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SOPHIE

I’m still waiting for my big break. 

And it’d help if everyone would stop reminding me that I actually can’t sing. I can. Or someday, I will. Until then, I can focus on a reset in moving back home to help my grandpa pay rent. 

Unfortunately, it turns out I’m just as lousy at cleaning a house as I am at hitting the right notes. 

Fortunately, I’m not lacking eye candy in my new employer, this wealthy pushover investor who has no lawful right to be this sexy. 

He’s a lost cause, bossed around by his mother to settle for a woman he doesn’t want. A woman unlike me. That works out just fine because I know he’s wrong for me, anyway. 

Until he’s not...

Lance

I’m stuck in the same old. 

And it would be nice if I could get over my ex on my terms, not my mother’s as she suffers from grandbaby fever. I’d like to start a family,  I really do, but finding a compatible woman has to happen first. 

Unfortunately, my mother and aunt have had enough, issuing me an ultimatum to grow up, entertain the dates they match me with, and look like I’ll give up bachelorhood. 

Fortunately, that two-month deadline to look like I’m taken comes with a stipulation that I get my house cleaned up with the help of one eccentric, klutzy housekeeper who teases me to desire her from afar. 

Until I don’t...
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​Sophie

Despite the roar of the vacuum cleaner dragging back and forth over the rugs behind me, I hunkered down on the last stool at the bar and hoped I could finally catch up with my grandpa. Calling an eighty-three-year-old at two in the morning wasn’t ideal, but this was Grandpa Joe. He’d be up. When he called me earlier before my shift started, he promised that no one could ever actually sleep well in a hospital. 

Elbow on the bartop, face buried behind my hand, I held my phone to my ear and tried to tune out all the commotion and noise that came with the bar closing down and cleaning up. A headache lurked on the edge, but I was hungry more than anything. As the ringtone rang on and on, I strained to remember what I might have in the fridge at home. Working in the entertainment industry didn’t leave much room for normal schedules—like catching time to make or eat proper meals. 

“Hey, Sophie,” Grandpa Joe greeted, sounding chipper and bright as ever. His rich baritone was clear, but I didn’t miss the hint of annoyance he was likely trying to avoid feeling in the first place. 

“Hi, Grandpa. Sorry I couldn’t call back sooner.”

“I know how it goes. When it’s showtime, it’s showtime.” He chuckled, prompting me to smile. I turned my head, gazing at the front of the bar where I worked. For several long hours after he’d called me to let me know he’d fallen, I’d stood up there at the mic, singing and providing entertainment. Showtime was an exaggeration. This wasn’t a show. It was...making music for drunks who cared more about my skimpy outfit than the songs I belted out. 

The day I moved out from Johnson, the small town in rural New York where he still lived, he warned me about one thing: selling myself short. Doubt flogged me with the possibility that I had. 

“How are you feeling? Any updates?” I tapped my fingers on the polished wood, glancing up at my boss, Tom, as he continued cleaning up behind the bar. He raised his brows, likely curious about my call. I forced a bright smile to dissuade him from thinking I’d be causing trouble.

“No updates,” Grandpa reported. “They keep saying the doctor will talk to me soon. Then soon became later. And now it’ll be tomorrow. Er, today? They’ll come tell me more when they can, I suppose.” 

“Yeah, for sure.” 

“At any rate, I know what’s wrong.” He sighed, sounding his age. “Stress fracture in my tibia. Two breaks in my humerus, another in my ulna. Bruising on my ribs.” 

“Oh, Grandpa,” I moaned, rubbing my brow. Sympathy was an understatement. My heart ached for him. “Only you could make this sound like it’s nothing.” 

“At least I didn’t hit my head,” he joked mildly. 

“Or crack your neck!” I furrowed my brow, letting anger slip in past my worry about my only living relative. “I swear, the second I talk to Mitch...” A growl left my lips instead. The very idea of Grandpa’s landlord skirting blame pissed me off. Mitch was the one who’d wanted those old boxes moved. He was the one who said to put them on the steps leading up to Grandpa’s apartment. He was the one who’d asked a man twice his age to tote them outside. Sure, Grandpa was a spry, fit older man, but this was ridiculous. 

“I’m hoping you will be talking to him soon, Sophie,” he replied. “My patience is wearing thin where he’s concerned.” 

“And we all know that your Irish anger isn’t going to help your recovery.” 

He grunted. “He claims it’s not his fault, and I guess it isn’t. I was the one who put those boxes there and tripped on them.” 

I rolled my eyes. This was no black-and-white clear-cut scenario. I’d never been a fan of Mitch’s landlording ways. I’d never been a fan about that man in any way. Every town had a loser, and well, Mitch was Johnson’s. 

“But he’s already bothering me about rent. And just blustering about it all.” 

Sitting up straight, I zoned out and glared at the bottles on the other side of the bar. “Oh, who cares. He has no right to be bugging you about anything right now.” 

“Rent’ll still be due, and there’s no way I’m going to be giving lessons or working like I usually do.” 

I bit my lip, worrying past the concern about Grandpa paying his rent. He had retirement money coming in from the many years he’d worked in bands and as a music teacher at the high school, but the under-the-table money he made giving piano and trumpet lessons were a steady supplement. He couldn’t do either with broken bones from a fall. Worse was the thought of him shuffling around at home alone, in pain and recovering. 

“I can...” I glanced up at Tom eavesdropping. “I can come home and help.” 

Since Grandpa’s call earlier when he told me about his fall, the plan hit me almost instantly. I couldn’t leave Grandpa Joe suffer like this. Family was family, after all. Of course, I’d be there to help him. 

“What about your job?” he asked. 

I winced, trying my damnedest not to look at Tom. What job? This place was a joke. Crappy tips. Rude drunks. Lousy hours. Living in the city had been a paycheck-to-paycheck existence. Everything was just so expensive. Moving back to Johnson would be a pendulum swing to the opposite. For so long, I’d dreamed of leaving the sleepy small town and get my big break somewhere like the Big Apple.

When? 

How? 

I was going nowhere fast here. In a freak streak of fate, it seemed like Grandpa Joe needing my help was a direction I needed. A reset. 

“Well, I can always find something else.” 

“Hmm.” 

I cringed, put on the spot at how well he could detect that I was unhappy or dissatisfied. That hum of his was his tell that he could read between the lines. He knew me too well. 

“You’ll move back here and work?” His doubt was well founded. Ever since I graduated high school, some six years ago, I talked about “making it” in the city. 

I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see it. Returning to Johnson had to be better than eking out a life like this—speeding along to a doomsday-ish lack of success. “Sure. And hey, the Marigold Blain competition’s coming up. I could, uh, work closer to you and help you recover. I can help keep Mitch from bugging you. And I can practice for the contest while I’m back home and not having to worry about meeting the crazy rent here.” 

“The Marigold Blain?” 

I loved the smile I heard in his tone. 

“You’re really going to enter? Finally?” 

My lips curled up in a slight grin. “Well, why not?” The state-wide music competition was a bucket list item for me. While the prizes didn’t amount to anything wild, money was money. And the recognition of winning mattered on any dedicated singer’s résumé. 

“That’s my girl. That’s the spirit!” he cheered. 

“I’m been thinking about it all day. Coming back to help you, I mean.” 

He sighed. “I don’t want you to uproot your life for me, Sophie.” 

What’s there to uproot? I fell right back to cringing. 

“I appreciate the offer, and I love you for wanting to help, but I can’t ask you to put your life on hold for my little accident.” 

“I’d hardly call multiple broken bones a little accident. Besides, you didn’t ask. It’s my idea.” 

“What about William?” he asked. 

“Grandpa, he was a couple months ago,” I replied, almost laughing at him thinking I was still dating that idiot. 

“Well, I know you’re seeing someone. You can’t leave your job and boyfriend just to babysit me.” 

“Dennis, not William,” I answered. “I was dating Dennis.” 

“Ah. He didn’t last either?” 

What do you mean either? “No.” 

“Hmmm. And what was the grievance this time?” 

I frowned, ignoring his teasing. I didn’t sleep around. I just had a lousy habit of finding all the wrong men. “He kept playing this stupid game—” 

“Eh. Everyone plays games when they’re looking for love.” 

“I wasn’t exactly looking for love.” 

“You don’t know what you’re looking for.” 

I shrugged. “No, but I’ll know what it is when I find it. And it wasn’t that kind of a game. I mean he was a gamer. Computer games. I refuse to let a fictional world and game console be my rival for a man’s attention.” 

He harumphed in agreement. 

“I broke up with him last night. Or I think I did.” 

He chuckled. “You think you did?” 

“He wouldn’t pause that game!” Even I couldn’t help but laugh. That was how little Dennis resembled this ambiguous thing I was looking for in life. Not love, but...something. “I put a Post-It note on the toilet seat. He’s got such a one-track mind but he’d have to see that there.” 

“So you’re saying that nothing’s keeping you in the city?” he checked. 

I looked up at Tom, catching him watching me again. “Not...really.” I only have to quit first. 

“Well, if you’re sure...” 

“Grandpa, of course, I’m sure. I love you, and I’ll always be ready to come to your help when you need it.” I only had a lifetime of paying him back in that regard. He was always the one to come to my rescue in life. After my parents passed away, he was all I had. The two of us against the world. 

With a promise to call him when I’d be on my way home, I ended the call a few moments later. Transitioning like this, in a move back home, should’ve filled me with some kind of dread. Upheavals weren’t supposed to make people calm. Surprisingly, though, I wasn’t funky with anxiety about making this choice. 

Grandpa Joe was accurate in realizing nothing important was keeping me in the city. 

Just as soon as I wrap up the matter of this job. 

“Hey, Tom?” I asked, setting my phone on the counter. 

He ambled closer and set his hands on the old wood. “I’ll make this easy on ya, Soph. You’re fired.” 

My mouth hung open. 

“You gonna move back home to help your old man?” he guessed, jerking his thumb toward the other bartender cleaning up. “She mentioned that your gramps fell or something.” 

I nodded and closed my mouth. “Yes, but I don’t want to just up and go and...” I gestured at the area up front where I sang. “I can’t leave you hanging.” 

“You ain’t, kid.” He stood up straight. “I was working up the courage to fire you for a couple of weeks now.” Resuming drying a glass, he had the grace to cringe. “I’m sorry to be so blunt. You’re a great girl. Sweet and on time. But can’t carry a tune, Soph.” 

I flinched. “I... I can too.” I cleared my throat. “I’ve had some spring allergies and whatnot lately, but...” 

“Sophie.” He shook his head slowly, sadly. Wisely. “You can’t sing.” 

Pressing my hand to my chest, I huffed in shock. No crueler words existed. 

“Tone deaf,” the bartender commiserated with a wince as she passed carrying a tray of glasses to the back. 

“I am not!” I called back. 

“I hired you because you were so sweet and eager to please,” Tom said. “Not bad on the eye, either.” 

I narrowed mine. 

“But you just can’t sing worth a damn, Soph. I’m sorry. I hate to tell ya, but business is business.” He shook his head and walked back toward the other end of the bar. “I’ll send you pay ’til the end of the month to sweeten the deal. This is for the best. You can head home and help your gramps with a clear conscience.” 

“Won’t I be leaving you understaffed?” 

“I got a new girl starting tomorrow.” 

Again, my jaw dropped. The audacity! “Just when were you going to tell me?” 

“Soon, but it looks like things will work out even better now.” 

Better? Getting fired was never ideal. Being told I couldn’t sing was terrible—and untrue. Sure, I had my off notes. I was only human. But this wasn’t cool. Not at all. 

Indignation fueled me to stand. I snatched my phone off the counter and smoothed down my stupid uniform. At least I wouldn’t have to lower my standards and sell myself short dressing in this silly retro outfit for “bosomy” girls. 

“Well,” I huffed as I held my head up high. “I suppose this is good riddance then.” Nose in the air, I strode away from the bar. I left my job, ready to head back home and save the day. 

I couldn’t be sure that ditching my dreams in the city was what I was supposed to do with my life, but the chips had already fallen—or Grandpa Joe had. He needed me. And this just might be the year I entered the Marigold Blain competition. 

Will things will work out better now? 

I was too practical to believe in Tom’s grandeur attitude, but I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t looking forward to escaping this rat-race mentality of the city that never embraced me.  

For better or worse, I’m going home. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


​Lance

Rain pelted the windshield faster and faster, blurring my vision. Turning up the wiper speed helped, but I still squinted to make out the way. I’d driven down this road countless times. I knew this route. I was on familiar territory. Yet, nothing would ever push me to be careless when I was behind the wheel of one of my precious possessions. This convertible wasn’t actually intended for speed like this, but there was no helping my chronic impunctuality. 

“I’m coming. I’m coming,” I muttered, daring to tear my focus off the road to check the time on my watch. I grimaced at the fact I was ten minutes late, but that was nothing new. My mother and aunt were well aware of how I failed to ever show up on time, so really, why bunk history now? I was consistently late, so I may as well have stuck to the same old. 

The same old. 

I rolled my eyes, challenging myself to lose that mentality. 

“The same old” didn’t apply to my life anymore. Mara Kennington was a thing of my past, and without her persistent nagging about how I wasn’t making her think she was good enough, I could do whatever the hell I wanted again. 

Like this morning, for instance, driving out of Johnson to meet with Ian, the latest of many entrepreneurs who sought my backing for his medical technology. Or last night, when I flew in from a visit with Agatha, another innovator who was courting with the possibility that I could give her capital funding for a groundbreaking pollution remediation process. 

Without my girlfriend of the last eight months, I could do business as I saw fit, when and how I wanted, sans any obligations to look like a doting partner. 

“It’s freedom, that’s what it is,” I mumbled to myself. Sooner or later, that idea would stick. It had to. A month had passed since Mara waltzed out of my life, and I refused to admit that her absence reminded me how lonely freedom could be. 

My phone buzzed, but I ignored the message. It had to be my mother, Vivian Thomas. Or her aunt, Olivia Thomas. I loved both women to death, but gripping the steering wheel of a classic beauty like this 1957 T-bird convertible meant I wouldn’t cave to checking their demands to know why I was late coming home. 

Late was a relative figure of time, anyway. With each breath we took, we were all one inch closer to death. We’d all end up the same someday, under the ground. If I wanted to pace my life with a little more recklessness and dismiss the concept of schedules, then so be it. Life wasn’t a race. It wasn’t an agenda. It was a slow marathon. 

As I turned around the next curve toward the Thomas estate I called home, though, I had to wonder if life—as a race or marathon—was better to experience with someone. 

Like Mara? 

I shook my head, determined to leave her in the past. Exes were supposed to stay back there, as lessons learned. No matter what, I would not be confessing that I missed her. This bitter gloom was nothing more than a residual side effect of a dreary spring.

Again, my phone rang, and I growled out my slight frustration. If it was my mother or great-aunt, they’d call once and give up. My father had been killed in a car accident, and they didn’t mess around with distracting me when I was driving. 

But what if it’s Ian? Or Agatha? I was a man of leisure, but that didn’t mean I slacked in my entrepreneur efforts. 

Fumbling in the glovebox, where I’d stuffed my cell phone to physically cut myself off from the temptation of using my phone while driving, I groped for the damn device. Work was work. I wouldn’t let an important call slide by. 

No one else was driving this far out from Johnson. I was alone on the road on this gray, rainy day. A soggy, bleak sky hung overhead, threatening to lower my already sour mood, but I simply could not be so distracted to rip my concentration from the road. 

“For fuck’s sake.” I sighed, stabbing my hand into the glovebox further and leaning over while driving. Letting up on the gas, I coasted a bit and foraged blindly for my phone. 

“I’m defeating the purpose here...” I knew better than driving distracted. I’d put my phone in the compartment so it wouldn’t be within reach. But...

“Aha.” My fingers gripped the edge of my phone, and I pulled it out. Before I could look at the screen, though, I had to drop the paper that I’d accidentally snatched with it. 

A glance down showed me that I’d found one of Mara’s infamous to-do lists. Verbally nagging me wasn’t enough. She wrote down all of her expectations of me too. Her shrink told her that penning her thoughts and goals helped her manifest, and that included me.

Call me back immediately when you miss a call. 

Text back within ten minutes of mine. 

Stop planning work trips close to our dates. 

Block off time every night to discuss our relationship progress. 

Find another couples therapist for us to try. 

I crumpled the paper and let it drop to the floor. Easing onto the long driveway that led home, I slowed down more and peeked at my phone. The first call had been from my mother. And the second was from my great-aunt. I wasn’t sure why both of them would call me separately. They were always together, working and scheming as a pair. 

When I pulled into the garage moments later, I knew I’d find both of them in my house. Of all the Thomas properties and buildings the family owned, this old mansion was the one I preferred. But since it was a family residence, they had keys too.  

“Well, well, well,” I said after I entered through the door connecting the mudroom to the garage. A few more feet down the hall brought me to the kitchen where they both raised their brows at me. “My favorite welcome-home pair,” I drawled. No matter how they peeved me, I smiled, genuinely happy to see them. Even if their disgruntled expressions implied I’d irked them. 

“You were supposed to be home twenty minutes ago,” my mother said. 

Ignoring the haughty bite in her tone, I approached my great-aunt instead. She held herself to the same rigid and pompous standards as my mother did, but she was also more of a free spirit, prone to bend a little and be more easygoing. Smiling when I pressed a quick kiss to her cheek in greeting, she patted my arm. “Twenty minutes,” she chided teasingly, almost parroting my mother to taunt her, too. 

“My meeting went over,” I explained, moving on to kiss my mother’s cheek. 

She let out a sufferable sigh, pursing her lips. “Everything goes over with you. You’re late to everything, Lance.” 

“Better late than never, Viv,” my great-aunt joked. 

“Yeah.” I stepped back and did my best not to groan in annoyance. I was thirty-three, not five. An adult, not a child to reprimand. “Besides, it’s not like you made a reservation somewhere.” They inserted themselves into my life on the regular, so why make a fuss like there were actual plans to stick to? 

I ran my hands through my hair, surveying the kitchen and wondering if it was too late for lunch or too early for dinner. Mid-afternoons were a funky spot in the day. 

“I told you we’d be here to talk. Twenty minutes ago,” my mother said as she followed me further through the kitchen. 

“Then talk.” I opened the fridge but looked back to give her my best boyish smile. It used to charm her when I was younger. 

“I think she wants to lecture,” my great-aunt muttered as she claimed a stool at the huge granite island. Most of this house was left true to its original design. I’d renovated it and brought it more up-to-date, and this massive central island was a part of the modernization. 

“He needs a lecture,” my mother insisted. 

Aunt Liv sniffed. “Sure. For it to go in one ear and out the other.” 

“Oh, whose side are you on?” 

“Yours. His. We’re all one family,” Aunt Liv claimed neutrally yet not indifferently. That was Liv, all right. Laidback with a devil-may-care mentality. She flicked her gray-blonde bangs off her brow, eyeing me affectionately. When it came down to them ganging up on me, she went on me easiest. 

“One family,” my mother agreed, nodding. “One small, tiny family.” 

I closed the fridge and faced her with a
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