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      The dripping faucet was panic attack number seventy-three since Kari closed on her house. Or was it one-hundred and seventy-three? Or one-thousand and seventy-three?

      “Why did I think this was a good idea?” she muttered, eyeing the trickle of water snaking from the base of the kitchen faucet down the side of the stainless-steel sink and into the drain.

      A steady drumbeat of anxiety had plagued her since her first night under her first un-rented roof six months before. Everything leading up to it had seemed fine. Fine for a momentous occasion like being the first person in your immediate family to own property. Exciting, not panic-inducing. She had approached the decision with her usual calm deliberation, looked for a house that was a bit of a fixer-upper but not so much of a fixer-upper that she’d blow any fixing-up budget in the first few months. She’d found a realtor she liked, one who got her and didn’t look down on her for looking for a mid-century ranch to actually live in instead of tearing it down to build a modern McMansion so close to the D.C. Beltway.

      The search had yielded a short sale: worn and definitely shabby, but the important parts were well-maintained and it had a sunny back yard on a quiet street in one of the rabbit warren of neighborhoods in Rockville that hadn’t yet completely succumbed to gentrification. The offer was accepted, the settlement date set, an enormous stack of papers signed, and she was handed a set of keys. Then a little gaggle of volunteers moved her limited possessions in. Sam, her niece, had put clean linens on the new bed Kari had put together with Allen wrenches and bags of screws. Kari set up her coffee maker for the next morning and dropped gratefully into those clean, smooth sheets with a smile on her face.

      Then rolled to her back, her heart hammering, her brain racing. What if I can’t make the mortgage? What if something breaks? I had nothing to lose and now I have everything to lose.

      What have I done?

      That first night was a century of fitful sleep, starting awake, then the thoughts scurrying like mice in a wheel, going nowhere, only generating a lot of movement and nauseating whirling.

      Why did you have to leave me, Mor? Kari’s lips had trembled at that predawn cry for her mother. I wouldn’t have been able to buy this place if you hadn’t gone and died.

      Which was the most ridiculous thought of all. Her mother, in her nineties and in poor health, had slipped away a little more than a year before. There was no question of “leaving.” She had died. She left Kari a small legacy that had tipped her bank balance to the level that enabled Kari to put together the down payment, and nobody but Kari had made the decision to actually purchase the house.

      Sunlight shimmered on the slim trickle of water and Kari looked from it to the backyard. Her shoulders eased a little out of their tense hunch. At least out there she had nothing to stress her. She had started to move some of the former owner’s plantings around and made some judicious purchases of new plants of her own. A shady side of the house was shaping up into a beautiful hosta garden. She could see a paved patio area in her mind’s eye. Maybe a grill for cooking outside on hot Maryland summer nights.

      Enough. Her eyes snapped back to the sink. She needed to open the cabinet underneath at the very least, check and see if there was any water leaking down there. She took a deep breath and knelt, closing her eyes for a moment in a brief, formless prayer. Flinging the nondescript cabinet doors open, she felt the pipes. They seemed dry, but they were also cold. It was hard to tell. Getting to her feet, she tore a paper towel from the roll and ran it up the bend of pipe. Examined it. Breathed a sigh of relief.

      It was dry. For now.

      Getting to her feet, the backyard drew her attention again. That azalea she and Sam transplanted a few weeks ago looked wilting and thirsty. The thought of Sam gave her a different kind of pang. A guilty one.

      Hell with it. Better to water the plants outside than try to deal with the water in the kitchen.
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      Kari was out there again, a hose in her hand, a fine spray of water dancing across the azalea she had transplanted with her sister.

      Rob shook his head, rubbing his eyes, weariness welling up inside him. No, not her sister. Her niece. He had probably come off like a skeevy middle-aged jerk when he met them a few weeks back, saying he thought they were sisters. He certainly felt like one when he found out he had guessed the relationship wrong.

      But they did look like sisters. And apparently the two women weren’t that far apart in age. Not to mention the fact they took his error in stride—as if it happened all the time—but dammit if he didn’t feel like a jerk for stepping in it anyway.

      And now he was compounding the skeeve by watching her out of his bathroom window, which had an unobstructed view of her backyard. If she turned her head, she might catch him spying on her. He should stop now. Go put that load of laundry that just finished the spin cycle into the dryer. Yes. He should absolutely do that.

      Except…she wiped the fingers of one hand under her eye. Like she was crying. And then took a big breath, her chest heaving, as if she was containing some big emotion.

      Something was wrong.

      Rob was out of his house and approaching the fence that separated his property from hers before he had a coherent plan. So what came out of his mouth was the supremely inane, “Hey neighbor!” that he had cheerily used the last time he had stepped in it. Like he was Ned fucking Flanders.

      Kari’s head whipped around, her light blue eyes meeting his. She swallowed and a wan sort of smile flitted across her face, then she scanned around him. “Hey yourself. No dog today?”

      “Um. No. Not my dog.”

      “Was it a loaner? A rental?” Her shoulders straightened and she lifted her chin, tossing her pale blond hair back from her face and he could see the effort she put into her casual stance. It made his heart hurt.

      “No. My daughter’s dog. My granddog, I guess you could say.” He was babbling. It was criminal, the level of babbling he was committing. And yet, his mouth continued to move. “He visits when my daughter—Mia—needs me to take care of him. It happens about as often as I had expected—a lot. But he’s a good boy.”

      He had told Mia that getting a dog was a mistake when she was just starting her career, that her mother lived states away now and couldn’t help. That he wasn’t sure he could help as much as she might need. But Mia knew he was a soft touch. She had gotten Hugo anyway and, of course, left him with her soft touch of a dad every time she needed dog-sitting. And damn if he wasn’t becoming attached to the mutt. No—not a mutt. Of course not. Mia hadn’t been impressed by the #AdoptNotShop hashtag on her beloved Instagram. No, she’d decided to spend money she could have used better elsewhere to buy a purebred German Shepherd puppy.

      Rob had been all geared up to be angry with his daughter’s uncharacteristic fit of irresponsibility before he actually met Hugo, who instantly cut him down at the knees, all giant feet and lollopy ears. By the time Hugo was a year old, Rob knew he was basically done. The weapon? A German Shepherd pup. The guilty party? His daughter. One shot to the heart and it was all over. The stupid animal had him wrapped around his paw and Rob was not-so-secretly overjoyed every time Mia called him, starting the conversation with, “Daddy? Do you think you can take Hugo…?”

      Kari was looking at him with a funny expression on her face and Rob realized he had been woolgathering. “Anyway. I’m sure Hugo will be back around sometime soon. If you want to see him. Sorry, I don’t even know if you like dogs. But he’s a good boy. Uh, I said that already, didn’t I?” Aaaand now we’re back to babbling.

      She shrugged. “I’ve never had one, but they seem perfectly nice. Sam—my niece, you met her—she loves them.”

      “Never had a dog? What about a cat?”

      She shook her head.

      “Hamsters? Gerbils? Guinea pigs?” He was starting to feel a little desperate. “Lizards?”

      She laughed a little, lightening the heavy feeling in his heart. “No. Never had a pet.” She paused and eyed him uncertainly. “Was there something you wanted?”

      He gripped the fence, the boards rough under his hands. He hadn’t thought this through. He had barely met the woman, let alone know her. He couldn’t ask about the distress that had been so obvious when he was spying on her from his house but had completely vanished as they talked.

      “No…just…wondering if you’re settling in okay, if there’s anything you needed.”

      She shook her head, her blue eyes grave. “No, I think I’m good.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll just…” Rob pointed a thumb over his shoulder, back at his house. “…Get back to laundry. Saturday. Laundry day.” Turning on his heel, he walked back to his back door, desperate to stop the verbal onslaught that seemed uncontrollable.

      “Actually.” Kari’s voice stilled his steps. “Do you know a good, hopefully inexpensive plumber?”
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      Rob turned back to her, a thoughtful look on his face. “What sort of problem are we talking about? Serious?”

      Kari looked at the spray nozzle in her hand. “I…don’t think so? But I don’t know. I’m really new to this homeowner thing. I don’t even know if I should just ignore it.”

      His eyebrows went up. “Don’t ignore it, whatever it is. Plumbing can be a pretty serious thing. Water getting where it shouldn’t creates all sorts of problems. It can ruin drywall, create mold, even cause structural damage in the worst cases.”

      “Oh god.” Kari’s heart kicked, a sickening thudding in her chest. The panic was back.

      “Want me to take a look at it?” Rob had moved back to the fence as they talked. Kari eyed him, her habitual suspicion of people who offered things threading through her.

      “Are you a plumber?”

      “No.”

      “A contractor?”

      He gave a brief laugh. It made laugh lines fan out from his eyes and Kari’s heart seemed to flutter instead of kicking this time. “No. But I’ve been a homeowner for a long time. And growing up, my parents had rental properties as investments. So my brother and I were free apprentices for my dad. Someone would move out, we’d paint, do basic plumbing, electrical, fix holes in the drywall—you name it.”

      Kari tried to assess whether or not she wanted to let him into her house based on everything she knew about him. Which was practically nothing. Divorced, a grown daughter, a “granddog.” Probably her age or a little older. Dark brown hair going silver. Kind brown eyes and a sensitive mouth. Fit, in a rangy sort of way.

      Attractive, if she was perfectly honest.

      She bit her lip. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d be grateful. There’s a leak from my kitchen faucet.”

      He walked to the gate that led to his driveway, let himself out. “Yeah, that could be a problem. Not something you want to ignore.”

      She shut off the tap and coiled the hose, meeting him at her back door, her shoulders tightening. “I did check under the sink to make sure it wasn’t leaking there.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Opening the door, Kari moved to the sink and waved at the faucet. The same gleaming thread of water slithered from the faucet into the sink and down the drain. Or was it worse than before? She couldn’t tell. Strange how such a mundane thing could look so sinister.

      “Ah. Yeah.” Rob’s hands landed on his hips and he peered at the faucet for a few moments.

      “Bad?” Kari’s stomach clenched.

      “Not generally. That’s usually a quick fix.”

      “…But?”

      Rob waved at the sink. “That faucet might as well have cracked out of an egg at Jurassic Park.” He grasped it and twisted it from side to side. “Stiff, too.” Glancing around the kitchen, he added, “Not a lot of updates here generally, though, so I guess that’s no surprise.”

      “I’ve only just moved in,” Kari said, hating how defensive her voice sounded.

      “I know.” Rob held up two hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m just saying I can fix it pretty readily with a few parts, or you could spend a little more money and I could update it to one with a pull-out spray nozzle. It’d make doing your dishes a heck of a lot easier.” He waved at the counter with its dish rack, apparently noting the lack of a dishwasher among the cabinets that looked rattier than ever with him there to observe their shabbiness.

      “You can do that?” she asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Replace an entire faucet? On your own?”

      Rob grinned at her, an appealingly lopsided expression. “Sure can. It’s not exactly rocket surgery, you know.”

      “Rocket surgery?”

      “Yes. Don’t you know I’m a renowned rocket surgeon? That’s my day job.” His face was solemn, but his eyes twinkled with suppressed humor.

      Kari nodded. “I see. Master plumber, rocket surgeon. I’m starting to get the idea your accomplishments are endless.”

      “Too true. So. Want that new faucet of your dreams?”

      That all-too-familiar panicky feeling trickled through her again. “Uh. How much would that cost, you think? General idea?”

      He shrugged, frowning. “It would depend, for sure, on how grandiose your dreams about faucets are, but probably in the hundred dollar range if you want to go with a budget option.”

      An unfamiliar but welcome wave of relief crashed over her, making her weak in the knees. “Is that all?”

      “Yeah. I mean, like anything else, you can spend big money on something if you have it and want to, but…a big money faucet might look a little out of place among the contractor’s special cabinetry and the vintage vinyl flooring.”

      Kari nodded. “You sure I shouldn’t call a plumber?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, looking both amused and a little wounded. “Don’t you trust my skills?”

      “I do.” She was surprised to find that was the truth. Despite his tendency to run off at the mouth, he had a calm, non-showy way of carrying himself, of assessing the situation, that inspired confidence. “But you don’t owe me anything…”

      He frowned again. “I don’t have to owe you. Let’s shut the water off and head for the home center.”

      “Now?” He was ready to drop everything to help her? Kari, raised with her parents’ insistence on self-reliance, had never experienced such open-handedness before. Something about his spontaneity made the offer especially compelling.

      “No time like the present.”

      “Didn’t you say you have Saturday things to do?”

      “Nothing that can’t get pushed to Sunday. Let’s go get you the faucet of your dreams.”
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      Kari’s pale eyes were wide as she scanned the wall of faucets at the home improvement big-box store. “How do I decide?” She turned to Rob and he realized those blue eyes were almost level with his own. Good grief, she must be close to six feet tall.

      How incredibly attractive.

      Right. She had asked him a question. “Narrow it down to the ones you can afford. What’s your budget?”

      Her gaze swiveled back to the wall of fixtures. “I hadn’t really budgeted for a new faucet at all. But…I guess if I can keep it around that hundred dollar mark you mentioned it won’t break the bank.”

      “Okay.” He rubbed his chin, the weekend stubble rasping against his palm. He pointed to a few fixtures. “Those are all good choices. I wouldn’t go with that one.” He pointed at another faucet. “I’ve had bad luck with that brand in the past. Wouldn’t risk it.”

      “Okay, so between those…” She counted, fingers pointing at each option as she considered it. “Four, which one would you choose?”

      “It’s not about what I would choose. What do you want? What look appeals to you? What sort of features do you want?”

      “Features?” Her face twisted into a funny grimace. “Like options on a car?”

      “Sort of. Like that pull-out spray nozzle. How does that sound?”

      A laugh puffed through her lips. “You know, I’ve never thought about it.”

      “About what?”

      “About what I wanted in my house. I mean, aside from furniture or decorative items. Stuff I could take with me when my lease was up. But everything else? The landlord chose it. Usually the cheapest thing possible, I guess. Whatever would just scrape by, get the water from the ground to the sink.”

      “Well…” A smile tugged at his lips. “Now you’re the landlord. Um. Lady. Lady with her own land. You get to choose. What do you think you would like to have? In your house.”

      Kari’s hand lifted to her chest and settled there, pressing against the thin cotton of her tee shirt. Rob swallowed, averting his gaze from her chest and turned to look at the wall of faucets, gleaming with finishes ranging from shiny chrome to brushed steel. She pointed at one model. “That one.”

      He followed the trajectory of her finger and tapped a unit. “This one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s ninety-nine dollars—seriously, why do they do that? Why not round up to a hundred?” She readdressed herself to the wall of faucets. “And because it has a pull-out thingy with a spray thingy and it’s brushed metal instead of shiny and it…has a brand name I recognize. Does that pass inspection, Professor?”

      Her words felt like a soft punch of regret to his sternum. “Yeah.”

      “Why did your face just go all funny?” Her eyes narrowed, her expression concerned.

      “Did it?”

      “Yeah.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know.” She could have no way of knowing she’d just inadvertently dusted off a dream of a lifetime ago. Bending, he found a box that corresponded with the item number of the faucet she had selected. “Let’s get checked out and I can install it for you.”

      “You sure you’re want to do it?”

      He paused, looking sideways at her. “Don’t you think I can?”

      She waved her hands in front of her face. “Didn’t mean to disparage your abilities. It’s just…you’re giving up your Saturday to do this for me. I feel guilty. I could always hire a plumber.”

      “Not an issue. I like doing this sort of thing.” He hefted the box. “Need anything else while we’re here?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked up and down the wide aisle, then nodded at the box. “Will that have everything you need to do this? Or do we need to get additional pieces or parts or whatever?”

      “I’ll get some new supply lines. Otherwise, this should have everything we need. Except for tools, of course.” He laughed at the sudden, stricken look on her face. “Which I have. Don’t worry.”

      “Okay.” She nodded toward the front of the store. “Let’s get this show on the road, I guess.”

      And as Kari followed him to the aisle that held the other things he needed he realized that he hadn’t helped a woman around the house in a very long time. It was a little scary how good it felt.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want some coffee or something?” Kari fidgeted, feeling useless. No, worse than useless. Useless and very aware of the long, male legs attached to the long, lean torso sticking out from under her sink.

      Something clanked and Rob grunted and shifted his shoulders, which were propped on the edge of the open cabinet. It looked uncomfortable as hell.

      “Or I could just shut up and let you get on with it,” Kari muttered.

      “Did you say something?” A thump sounded from under the sink. “Ow. Fuck.”

      Kari bit her lip and closed her eyes. Great. Not only was she taking advantage of her neighbor, now she’d injured him. She crouched and found him squinting at her, rubbing his forehead.

      She grimaced. “I’m so sorry. Didn’t mean to make you hit your head. I just wanted to know if you wanted me to make some coffee or something. I feel useless as heck just standing around while you fix my sink.”

      A weak grin slid across his face. “Coffee after noon? I’d be up until dawn.”

      So, he wasn’t Scandinavian. Her mother would have offered coffee from sunup to sundown without thinking twice. “Anything?” Kari winced at the pathetic tone she couldn’t keep out of her voice.

      He dropped his head back and continued to fiddle with whatever he was fiddling with. “You really don’t have to. I’m having a blast.”

      “Sure seems like it, what with the swearing and the traumatic brain injury.”

      “Well, if you could find an old towel or something to cushion my back, that’d be a help.” His voice sounded distracted and there was another clank.

      “That I can do.” Kari hopped to her feet and nearly sprinted to the linen closet in the hall, stretching to the top shelf to find the store of towels she kept after they had gotten too threadbare for anything other than rags. Scooting back to the kitchen, she crouched next to him. “Towel.”

      Rob rocked his hips side to side to inch out from under the sink and Kari swallowed as his tee shirt rode up, exposing a strip of bare stomach. She’d estimated that Rob was a bit older than her forty-two years, but there was no question that he kept himself fit. She lifted her gaze to his face, heat flooding her face at the gentle curve of his lips as he tugged his tee shirt down. I wasn’t perving on you! she wanted to protest.

      But it wouldn’t be one hundred percent true. Rob was a little awkward and a lot eager, but he was also generous and helpful. He dog-sat for his daughter. He was helping Kari with her plumbing. He didn’t ask for anything in return.

      And, if Kari was being honest, the man was cute. Seriously cute. As in silver fox matinee idol cute. As in Central Casting could find him a job as George Clooney’s cousin cute.

      She offered him the towel and he twisted to lay it in the cabinet, settling back and inching under the sink again without a word. He took a wrench and applied it and a pair of pliers to the pipe, pushing them in opposition, grunting as the fitting gave way. This time, knowing his attention was on the plumbing, Kari allowed herself to appreciate the play of lean muscles in his arms, of the way his abs tensed under his tee shirt as the pipe gave way.

      “Excellent.” He set the tools down beside him and picked up another wrench, doing something else with it, then scooting out to get to his feet and pull the whole assembly out, absorbed in his task, seemingly not even remembering Kari was there.
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      Having Kari looking on while he worked was distracting as hell. Rob tried to cover by examining the old faucet, though there was no need. The thing was going in the trash. It should have gone there years ago from the look of it.

      But he wanted something to focus on so he wouldn’t think about the way Kari had blushed when he caught her looking at him. He wasn’t too proud to admit he appreciated an admiring glance, but Kari was right here next door. He needed to be careful. He knew all too well that starting something would almost certainly be followed by ending something, and he wasn’t about to have a next-door neighbor who hated him. Having an ex-wife halfway across the country hating him was bad enough.

      “Problem?” Kari’s voice squeaked a bit and he shook his head.

      “No, but I’m glad you decided to get a new unit. This thing is probably original to the house and wasn’t long for this world. Now I just need to get the new one installed and you’ll be right as rain soon.”

      “Rain. Great. More water. Maybe my roof will leak next.”

      “That’s awfully pessimistic of you.” Rob opened the box with the new faucet and laid out the parts on the counter. “Think about something happier. When we first met you mentioned you just got back from a cruise, right?”

      “Yup. Caribbean.”

      “Sounds swanky.”

      “It was okay.”

      He lifted his gaze to her face. She was looking out the window at the backyard. There was something sort of wistful about her expression. “Why only okay?” he asked.

      She sighed and looked down at her hands. “Just not my type of thing. Very hectic, very busy. Lots of people all the time.”

      He considered this as he settled the gasket and threaded the hoses through the hole in the back of the sink. He was a pretty gregarious guy, but even to him, that sounded like it might be a bit much. Kari had a much more quiet, self-contained vibe about her. “Doesn’t sound very restful.”

      “No, it wasn’t. Lots of activities too. I would have preferred to curl up with a book on a lounge chair or something.”

      “They don’t leave you alone to do that if that’s what you want to do?”

      “Oh, they do. It’s just that there’s always something going on around that lounge chair. Games or parties or families with a lot of screaming kids. We docked in Nassau one day, and walking around the city is just one long string of people trying to get you to come into this shop or that one… Frankly, I was happy to get home.”

      What would make a woman who seemed as reserved as Kari want to do such a thing in the first place? “Why did you go if it wasn’t your type of scene?”

      “I won it at work. It’s not like I spent money on the ticket or anything.”

      “Nice that you could find out it’s not your thing without spending money on it, I guess.”

      “True.” One corner of her mouth quirked up. “You’re an always look on the bright side type, aren’t you?”

      He settled back down on the kitchen floor, preparing to stick his head under the sink again. “I suppose so. I try to be, I guess. I mean, most things in life aren’t tragedies. Anyway, you got home from the stressful cruise to a nice quiet house and some relaxation, I guess.”

      To his surprise, Kari started to laugh.
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      She couldn’t help it. It was perfect, somehow. And if she didn’t laugh, she’d cry.

      Nice quiet house indeed. She’d come home and before she’d even unpacked her dirty clothes, Sam had come over and asked Kari the question she’d been dreading since Kari’s mother died, tearing the lid off of a lifetime of secrets and lies.

      That had been two weeks ago. And Sam hadn’t called since.

      The tears did come then, with a suddenness that shocked her. Kari’s mouth twisted and she clapped her hands over her eyes. The harder she tried to clamp down on the emotion, the harder her chest heaved, sobs wracking her lungs. Then there were arms around her, pulling her into a hard, warm chest, hands rubbing her back.

      “Shh. What’s the matter?” His low voice was right in her ear, soothing.

      Her hands still pressed against her eyes, she took one deep, shuddering breath. Then another. Tears still trickled, but the out of control sobbing was over. She pulled her hands away from her eyes and set them on his shoulders. He stepped away at that, releasing her. She wished he hadn’t. That brief bit of human contact, of comfort, had been like water on a thirsty plant. She took another breath, steadier this time.

      “I’m sorry. I…I’ve just been under some stress lately.” She lifted her gaze to meet his, swiping her fingertips under her eyes to get rid of the moisture. He frowned, concern etched into the lines around his eyes. “I’m okay. Really.”

      “You don’t seem so okay to me,” he said. His hand lifted and reached halfway between them, then fell.

      She waved him away. “No. I’m fine.”

      “If you say so. Do you want to talk about it? How fine you are?”

      She shook her head. No, she didn’t want to talk to this attractive near-stranger about how she’d kept her mother’s secrets and lies only to be found out by her only living relative. And maybe losing that most precious relationship in the bargain. Shame and embarrassment would swallow her whole if she did that. Pile her panic about home ownership on top of that horrible little story and he might run screaming from her house. And at the same time, it all seemed so pathetic. So small.

      Avert your eyes, we don’t talk about the madwoman next door. Seriously. She was a mess.

      “Okay. Want me to continue to work on your sink? I’d leave you alone, but…then you wouldn’t have any water.”

      She grimaced. “Please. Can we just ignore my awkward outburst? Pretend like it didn’t happen?”

      “If that’s what you want.” His expression remained grave.

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded, then sank to the floor again and wriggled into the cabinet. “Not too much longer and I’ll be out of your hair anyway.”

      She wanted to tell him she wasn’t counting the minutes until he could leave. That she actually enjoyed his company. It had been an awfully lonely two weeks. And she was getting used to seeing his long, jeans-clad legs sticking out from her kitchen cabinets.

      “Can I…make you lunch or something? As a thank-you?”

      He lifted his head—carefully this time—and looked at her. “You sure?”

      She nodded. “Nothing fancy. I have the makings for ham sandwiches. Some chips. Beer, even.”

      He let his head fall back and readdressed the pipes. “That sounds perfect.”

      Kari nodded and moved to the fridge, taking out ingredients and assembling two lunch plates, stepping carefully around his legs. By the time she was done, Rob had finished with the faucet, run down to the basement to turn the water back on (seriously, how had she not even known where the main water valve was? Why did she think she could own a house? Who was she fooling?) and they were sitting at the little table in her dining room.

      He looked around, taking in her minimal décor. She had plans to paint every room in the house, but for now, all the walls were stark white. His gaze roamed over the framed art posters, the little chest of drawers with a piece of whitework embroidery laid on top, and back to Kari’s face.

      “That’s a nice cloth thingy on the chest there. Did someone make it for you?”

      Kari shook her head. “No. I made it.”

      His eyebrows went up. “Impressive.”

      “My mom was very keen that I know traditional Norwegian hand-crafts like hardangersøm. I grew up doing it. Now I mostly need to keep my hands busy doing something. Knitting, embroidery…always something.”

      He took a sip of beer, his dark gaze pinning her. “I take it back. That’s not impressive. It’s very impressive.”
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      Kari’s blush should be registered as a dangerous weapon. It made Rob think decidedly carnal thoughts that he had no business thinking. Better to get on more neutral ground.

      “What do you do for work?” he asked.

      “I’m an office manager and bookkeeper for a small publishing house,” she said. “Nothing terribly exciting.”

      “My daughter would probably think it was very exciting,” he said.

      “She wants to be an office manager for a company that makes instruction manuals?” Kari’s eyebrows quirked in humorous disbelief.

      “Well, she wants to work in publishing. She’s been trying to get editorial work for a while now. Doing some freelancing, but she’d love to go full-time.”

      “If we get an opening I can let you know since I’ll be practically the first to know,” Kari said. “Seeing as I’d be the one posting it. But there aren’t a lot of jobs like that out there. And certainly not in this neck of the woods.”

      He sighed. “I know. I tried to get her to look into something more practical, but Mia’s both hardheaded and a dreamer. It can be a bad combination.” He picked up his sandwich and bit into it. A simple thing, a sandwich. But it had been a long time since anyone had made one for him. It tasted good.

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m the IT director for a computer game company.”

      “So you could not only fix my sink but my computer too? Wow.”

      “Does your computer need fixing?”

      “No.” An unexpectedly sly smile flitted across her face and he felt another bolt of attraction run through him. “Besides, you’ve already fixed my sink and all I’ve been able to offer you in return is a sandwich. I’d better not push my luck.”

      “It’s a good sandwich. Also, don’t underestimate the power of beer as a motivator. Anyway, I’m happy to fix your computer if something goes wrong with it. Or anything else.”

      She sighed and looked around the room. “There’s so much to do. I hate all these white walls, but I don’t even know how long it will take me to paint a single room. Or how much paint to buy. Or…anything, really.”

      “You’ve never painted a room before?”

      She shook her head. “I’m the first person in my family to own a house.” She laughed a brief, reflective laugh. “Like I said before, when you first suggested I get a new faucet it was kind of a shock to me to realize I could do that. That it wasn’t up to the landlord to decide. That there is no landlord.”

      He sipped his beer, thought for a moment. “Yeah. That’s one of the nice things about homeownership. But it’s also overwhelming sometimes.”

      Kari’s eyes went wide. “You feel that way too?”

      He shrugged. “Sure. Sometimes.”

      “I thought I was just being a big baby. I finally got what I wanted—a home of my own—and then I don’t know what to do with myself.”

      Rob nodded. “It’s kind of like when you’re a kid and you can’t wait to grow up and make your own decisions. Then you’re an adult and you sometimes wish someone else would make a decision for you—because it’s exhausting being in charge. And it’s scary sometimes.”

      Kari stared at him, a pickle held halfway between her plate and her mouth. She blurted, “I’ve been terrified ever since my first night in this house.”

      “Terrified?” Maybe that explained the semi-hysterical scene in the kitchen.

      “Well, not every second. But it’s so unknown, all of it. What if something goes wrong, what if something breaks and I can’t afford it? I didn’t have much before, didn’t have much to lose. Now…”

      And she was all on her own. When Rob had first bought a house, he had been married and experienced in basic maintenance. First time homeownership with neither a partner nor experience would be incredibly challenging. He was starting to think that Kari wasn’t, as she put it, “a big baby,” but incredibly resourceful and brave. “What about your parents?” he asked. “Other sources of support?”

      “My dad died about five years ago. Mom went a few years later. They never had much, but what my mother left me boosted my nest egg to enable me to buy this place.”

      “Siblings?”

      “My brother Bjorn and his wife died in a car accident not long before my mother passed.”

      He stared at her. “Wow. That’s…a lot of tragedy to be dealing with in a short time.”

      She swallowed, her throat working. “It was hard. Sam and I…” She swallowed and lowered her eyes. “Sorry. I’m not going to cry all over you again.” Her face flushed again and Rob wished he could hug her or give her some other kind of comfort. She looked up again, meeting his eyes. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. Hell. I’ve already confessed my fear about becoming a homeowner. What’s one more confession? I don’t think Sam’s speaking to me now.”

      “Your niece, right? What happened?”

      “She found out about a big secret that my mother had been keeping. A lie. And she found out I knew and hadn’t told her.”
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      There. She’d said it.

      She waited for the earth to open up and swallow her.

      Nothing happened.

      “Why didn’t you tell her?” he asked. He sounded curious, but not judgmental.

      Kari shrugged and stared at her half-eaten sandwich. “I’m…not really sure. Mor—Mom—told me when she was really sick. Not long before she died. And then she did die. Sam and I were coping with a lot and it seemed wrong to put more on her emotional plate then. And then…it was like that overdue library book you have under the bed when you’re a kid. You know the fine is only going to get worse the longer it sits there, but…”

      “You just keep nudging it even further back with your toe.”

      “Exactly. The longer it went on, the worse it was going to be. How could I bring it up? How could I explain why I hadn’t told her before? And I told myself there wasn’t any way she could find out.”

      “But she did.”

      “Yeah.” Kari pondered whether she should stop talking about this now. Oh, what the hell. “She inherited property from her great-uncle in Norway.”

      “Her great-uncle?” He seemed to calculate something in his head. “Wouldn’t that make him your uncle?”

      “That’s the thing. My father wasn’t her biological grandfather. My mother was married to a different man and pregnant with my brother when they emigrated. The ship they were on sank. Mor’s husband didn’t make it. She and my dad had met and fell in love on the crossing and ended up living happily ever after.”

      Rob’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s quite the story.”

      “Yeah. One I should have told Sam without her having to drag it out of me.”

      “Hey.” Rob’s voice was soft and she looked at him. “How long are you going to beat yourself up over this?”

      She half-shrugged. “Until Sam’s speaking to me again, I guess?”

      “What if she doesn’t?”

      Dread latched icy claws into Kari’s belly and she pushed her plate away. “I can’t even think about that.”

      “Is she the type to hold a grudge?”

      “Not usually, but this situation isn’t exactly usual either. And she’s…she’s all the family I have.” And what if I don’t even have that anymore? Kari felt scooped out and hollow at the idea. She was used to being responsible and reliable, but she wasn’t used to being this alone.

      “And you’re all the family she has, too, right? I think she’ll come around. You guys seemed really close when I met her.”

      “We are. Or we were. You weren’t the first person to mistake us for sisters.”

      “Why don’t you give her a call?”

      “Because I’m a coward?”

      “I doubt that.” His eyes had gone all warm, making her feel funny and fluttery inside.

      Kari slumped back in her chair. “Why is it so hard to believe? I’ve just told you that I am terrified of my own home and was cowardly enough not to tell my only niece—only living relative—about something huge that affects her.”

      “Being terrified of homeownership isn’t cowardice, it’s rational behavior.” Rob said. “You’re actually brave to take it on by yourself for the first time. And I think a lot of people would have done what you did regarding your mother’s secret. It seems like you meant to tell her, but the timing was bad…and then I can’t imagine how you would have brought it up.”

      “Hey Sam—remember my dad? Turns out he wasn’t really your grandfather. Sorry about that, kiddo.”

      “I’m sure you put it more diplomatically than that.”

      “Only because she asked me point-blank if I had ever heard of Mor’s first husband. By name. It let me off the hook. I didn’t have to do the awkward lead-in to the horrible conversation.”

      His fingertip touched the back of her hand and the fluttering feeling in her gut intensified. “If you want my unsolicited advice, reach out to her.”

      She swallowed. She’d been so afraid of having her worst fear realized—of having Sam reject her forever—that she hadn’t reached out. But Mor had avoided facing the truth for her entire life. Maybe Kari shouldn’t be emulating her. “I’ll think about it.”
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      Kari did the dishes after Rob left, marveling and feeling somewhat ridiculous at how luxurious something like having a new faucet could be. He was right. The pull-out spray handle was great. Drying her hands, she eyed her cellphone sitting on the countertop.

      Don’t really be a coward. Send her a text.

      She picked up the phone and held it for a moment and letting it out in a rush. Unlocking the device, she opened her texting app and sent Sam a message before she could coward her way out of it.

      Hey. Can we talk?

      As olive branches went, it wasn’t exactly the most eloquent, but hopefully it would get the job done.

      Resisting the urge to stare at her phone screen and wait for a response, Kari stuffed it in her back pocket and wandered back into the dining room, gazing around at the blank, white walls. It’s your house. You can actually paint it whatever color you want.

      So what color did she want?

      The room was an interior one without any windows. So…something sunny? A soft yellow, maybe? Kari rotated in a slow circuit. Yes. Yellow would be good in here.

      Wow. She’d made a decision.

      Bolstered by this, she moved to the living room. There were windows here, but they faced north and east. So, more light but still…she turned and walked to the desk in the corner and fished out an old sketch pad and a package of colored pencils. With swift motions, she sketched an idea. A pale color on the walls—barely a color at all. Or she could leave it white and add some Scandinavian motifs over the doors and windows. Maybe she could cut a stencil…

      Her phone shrilled in her back pocket. Kari’s pencil skated across the page, her pulse jumping. Dropping the pad and pencil to her sofa, she dug the phone out of her back pocket.

      A text from Sam. Just one word. Sure.

      A tightness in her chest Kari hadn’t even known was there loosened. She tapped the phone’s screen. Now?

      Ok.

      The tightness snapped back. Kari swallowed, tapped Sam’s contact information, raised the phone to her ear. Her hand shook. She felt like she might throw up. The phone barely rang and Sam’s voice was in her ear. “Kari?”

      Kari would normally say something smart-assy at the questioning tone of Sam’s voice. Something like, “Got any other aunts?”

      But not today.

      “Hi, Sam.” Now that she had Sam on the phone, she didn’t know where to begin. She should have planned, had some sort of script or something. “How have you been?”

      Sam didn’t say anything for a few moments and Kari could hear her walking. It sounded like she was outside. “I’m…I’m okay.”

      A tiny trickle of relief made Kari’s shoulders lower a fraction of an inch away from her ears. “Good. Are we okay?” she blurted.

      The sound of Sam’s footfalls stopped. “We’ll get there.”

      The trickle of relief turned into a torrent, rushing through her, filling that scooped-out hollow place inside her. “I am sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t know how.”

      “I know.”

      “How’s everything else?”

      “Good. Really good, in fact. I’ve started seeing someone.”

      “You have?” A pang of something—jealousy or loneliness or some emotion in between—shot through Kari. “Who is he? When did you meet?”

      “Over a month ago. He hired me to take him out on the river.”

      Kari’s brows drew together. Sam, a fly fishing guide, had always had hard and fast rules about dating her clients. As in, she didn’t do it. Ever. “He did?”

      “He did. And I can hear the disapproval in your voice, but don’t worry. He’s not my client anymore. Just my boyfriend.”

      “What’s your boyfriend’s name?”

      “Graham. His family calls him Gray. He’s a librarian at the university.” Sam’s voice went soft, unusually so for her. “He’s a really good guy, Kari.”

      “Well, I’m glad for you.”

      A pause, as if Sam was working up to something. “I’d like you to meet him.”

      The lonely, jealous feelings tightening Kari’s stomach and chest blew away, like a cool fresh breeze passing right through her. “I’d love to meet him. Why don’t you find out when you guys are available for dinner and come over?”

      “That’d be nice. Speaking of which, how’s that good-looking next door neighbor of yours?”

      “Rob? He’s nice. He replaced my kitchen faucet today, as a matter of fact.” The memory of his shirt riding up as he emerged from under her sink sent a rush of heat to her cheeks.

      Sam’s voice went sly. “Is that a euphemism for something? 'Cause it sounds kinda dirty.”

      Kari laughed, feeling almost dizzy with relief that the conversation had taken this turn into normal territory. “One hundred percent clean, I promise. It was leaking. I asked him for a plumber recommendation. He told me he could fix it himself. He did. And there we are.”

      “Well, well. Maybe he can help you if you have any more…personal plumbing issues.”

      “Shut the front door, Samantha Halvorsen. He fixed my sink. Don’t become one of those people who starts dating someone and then wants to pair everyone else off. I’m fine.”

      Sam laughed at that, a happy sound. “Okay. But…it feels good to be able to tease you again.”

      “It feels good to be teased. Let me know when you two can come over for dinner. I’ll do my best to be the intimidating old hag of an auntie.”

      “Right,” Sam said. “Because that’s so you.”

      “It’s a new look I’m working on. I’m heading for Crone Club.”

      Sam made a noise that sounded like pfft. “Right. I’ll see when Gray and I can come over. And Kari?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for calling.”

      Kari swallowed around the growing lump in her throat. “Of course.”
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      Returning to his house, Rob tried to throw himself into his usual Saturday chore routine. Laundry into the dryer, some light cleaning, paying bills.

      Oh, the exciting life of the single, middle-aged guy. A regular bachelor rave-up.

      When had his existence settled into something so solitary? Helping Kari with her faucet might be the most social he had been in…was it months? It was. As a young man, he had been up for going out for a few beers, but hadn’t been a part of the club scene. More like the Irish fiddle at a local folk pub night scene. Then marriage to Liz, having Mia, they had done domestic things. Birthday parties and outings with other families where the parents could team up and take turns making sure the kids didn’t succeed in what seemed to be their endless quest to get killed doing something reckless. They had gotten sitters and had the occasional date night, too, growing rarer and then stopping as they grew apart and the marriage exploded so impressively it might have made for a Fourth of July fireworks display if it hadn’t also been so upsetting.

      The long process of unwinding the life they had made together, of dividing assets and finding new homes, of setting out careful plans and schedules for Mia had left Rob too tired and demoralized to date much immediately after the divorce. Not to mention, divorce doesn’t exactly leave you in the best frame of mind for jumping back into the dating pool. Eventually, that pain had faded and he had gone out with a few women, but it was clear that their sights were set on marriage—eventually if not a lot sooner—and Rob wasn’t about to put himself through that again. But those women had seen his single-dad-ness and his easygoing manner and assumed he was looking for another spin into married life, a new mom for Mia.

      It always ended when they found out they were wrong. He could do commitment. But he wasn’t doing marriage again. And Mia already had a mom.

      So he had stopped dating entirely. As a teenager, Mia had teased him about it. “Maybe if you issue a warning before the first date,” she said. “Get them to sign a contract or something.”

      “Yeah, because nothing says, ‘I’m an arrogant shithead who thinks all women want to marry me’ like a pre-date warning that I have no intention of remarrying anyone ever.”

      “True. It’s not a good look.” Mia had looked thoughtful at that, her big, dark eyes going all somber and serious.

      “Stop thinking about my love life, kiddo. That’s an order from your old man.”

      “Not so old as all that. You should at least be able to have some fun sometime.”

      “It’s not fun if it ends up hurting someone. So, for the time being at least, no dates for me.”

      But it was lonely, living this way, especially since Mia had moved out. And it was also kind of a cliché. A bachelor existence seasoned by the occasional poker night with a few people from work. Rob stuffed a new load of dirty laundry into the machine, added detergent, and turned it on. His mind turned back to Kari. Pretty Kari with her wide cheekbones and pale blue eyes that met his so easily because she was almost his height. Kari who seemed so tough and yet had a deep well of uncertainty underneath her calm, self-assured manner.

      He wondered if he could be friends with his next-door neighbor. That would be nice. Just getting to know someone. They wouldn’t have to go on dates. If they wanted to, they could hang out and never leave their own back yards. He could help her more with her home-improvement stuff.

      Peering into his office, he nearly groaned at the pile of paperwork and mail. He had a habit of tossing everything that came in in a haphazard pile, then clearing out the whole thing in one epic sweep. He got hardly any bills on paper anymore, so it wasn’t like he was letting anything important go.

      But it wasn’t exactly an efficient system. He knew he should handle it differently. A different method might come with less guilt, fewer

      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/noun-country-house-3819766.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/handyforyou_digital_highres.jpg






