiring day. After you get yourself settled in, we’ll come for a nice long visit,” a younger woman, about Megan’s age said.

Megan thought her name was Laura. She knew the woman was married with several kids, which had been taken home earlier by the woman’s husband. Then there was Sue and Diana. They each had two children and seemed very nice. Megan enjoyed seeing all the kids earlier, they seemed to brighten her dark mood. 

“You are well stocked with leftovers in the fridge, and we’ve cleaned and cleared everything. Have a restful evening. We do hope you’ll be staying in Pride for good.” Then the trio disappeared down the hallway, heading out the front door.

After she heard the door click shut, the same questions kept playing over and over in her head. She’d been asked it numerous times that evening. Will she be living in Pride now? Was she staying in town? Did she know that answer herself? She’d just settled back down and was enjoying the warmth as it spread throughout her body when she heard the floor board creek behind her. 

She was up in a flash, her body tensed, and all her sore muscles screaming. Todd stood right inside the doorway. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, holding up his hands. “I left my keys, there,” he pointed to them. “on the table.” 

She blushed and, feeling like a fool, let her shoulders relax little by little. She could feel the tension start to leave her body, leaving behind a tingling trail. Her breath was coming faster than she wanted, so she deliberately took a deep breath and released it slowly through her nose. She found it hard to look at his eyes, and chose to look instead at his raised hands that were raised palms up.

“I’m sorry, I'm a little tired,” she said, never once taking her eyes from his hands. “New place, you know, new house and all.” 

He walked slowly towards her, “Megan, you don’t have to explain anything to me. Nothing and no one will harm you here,” he said softly. “I’ll lock the door behind me.” He grabbed his keys, turned and was gone. 

She must have stood there looking at the empty doorway for a few minutes. Finally, she turned and shut the glass fireplace doors on the now dying fire. Taking the quilt with her, she began the climb to the second floor. 

At the top of the stairs she noticed there were two smaller bedrooms with a bath in between them. They each had queen beds with oak head boards, dressers, and smaller night tables. At the end of the hall was the master bedroom, which was as big as the other two rooms put together. It faced the back of the house and had lovely French doors that lead off to a deck. It was too dark outside to see how big the deck was, but she thought it was fairly large. Leaning her head against the glass doors, she could hear the rain.

The room itself was very comfortable, with its four-poster, king-size oak bed which sat directly in the middle of the room. There was a small writing desk off to one corner, two small oak night tables with a brightly-lit numbered alarm clock on one and a plain white lamp on the other. A picture of Megan and Matt sat next to the lamp. She walked over and picked it up.

She remembered the picture well, it was taken on her wedding day. Matt had his arm around her waist, and they both had on identical smiles. She remembered feeling on top of the world that day. She could see in his eyes that he’d been proud of her. Matt hadn’t really had a chance to get to know Derek very well. Looking back on it, she realized that Derek had probably kept his distance on purpose.

She set the picture down and walked over to a door which was next to the fireplace. There was a bathroom that had an oversized garden tub and a stand-alone shower. She knew she wouldn't be able to use the shower for another few weeks due to her cast. Two marble sinks sat on a long marble counter with overhead lights that surrounded the mirror. She leaned over the tub and started to fill it with warm water.

The fireplace was set into the wall opposite the tub by the door and she could see into the bedroom through the flames, so that the fireplace opened up, warming both rooms at once. She found some bubble soap in the cupboard by the mirror and poured a little into the tub.

Leaving the tub to fill, she headed back into the bedroom. On the back wall, there was another door, reaching for a light switch, she walking through the door. It was a walk-in closet filled with Matt’s clothes. Megan walked through touching her brother’s shirts. Stopping at one of his favorite shirts, she remembered him wearing it all the time. Taking it off the hanger, she pulled it up to her face and breathed in her brother’s smell. Her knees went weak, and she sank down right there on the floor of the closet and cried. 
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The next day, Megan woke to birds singing. She hadn’t slept straight through a night without fear in years. Her eyes didn’t burn, and she felt like jumping out of bed – almost, that is, until the memories came flooding back. There was a dull ache where her brother used to be, and a shooting pain running up her back and down her arm. But the sun was coming in through the curtains that covered the windows, and she could hear the birds singing outside.

Stretching her good arm above her head, she sat up and rolled her shoulders, trying to relax her bruised muscles. Reaching around, she tried to pull her tangled hair into a simple ponytail. She'd been tempted to chop it all off until she could use both arms again, but she supposed she was vain and wanted to keep it long. Walking over to the French doors, she moved the drapes aside and gasped at the view, she began fumbling with the door locks. When she finally threw open the doors, she took in a deep breath of fresh air, she could smell a hint of lingering rain and grassy meadows. 

“Oh, Matthew, it’s beautiful,” she whispered.

It was February in Oregon, so the air held a great chill, but she could see the sun behind a thin layer of fog which was quickly disappearing. The fields behind the house were so green it almost hurt her eyes. Stepping out on the deck, she saw just how huge it was. In fact, it covered the entire side of the house. There were stairs leading down to the back yard and she could see birds perched on the huge old tree that shaded the back of the house. 

She loved the sound of them and smiled as they flew from tree branch to tree branch. She thought about getting some bird seed when she went into town for supplies. Looking around, she could just make out the ocean which peeked through the thick trees at the edge of the field next to the barn. A brown garage and an even bigger red and white barn stood off to the side of the house. The garage looked like it was in need of a fresh coat of paint. Through the opened doors, she could see a black Jeep. The barn looked like it could use some repair as well. But for the most part, both were in fairly good shape.

Turning back into the room, she glanced at the clock on the night stand. It couldn’t be eleven o’clock! She was sure it had been around midnight when she'd finally crawled into bed and gone to sleep. She hadn’t slept this much in a long time.

Walking over to her suitcase, she pulled out an old pair of jeans and put them on. She started to pull out one of her shirts, but changed her mind and instead walked over to the closet and pulled out one of Matt’s favorite shirts, she put it on over her tank top. It was soft and smelled of her brother. She quickly made the bed and set off downstairs. Reaching the top of the stairs, she noticed her feet were cold and turned to go back to get socks.

When she reached the bottom step, her feet comfortable in a pair of her brother’s thick wool socks, she stopped and listened. The place felt cold and empty, and she realized that she hadn’t lived in a house since her parents death. Matt and her had always rented apartments, never houses. Then when she had moved out on her own, she’d lived in the college dorms until she purchased a small townhouse with Derek. 

This was a house, a very large house. There was a chandelier hanging in the main entry way, which hung from the top floor over the twisted stair case. The windows on either side of the door let in plenty of sunlight, which made the entryway bright and cheerful.

Turning to the left, she looked into what she thought would have been her brother’s study. The blinds were closed in the room, so she reached for a light switch. There was a oak desk that sat in the middle of the room and she noticed that it was clean, with not a piece of paper out of place. A laptop, fax machine, and phone sat on the shiny surface. 

The floors throughout the entry and office were a light oak. They shined and she could tell that they were well maintained. A ornamental rug covered most of the office floor, making it feel warm and cozy. A dark leather couch sat next to a small fireplace, book cases sat on either side of it. All of the shelves were neatly stacked with books. A bay window sat on the opposite wall with a cushioned window seat which was covered by small pillows. There wasn’t a thing out of place in the room and it reminded her so little of Matt that she turned towards the room to the right. 

She’d really been in too much of a daze yesterday to have given the house and rooms any thought. Would she stay here? Would she sell the place? At this point, she didn’t even want to think about it. 

Heading back down the hall, she passed a formal dining room with a maple table and twelve chairs; they had been filled with people she hardly knew only last night. A small bathroom sat off to the left of the short hallway. 

At the end of the hallway was a wide door. She pushed it open and stopped just short of stepping into the kitchen. The kitchen was as tidy as the rest of the house. It looked bright and cheery today with white curtains hanging over the windows that overlooked the backyard. The room was beautiful, there was an oversized white oven which filled one wall, and brass pots hung from hooks over a marble island. A small oak table sat in the corner with two chairs and a small wall bench. Fresh flowers had been placed on the table. Again, the place looked cleaner than she knew Matt had probably ever kept it, thanks to the church women who had worked hard last night.

Back down the hallway, through another set of double doors, was the larger sitting room with a couple of comfortable looking chairs, a cozy couch, and a flat screen TV. The back wall was covered with more book cases and a stone fireplace. Books covered the shelves from ceiling to floor, some sitting in front of others, stacked in disarray. The small standing piano stood against the wall. Her brother had learned to play at a young age and had always tried to teach her. Tried, but never really succeeded.

Her brother had always loved books, sometimes reading for hours with no breaks. This was the room her brother had spent most of his time in, and she could imagine him sitting in front of the fire reading. Walking over to the shelves, she picked a book at random and sat down to a quiet house.

It wasn’t long before she heard a knock at the door, which almost caused her to drop her book. Shaking a little, she started to get up from her comfortable spot, then she heard keys rattling and the front door started to open. 

“Megan, its Lacey,” she heard through the haze of her mind. Still shaking, she quickly took deep calming breaths and called out, “I’m back here.” 

Sitting again, she continued to slow her breathing so that when Lacey appeared in the doorway, the shaking had gone and her breath was under control. 

Lacey was dressed in what Megan would assume was her uniform. The fitted black pants were pressed, and she wore a red and white striped shirt that had a name tag on her lapel, she carried a pan covered with tinfoil. Megan’s mouth started to water, when the smells reached her. She realized at that moment that she was starving.

“I hope you don’t mind, Matt gave us all keys. I stopped by earlier, but didn’t think you were awake yet. I hope you slept well. I wanted to bring over some hot cinnamon rolls, one of my specialties, before I head out to work. I brought over all the rolls I could sneak away from my brothers.” Lacey smiled as she nodded for Megan to follow her back to the kitchen. “Do you know that Iian can eat a dozen of these in one sitting?” She laughed, “How he can do that and look like he does is a mystery even to me.” 

Megan chuckled and followed her into the kitchen. Noticing the book that Megan was carrying, Lacey chimed in. “I know your brother has a vast collection of books, but if you get bored and want to get outside, you might want to take a look at the cabins.”

“Cabins?” Megan sat down, placing the book on the table.

Lacey nodded her head. “There are five of them. Your brother wanted to start renting them out, like a bed and breakfast. They sit on the same path that takes you down to the beach.” As Lacey pulled out a plate, she pointed out the kitchen window. “That path there, I know Matt, Iian, and Todd had completed a lot of work on some of them, but I don’t think they finished everything. The keys are on the hook right inside that cupboard.” She pointed, then started scooping a very large cinnamon roll onto a plate. “I know you’re still unsure whether you want to stay here, but take a look, take a walk, and maybe it will help you make the decision.” 

Handing Megan the plate, Lacey took a plate for herself and sat down next to her at the table. Lacey had an uncanny way of saying what Megan was feeling. She’d been staying inside, avoiding decisions. Maybe a walk is what she needed. After taking her first bite, Megan could no longer deny that she had been hungry. The sweet rolls were still warm and, not only the fluffiest, but the best she’d ever had.

“There should be a law against these,” Megan smiled over at Lacey. “I think I could eat a dozen of them myself. But don’t expect me to stay thin.”

Lacey smiled, “Why do you think I brought them over here? So I wouldn’t be tempted to eat them all myself.” They both laughed.

It took her half an hour after Lacey had left, for her to find some walking shoes in her suitcase. She found one of her brother’s heavy coats hanging in the closet and donned that as well. Setting out with the keys in her pocket, she took her time walking the winding path that Lacey had pointed out. 

Wildflowers and tall grass grew along the path which was covered with small round pebbles. Even in the cold, the flowers were flourishing. It took her less than five minutes to wind around the trail and come to the clearing which housed the first cabin. 

This was the smallest and the farthest from the beach, of the five. Walking onto the wood porch, she saw a white number one hung on the bright blue door. Taking her keys out, she used the blue key with that number on it. Matt had always liked brighter colors.

The place smelled of fresh paint and varnish. The empty rooms echoed with each footstep she took on the freshly varnished oak floors. Not only was it very clean and fresh looking, she could see the potential that it held. The walls were painted a warm honey color which accentuating the oak of the floors and trim. The windows were huge and gleamed in the sun light. 

Walking towards the back, she opened the heavy wood door into a small room that she imagined would easily fit a double bed and two night stands. Turning to the left, she walked through another door into a small bathroom with no toilet or tub. She was sure there were places for them, but none sat there. 

Yes, there was a lot of potential here.  It took her almost an hour to go through all five cabins, each one larger than the one before, until finally she reached the fifth and final cabin. It was not only the largest, but the least completed. Its windows and porch actually overlooked the beach and ocean. A short walk down a hill and across a small field of sand covered in tall green grass and you would be down at the water edge. 

The last two cabins, both consisting of two bedrooms each, were not only unpainted, but the floors, trim, and doors still needed to be sanded and stained. None of the cabins had appliances. Where the first three were small with only a front room, a small bedroom and a bath, the last two actually had two bedrooms, good sized bathrooms and small kitchenette areas. The counter-tops and cabinets needed replacing or sanding. 

Yes, she could definitely see why her brother wanted to start a business renting these out. The buildings were made to have families, friends, and lovers enjoy them. Standing on the wood front porch of the last cabin, she imagined lovers, possibly honeymooners, having a romantic dinner out here, or a family eating a picnic after a day at the beach. She imagined them playing volleyball a few feet away at the net she knew she wanted to put up in the field on the way to the beach. She could envision a few picnic tables along the path, all painted to match the brightly colored doors her brother had taken the time to paint. 

Her brother’s dream was slowly becoming her own.
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A few days later, for the first time since arriving, she stood in her kitchen making her own dinner. Thank goodness there had been several cans of tomato soup in the pantry and a bag of frozen vegetables in the freezer. She even found an unopened box of Wheat Thins. Not only was this one of the more elaborate meals she knew how to make, but one of her favorite. She had enjoyed having people stop by and visit the last few days, and she knew they meant well, but she had missed the quiet of being alone.

After setting a bowl and a plate of crackers down on the white table cloth, she enjoyed her quick meal, all the while thinking how peaceful it was. Could she really get used to strangers, coming and going around the place? She understood that she had a skittish personality, but she hadn
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