
The Other Side of Town

By Kristy Tate

A surprise inheritance. A dangerous ultimatum. A partnership that could turn deadly.
When Chloe Haywood’s boss unexpectedly leaves her his fortune, she’s stunned—especially when she learns there’s a catch. To claim the inheritance, she must live in his sprawling mansion for a year... alongside Gabe Matthews, the man who never wanted her there. If they fail to meet the will’s strict conditions, the fortune will fall into the hands of a corrupt agricultural firm.
Reluctantly, Chloe and Gabe agree to the arrangement. But as unsettling incidents escalate into life-threatening attacks, they realize someone is determined to see them fail—no matter the cost. With their lives and inheritance on the line, they must uncover the truth before time runs out.
A gripping romantic suspense full of intrigue, unexpected twists, and slow-burning attraction.
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


*GABE

Blanchet peered over the edge of the sheet, his eyebrows looking like bristly caterpillars resting on his wrinkled brow. They were so black, they made his shock of white hair seem like a lie. “Luc is most undoubtedly and indisputably a ninny—a namby-pamby ninny.” His black eyes skated away from mine. “His mother’s fault,” Blanchet went on. “It’s not so bad in a woman, and she was pretty, which Luc isn’t.”

There was a faint emphasis on the word mother, and I remembered Mom saying both Julien and William Blanchet had been in love with the girl William married. “And a plain ninny my nephew, Luc,” continued the old gentleman. “Curse it all, I, why can’t I leave my money to you, instead?”

“Because I wouldn’t take it.” I perched on a chair beside my patient’s large four-poster bed.

Blanchet scowled at me. “You’re a fool. How much would you take—eh, Gabe? Come now—say how much?”

I laughed. “Not a penny.” I swung my arm over the great carved post beside me. There were cherubs’ heads upon it, smiling down, looking amused.

“Nonsense.” Blanchet’s thin voice was tinged with determination. “Nonsense,” he repeated. “I’ll have my way. You’ll see. I’ll get my way. I always do.”

His tone worried me. What could he possibly be scheming now? He was a competitive old man—ruthless in business...and in everything, really. 

Blanchet’s eyes changed color. They were sometimes green, but mostly gray. When he was serious, they were so dark as to look black. Like today.

“I can’t take it, you know,” I said, striving to sound just as intent.

Blanchet folded his hands on his chest in a prayer position. “Why not?” 

I rubbed a hand over my face, tired of the argument. “I appreciate the gesture, but I can’t benefit in a patient’s will. I don’t have a lot of principles, but that’s one of them. Doctor Duran drummed it into me from the time I joined him.”

Blanchet twisted his lips. “Your morals offend me,” he said with a sniff. “No one likes a saint, Gabe.”

“Then you’ll have a hard time in Heaven.”

“Maybe I’m not going there.”

“You are,” I said with absolute conviction.

“You don’t know all the things I’ve done,” he said.

I wrapped a hand around his foot and gently squeezed it. “Let’s not talk of death. This cold will pass. There’s no reason for you not to live another three to six years.”

Blanchet barked out a laugh that turned into a cough.

I leaned over to snag a couple of tissues from the box and handed them to him. The laughing-cough shook the old man’s slender frame, and when the fit ended, he leaned back against his army of pillows and pressed the now blood-tinged tissues to his lips. He closed his eyes. “You won’t take a thousand?” he asked without opening his eyes.

“Not a penny.” I grinned, even though the old villain couldn’t see me through his blue-veined lids.

Blanchet blinked open his eyes to fasten his glare. “Ninny,” he muttered. “All the more for Luc.” Pursing up his lips, he scrounged beneath his pillow and pulled out a long, folded paper. “All the more for Luc,” he repeated, “and all the more reason for Luc to wish me dead. I wonder he hasn’t poisoned me. Perhaps he will.” His tone turned wistful. “I’d give something to see Luc tried for murder! Think of it, twelve US citizens in one box—Luc in another—all the jury looking at Luc, and Luc looking as prim as if he were in church, and wondering if the moths were getting into his collections, and if anyone would care for them when he was locked up...or dead. And Nicolette—like Niobe, all tears...”

I had been chuckling, but at the mention of Nicki, my stomach twisted. “You’re getting yourself worked up.” 

“Like Niobe, all tears,” repeated Blanchet, obstinately. “Sweetly pretty she’d look, too—eh? Luc’s a lucky dog, isn’t he?”

My patience died. I studied the old man.

“You think me a beast?” Blanchet cocked one of his eyebrows and fussed over the bedclothes, creating a straight line across his chest. His hand touched the folded paper, and he gave it an impatient push. “You’re a fool,” he snarled. “I’ve made my will once, and now I’ve to make it all over again just to please you. All the whole blessed thing over again, from ‘I, Julien Morell Blanchet,’ down to ‘I deliver this my act and deed.’ What a bore.”

“Should I call Fenwick?” I asked.

Blanchet flared into sudden wrath. “Don’t talk to me of lawyers,” he barked. “I know enough law to make a will they can’t upset. Sharks and robbers. Worse than the doctors.”

I shifted uncomfortably at the insult to my profession.

“Besides, Fenwick talks—tells his wife things—and she gossips to her sister.” Blanchet paused for a long, labored breath. “And what Jules Bowden knows, the town knows. Did I ever tell you how I found out? I suspected, but I wanted to be sure. So, I sent for young Fenwick and told him I wanted to make my will. So far, so good. I made it—or he did. And I left a couple of thousand dollars to Bessie Fenwick and a couple more to her sister, Jules, in memory of my old friendship with their father. And as soon as Fenwick had gone, I put his morning’s work in the fire. Now how do I know he talked? This way. A week later I met Jules Bowden on Main Street, and I had the fright of my life. I thought she’d kiss me. It was ‘Should you be out in this east wind?’ and I must visit soon. What fools women are! Jules Bowden couldn’t stand me until she thought I’d left her a little something in my will.”

“Fenwick isn’t the only lawyer in the world,” I said, trying to calm him.

“I did go to one once to make a will—they say it’s sweet to play the fool sometimes—eh? Fool I was, sure enough. I found a little mottled man, he sat blinking at me, and repeating my words, till I could have murdered him with his own pen. He called me moral too, instead of Morell. ‘Julien Moral Blanchet,’ and I had to tell him I wasn’t moral, never had been moral, and never intended to be moral. I said he must be thinking of my nephew, Luc, who was moral enough for both of us. Trying to save some species of larvae from extinction.” He groaned. “Speak of the devil, here he is.”

With the air of an unwanted stray dog in search of a dropped slice of bacon, Luc crept through the ajar door. He was a slight, fair man with a well-shaped head, a straight nose, and a chin that disappeared into his shirt collar. He wore Dexter glasses because he was short-sighted and high collars because he had a long neck. 

“If he hadn’t spent his life blinking at some bug that was just out of his sight, his eyes would have been as good as mine, and he might just as well keep his head in a butterfly net or a collecting box as where he does keep it. Not that Luc always keeps his head. Has a temper that flares, you know. Like his father.”

Luc shuffled into the room as if apologizing for his existence and quietly closed the door behind him.

“I think you make him nervous, sir,” I whispered.

“I know I do,” Blanchet barked.

Luc, looking like he was entering a boxing ring without a mouth guard, approached the bed.

Blanchet watched him with black, malicious eyes.

Luc took the chair beside my own. “How are you feeling, Uncle?”

“Do I look like I’m feeling well?” Blanchet pinned his nephew with a hostile gaze. “I’m dying. I don’t expect to live for another week. At least, I hope not.”

I stood and strode to the window to give the two men privacy. One of the panes was open, and a chilly breeze carried the town’s drowsy murmur. Traffic’s hum. The clang of church bells. Blanchet’s house stood a few yards back from the road, just at the head of Harbor Hill. 

Crescent Bay was a very old town, and the house was a very old house. From Blanchet’s room, I could see a narrow lane hedged in by Victorian houses overlooking the sound. Beyond, the ground fell sharply away, and there were much smaller cottages built long ago by people coming to the sea. And, even though I couldn’t see them from where I stood, there were the great black chimneys of Blanchet’s foundry. Blanchet employed half the town, including my mother. What would happen when he was gone?

Blanchet must have had the same concerns. We both knew Luc didn’t have a head for business.

I looked down Main Street and watched the streetlights spring into brightness. Now, a long ribbon of light traveled down to the river and rose again. I had lived here most of my life. I feared I would never leave.

“Gabe!” Blanchet barked. “Tell this ninny how I feel.”

I turned to study the pair of them. I found their continual disdain for each other tiring. “Why would you need me to do that? You know how you feel.”

“Oh, no,” Blanchet said in a smooth, resigned voice. “Oh, no, Gabe. In a private and unofficial sort of way, yes; but in a public and official sense? Oh, dear, no. Luc wants to know when to order the headstone and how to arrange his vacation so as not to clash with my funeral, so it is for my medical adviser to answer the question, don’t you think, Luc?”

An angry red color ran to the roots of Luc’s fair hair. He cast an appealing glance in my direction but didn’t speak.

Trying to ease the tension, I said, “You might outlive both of us.”

“Seen any more of young Stevenson, Luc?” Blanchet asked, with an abrupt, whiplash change of topic.

Luc shook his head and gazed at his shoes as if they held the answers he sought. “No, sir, I haven’t.”

“No, and you aren’t likely to.” Blanchet coughed and waved his hand. “Go away. Stop wasting my time.”

Luc sprang to his feet as if he’d been released from chains and tethers. “Okay, goodnight, sir.” He didn’t run for the door, but he moved quickly, as if afraid someone might try and stop him.

Blanchet’s responding grunt sounded angry, and I guessed he was masking his fatigue and fragility with hostility. As soon as the door had closed, Blanchet trained his gaze on me.

“What good is he? He’s not a business man. He’s not a man at all; he’s an entomologic—a cursed lepidoptofool.”

When the old gentleman paused for breath, I said, “Someone has to study insects.”

“Why?” Blanchet demanded. “Who cares about larvae?”

“Is there something else bothering you, sir?”

Much like a dragon, Blanchet blew out a noisy breath through his nose. “He’s muddled the contract with Stevenson. Thinking of butterflies, I expect. Pretty things, butterflies—but there—I don’t need to fret. It won’t bother me. I’ll be dead. It’s Luc’s concern, isn’t it. My income won’t be important when I’m gone.” He was silent for a moment. Then he made a restless movement with his hand. “It won’t, will it, eh? You didn’t mean what you said just now? It was just a lie? I am not going to live much longer, am I?”

I hesitated.

“Oh, for the Lord’s sake, I-I’m not the namby-pamby—out with it! The old man broke in with an extraordinary energy. “How long do you give me?”

I reclaimed the chair I’d abandoned. “Really, sir, I don’t know. I can’t say. There’s no more to be done if you refuse the treatments.” I held up my hand to stop any interruption. “No, we won’t go over all that again. I know you’ve made up your mind. And no one can possibly say how long it will take. You might have died this week, or you might die in a month, or you may go on for a year—or two—or three.”

“Three years,” Blanchet muttered. “Three years, I—and this dadgum pain all the time—gettin’ worse—?”

“Oh, I can relieve the pain.” I tried to sound cheerful. “There’s no need to suffer.”

“Much obliged, Gabe, but no. Some horrid drug that’ll turn me into an idiot? No, thank you. I’ll keep my wits, if it’s all the same to you. Well, well, it’s all in the day’s work, and I’m not complaining, but Luc’ll get tired of waiting for my shoes if I last three years. I doubt his patience will hold out. He’ll be bound to hasten matters on. Think of the bad example I shall be for the baby—when it comes.”

He studied me for a long moment before continuing. “Good heavens, what d’ ye want to look like that for? I suppose they’ll have babies like other folk, and I’ll be a bad example for all of them. Luc knows that. I’m an embarrassment. When I’ve got on his nerves a bit more, he’ll put an end to me. He’ll poison me. You’ll see.”

“That doesn’t sound like Luc,” said I with half a laugh, hoping the old man was joking.

“Eh?” Another rise of the caterpillar eyebrow. “What about Pellico’s dog, then?”

“Pellico’s dog?” I repeated, as if I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“What an idiot you are, Gabe. Don’t you remember? Pellico’s dog that got on Luc’s nerves!” He drew in a shuddering breath and hitched himself up onto his elbows. “Same as I get on his nerves,” he muttered. Then, he added with some heat, “Luc dosed the poor brute with some of his bug-curing stuff!” He dropped back against his pillows, clearly exhausted by his outburst. “Luc knows his way around a laboratory.” His gaze shifted to the windows as if seeing into the past. “At least, he learned something from me.”

Like the failing afternoon light, my mood darkened. I remembered it as if it had happened yesterday, but I didn’t like being reminded. Old Pellico’s dirty, evil-smelling shop still jutted out of the farther end of Main Street, and the grimy doorstep where the dog used to lie in wait for our ankles was still as grubby as ever. Sometimes, the dog snatched at our socks and shoes, but more often an ankle got nipped...and if Pellico’s dog occasionally got a kick in return, it was not more than he deserved. It had surprised me when I realized Luc actually minded the dog—so little ruffled Luc, then or now. And he loved all animals, even the feral cats hanging behind the fish shop.

Luc had denied being afraid of the creature, but claimed the howling kept him awake at night. The dog died the day after he took a bite out of Luc’s new jeans.

I sat frowning and remembering.

“Aha, you know what I’m getting at.” Blanchet jabbed a crooked finger at my face and laughed at my expression. “Luc’ll poison me yet. You see, he’s in a fix. He hankers after this house same as I always hankered after it. It’s about the only thing we have in common. He’s got his own house on a seven years’ lease, and here’s Nick Anderson going to be married and willing to take it off his hands. And what’s Luc to do?” Blanchet fussed over his blankets, straightening them and smoothing them down. “It’s a terrible worry for him, not knowing if I’m going to die or not. If he doesn’t accept Nick’s offer and I croak, he’ll have two houses on his hands. If he accepts it and I hang on, he won’t have a house at all. It’s a sad dilemma. That’s why he would enjoy seeing about my funeral so much. He’d do it all very handsomely. Luc likes things handsome. And, Nicolette, who doesn’t care a jot for me, will wear a black dress that will make her look gray and washed out, and she can play the Christian martyr. And Chloe won’t wear black at all, though she cares about me a lot more, and she’d look a deal better in black than Nicolette—eh, Gabe?”

I swallowed hard, trying not to think of Nicolette...

Or Chloe.
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CHAPTER TWO
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*CHLOE

I peeked in the room. Mr. Blanchet looked asleep until he flicked open an eye and waved me over. A sharp breeze blew in through the window, so I closed it before settling onto the edge of the bed. I stiffened when I noticed Gabe leaning against the wall, one ankle crossed over the other, studying me.

I did my best to ignore him and focused my attention on Mr. Blanchet. “Nicki said you wished to see me.”

Blanchet shifted in the bed, struggled to sit up, but, after a moment, wilted back against the pillows in defeat. "Chloe, you’ve been here what?”

“Almost a year, sir.” My gaze skated over to Gabe.

Today, he wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to expose his strong forearms. His dark, curly hair matched my own and his mother’s, but his eyes were an unusual, mesmerizing shade of green. And they were trained on me, as if he were waiting to pounce if I took a wrong step. My back straightened.

“Do you like running the foundry?” Mr. Blanchet asked.

I laughed. “I never thought I would, sir, but I do. I like it very much.”

“More rewarding than all that social work?”

I sobered. “I wouldn’t say that, sir, but it’s definitely less...emotionally draining.” My foray as a social worker had been a disaster, but business suited me. Especially one as clear-cut as Mr. Blanchet’s. I never would have thought I’d find joy in creating nuts and bolts, but tallying numbers brought me a sense of accomplishment. Numbers, unlike people, don’t lie.

Old Julien Blanchet observed me for about five minutes before suddenly speaking up. "What'll you do when I'm gone, Chloe?"

I made no protest. I understood him, even though I had only been with his company for a short time. Clasping my hands in my lap and studying them, I replied, “I don't know, Mr. Blanchet. It’s not something I like to think about. I’d rather stay here, with you, of course, than go home, I guess. Work for my family.” I let out a sigh, because I did miss them. Still, it was hard to admit I’d been wrong and they’d been right. Everyone I loved had warned me not to go into social work.

Mr. Blanchet never took his gaze off my face.

“Luc will want to move in and take over as soon as possible. What will you do?” he pressed.

“I don't know,” I repeated. Could I work for Luc? Slowly, inch by inch, Mr. Blanchet had relinquished the reins to me. Until, now he let me run the show. When I needed him, his advice was always sound. It was clear he loved his business, and had his employees’—half the town—best interests at heart. If the foundry sank, the town’s economy would do the same.

I could see Luc allowing me to paddle the canoe, but if I leaned on his advice, we’d most likely capsize, because he had little interest in the foundry.

“Well, if you don't know, perhaps you'll listen to reason and do as I ask,” Mr. Blanchet said, nodding.

“If I can.” The thought of going home with my tail between my legs depressed me.

“Stay here for a year,” Blanchet said, pointing at the floor. “A year isn't much to ask, is it?”

“Here?” Seeking clarification, I also pointed at the floor.

“Yes, in this house. Run the business outright. I've discussed it with Luc. He's an odd creature, but I believe he’ll do the right thing. He said he was agreeable to the idea. He even mentioned being fond of you and that Nicolette would be pleased. Give it a year.”

My body involuntarily jerked slightly, revealing a hint of surprise. “A year,” I said in a soft voice. “Living here?” Relief swished through me when I remembered this was all predicated on his death. “But...you’re not dying anytime soon, right?” My gaze flicked toward Gabe.

He responded with a short shake of his head.

“No one is dying,” I said with a touch of resolve.

“We’ll see,” Mr. Blanchet said in a hard voice. Something fierce flickered in his eyes, and his entire body stiffened when he glanced at Gabe. "You’re a damn fool," Blanchet muttered.

I laughed, knowing he wasn’t talking to me anymore. “Of course, he is.” I looked at Gabe and chuckled again.

The old man nodded. "Grit," Mr. Blanchet said to himself. "Grit. That's the way—laugh, Chloe, laugh—and let him go hang as a fool. He isn't worth it—no man living is worth it. But give him a year all the same.” Mr. Blanchet closed his eyes and waved as if to dismiss me.

I stood, cast a quick glance at Gabe, and hurried from the room. What had I done? Had I really just committed myself to another year in Crescent Bay? What about Auntie Marie? Was that why Mr. Blanchet wanted me to live in his house, because he knew Auntie Marie might have something to say about me continuing to stay with her?

Of course, she would. As she should. I had already overstayed my welcome. I took the stairs two at a time.

Marne met me at the foot of the steps. “How is he?” She twisted her apron in her hands. For a woman in her sixties, Gabe’s mother was still beautiful. Brown skin, ebony eyes, curly hair clipped short, strong jaw. Where did Gabe get his green eyes?

“He speaks of dying,” I said.

Marne’s face twisted with grief. “Gabe said he could live another three to six years.”

“I hope he does.”

“You’ll stay?” Optimism lit Marne’s words.

“I need to talk to my family.”

“And your aunt, but surely, she wouldn’t have any argument?”

“She wants what’s best for me.” Although, neither of us would know what that was.

Marne reached out and squeezed my hand. “We all do.”

I said goodbye and trotted down the steps, across the grounds, and, finally through the massive gates surrounding the Blanchet property.

Clarence waved from his security booth, his smile spread over his face as if he were laughing at me.

It wasn’t until I crossed the bridge and joined the crowds on the busy sidewalk and nearly tripped that I noticed Petit Cochon, a Bichon Frisé, had followed me. I stopped and glared at him.

He spun in a circle before coming to a complete stop. Sitting back on his haunches, he cocked his head as if to say, now what? 

I scooped him up. Debating on whether or not to go back to the house, I reached for my phone and called Nicki.

I pinched the phone between my ear and shoulder. “I have your dog. He followed me.”

“Where are you going? Back to the foundry?”

“No. I need to speak to your mom.” I strode along the brick sidewalk, admiring the warm, sun-soaked buildings, secure in the fact that very few of those around me would care enough to follow my conversation.

“Ah, Uncle Julien has spoken to you.”

“Yes.”

Petit Cochon twisted in my arms when a taco vendor rolled his cart past. I tightened my grip on him.

“And what did you say?”

“That I need to speak to my family.”

“I vote you stay,” Nicki said.

Petit Cochon reached up to lick my chin as if he concurred.

“You aren’t my only family, and I’ve already been gone so long.”

“I know,” Nicki said, “but I am your cousin, and that makes Luc also your family and Luc needs you. I need you.” She paused before adding, “But Luc really needs you. Do you want me to call your mom and plead my case?”

I glanced up at the faltering sun, and a wave of homesickness washed through me. “I’ll call her in the morning.”

“Mama won’t argue with your staying, you know, especially since you’ll be living at the big house.”

I laughed. “You make it sound like a prison.”

“It sort of is.”

“A beautiful prison.”

“Yes. Expensive to keep up.”

“Will you sell it?”

Nicki blew out a sigh. “I’m not sure. It’s up to Luc. We’re happy where we are. Uncle Julien’s is more house than we’ll ever want, but, of course, the green houses are perfect for Luc’s creatures, and he spends half his life in that laboratory...”

“And you can’t sell the house without selling the cottage and greenhouses?”

“It’s complicated,” Nicki said, “And Luc...well, you know how he is. Augh, here he is. I have to go.” She abruptly ended the call.

“Miss Haywood!” a male voice called.

I turned to see a man dressed in khakis topped with a teal cashmere sweater hailing me.

His leather jacket flapped around him as he jogged my way. With his honey-blond curls and wide blue eyes, he was gorgeous. How had we met? He caught up and stopped to catch his breath. “It is Miss Haywood, right? Chloe?”

“That’s right.”

Petit Cochon growled, and I ran a comforting hand over his trembling body.

The man extended his gloved hand. “Rick Stevenson. Has Mr. Blanchet mentioned me?”

I rocked back on my heels to get a better look at him. “Of course. I’m surprised to see you here. Isn’t your firm in the Midwest?”

“Well, yes, but I have family in Eureka, and since I was here for the holidays, I thought I’d swing by and meet with Blanchet personally.” He scowled. “But, according to his nephew, Mr. Blanchet’s health is declining.”

“That’s true.”

The dog growled again when Rick Stevenson edged a little closer and dropped his voice to a whisper. “But from what I hear, you’re the one who really runs the show.”

“I don’t know who told you that.” I took a step back, afraid the dog might nip Stevenson. “It’s Mr. Blanchet’s firm. I’m nothing more than his go-for.”

He winked. “Again, that’s not the story I’ve heard. In any case, I would love to meet with Blanchet, but his nephew is more protective than a momma bear.”

“Mr. Blanchet hasn’t been well for a while now. I’m afraid I agree with Luc. A business meeting would only upset him.”

“Then how about you meet me for dinner? We don’t have to discuss business.”

My spine stiffened. “I could never go behind Mr. Blanchet’s back.”

“I’m not asking you to.” His smile broadened, showing off his white teeth. “I’m just a boy asking a pretty girl to join him in a meal. There’s nothing wrong with that, right?”

Had he been flirting with me? How had I failed that to pick that up ?

“Meet me at Piatti del Nord tonight?”

Piatti del Nord? Crescent Bay’s one exclusive restaurant. I hadn't been there yet, but it got rave reviews and required reservations well in advance.

Rick Stevenson flushed. “I actually made reservations weeks ago, hoping I could convince Blanchet to join me. Since that now seems unlikely, I hate to let the reservations go to waste. Say you’ll come? There’s nothing sadder than a man dining alone.”

I could think of many sadder things but decided not to bore him with my list. “Of course. That sounds lovely.” I tried to inject steely resolve into my tone. “But you have to understand, I don’t make business decisions without Mr. Blanchet’s consent.”

He pointed a finger at me and cocked his thumb as if firing an imaginary pistol. “Got it. This will just be two soon-to-be friends getting to know each other over dinner.”

His grin was infectious, and I smiled back. “Got it.”

“I’ll see you tonight at seven?” He started walking backward but maintained eye contact.

“See you,” I said.

He gave me a final wave before turning and striding away.

With the dog tucked under my arm, I strode down the street and turned up the walk to my aunt’s bungalow. Pots of geraniums stood by the wooden Dutch door. I let myself in and placed Petit Cochon on the floor with instructions to behave.

The scent of lavender drifted through Auntie Marie’s cozy cottage. Her place always felt like stepping into a cave of creature comforts—bookshelves crammed with novels and poetry collections lined the walls, and vases of dried flowers perched on every available surface. Even the light seemed softer here, streaming through the lace curtains in golden streaks. Music floated from the back window, and I followed the sound.

Petit Cochon trotted after me.

Auntie Marie, clad in linen overalls and a straw hat, bent over her garden bed. I spotted a pitcher of iced tea flanked by two tall glasses—almost as if she knew someone would be joining her—on the outdoor table. I didn’t know if I was the guest she’d been expecting, but I poured myself a drink. It tasted of lemons and raspberries.

Auntie Marie sat up with a welcoming smile, pulled off her gardening gloves, and wiped the sweat on her forehead with the back of her hand.

Only my aunt would garden in the dead of winter.

“Salut, Chloe.” She greeted me with a smile.

“Gardening in January?”

“I have to take advantage of a warm day. Now’s the time to plant cool season crops.”

I took note of the packets of seeds lying beside her trowel—peas, radishes, carrots, and beets. I knew I should dig in and help, but instead, I settled onto the low stone wall surrounding the garden bed and held my glass of tea with both hands.

Auntie Marie frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, per se, but I do have some news...and decisions to make.”

Auntie Marie rocked back on her heels and lifted her eyebrows.

I watched her face as I told her of Old Julien Blanchet’s proposal.

“But why worry? He’s not dying tonight...or anytime soon?”

I shuddered. “I hope not. But what if he does?”

Petit Cochon settled at my feet and placed his snout in his outstretched paws.

“Are you worried what your mother will say?” Auntie Marie asked.

“I’ve been away so long already, and Crescent Bay is so hard to get to.”

“Your family can visit. You can visit them.” Auntie Marie waved her hands in the air for emphasis before standing and striding across the patio to a small bistro table. She poured herself some tea.

“You had two glasses,” I said. “Were you expecting someone?”

Auntie Marie smiled. “I was hoping for some company, and God provided you.” She settled onto the wrought iron chair and kicked her feet out in front of her. The soft green clogs she wore just for gardening looked like round macarons on her feet. She was my grandmother’s sister, approaching seventy, but she still had thick hair and tanned, rosy cheeks.

“What do you think I should do?” I stirred the tea, and my spoon pinged against the side of my cup.

“What does your heart say?”

My heart wanted what I couldn’t have... “Part of me feels like this has been a glorious vacation, but I should return home and begin the business of real life. Vacations can’t last forever.”

“But why not? And may I point out you have hardly been vacationing? You’ve been working at that foundry almost since the day you arrived.”

“It’s so easy, it doesn’t really feel like work. I just have to make sure everything bumps along without hiccups. It’s a well-oiled machine.”

“That is the best sort of work.”

I sipped the tea and watched her over the rim. “Luc could easily do it.”

“But he doesn’t want to. He wants to study his bugs.” Auntie Marie cocked her head to get a better look at my face. “Why not build your life here? We all love you and would be thrilled if you decided to stay. You’re good at your job.”

“My home is in Cascadia. My family is there.”

“You have family here, too.”

I got up, strode across
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