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THE ABILITY TO HAVE a choice in what you do is a great privilege...

Timothy Hastings is returning to his ancestral home, Gloriana Manor. He wants to restore it to its former glory and hires Catherine Jacobson, a young, eager carpenter who has a real love for the property. Timothy is drawn to her and when he hears she’s in a jam because of a cocky ex, he offers to be her plus-one at the ex’s wedding. 

The two form a bond. Timothy’s teenage stepdaughter arrives and he struggles to help the teen through her drama. One night, he falls into Catherine’s arms but quickly feels it was a mistake and walks away, leaving her wondering what happened. He realizes he made a mistake and tries to talk to her but she’s not interested and walks away the minute the job is done.

[image: A book with a couple kissing

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Contents

The Billionaire’s Dynasty Series

Find Lexy Timms:

Passion & Privilege Blurb

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Billionaire’s Dynasty Series

Sleeping With the Enemy

Dead Ahead FREE COPY

Find Lexy Timms:

FREE READS?

More by Lexy Timms:

[image: A person and person kissing

Description automatically generated]
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One

[image: image]


Catherine

––––––––
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MY TRUCK WITH ABOUT half a shock left bounced down the road. The groceries were on the verge of popping out of their bags when I hit a pothole. 

I pulled my trusty old Ford truck into the familiar parking lot of my dad’s workshop. With the window down, I could smell the scent of sawdust and freshly cut wood. It was a comforting aroma that reminded me of my childhood. 

I shut off the engine, the gentle rumble fading into the background, and I surveyed the familiar surroundings. The workshop was old and weathered, but it was still sturdy after all these years. The apartment attached to the workshop served as my dad’s very humble abode. It certainly cut down on his commute, but I wished I could get him into a nicer place. One of us needed to win the lottery. Of course, that would require us to actually play the lottery.

With a tote bag filled with fresh produce and groceries in hand, I made my way toward the apartment’s entrance. The routine had become second nature to me. Every Saturday, after my visit to the farmer’s market, I would swing by to check on Dad. I was the only one around to take care of him. Lord knew he wasn’t going to take care of himself.

Setting the grocery bags on the kitchen counter, I couldn’t help but smile at the untidiness. I was always trying to coax him into taking his vitamins and the prescriptions the doctor put him on. I wanted him to live forever, or at least until the day after I died. I couldn’t fathom losing him. I didn’t want to deal with grief. Been there, done that. Not interested in doing it ever again. 

“Dad?” I called out, realizing he wasn’t in the bathroom. 

He was supposed to be taking the day off, a fact I had insisted upon numerous times. Weekends were meant for relaxation, or so I believed. Yet, a distant hum of machinery reached my ears.

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Dammit, Dad.”

I quickly put away the fruits, veggies, and the goat cheese I knew he loved and made my way to the workshop. The wooden door creaked open, revealing the familiar sight of saws, drills, and a workbench scattered with tools. The machinery hummed steadily, and there, amidst the dust and wood shavings, he stood, a rugged figure with hands stained by the marks of his craft.

“Dad,” I called out, turning off the table saw to put an end to his unauthorized workday. “I told you to take weekends off. It’s important.”

My father looked up, and his eyes crinkled at the corners as he offered a sheepish smile. “I know, sweetheart. But I’ve got work to do.”

“And it will be there Monday,” I said with a sigh. 

“I’ve got big news.” He grinned and took off his safety glasses. 

I arched an eyebrow, the annoyance giving way to curiosity. “What is it?”

“A big project that could put our business on the map. You know Gloriana Manor?” he asked, his eyes reflecting a glint of excitement.

A grin played on my lips. Gloriana Manor was my absolute favorite house in the world. A true Queen Anne Revival, standing tall since the late eighteen hundreds and miraculously untouched by the modernization craze. 

“Yes,” I said, waiting for him to tell me something good.

“There’s been some whispers that the owner is looking for a crew to come in and renovate, top to bottom. Interior and exterior.”

My heart plummeted into my stomach. My dream project. Gloriana Manor, the pinnacle of architectural history, and they were talking about renovating it? Panic surged through me. “Dad, we can’t let them ruin it. We have to put in a bid for the job. They’ll slap gray paint on every wall and paint all that gorgeous wood white.”

Dad sighed and shook his head. Jacobson and Sons had a reputation for restoring old homes without stripping away their charm, but Gloriana Manor was an intimidating project. “Catherine, that’s a huge job. Huge. It’s probably about thirty-thousand square feet of work on the inside alone. I’m not sure we can handle a job like that.”

“We’ll hire a crew. People we trust.” I pleaded with him, my passion for the craft burning in my eyes. I’d officially become a journeyman carpenter last year, despite Dad wanting me to pursue a different path. But this was my chance—our chance—to make a mark on history. That house was beautiful, even if it didn’t look so good right now. It was one of the last homes in the world from that period that hadn’t been stripped, gutted, and redone with a modern twist. 

“I just don’t think we would have a chance,” he said. “There are going to be a lot of contractors from all around the country that are going to be able to outbid us. It would take us five times longer than any of those companies. I just thought you would be interested to know it’s finally getting renovated.”

I felt a pang of disappointment, but I wasn’t about to give up so easily. Gloriana Manor was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and I couldn’t just let it slip through our fingers. 

“Dad, we’ve worked hard to build our reputation and gain the trust of our clients,” I argued. “We may not have the same resources as those big companies, but we have something they don’t. Dedication, craftsmanship, and a deep love for what we do. We’ve restored numerous historic homes in this town, and we do it with care and passion. Gloriana Manor deserves nothing less. We’re old school. Jacobson and Sons Carpentry is the real thing. Yes, we’re a little slower, but that doesn’t mean we can’t do it.”

My father studied me for a moment, his eyes softening with an understanding that only a father could have. He sighed and ran a hand through his graying hair. “You really think we can do it?”

“I know we can,” I replied, determination burning in my voice. “With the right team, the right planning, and our unwavering commitment, we can restore Gloriana Manor to its former glory. We can bring out its beauty and preserve its history. And who knows? This could be our breakthrough. Our chance to show the world what we’re capable of.”

“I’ll think about it,” he said. “But don’t get your hopes up. Look at the workshop. We don’t have the space or equipment to take on a project like that.”

I wanted to stomp my foot and pout. “Think about it. Please. I really want this. We can do it. I’ll take on the bulk of the work.”

“I’ll think about it,” he said. “I think I’m going to grab some lunch and rest my eyes for a minute.”

It was exactly what I wanted him to do, but I wanted him to tell me he was going to at least schedule an appointment to look at the house. But I would give him a day. “Good,” I said, smiling. “You should do that. I put fresh groceries in your fridge. I got some of that goat cheese you like and fresh juice.”

“Thanks, hon,” he said and patted my shoulder. 

He left to take a nap, leaving me devastated. My dream was slipping away because my dad, the boss, had reservations. I wandered aimlessly around the shop, grappling with the disappointment and tidying up a little. I looked up at the sign that had been carved by my grandfather. Jacobson and Sons was a family legacy. My grandfather passed the business down to my dad with the intention of my dad having sons that would join the business. 

Surprise. It was me. A daughter. And that was it. That was the end of the Jacobson sons. But I was determined to keep the family business going. I heard a car pull into the parking lot and checked out the window. 

I smiled when I saw my long-time boyfriend. I walked to the door and smiled, watching him climb out of his car. “Hi,” I said, expecting a kiss. 

“Hey, what are you doing here?” he asked without touching me. He walked right past me into the shop. 

Scott and I had grown distant. Our paths had diverged when he left Sleepy Hollow to pursue an architecture degree in another state. Now, he worked for a local firm, but our connection seemed strained. 

“I need to borrow a tool,” he murmured. “I talked to your dad earlier.”

“Did you hear about Gloriana Manor?” I asked. 

“No. What about it?”

“The owner is looking to revamp it,” I said. “I want the job. I really want it. This is the dream job. Do you think you can help me get a chance to put a bid in?”

He had his back to me. I wasn’t even sure he heard me. “I’m busy. I’ll look into it over the weekend and get back to you on Monday.” 

My excitement flickered, but there was a lingering doubt. Was he still as invested in “us” as I was?

“But we’ll be seeing each other before then, right?” I pressed, reminding him of our plans for the night. He was supposed to take me out to a restaurant—a reservation confirmation I had glimpsed on his phone weeks ago, thinking it was for our five-year anniversary. 

He hedged, claiming to be busy. Suspicion crept in, but so did excitement. Maybe he was planning a surprise. He grabbed the tool and headed for the door. I stepped in front of him. “Hey, do I get a kiss?”

“Catherine, I’m busy,” he muttered and gave me a quick peck. “I have to go.”

“I’ll see you later. Love you.”

I smiled, knowing he liked to surprise me. He wanted me to believe he forgot our anniversary. Then I would be sad and he would send me a text telling me to meet him at the restaurant. It was one of our favorites. It was the restaurant we went to whenever we wanted to have a special dinner. 

I already had a dress picked out and I couldn’t wait to knock his socks off when he saw me. Things had been difficult. I was hoping the dinner would be a reset. We could start fresh and maybe talk about the next steps in our relationship, since he was back in town. 

I finished cleaning up and left Dad’s shop, heading back to my apartment in town. I decided to take a detour along a road that offered a panoramic view of Gloriana Manor. I pulled my truck over and stared up at the house. 

It sat atop a hill, looking over Sleepy Hollow. The majestic house rose above the trees, a beautiful but dilapidated relic. It was ugly, but I could see the beauty under the overgrowth and faded paint. No one had lived there for decades, yet it was still owned by the original family. I wondered about the owner’s motivation to revive it, to breathe life back into its timeworn walls. Why now? Were they going to sell it? Turn it into a museum? 

Determined, I decided to do whatever it took to win the bid. Tonight, I planned on discussing it in length with Scott. Gloriana Manor wasn’t just a project. It was my passion, a chance to restore history, and I couldn’t let it slip away without a fight. This was my dream, and I was ready to make it a reality—with or without Dad’s approval. I pulled back onto the road and continued on my way, taking looks in the rearview mirror as I drove. I let myself dream about getting to restore it. I had seen pictures of the inside but had never actually been in the building. 

I had to get in there, just to see it with my own two eyes before someone destroyed it.  
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Catherine

––––––––
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THE SOFT CREAKS AND groans of my rundown apartment were both welcoming and depressing. It wasn’t much, but it had been home for a while now. The worn wooden floors and crappy beige paint weren’t pretty but it was all I could afford for now. If I let myself start listing all the things I hated about the place, I would spiral.

It was what it was. I could dwell on the negative or suck it up and keep putting one foot in front of the other. I had moved into the apartment ten years ago. Ten very long years. I constantly told myself it was going to be the last year I was in the place. I was going to save enough money to put a down payment on a house.

Then another year came and went, and I was still scraping by. But I hoped this would be the year. As a journeyman, I could start charging more for my work. Now, I just had to get the work that paid well. It felt like I was on a hamster wheel. I just kept spinning my wheels, trying to get somewhere and going nowhere.

I missed my childhood home. I missed the cute little two-bedroom craftsman that I grew up in. But life was cruel. My father had to sell our home in order to avoid bankruptcy. I knew how hard that was for him. It crushed his soul to give up the house he restored with his own two hands. I remembered the many late nights we spent refinishing the floors or rebuilding the staircase. I loved those moments with him. That was the spark that lit my love for carpentry.

My father and I decided it would be better if he moved into the apartment over the woodshop. It saved on rent and he could put all his energy into keeping his business afloat. The place was very small with one bedroom. I knew he wanted me to stay with him, but we needed our space. I found my apartment and that was that.

I never went to college like we had planned for years. The money just wasn’t there, and honestly, I didn’t want to waste time learning how to write a proper essay. I wanted to work with my hands. I wanted to be a carpenter just like my dad. He was disappointed but it was for the best. He needed me whether he wanted to admit it or not. He didn’t take care of himself. That was why I had to check on him.

Last year, I finally got my journeymen’s. I was thrilled to get to work alongside my father instead of being the helper or the person that handled the business side of things. Together, we were running the business. He was still the expert, but I was able to take on jobs on my own and bring more money into the business. Things were better than they were a few years ago, but we still had a long way to go.

I put away my groceries and cleaned up a bit. The one perk to my shitty apartment was the fact I did have my own washer and dryer. That was a new addition. I was so glad I didn’t have to trek down to the laundromat anymore. 

I glanced at the clock and decided to get ready for dinner. Yes, it was supposed to be a surprise, but when Scott showed up or called and asked me to meet him, I didn’t want to be wearing my jeans and hoodie. In my line of work, I tended to dress very casually. Very, very casually. I was often covered in sawdust. I wore faded jeans, heavy boots, and typically had a toolbelt slung around my hips. It wasn’t very feminine. I wanted to remind Scott I was still a sexy woman.

I took a shower. Once I stepped out, I lathered myself with my favorite scented lotion that I knew Scott loved. I started getting ready, a ritual that involved choosing the perfect outfit and meticulously applying makeup. We’d been together five years. I wanted to remind him of that woman he fell in love with back then. I knew we were both busy and caught up with our careers. It was important we had these moments to reconnect. 

When I walked into the restaurant, I wanted him to look at me and be proud to call me his girlfriend. Maybe after tonight, he’d want to call me his fiancée. I was still waiting on the proposal, but I suspected it was coming soon. 

As six turned into seven and the clock continued ticking off the minutes, a sense of disappointment crept in. The reservation time was inching closer and Scott was nowhere to be found. I dialed his number, hoping for an explanation, but his phone went straight to voicemail. Maybe he forgot, lost track of time, or something came up. 

Thirty minutes past the reservation, I resigned myself to the reality that the surprise dinner might not be happening. Disappointment settled over me. I had been standing to avoid wrinkling my dress, but clearly it didn’t matter. I flopped onto my old, used couch and pouted. Just when I was cursing the man and then feeling guilty because maybe something had happened to him, I heard someone outside my door. 

I grinned and jumped up. I quickly smoothed down my dress and rushed to open the door with the expectation of seeing my boyfriend. 

“Amber?” I asked with confusion when I saw her holding a little box with a bow. 

“Catherine? What are you doing here?”

“I live here,” I muttered and walked back inside. 

She followed behind me. “But why are you here? Am I early? I thought you would already be at dinner.”

“Me too.”

“Is he running late?”

“I don’t know,” I said, sighing. “I keep calling, but he’s not answering. The reservation was almost an hour ago. I saw him earlier and asked if I was going to see him, but he said no. I thought he was teasing.”

“How weird,” she said. “And rude.”

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the box. 

She grimaced and tried to hide it. “I was going to leave it at your door. It was a congratulations gift.”

Congratulations because we both thought Scott was going to pop the question tonight. 

“Thanks.”

“You look nice,” she said, smiling. 

“Thanks,” I said, sighing. “All dressed up and nowhere to go.”

“Why don’t we go to the restaurant together? You’re already dressed up, and it’s a shame to let the night go to waste. We’ll drink some nice wine and eat overpriced appetizers.”

At first, I hesitated. The idea of salvaging the evening felt like a desperate attempt to mend something that had already shattered. But then, a spark of defiance ignited within me. Why should I let Scott ruin my night? 

“Let’s do it,” I said, smiling. “This face took a lot of work.”

She laughed as we walked out. The restaurant was packed as usual. We made our way to the bar and ordered cocktails and a basket of stuffed mushrooms to split. The quiet atmosphere was filled with a soft, golden glow from the low-hanging chandeliers. The murmured conversations of diners provided a soothing backdrop. It wasn’t the dinner I had been expecting, but it was nice, nonetheless. It was one of my favorite restaurants, but it was also one of the most expensive in town, which meant I didn’t get to eat at it very often. 

My gaze wandered around the room, taking in the cozy ambiance of the restaurant. But then, as if the universe had a cruel sense of timing, my eyes locked onto a sight that sent shockwaves through me. Across the room sat Scott, sharing an intimate dinner with another woman. They were both leaning across the table like they were trying to get closer. He was smiling and looking at her the way he used to look at me. 

My breath caught in my throat. As I watched them, a painful realization sank in. Scott, the man I thought was planning a surprise dinner for us, was with someone else. They held hands across the table. I watched as he leaned in for a kiss. The world seemed to blur. The blood drained from my face and an icy chill raced down my spine. I felt a sensation akin to my heart being ripped out of my chest.

Amber noticed my expression and followed my gaze. A gasp escaped her lips as she took in the scene unfolding before us. “Asshole,” she hissed under her breath. 

Without a word, I stood up, the bar stool scraping against the floor. I barely heard anything. I had tunnel vision. It was just me and my cheating boyfriend in the busy restaurant. Everything else faded away as I walked toward the table where Scott and his other girlfriend sat.

As I approached, Scott looked up, his eyes widening in shock at the unexpected intrusion. “Catherine!” 

Scott stammered as he withdrew his hand from the woman’s grasp. I noted the way his lips formed a tight line, the color draining from his face. The woman turned to me, her brows furrowing in confusion. “Do I know you?” she asked. 

“No,” I replied, my voice shaking. “But you seem to know my boyfriend quite well.”

The woman’s face fell, her eyes darting between Scott and me. It was as if she was trying to process what was happening, but it wasn’t fast enough.

“I didn’t mean for you to find out like this,” Scott began, rushing out the words as if they could somehow dampen the reality of his betrayal. “Catherine, I—”

“Save it,” I interrupted, holding up a hand to stop his stumbling response. “I don’t need your apologies, Scott. Or your excuses. What I need is for you to look me in the eye and tell me how long this has been going on.”

He hesitated, confirming my suspicions even before he muttered, “A few months.”

“So, while I was busy planning our future, you were busy ruining it,” I spat at him. 

The woman across from him looked mortified, her gaze flitting nervously between us.

“Catherine, stop,” Scott said with exasperation, as if I was the one ruining his life.

“It’s over,” I declared, my voice steady despite the turmoil within. “Enjoy your dinner,” I added before I walked away.

Amber rose from her seat, shooting a dirty look at Scott and his new woman. Without saying a word, we left the restaurant behind, the door closing on the shattered remnants of the evening. Amber and I walked in silence back to her car.

The reality of the situation sank in. The person I had trusted, the one I believed would be my partner in creating a future, had betrayed me in the worst way possible. He was a despicable man. 

“He’s a dick,” Amber said. “You’re better off without him.”

“Why wouldn’t he just tell me he didn’t love me anymore?” I asked, not expecting an answer. 

“Because he’s a coward. He wanted his cake, ice cream, sprinkles, and the whole nine yards. It’s not like he’s that great of a catch. You can do better. Let her have him. He’ll screw her over soon enough. Men like that never learn. They leave a path of destruction in their wake, and when they get to the end of the road, they wonder why they are lonely old farts. Fuck him.”

I felt a mix of emotions. They were all at war with one another. Anger, sadness, and a sense of liberation all vied for the top spot. The pain was raw, but so was the newfound clarity. Scott’s actions had severed the ties that bound us, but they also released me from the illusion of a relationship that was built on deceit. I supposed it was lucky for me I found out. This thing could have dragged out for weeks or months. 

I shook it all off. The wounds would heal, the scars would fade, and the strength within me would prevail. Scott was not going to get me down. I refused to let him win.
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Timothy

––––––––
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THE HEAVY DOOR OF GLORIANA Manor creaked open, revealing a grand entrance hall that echoed with the faint whispers of time. I stepped inside, the air thick with dust and memories long forgotten. The once opulent surroundings were now shrouded in silence, the furniture draped in ghostly sheets, frozen in a timeless slumber. Cobwebs hung in every corner. The once polished wood floors were dull and covered in a thick layer of dust. 

I hadn’t set foot in this place for many years, not since college, and certainly not since the painful loss of my parents two decades ago. The manor, once filled with laughter and warmth, had become a distant memory. But now, as the sole heir, I was ready to breathe life back into its decaying walls. I exhaled. My breath kicked up dust. 

The sunshine coming from a window high up the wall highlighted every particle in the air. It was a daunting image. I didn’t know if it would ever look the way it did when I was a kid visiting my grandparents when they called this place home. 

As I walked through the empty rooms, the job grew bigger and bigger. I had the horrible thought it might be easier to just tear the whole thing down and rebuild. I dismissed the thought immediately. The mansion was a historical site. It deserved the love and attention it required to restore it to its glory days. I had been told it had good bones. It just needed a little help. The thing had stood abandoned and neglected for too long. 

The library on the upper floor drew me in, its shelves lined with old books that were probably worth a fortune. I let my eyes glaze over, imagining my dad sitting in a leather chair with a book open in his hand. Bennet Edmundson, my trusted assistant, joined me. His expression said it all. He thought I lost my damn mind. 

Maybe I had.

“You sure about this, Timothy?” Bennet’s voice cut through the stillness. Just speaking stirred up dust, which made him cough. He waved a hand in front of his face to clear the air.

I nodded. “I’ve wanted to bring this house back to life for over a decade. It deserves more than the slow decay it’s endured. I’m going to do it.”

Bennet studied my face, perhaps searching for any signs I had truly lost my marbles. The memories of this place were special. I felt a deep connection to Gloriana Manor. I wasn’t going to let it fall apart any further than it already had.

Regina, my ex-wife, had detested this place. The one time we visited after we got married, she spent the hour complaining and gagging over the original mahogany details and vintage tiles. For her, Sleepy Hollow and its historical charm were inconceivable. She yearned for the stark contrast of white walls and gold fixtures in the city. She wanted a doorman and modern conveniences that weren’t found in Sleepy Hollow. So, we lived in the city.

But now, I found myself single and Regina’s wants didn’t mean shit to me. My career had reached a point where my physical presence at the company’s headquarters was no longer a necessity. For a long time, I envisioned a life with Regina and her daughter, my stepdaughter, Paisley, living here. I wanted Paisley to get to grow up in the mansion. I had dreamed about spending time in the backyard on a lazy Sundy with me grilling steaks. Maybe she would even have a dog. Those dreams were shattered when Regina balked at the idea of living in an old mansion in a small town. She needed the penthouse high above Manhattan. She needed to lord over her subjects from her spot in the ivory tower she seemed to think she lived in. 

“I want to check out the master bedroom,” I said. 

“Are you sure?” he asked. “I really don’t know how safe it is to be walking around. These floorboards might give way at any minute.”

“It’s solid,” I told him. I stomped my foot to prove my point. “It’s ugly, but it’s not crumbling.”

Bennet hesitated for a moment before nodding and following me past the grand staircase to the west wing. The wood creaked slightly under our weight, but it held strong. As we reached the landing, I pushed open the double doors leading into what used to be my parents’ bedroom.

The room was in a state of disarray, the once elegant furnishings covered in sheets, and the windows obscured by heavy drapes. Rays of sunlight filtered through the gaps, casting a soft glow on the worn rug in front of the stone fireplace. It felt bittersweet to be back in this room.

I stared at the chipped porcelain sink and the cracked tiles, imagining how this room could be transformed. A deep sense of determination rose within me, fueled by the memories of my parents and their love for this house. They had put so much of themselves into making Gloriana Manor a home, and it was my duty to honor their legacy by restoring it to its former glory.

“Bennet,” I said, turning to my assistant. “We have our work cut out for us, but I believe in this place. I believe in its history and its potential. We are going to bring it back to life, one room at a time.”

Bennet looked at me, his eyes reflecting a mix of doubt and determination. “It’s going to be a long and challenging journey, Timothy.”

“I like a challenge.”

We made our way back downstairs to the grand foyer. The chandelier that hung over the space was old and wasn’t working, but I hoped it could be fixed. It was the first thing anyone saw when they walked through the front doors. It needed to be grand. 

I looked around, appreciating that the basic footprint of the house was still the same. Unlike today’s modern world with open floorplans, the mansion still had lots of walls dividing the spaces. It was nothing like the penthouse I lived in with my ex. 

That was just an added bonus.

“Do you have the bids from the contractors?” I asked Bennet. 

The look on his face told me I wasn’t going to like what I saw. “I do,” he said as he handed me the files. 

I flipped through the details. Disappointment gnawed at me as I scanned the bids. The price tags meant little. It was the contractors themselves who fell short. “I was hoping for better,” I muttered. 

“I think you’re going to have a hard time finding contractors that want to take on a project of this magnitude,” he said. “This isn’t a typical job.”

“So?” I said, shrugging. “It’s a job. People want to make money. Judging by the dollar amounts on these bids, I would say that they are very interested in making a lot of money.”

The three bids before me lacked the craftsmanship and passion required to resurrect a place like Gloriana Manor. The contractors seemed more concerned with profit margins than with restoring the soul of this historic abode. I frowned, my vision of bringing this house back to life colliding with the harsh reality of the bids before me. All three bids were cookie-cutter versions of one another. Sheetrock, granite countertops, and the typical knockdown of walls to create an open floorplan.

“Excuse me,” a couple of women said. 

They were the cleaning crew. Before I could get into the renovation, I needed to clear out the dust and see what exactly we were working with. 

“None of these contractors are fit for the task,” I muttered, frustration evident in my tone.

Bennet nodded in agreement. “We can seek out more, Timothy. Find someone who truly understands the significance of this place. The bidding is still open. I’m just giving you the ones that I’ve received.”

I sighed, my gaze sweeping through the desolate rooms. “We need someone who can breathe life back into these walls, not just apply a fresh coat of paint. I don’t want this place to look like every other mansion. I want it to look like a home built in the eighteen-hundreds. I want it to look like we’ve stepped back in time with today’s safety standards.”

We made our way through the foyer toward the back of the house. The landscapers I had hired were diligently working to reclaim the outdoor areas from nature’s grasp. The overgrown foliage and neglected pathways were slowly being brought back to order. The rose garden looked like an out of control rose forest. The beautiful shrubbery and flowerbeds that had once been my mother’s pride and joy had been devoured by invasive weeds. The fountain that had once stood as a focal point of the extensive grounds was dead. The water had been drained long ago. The cement was cracked beyond repair. It needed to be replaced. 

I observed their progress, a flicker of hope kindling within me. The exterior held as much potential for restoration as the interior. Gloriana Manor, in its entirety, deserved a second chance. I turned to look back at the massive stone home built nearly a hundred and fifty years ago. The tower with its bay windows was one of my favorite parts of the mansion. It was where my mother’s sitting room was. The full sun always made the room feel so inviting. She loved being in there, reading, relaxing, or playing games on her tablet.

“We’ll find the right team, Timothy,” Bennet reassured me, his confidence unwavering.

I nodded, the determination to resurrect this forgotten gem burning brighter than ever. Gloriana Manor had weathered storms, both literal and metaphorical, and it was time to breathe new life into its weary bones. 

“Expand our search for contractors,” I said. “Go beyond the confines of New York. Hell, put out a worldwide call for help.”

He nodded. “I’ll do that, but you know that will delay things.”

“Start scheduling one-on-one meetings with these contractors,” I continued. “I want to hear their ideas, their plans for restoring the manor to its former glory. No one is getting hired unless I see their plans. And maybe make it clear I’m not interested in making my house look like some Hollywood celebrity’s modern mansion. I don’t want clean lines and all that shit. I want the dark wood, just like it has now. I don’t want LED lighting. I want the old fixtures, and if that isn’t possible, I want the fixtures to look old.”

Bennet nodded in acknowledgment. “I’ll get on it right away, Timothy.”

As Bennet left to make the necessary calls, I found myself standing alone in the garden. The late spring air was a stark contrast to the bustling cityscape I had grown accustomed to. I walked back inside, rolling up the sleeves of my shirt. I wore jeans and work boots with the anticipation of this being a workday. It was different than the usual three-piece suit I wore for my day job. But those days were in my past. I was done with the corporate world. The lack of air-conditioning in the massive house was a bit of an issue, but thankfully, the high ceilings and lots of open windows helped get the air flowing. 

The view from the kitchen window framed a section of the overgrown garden outside. I remembered my mother growing her own herbs. She was so proud of those herbs. As I gazed at the neglected greenery, a flash of blonde caught my eye. The sudden movement drew my attention. I watched in disbelief as a woman stumbled and fell over the overgrown garden wall. 

“What the hell?”
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Catherine
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I COULDN’T RESIST. It was like the last piece of candy in the world and it was dangling in front of me. No one had that kind of self-control. I needed to see the place. I wanted the chance to make a bid. I knew it was a big job and I probably wouldn’t get it, but I had to try. I had to see it before it was gutted and destroyed. I knew my dad wasn’t interested in the job, but that was because he didn’t think we could handle it. He didn’t want to apply because he assumed our bid would be overlooked for one of the bigger companies.

But what was the harm in trying? I had used images from online and old blueprints I pulled from the county. I needed something to occupy my time after my disastrous romantic life fell apart. I barely slept all weekend. The bid I put together was probably not going to be chosen, but it felt good to at least be in the running.

I drove up the hill to the property. There she was. Gloriana Manor. A large wrought-iron gate stood as a formidable barrier between me and the dream that seemed to be just out of reach. As I approached the gate, a security guard materialized, his stern expression making it clear that my uninvited presence was unwelcome.

“I’m here to drop off my bid for the renovation project,” I said with a bright smile. I wasn’t above using my feminine wiles to get through the gate.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“I need to speak with Mr. Hastings. I have a bid that could save this house from whoever’s about to ruin it.” Desperation tainted my words. I was trying to keep the crazy under control, but a lack of sleep and sustenance left me feeling a little twitchy.

The guard eyed me with skepticism, a smirk playing on his lips. “No appointment, no entry. Come back with proper authorization.”

Frustration welled up within me. I had no idea who Mr. Hastings was or how to secure an appointment with him. The mansion loomed behind the gate. Trucks and vans were parked in the driveway, a sign that someone had already taken the initiative to start working on the house. Panic surged through me, the fear that my dream of restoring the beautiful old home would crumble under the hands of those who failed to understand its significance.

“Please,” I begged. “Five minutes. That’s all I need.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s by appointment only. We’ve got every curious looky-loo trying to see the place. It’s not happening.”

“I’m not a looky-loo,” I said, sighing. “I’m a carpenter. I have a legitimate reason to be here.”

“Unless you have an appointment, you’ll have to come back later.”

“I can’t just come back later! Whoever’s in there might ruin the integrity of the house!” I pleaded, desperation making my voice a little higher pitched than normal.

The guard remained unmoved, his indifference infuriating. “Rules are rules. Get an appointment or leave.”

Defeated, I retreated to my truck, sitting in the driver’s seat as the weight of frustration settled over me. But then, a spark of defiance ignited within me. Glancing back at the stone wall surrounding the mansion, overgrown with ivy, an idea took root.

I could climb the wall, slip inside, and confront the person responsible for the potential desecration of Gloriana Manor. The thought of my dream slipping away fueled a surge of determination and maybe recklessness. I had spent years waiting for this opportunity, and I wasn’t going to let a gate and an indifferent security guard stand in my way.

I smiled and waved at the guard and drove down a way before parking my truck out of view. No stinking wall was going to keep me from seeing that mansion. I might not get a chance to work on it, but I could at least see it before it was destroyed.

I approached the ivy-covered wall and studied it, looking for the best way over. Unsure of the stability I pushed on the rock wall. It didn’t budge. With a deep breath, I started climbing, my fingers gripping the ivy-covered stones. The adrenaline surged through me. My dad used to tell me I was one of the most stubborn and determined people he had ever met. When my mind was made up, nothing would stop me.

As I reached the top, I peered over, surveying the grounds and feeling a thrill of excitement. The mansion stood before me. It was gorgeous. Beautiful. I couldn’t get over the rooflines and the tower. It was all so unique and a testament to the Queen Anne style. I threw one leg over, preparing to jump with the bid proposal in my hand. I lost my balance, teetering precariously on the stone wall, trying to get my balance, but it was no use.  

I tumbled over the wall and into a bush below.

The impact was softened by the foliage, but my paperwork scattered in the wind, leaving me scrambling on my hands and knees to gather the pages.

“Hey!” I heard a man call out.

I looked up to see a tall, handsome man blocking out the sun. He picked up one of the stray papers. “Are you in the habit of breaking onto people’s private property?” he asked, arching a brow.

I shot him a defiant look, clutching the gathered paperwork to my chest as I got to my feet. From my knees, he looked tall. Standing up, I realized he was really tall. And damn, was he devastatingly handsome. But I was not about to be deterred from my mission by a hot dude. I cleared my throat, raised my chin, and tried to look as dignified as I could. 

He pointed to my head. “You’ve got a little something.”

I reached up and pulled a leaf from my hair. “I’m just trying to meet with Mr. Hastings before he ruins this manor,” I retorted, my tone laced with snippiness. “Take me to your leader.”

He didn’t appreciate my joke. He shot me another scowl and looked down at the bid proposal in my hand, curiosity flickering in his eyes. I seized the opportunity to passionately plead my case. If I could convince him I wasn’t a kook and worthy of five minutes, I might get in.

It wasn’t over until it was over.

“It’s a Queen Anne Revival, one of the largest in the state,” I blurted out. “It was built before the turn of the century. If someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing starts tearing things apart, it’ll be damn near impossible to return the house to its original glory. They’ll replace it with modern fixtures and make it look like every other trendy, hipster home. It’ll be a tragedy, a desecration of history!”

The man blinked at my tirade—then laughed. Not the mocking laughter I expected, though. It was a deep baritone that seemed to echo around the garden.

“I see,” he drawled, his eyes twinkling with a hint of amusement. His skeptical gaze lingered on me. “And you know the way this house should be?”

“I do,” I said, nodding. “Whoever he hired is probably in there right now, destroying the historical features. Mr. Hastings is likely to strip it all down, paint everything white, floor to ceiling!”

The man’s lips curled into a smirk, and I felt my cheeks burning with frustration. “Who do you work for?” he asked.

I proudly handed him my card. “Jacobson and Sons,” I said. “This is the bid. It’s a little out of order, but I promise, once he sees it, he’s going to see I’m the best one for the job. I know history. I can restore this house—without destroying it in the process.” I handed him the bid paperwork, crumpled as it was. 

“Is this it?” he asked. 

“Yes. Thank you. Just please make sure he sees this. It’s very important. I’ll see myself out.” I turned back to the wall, looking for a good foothold when I felt him behind me.

“Follow me,” he ordered. “I would hate for you to fall and break your neck and end up suing the property owner.”

He led me out of the overgrown backyard toward the driveway.

“I’ll make sure I deliver this bid to my boss,” he said, grinning with a hint of amusement playing on his features.

The security guard I encountered earlier stared at me with wide-eyed shock. 

“I appreciate that,” I said and walked through the gate with my head held high. I didn’t look back to see if the man or the guard were watching me. I was a little embarrassed by my antics, but nothing ventured, nothing gained. I was determined to get my hands on that house. 

When I reached my truck, I glanced back at the mansion, a mix of frustration and hope swirling within me. I wanted the job so bad I could taste it. It was all I could think about. 

I went back to my apartment, feeling exhausted and elated. I opened a bottle of wine to celebrate my small victory. I didn’t know if my bid would be considered, but I had done everything I could possibly do to get my proposal in front of the owner.

Amber showed up a bit later with a Hawaiian pizza. We sat on the worn-out couch with glasses of wine and pizza. 

“How are you doing?” she asked. 

“I’m fine.”

“Have you talked to Scott?”

“Nope,” I answered, taking a long drink from my glass. “I spent the last couple of days working on a bid for the Gloriana Manor.”

“So I did some digging into Scott’s social media,” she said. 

“Why?”

“I wanted to see if I could find anything,” she said. “I know you never get on there.”

The way she was saying it told me she found something. Something that wouldn’t make me happy.

“What’d you find?” I asked with a sigh. 

“The woman Scott has been seeing lives in Lake Placid.”

“You found her?”

She nodded. “Her social media is filled with pictures of them.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Catherine, they’ve been together for over a year.”

My heart plummeted to my stomach so fast I nearly vomited. How had I not known? The revelation struck like a dagger to the heart, and a wave of betrayal crushed me. I felt so stupid and foolish. 

As Amber headed into the kitchen to pour us a glass of wine, I sat in the living room, my mind racing with questions that had no answers. How had I missed the signs? The lies? The deceit? The reality of Scott’s infidelity was a harsh blow. Five years. I wasted five years with him. How many others had there been? 

Just as I sank deeper into the sea of despair, my phone rang. I glanced over at the caller ID. It displayed a name I didn’t recognize. Edmunson. I answered the call, unsure of who this person could be.

“Hello?” 

“Is this Catherine Jacobson?” a polite, yet businesslike voice inquired.

“Yes. Who’s this?” 

“My name is Bennet Edmunson, I’m the assistant to Mr. Timothy Hastings. Are you available to meet with Mr. Hastings tomorrow morning at nine?” 

I almost jumped up and hooted with happiness. “Yes, of course,” I replied. “Absolutely. I’ll be there! Thank you.”

It was a chance to redirect my focus, to channel my energy into something other than the heartache that threatened to consume me.

“Who was that?” Amber asked, handing me a glass.

“Bennet, Mr. Hastings’s assistant. I have a meeting with Mr. Hastings tomorrow at nine! He got my bid!”

Amber’s eyes widened with surprise. “Mr. Hastings? The owner of Gloriana Manor?”

I nodded and quickly told her what I had done. Once she was done laughing, she patted my arm. 

“Maybe this is a chance to focus on something positive, to turn the page,” Amber suggested, her voice carrying a note of encouragement. “Bye, bye, Scott. It’s time to move on to bigger and better things.”
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Catherine
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I WAS FEELING GOOD, ready to plead my case with the owner of the mansion. I had dressed with the intention of both looking like a professional and someone capable of handling the remodel. I wore my good jeans and a tucked-in polo with the Jacobson and Sons logo, and I put on a little makeup. My hair always did its own thing. I left it loose, with the curls brushing over my shoulders.

I grabbed my leather portfolio with a copy of the bid. My tablet was in my little briefcase. “This is it,” I said to my reflection. I had one chance to make a good first impression. I was going to be assertive, knowledgeable, and kind. If a few smiles and casual flirting helped, I would use it.

I drove up to Gloriana Manor once again, this time with an invitation. There was a fire in my belly. I pulled up to the gate and smiled at the same security guard that rejected me yesterday. “Good morning,” I said, smiling.

“Good morning,” he said, nodding.

“Miss Jacobson,” I said. “I have an appointment.”

“Yes, you do,” he said, grinning.

This time, the grand wrought-iron gate swung open, granting me entrance, much to the amusement of the security guard. I couldn’t suppress the triumphant smile that played on my lips. Today, I was on a mission, ready to face Mr. Hastings and defend the sanctity of Gloriana Manor. I was going to fight like hell to get the project.

I drove up the expansive driveway, rounding the corner, and saw an imposing figure waiting in front of the doors. I stepped out of the truck and approached the man. He wasn’t the guy who had busted me hopping the fence. “Miss Jacobson?” he said.

“Yes, but please, call me Catherine.”

“My name is Bennet Edmundson. We spoke on the phone.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said and shook his hand.

“Likewise. Mr. Hastings is in his office. I’ll show you up.”

The moment I crossed the threshold, my breath caught in my throat. The interior of Gloriana Manor unfolded before me like a forgotten masterpiece. It felt like I should take a moment to appreciate it. The air was rich with the scent of aged wood and maybe dust. The history of the house was embedded in every creak of the floorboards.

Bennet led me through a grand hallway adorned with timeless portraits and elaborate wallpaper that looked to be from the twenties or thirties. I felt a sense of reverence, as if I had stepped into a living time capsule. I almost forgot the reason why I was here. I just needed to soak it all in.

Original features were meticulously preserved, paying homage to the Queen Anne Revival style that defined Gloriana Manor. The wide plank flooring, the ornate trim, the vintage tiles—every detail spoke of a bygone elegance. I wanted to run my fingertips over the trim. I would have dropped to the floor and inspected the planks if I was alone.

Bennet guided me through the house with practiced ease. “This way,” he said as we walked to the grand staircase.

Again, I nearly dropped to my knees to worship the craftmanship. The opulent banister was a beautiful cherry mahogany, its surface a mirror-like sheen. I hesitated for a moment, my hand hovering above the banister, unsure if I should touch this relic of time.

Bennet must have noticed my hesitation. He smiled knowingly and nodded his head toward the staircase, his way of giving permission to touch the masterpiece. “His office is upstairs.”

“Remarkable,” I murmured. “Truly beautiful.” 

My hand made contact with smooth wood, sending an electric thrill through me. I couldn’t believe I was inside the manor and getting to touch the banister. 

As we ascended the grand staircase, I took in the glorious stained-glass windows that bathed the interior of the house with a warm, colorful light. I felt like I was climbing up into another time.

“I’ve always wanted to know what the inside of the house looked like, and it’s better than I ever imagined,” I admitted breathlessly.

Bennet was seemingly pleased by my reaction. “I’m glad you can appreciate it,” he said.

We approached a set of imposing double doors. “Wait here,” he said. 

I took a moment to absorb the history around me. I could see things I could do to return it to its former glory. 

“Mr. Hastings will see you now,” Bennet said and opened the door wide. 

“Thank you.”

I stepped into a large office, prepared to impress the owner of the home. Nothing could have prepared me for the sight of the man leaning against his desk, studying my bid. It was the same man I had encountered in the garden yesterday.

“Not who you were expecting?” he said with a knowing smile, his gaze locking onto mine.

I stared into his blue eyes. “You’re not as old as I imagined you’d be,” I deadpanned, a hint of embarrassment coloring my cheeks. I truly did believe Mr. Hastings would be much older. I did not expect a man that I guessed was in his late thirties or early forties. He had a very dignified look about him. His black hair was cut short and perfectly styled. He wore jeans and boots with a dress shirt with his sleeves rolled up like the first time I saw him.

He chuckled and motioned for me to sit. As I settled into the chair, he continued to lean casually on his desk, a picture of confidence and control. His feet were crossed at his ankles. 

“Are you the representative for Jacobson and Sons?” he asked. 

“Yes,” I answered. “I’m one of the sons.”

He looked at me with his brow arched. “I see.”

“This bid, did you put it together?”

“I did,” I said, nodding.

He asked a series of questions, probing into the details of my bid. “Tell me about your vision for the house,” he said. 

I took a deep breath. “I think the house is perfect. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“That’s not what your bid says.” He chuckled.

“I wouldn’t change anything, but I would restore what is already here. What did you have in mind?”

“I’d like to modernize the utilities while preserving the soul of the house, bringing it back to its former glory. I want new plumbing and electrical.”

I nodded as he talked. “That’s basically what I’m saying.”

“Would you like a tour?” he asked. 

“Yes!” I blurted out the answer before reminding myself to be cool. 

He smiled. “Shall we?”

“Please.”

We started walking through the house. I made mental notes about damaged original wood and stone. “Are these original?” I asked, pointing to some of the light fixtures. 

“No. My parents started to renovate a while ago.”

We stopped in the kitchen that was very outdated and would easily be the biggest time suck. “I can save about eighty percent of the house’s original fixtures,” I told him, my confidence growing with each step. “The rest, I’ll hunt for at antique shops and estate sales. There are plenty of people who recognize the value of holding on to things as simple as hinges and drawer pulls. I have some good contacts from all across the country I can call.”

He seemed genuinely surprised by my enthusiasm. “Other contractors have deemed Gloriana Manor a gut job,” he said. 

I winced at the very thought. “No.”

“They propose to rebuild from the baseboards up. Why are you saying you can save it?”

“Because I see potential where others see decay. I see a chance to breathe life into the neglected details that tell the story of the house.”

He nodded again. “I like that.”

As we strolled through the corridors, I assured him that I had connections with the plumbers and electricians needed for the modernization he envisioned. The rest, I promised, was in my capable hands—and my dad’s. I wasn’t sure how I would tell my father if I did manage to get the job. 

“Your confidence is impressive. It’s rare to find someone so passionate about preserving the past while embracing the future.”

I couldn’t help but smile, a mixture of pride and determination bubbling within me. “Gloriana Manor is more than a house; it’s a living testament to the craftsmanship of a bygone era. I want to honor that history while ensuring it stands strong in the twenty-first century.”

He nodded in understanding, his eyes revealing a newfound respect. “Let’s make it happen, Ms. Jacobson. Your vision aligns with what this house deserves.”

As we returned to his office, my thoughts raced. I had secured the opportunity of a lifetime, a chance to breathe new life into Gloriana Manor while preserving its soul. Yet, the realization hit me I would have to tell my dad, who had no idea that I had taken the initiative to bid on the project.

As Mr. Hastings reviewed the details of the bid once more, I couldn’t shake the mix of anxiety and excitement that pulsed through me. 

“I planned to invest at least a million dollars into the project,” he said. 

My jaw nearly hit the floor. A million dollars. That was more than anything I could have imagined.

“I understand,” I said, nodding. 

“Fine. This is your project. When are you able to start?” 

I froze, still grappling with the shock of his approval. “I’ll come over tomorrow. We can go through the original blueprints, discuss the plan of action.”

“Perfect,” he said as he showed me to the door. “I look forward to getting started.”

“Me too,” I said. 

I was so excited, my heart felt like it was going to pound right out of my chest. I left the mansion and headed straight to the wood shop. I had to tell my father. I had no idea what kind of reaction he was going to have. 

I walked in and decided to just rip the band-aid off and come out with it.

“Dad, I bid on the Gloriana Manor project. And, well, I got it.”

His initial displeasure was evident. “What?”

“I had to,” I said. “You know I did.”

“Why would you do this without consulting me?” 

“I wanted to prove to you that I can handle the business,” I said. “I’m ready to step into a leadership role. The project will bring in enough money for you to retire. And Dad, it’s Gloriana Manor! How could we turn down the opportunity?”

He shook his head. “It’s a huge job, Catherine.”

“I know, but it’ll be good. This is going to be good for both of us. And you have to see this house, Dad. It’s stunning.”

“You better call Scott and have him return all the tools he’s borrowed. We’re going to need everything.”

I cleared my throat. “We broke up.”

He looked up. “What?”

“We broke up. He’s been cheating on me. It’s over and done. I don’t want to talk about it. It’s just done.” 

“Good, I never liked the guy,” he muttered before returning to his work, leaving me momentarily speechless.

“I’m going to start making some calls,” I said. 

I went to my desk that was in the small office we shared and started making calls to subcontractors we had used before. I only called the ones I trusted to do quality work. This was a million-dollar job. It had to be the best. 

As I set up the subcontractors, I couldn’t stop thinking about the owner of the house. He was very mysterious and hot. There was an attraction I couldn’t quite explain. I was sure it was the fact he was living in my dream home. He got to roam those halls and live in that historical masterpiece that I envied. 
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Timothy
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THE NEXT DAY I WAS back in my office at Gloriana Manor, one of the few rooms that had been cleaned out enough to function. The bedroom and bathroom were ready for use, but the majority of the rooms remained bare, untouched for decades. I had them dusted and swept and had the cobwebs removed, but some of the rooms were legit time capsules. The east wing was rarely used and had seen almost no updates. It was a pretty scary section of the house as a result. It was straight out of the eighteen hundreds with old doorknobs and no closets.

The kitchen, while functional, had made it to my list of renovations. I had compiled a set of instructions for the contractor. I wanted modern but original. I knew it was a tall order, but oddly enough, I trusted the contractor. The woman who had fallen over the garden wall was unlike any other contractor I had met. She was a breath of fresh air compared to the string of contractors I had been meeting with. Her blonde, curly hair was wild. Her hazel eyes were captivating. There was something about her that was refreshing. She was passionate about the job, which was different than the other contractors I met with.

I just hoped her enthusiasm translated to good work ethic. I was trusting the woman to follow through with what she promised. I told myself I was drawn to her enthusiasm and not her beauty. Although she was quite beautiful. But young. Too young for me to be drooling over. Not to mention, the last thing I wanted to do was get involved in another relationship. I couldn’t deal with that kind of drama.

I was going over some numbers for the bid when I heard the distinct sound of several cars pulling into the driveway. Curiosity led me to the window, where I witnessed a swarm of at least a dozen men emerging from their vehicles. I was shocked to see so many people arriving before nine in the morning. I had worked with contractors in the past. It was nothing short of a miracle to get them to the job on the right day, let alone early.

I watched as my pretty little blonde stood on the front steps, clipboard in hand and directing the men like a general in the Army. Even more surprising was the fact they were all listening to her. I opened the window and leaned out just enough to be able to hear. I couldn’t say why I was so fascinated but I was.

I eavesdropped on her instructions to the subcontractors, addressing them with confidence and authority. Terms like “cleaning up,” “inspecting,” and “meeting over blueprints” echoed in the air. I couldn’t help but admire her ability to command a crew of men effortlessly. She was unlike any woman I had ever met, a force to be reckoned with. It wasn’t just the fact she was a woman. She was also much younger than a lot of the men she was ordering around.

Bennet interrupted my observations. “The contractor—”

Before he could complete his sentence, I brushed past him and descended the stairs to meet her. I needed to understand her plans for the day. I didn’t want to risk her damaging the house. She was eager, which could be good or really destructive. Once I knew we were on the same page, I would give her a little more leeway.

As I approached, she glanced over at me, nodded once, and finished her little speech. “Good morning,” I said as she walked toward me.

It was hard not to stare at her. She was dressed in a similar outfit, jeans, polo, and boots. I had a feeling she was a no-nonsense kind of person. She wasn’t wearing much, if any, makeup. “Good morning. I hope we’re not too early.”

I had to laugh. “Not at all. I was surprised to see a full crew rolling up before nine.”

“It’s a big job and we’re eager to get started.”

“Is your crew always this timely?”

She gave me a very serious look. “If they want to work for me, yes. Absolutely. We aren’t the type to show up when we feel like it. Like I said, this is a huge job and we can’t afford to lose even half an hour.”

I nodded, impressed by her dedication and professionalism. “That’s exactly the work ethic I’m looking for. With the state of the house, I want to ensure everything is done efficiently and to the highest standard. I appreciate your promptness.”

She smiled, her hazel eyes lighting up. “I’m glad to hear that. My team and I are excited to restore Gloriana Manor to its former glory. We have a timeline mapped out and our goal is to complete the renovation as efficiently as possible, without compromising on quality.”

“That’s music to my ears,” I replied. “I have a clear vision for this place, and I believe you’re the right person to bring it to life. I’ve already gone over a few initial plans for the kitchen renovation, but I’d love to hear your thoughts and ideas.”

She nodded, flipping open her clipboard and taking out a set of blueprints. Together, we discussed the layout, the materials, and the overall design concept. Her passion for the project was evident as she shared her ideas, and I found myself getting more and more excited about the future of Gloriana Manor. 

I had to admit, there was a part of me that worried I might be aiming a little too high with my vision for the old mansion. I thought maybe it was impossible, but Catherine made me believe it was doable. I could live in my ancestral home with it looking like it did way back then, just less rundown.

“Miss Jacobson?”

A man slowly approached. “Yes, Charlie?” she asked.

“We’ve got a little situation we’re going to need you to check out,” he said.

She nodded. “I need to handle this. I’ll find you later. If you have any questions, I’ll be around. I’m just going to get the electricians going and then I’ll get the plumbers started.”

“Thanks,” I said, not sure what else to say. I felt like I was in the way.

I drifted outside while she went to the basement. My driveway was filled with work trucks and men standing around talking. The emblem on the side of the truck indicated they were plumbers. That was good. I wanted to talk to them about the fixtures I wanted, including a pot filler.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” I said, trying to put them at ease. “I wanted to touch base with you about some of the plans for the kitchen remodel. Specifically, the fixtures and piping.”

One of the plumbers stepped forward, eyeing me warily. “Sure, what do you need to know?”

I launched into a detailed explanation of the changes I wanted to make, including the addition of a pot filler and upgraded fixtures throughout the kitchen. “We can get a catalog for you to pick out your plumbing features,” the man said. “Catherine already told us what she wanted, but maybe you want something different.”

“I’d like to approve the fixtures,” I said sternly.

As much as I wanted to trust Catherine’s choices, I still had not seen any proof. Enthusiasm didn’t translate to skill.

An older truck pulled into the driveway, catching my attention. “Excuse me,” I said and walked away from the plumbers.

An elderly man emerged from the truck. His eyes were fixed on the imposing mansion before him. I wondered if he was one of the curious people that had been trying to get access to the house since word got out I was starting the renovations. He didn’t look like the typical trespasser.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

His eyes were crinkled with age and there was a look about him that said he had worked too hard over the years. He extended a weathered hand. “John Jacobson,” he replied. I understood the connection and his reason for being at the house.

“Timothy Hastings,” I said.

He nodded. “You’re the owner?”

“I am.”

He looked up at the house and shook his head. “She has always been fascinated with this place.”

“Excuse me?”

“I used to bring Catherine here, allowing her to peek through the gate. This is her white whale. I couldn’t believe it when she told me she put in a bid. She probably knows more about the history of this house than the original architect or your family.”

“The house is in good hands, then,” I remarked, my gaze drifting up to the towering structure.

“The best,” he said proudly. “But she’s your boss now, Mr. Hastings. Just keep that in mind.”

I nodded, a wry smile on my lips. The notion of being answerable to Catherine amused me. Unaccustomed to anyone dictating my actions, I simply smiled and nodded.

“I take it you are the Jacobson of Jacobson and Sons?” I asked.

He chuckled and adjusted the baseball cap on his head. “I was a son. Now I’m the Jacobson.”

“Really?” I asked. 

“Woodworking is in our blood. My father officially started the business, but it was his father that really had it first. My daddy just knew the importance of getting the right licenses and taxes and all that nonsense. Catherine, well, she wasn’t supposed to be in the business, but when that girl sets her mind to something, there’s no stopping her.”

I laughed. “Indeed, I’ve noticed that, Mr. Jacobson.” I glanced back at the plumbers who were now huddled around the truck going over plans. “She certainly knows how to command a job site.”

“She has her mother’s spirit and my stubbornness.” John chuckled. “A deadly combination if I ever saw one.”

I nodded and we stood silently for a moment, both of us taking in the scope of the project. The mansion, once magnificent but now tired and worn from years of neglect, was stirring with activity.

“Do you have any idea how big this job is?” John said with what sounded like the weight of the world on his shoulders. “I know she is going to do it and she’ll do it right, but this is a big, big job. I discouraged her from bidding.”

“Why?”

He waved his hands. “It’s big!”

It seemed his worries were not so much about Catherine’s ability, rather the sheer scale of the undertaking. He looked at me, his eyes holding a glint of worry and anticipation. “She’s ambitious, that girl. Always has been. But this project of yours is a beast.”

“I have no doubt,” I said, my gaze returning to the mansion.

“But you picked the right horse to bet on,” he said. “She’s going to do it. My girl is really going to do it.”
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THE SUN WAS STARTING to set, casting a warm, golden glow over Gloriana Manor. It had been a really, really long day. I was exhausted but exhilarated. I said goodbye to each of the subcontractors, making sure to use their names. That was something my dad had taught me. If I treated them right, they would keep showing up. 

The first day of restoration had been a success. We were making good progress. I imagined Mr. Hastings was probably panicking a little. The first few weeks of a renovation were terrifying. We were ripping through walls, tearing down molding and doors and basically making a mess. It was hard for a person to see the end game. I knew what I was doing and I knew it was going to work out, but this was my job. I had done this many, many times. A homeowner hadn’t and things were always a little terrifying.

The anticipation of breathing life back into this historic home left me feeling invigorated, a sense of purpose surging within me. I was pleased to discover the wood was in good shape for the most part. I had been a little worried the decay would make some if it beyond saving, but nothing was so bad we couldn’t fix it up. 

It was also going to move up our timeline. We could finish before the end of summer. As usual, there was always a bonus incentive for the subcontractors if they could make it happen.

As I packed up my tools, Mr. Hastings approached. I was a little self-conscious about my appearance. I had been working all day and it was warm and humid. I knew I was sweaty. My hair probably looked like limp noodles instead of bouncy curls.  

“Mr. Hastings,” I said, my voice squeaking a little.

“Please, call me Timothy.”

“Timothy,” I said, smiling. “I know it looks bad, but trust me, it will be okay. You have to trust the process. We’ll start with the demolition tomorrow. It won’t be too bad, but the electricians and plumbers need to get to the stuff behind the walls. We’ve used equipment to find what we need so it won’t be hit and miss. That’s what all the chalk marks on the walls are for.”  

“I suspected as much,” he said in a deep voice.

Being so close to him was making me nervous. “We’ll be starting with the kitchen and bathrooms on the first floor. We plan to work our way up through the floors. We figure that’s the best way to tackle the project.”

“I like it,” he said, nodding. “Methodical, but can I make one request?”

“Of course.”

“There is a bedroom and attached bathroom on the second floor that I would like to be prioritized.”

“Oh. Okay. Sure. Can you show me which one? I’ll need to adjust the schedule.”

“Sure.”

I followed him up the grand staircase. I would never get tired of going up and down those stairs. It reminded me of Gone with the Wind. I was never going to be a debutante at a ball but it was fun to pretend I was wearing a beautiful dress and descending to meet my future husband.

“This one,” he said, pushing open a door.

I stepped inside the room that had a large bed frame without a mattress. There was a beautiful, antique armoire against the wall and little else. I walked in and looked around. “Did you have a date you needed this done?”

“As soon as possible,” he said. “My daughter will be staying for the summer.”

I was surprised to hear he had a kid. Which typically meant there was a mother. I knew everything about the house and nothing about the owner. Why was I disappointed to learn he had a wife and family? Obviously he would. It just surprised me a bit.

“I see,” I said, smiling. “Will Mrs. Hastings be available for a meeting to go over her specific preferences for the interior design aspect? I’ve learned it’s the ladies that have the most important opinions when it comes to the final design elements.”

It was a subtle probe. I couldn’t help but notice the absence of a wedding ring on his finger. It was a terrible way to ask if he was married, but in my defense, I had been out of the flirting and dating game for over five years. I didn’t have those skills anymore, if I ever had them. It probably would have been better to ask directly. I would have sounded a lot less ridiculous.

Timothy met my gaze. “There is no Mrs. Hastings,” he said. “I’ll leave the plan to renovate this space to you. As with everything else, I want it as close to the original as possible.”

I nodded. “Yes, sir. I mean, I can do that, Timothy. I’ll have some notes tomorrow.”

“Thank you. Goodnight.”

He walked out of the room, leaving me to find my own way out. I felt like such an asshole. Clearly, bringing up the non-wife had irritated him. I didn’t know if she died or if there was a bitter divorce, but I had turned over a rock I had no business messing with. I vowed to keep my mouth shut for the duration of the project. No way was I going to risk getting kicked off the job. It was way too important to me.

I went downstairs and finished loading up my tools. Everyone else had left for the day. I made sure we left no traces in the form of muddy boot prints or empty water bottles or other trash. I insisted on a tidy workspace. We may not be one of the big businesses, but we could always be the best.

As I drove back to my apartment, the weight of the day settled on my shoulders. The excitement of the project was the only thing keeping me moving forward. I was dead on my feet, but I was looking forward to doing it all over again. This was going to be one hell of a summer and I imagined I would be suffering from a whole lot of blisters and sore muscles. I didn’t care. Every ache and pain would be worth it.

I pulled the truck into the parking lot of my building, thinking about a long hot bath with a glass of wine and maybe a ham sandwich. It didn’t take much to make me happy after a long day of work.

I climbed out of the truck, grabbing my lunchbox and bag. Something told me to turn. I did and spotted Scott leaning against his car, watching me. He wore an expression of desperation on his face.

“Hi,” he said, trying to sound sheepish.

“Fuck off.”

“Baby, please, let’s talk,” he said and walked toward me.

“I’m not your fucking baby, and I have nothing to say to you.”

The betrayal had cut too deep. The wound could not be bandaged with mere words. He had done the damage. I couldn’t give a shit if he apologized three million times. I was done. I was not going to listen to a damn thing he said.

He grabbed my arms. “Stop. Listen to me. What you think you saw isn’t what you think.”

I yanked my arm free. “Don’t fucking touch me,” I hissed. “I have a hammer and I will use it.”

“Just listen to me. Let me explain.”

“It’s over, Scott. There’s nothing to explain.”

“You’re reacting to something you think you saw,” he said, following behind me as I made my way to the stairs.

“Return my dad’s tools,” I snapped. “That’s it. There is nothing else between us. I want zero to do with you. I’m sure your girlfriend would be very displeased to know you’re here right now.”

“Ex-girlfriend,” he said, his voice choked with emotion. “She’s my ex. It’s not what you think it was.”

I turned back to look at him, my eyes cold and hard. “Scott, I saw you. I don’t care who she is now. When I needed you, you were with her. You made your choice.”

He flinched as if I’d slapped him and a look of remorse washed over his face—a regret that came far too late. 

“Please,” he pleaded. “It’s not what you think.”

“No, Scott, it’s exactly what I think,” I countered, venom lacing every word. “And you can stop following me around, hoping to justify yourself or win some kind of forgiveness. It’s not going to happen. You’re a pig. I know you’ve been sleeping with that woman for over a year. A year, Scott! You disgust me!”

His face fell, and for a moment, I saw the man I’d thought I knew so well. The man who’d held me on rainy nights, the one who’d promised forever. But that was before his true colors painted a different picture, one I refused to hang in my heart any longer. He might have been a good man in the beginning, but not anymore. He went off to college and he changed. I stayed the same. Maybe I was the problem. I didn’t know and I didn’t care. 

“Fine,” he spat out, clearly stung by my words. “I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for.”

“I already have.” I turned on my heel and stormed into my apartment, shutting the door behind me.

I locked it, just in case he decided to try and come in. I blew out a breath and shook my head. That was the last thing I needed after a long day. I put my lunchbox on the table and went for the fridge. I was no longer craving a glass of wine. I wanted a cold beer. I cracked one open and walked to the bathroom. I stared at the tub that was older than I was. It was nothing like the tubs we were putting into Gloriana Manor. I would kill to take a nice long soak in one of those bad boys with the jets massaging my aching muscles. 

But that wasn’t my life. This was. If I could get this job done and done well, I might be able to afford one of those tubs in the future. This was just the beginning. First Gloriana Manor and then hopefully another big project worth a million dollars. 

I had dreams, ambitions, plans that didn’t involve Scott’s infidelities and broken promises. His chapter in my life was closed, over, done with. It was time to write a new one. I was going to make money and find a new man. 

Taking a sip of the beer, I started the water and dumped in the mint bubble bath. I left it running and went back to the kitchen. While I waited for the tub to fill, I pulled out the blueprints. It was going to be a masterpiece when we were finished. I could feel it in my bones. 

I left the work on the table, stripped out of my sweaty clothes, and sank into the tub. I closed my eyes and leaned back against the tub. The hot water seeped into my pores, soothing my aching muscles. The smell of mint filled the room, a calming presence after the stressful events of the day. I grabbed my beer from the side of the tub and took a long sip, feeling its cold sting against my parched throat. 

As I lay there in the tub with nothing but the peaceful silence for company, thoughts of Scott began to creep back into my mind. His pleading eyes, his voice choked with emotion, and then his face when I’d told him to fuck off. Those were images that would be etched in my mind for a while. I was done with him. 

In fact, as I sat naked in the tub with the water lapping at my skin, it was another man I was thinking about. A man who was almost the complete opposite of Scott. Timothy Hastings was aloof, but he had an arresting charm about him. The way his eyes focused with such intensity when he was inspecting a piece of workmanship or talking to me. His deep, husky voice struck a chord within me. His voice was the kind of voice that could read a phone book and turn people on.

I’d found myself watching him more often recently, noticing the way his muscles strained against the fabric of his shirt. I knew he was wealthy, but he dressed like a normal person. He acted normal. Most of all, I loved that he wanted to restore his family’s property without destroying it with modern styles. 

That probably wasn’t a turn-on for most ladies, but it worked for me.
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A FEW DAYS LATER, I found myself in the bedroom Timothy wanted ready as soon as possible. It needed minimal work, thankfully, which meant we could keep him happy by getting it ready within the next week. He had been checking in pretty regularly. I felt more pressure than ever to get it right. This would be the first room completed. If he didn’t like what we did in here, he could fire us. I wouldn’t get the chance to see it to completion.

I was on my hands and knees, mending some tiles in the bathroom when I heard the door creak open. I assumed it was one of the workers. “In here,” I called out.

I placed the tile onto the mortar and quickly wiped away any extra gunk.

“It’s coming along nicely,” Timothy said.

I jerked my head around, realizing my ass was on full display. He had an amused smile on his face. I quickly sat back, kneeling while looking up at him. I was certain my face was beet red. It felt red. He had been away in the city for the past couple of days. I wasn’t aware he was going to be back today.

“It’s ready to be used,” I told him.

I got to my feet, wiping my hands on my jeans that were already stained with mortar and grout.

“Is it?” he asked with surprise.

“I’m just finishing some tile work in here,” I said. “The plumbers will be up to do the finishing touches in the shower, but everything is all good. We’ve leak-tested it and there are no problems. The bedroom is finished.”

I led him into the large space, proud of the trim that had been carefully sanded and refinished without taking away from the original structure. The floor had been refinished and waxed. The windows were sealed and the door hinges were oiled. We even found a doorknob on eBay and had it overnighted. It was gorgeous. I hoped he could see the beauty in the originality, even if it was a little dark and not typical of today’s style.

He let out a low whistle, his eyes scanning the room appreciatively. “It looks remarkable,” he said, slowly turning to face me. His gaze was filled with awe and perhaps something more. 

My heart fluttered in my chest as I watched him. He stood there, radiating an air of quiet confidence that made me feel warm and fuzzy. I wasn’t sure if it was the praise for my work or his intense gaze that was causing the rapid beating of my heart.

“Thank you,” I said, feeling a warmth spread through me at his approval. “I wanted to preserve as much of the original details as we could.”

He walked closer to the molding around the window. “Look at this,” he said, tracing his fingers over the intricate woodwork. “This is incredible. Is this the same molding?”

I watched him, captivated by how his voice changed as he admired the work. It was clear that his family history held a special place in his heart. 

“It is,” I said, nodding. “It just needed some very minor repairs. I sanded it and stained it.”

“This is why I hired you,” he said, turning to face me again. His eyes were softer now. “You have a knack for preserving the original beauty of things without losing their character.”

His words sent a pleasant jolt through me. The recognition, the praise from him? It filled me with a sense of achievement I hadn’t felt in a long while.

“I’m glad you’re happy with it,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I felt a strange tightness in my chest. 

Timothy walked over to the massive bed we had decided to keep. It was an antique four-poster bed that looked like something out of a period drama. He ran his fingers over the polished wood, a nostalgic smile on his face. “You restored this as well.”

“I thought it was too beautiful to move to a room that won’t be used. Obviously, that’s not my choice, but if you choose to keep it for your daughter’s bed, it’s ready.”

“I like it,” he said, nodding. “You’ve done well.”

“Have you had a chance to see the lower floor?” I asked. 

“Not yet.”

“The crew have been focused on the kitchen,” I told him. “I assumed a functional kitchen was a must with a kid in the house. They’re making good time with the modernization in there.”

“Good,” he said, nodding. 

“I found a skilled stone mason to start the repairs on the stonework, both inside and outside,” I told him. “He’s an expert in the old ways. He should be able to keep the original character but make it safe and structurally sound.”

“I trust your judgment,” he said. “You have a good eye for these kinds of things.”

I felt my cheeks heat up once again at his praise. His confidence in my skills was heartening. I took a deep breath and looked at him, feeling like we were on the same page for this project more than ever before.

“I’ll show you the kitchen then?” I asked.

As we walked down the hall, he pointed to more of the crown molding. “What about all of this?” 

“I will personally be handling all of that,” I told him. “My dad will be helping with that part. He’s very good at what he does. He taught me everything I know.”

“I met your dad,” he said. 

“He mentioned that,” I said, smiling. 

“Did he train you or did you have to go to a trade school to learn your craft?”

“I’m a journeyman carpenter,” I told him. “My dad taught me, but I’ve also got the official certificates and all of that. That’s only so I can be licensed and bonded under the business name.”

“Your dad mentioned you were one of the sons,” he quipped.

I laughed. “My dad didn’t have sons. So, I’m the son in Jacobson and Sons now.” 

His laughter echoed through the hall, his gaze softening as he looked at me. “Your dad must be proud of you,” he said.

“I hope so,” I replied.

“He seemed surprised you bid for this job and got it,” he said.

I smiled. “Yeah, when I first broached the topic, he was against it. He thought it was too big, but I knew we could handle it. And I know we’re the best for the job. I’m not just saying that. We are the best. My dad is an expert at restoring old wood.”

“I believe it,” he said, nodding. 

I led him into the kitchen, where he marveled at the updates we’d made while still preserving the original stone wall and wood beam ceiling. The new appliances blended seamlessly with the rustic decor, and I could see the approval in his eyes.

“This is amazing,” he said, running his hand over the smooth granite countertop. “Modern yet traditional. Exactly what I was hoping for.”

“I’m glad you like it.” 

“I wasn’t sure I would like the granite,” he said. “I thought it was too modern, but it works in here.”

I smiled, agreeing with him. “It does. Unfortunately, as much as we want to keep it all original, the kitchen is just one of those spaces that needs to be modern in order to be functional. The electricians have rewired things and made sure there are plenty of outlets as well.”

“Great. I like it. I’ll leave you to it. I have some work to do in my office. I appreciate the updates and it looks like things are moving along well.”

After Timothy left me to my work, I found myself wandering back up to the second floor. I made mental notes about the intricate details that would require attention. The landing and railing bore the scars of time, signaling the need for a delicate restoration. On the brighter side, the wooden columns lining the corridor seemed salvageable with a thorough refinishing. 

As I roamed the hall, my gaze fell upon a set of original wooden doors that called to me. I had been in the house for a week but still had not managed to explore every room. I was too busy directing the contractors downstairs. I was curious to see what was behind the door. After all, I would need to remove the doors eventually to refinish them. 

I opened one door and stumbled onto a sight that left me breathless. It was a library. It hadn’t been part of my initial tour, which was surprising considering the amount of wood shelves and other woodwork in the room. 

I stepped inside and inhaled. The scent of aged paper and wood enveloped me. It always gave me a little chill. Before I could immerse myself in inspecting the shelving and the molding, my phone rang. I glanced down and saw it was Amber. 

“Hey,” I answered. “What’s up?” 

“Let’s get dinner tonight,” she said. “My treat. How about Mexican?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I can’t wait to talk about the design for this place. It’s going to blow your mind.”

“I can’t wait,” she said. “I’ll see you at six.”

After work, I went home to shower before heading to our favorite Mexican restaurant for dinner. Amber was a talented, successful interior designer. I was itching to explore a potential collaboration, envisioning the magic we could create together.

“I think he’s going to be open to anything you present,” I told her around a mouthful of homemade tortilla chips and spicy salsa. “I doubt he’ll object to most of your ideas.”

“I’ve been brainstorming all day and have a few concepts in mind.”

We spent the next couple of hours immersed in discussion about the project, exploring different design paths for lighting fixtures and wallpaper patterns. Yet, somehow our conversation always circled back to the man behind the project.

“He seems perpetually grouchy,” I said. “Whenever he smiles, it’s like he realizes he’s smiling and he quickly replaces it with a frown. Whenever he’s there, he’s always in his office with the doors closed. When he comes out, he looks like he’s been sucking on lemons.”

“He’s a wealthy dude,” she said, shrugging. “I’m pretty sure all they think about is money and more money.”

“Do you think he ever has any fun?” I sipped my Corona as I pondered the mystery that was Timothy Hastings. 

Amber leaned in, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “I might have done a little snooping,” she whispered. 

“What do you mean?”

“I wanted to know who you were working for,” she replied. “Who I might be working for. I was curious as to why this guy has shown up in town and decided to restore the family home. There’s always something juicy going on with these rich people.”

“What did you find out?”

“Girl, you won the lottery with this project. Timothy Hastings is not just some local big shot. He’s a billionaire. A million dollars to him is a drop in the bucket. You could probably get him to spend a lot more.”

“I’m not trying to milk him for money,” I said. “But I’m glad there is money available to do this right.”

“Did you know he is responsible for his family’s money?”

“How can that be?” I asked. “They’ve always been rich.”

“They used to be rich, but they were slipping. Timothy came in and turned things around. Now, he’s super rich, like he’s regularly in the top ten richest people in the world.”

I wasn’t really concerned with the size of his bank account. “I guess that’s why he spends so much time in his office,” I mused aloud. “Managing that kind of money must take a lot of energy.”

“And he had a really messy and very public divorce from a well-known socialite,” she went on. “It got really ugly. There were rumors but neither of them has ever publicly said anything about the divorce.”

“That’s good,” I said, nodding. 

“And he used to be a bit of a partier, a bad boy even,” Amber added with a grin. “He was very naughty.” 

“It’s hard to imagine that, given the man I’ve met,” I muttered. “I wonder why he left the city behind for Sleepy Hollow. If he’s used to bright lights, big cities, and bigger parties, I would imagine he’s going to be awfully bored here.”

“Maybe he just wanted a change of pace,” Amber suggested. “Or maybe there’s a deeper story waiting to be revealed.”
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I STEPPED OFF THE PRIVATE jet onto familiar ground back in New York. The hum of the engines faded behind me as I made my way to the waiting car. Bennet stood beside it. My bags were quickly loaded into the trunk by the driver.

“Welcome home,” Bennet said as we climbed into the back of the car.

“I assume the house is still standing?” I asked dryly.

He chuckled. “Only one minor incident, but it was quickly resolved.”

“Resolved or repaired?”

“I honestly don’t know,” he said, shrugging. “I heard shouting and there was a lot of commotion. When I made it downstairs to see what was happening, there were a lot of very wet people, but they were laughing. Catherine assured me all was well. I didn’t ask questions. I don’t know anything about plumbing, so even if they had explained, I wouldn’t have understood.”

“I get it,” I said, nodding, settling into the seat and staring out the window. It was good to be home. Gloriana Manor was still in a state of disrepair, but it was home. While I was away for the week, I had actually found myself missing the place. I stared at the many pictures of the house on my phone, letting my imagination run wild. I had seen the kind of work Catherine could do. I was really hoping she could pull off the impossible. I couldn’t wait to see polished wood and a clean, welcoming home.

My phone buzzed inside my jacket pocket. I quickly pulled it out, checked the screen, and groaned. “Shit,” I sighed when I saw it was Regina, my ex-wife. Talking to her was never the highlight of any day. Today, I was exhausted from the week away and the flight back. She was the last person I wanted to talk to. To be fair, she would be the last person I wanted to talk to any day of the damn week.

“What’s going on, Regina?” I asked with my usual weariness when I had to talk to her.

“Your daughter,” she hissed. “That’s what is going on.”

“What does that mean?”

“This is your fault,” she snapped. “You screwed this up. That kid is off the rails.”

“I don’t see how you can put that on me. You chose to run off to Berlin. You chose to send her to that stupid boarding school. She’s mad at you for forcing her to go. You should have just let her stay with me. But no, you had to have your way. You wanted to be alone with your new husband and shipped your kid away.”

The whole thing still pissed me off. I refused to pay for the boarding school and Regina was furious. I wasn’t going to pay because it wasn’t what Paisley wanted. Regina was a selfish bitch that wanted her only kid out of her hair but not with me. She chose to drag Paisley to live in Berlin. The poor kid was obviously acting out. She was in a foreign country with a new stepfather in a new home.

“Don’t you dare lecture me. I have given that girl everything. She’s spoiled.”

“And?” I asked.

“And she stole Jim’s car! She took his new Rolls Royce for a joyride and crashed it!”

I sat up a little straighter. “What? Is she okay?”

“She totaled it,” Regina went on. “Do you know how much it cost? He’s livid!”

“Regina! How is Paisley? Is she okay?”

“She has a broken wrist, nothing major,” Regina said dismissively, as if the injury were inconsequential in the grand scheme of damaged possessions.

My frustration simmered beneath the surface. In that moment, my priorities were clear. The well-being of my daughter superseded any disputes over material wealth. I could buy them ten Rolls Royce’s.

“Where is she?” I asked, my temper barely under control.

“She’s on a plane as we speak,” Regina replied, her tone curt and final. 

The call ended abruptly, leaving me with a surge of anger and a profound sense of responsibility toward Paisley. I had to try and save the kid from herself. I knew all about rebelling and acting out. Paisley felt ignored. I had to try and get through to her.

Bennet shook his head. “Is she okay?”

“Physically, yes,” I said. “She totaled one of Jim’s cars.”

Bennet smiled and then quickly wiped it away. “Which one?”

“The Rolls,” I answered, barely able to hide my own smirk.

“That’s unfortunate,” he said dryly.

“Indeed.”

I sat thinking about Regina. “I dodged a bullet, didn’t I?” I asked.

“I think you did,” he said.

Regina had changed drastically the minute after the vows were exchanged. I had envisioned a happy family. I was looking forward to the American dream. My goal had always been living in the house with a few kids. I wanted our backyard littered with toys. A soccer net set up for them to practice their kicks. I was foolish enough to dream about big Christmas gatherings with our gaggle of kids screaming and running downstairs at the crack of dawn to open gifts.

It wasn’t going to happen. I sighed heavily, running my fingers through my hair and trying to shake off the feelings of anger and betrayal that always came up when I had to deal with Regina. I knew I did everything right with Regina. I had tried so hard to make her happy. She had everything she could possibly want. I agreed to live in the city for a little while to let her enjoy the benefits of living in high society. We attended practically every party. People surrounded her, always heaping praise on how beautiful she was.

For every party, she needed a new designer dress and jewelry. I was happy to give it all to her. When we did show up at parties, I was proud to have her on my arm. She made me feel like a million bucks. She smiled and told charming stories that won everyone over.

And then we would go home to the privacy of our bedroom and she turned into an ice queen. I was glad she was out of my life, but we still had Paisley to connect us. I didn’t know how I would ever be completely rid of her. I was doomed.

When we pulled up the driveway to the house, I saw Catherine’s truck was already parked outside. I was surprised by my reaction to seeing her truck. She was different from any other woman I had ever met. I liked watching her work and I loved listening to her talk about her work.

“They’ve been hustling all week,” Bennet said. “I’m happy to say there has been significant progress.”

We walked into the house and found Catherine meticulously working on the ornate wooden railing of the grand staircase. I took a few seconds to watch her work. 

She didn’t seem to notice our entrance at first. Her expert fingers were moving deftly over the detailed carvings in the wood. She had the sleeves of her work shirt rolled up, showing off toned arms and her natural tan. Her hair was pulled back in a clip, but a few tendrils had escaped, framing her face perfectly.

I cleared my throat, drawing her attention. She looked over and broke into a warm smile that managed to soften me. “Hey,” she said. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“You looked busy,” I said. 

“I am. I can’t wait to show you how much work we’ve gotten done since you’ve been gone.”

She was too perky. I was in a foul mood because of my ex. I didn’t have the patience or the energy.

“Call it a day,” I said in a gruff voice. 

“What?” she asked with confusion. 

“Go home. I need quiet. You can come back tomorrow.”

Catherine’s smile faded, replaced by a look of hurt. “Oh, okay. I didn’t mean to bother you.” 

“I know,” I muttered and nodded toward the door. As she packed up her tools and left the room, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret at my behavior.

The door shut behind her with a soft click, and Bennet cleared his throat. “Well, I guess I’ll leave you alone, too.”

“You think that was wrong,” I said. 

“It’s not about right or wrong,” Bennet replied. “But Catherine doesn’t deserve to bear the brunt of your mood. She’s not Regina.”

I knew he was right. It wasn’t fair to take out my frustrations on Catherine. She was simply trying to do her job, a job she obviously loved and took great pride in.

“I’ll apologize.” I sighed, rubbing a weary hand over my face. “I just need some time alone.”

Bennet nodded sympathetically. “I understand. Should I call the furniture store and move up the delivery of the bedroom stuff for Paisley?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding. 

“I’ll handle it,” Bennet said. “Do you have her flight information?”

I scoffed. “No. Regina couldn’t be bothered. She’ll have Paisley land and I’m supposed to just figure out when and what airport. You would think she would care about her kid a little more than that.”

“She’s punishing her for the car,” Bennet said matter-of-factly.

“Damn, I wish someone would have told me not to marry her,” I muttered. 

“Me too,” he said before stepping out and leaving me alone. 

I walked up the stairs, catching sight of the intricate designs Catherine had been working on. The craftsmanship was truly remarkable. It made me appreciate her more. I ran my hand over the polished wood, thinking about my harsh words to her. I owed her an apology.

I found myself sitting in Paisley’s room. It was still empty, but I had no doubt Bennet would have the room ready before Paisley got here. For Paisley’s sake, I hoped she could get her feet under her. She was on a bad path. I had to be the father she needed.

“She’ll love this,” I muttered to myself. “She has to.”
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I LEFT THE MANSION, feeling a little unsettled after Timothy’s rudeness. He had never been overly friendly, but he hadn’t been outright rude. I took a long, calming breath as I stepped outside into the cool evening air. It was a lot better than the stifling heat inside the house. 

As my truck sped down the long driveway away from Timothy’s house, I tried to think of what I could have done to piss him off. Or maybe that was just him. Maybe he was just an asshole.

I drove back to my dad’s shop with the intention of checking on the pieces he was working on. I heard the machinery the moment I got out of the truck. I wasn’t surprised he was still working. He was hunched over one of the pieces from the house, giving it every ounce of his attention. 

He looked up and saw me, turning off the sander. “Hey,” he said, smiling. “I wasn’t expecting you to come by tonight.”

“I thought I would stop by and see how things were coming along.”

“Good,” he said, nodding. “I finished that door earlier. I’m working on the trim and the molding now. I should be finishing up tomorrow.” He wiped his brow, covered in wood dust and sweat.

“That’s quick,” I said with a raised eyebrow.

“I want to stay on task. The last thing we need is me falling behind.”

I gave him a small smile, appreciating his dedication. “You’re doing great work, Dad.”

He just shrugged, brushing off my praise. “It’s what I do.”

“I know,” I said, smiling. 

He looked at me in that way that said he knew something was wrong. “How’s everything going up there?” he asked.

I sighed, really not wanting to complain about the client, but he was going to keep pushing. 

“It’s fine,” I replied, my tone betraying the frustration. 

His expression softened. “Something’s off. What happened?” He put down the wood and gave me his full attention. This was how it had always been. When I was a little girl and had a bad day at school, he always stopped whatever he was doing to listen to me. He knew just how to make me feel better.

“He’s a strange man, Dad,” I started. “He can have anything he wants, and yet he seems miserable. I never know what mood he’s going to be in. He’s a difficult person to figure out.”

My dad chuckled, a knowing smile playing on his lips. “Catherine, money can’t buy happiness. It’s as simple as that. Give that man a wide berth. You don’t need to get mixed up in his billionaire drama.”

“He’s got everything,” I said. “He’s got an amazing house and the money to fix it. He has a daughter. He never has to worry about paying rent or affording the electric bill. I guess I don’t understand how someone could be so miserable when they have so much.” 

He shrugged. “The more you have, the more you stand to lose. When a man has everything, he lives in constant fear of losing it all. That can make anyone miserable.”

I considered his words, ruminating over them as I looked at the pieces of the mansion scattered around his workspace. It made sense in a twisted sort of way. But it still didn’t excuse Timothy’s behavior.

“Maybe, but it’s not like he can’t just buy it back.”

“He can’t buy back his marriage. Money really cannot buy love. For people like us, it’s hard to understand how lonely it can be being at the top. He’s got that big house and no one to share it with. I know you think we had it hard because we didn’t have a lot of money and I couldn’t afford to buy you a basic house, let alone a mansion, but we always had each other. Sometimes, that’s more important.”

My dad’s words hit me hard. As much as I wanted to sneer at Timothy and his money, there was something tragic about his situation. 

I looked over at my dad as he returned his attention to the piece of molding in front of him. He was right. We might not have had much, but we always had love and each other. It was more than many people could say.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said after a while, giving him a reassuring smile. 

“Good.”

“Did Scott return your tools?” I asked.

“No. I have a feeling I won’t see them again now that he’s moving.”

“Moving?” I asked. 

“He got fired a few days ago, the loser,” Dad said with disgust. “He’s moving to Lake Placid for some reason.”

The words hit hard. I didn’t tell my dad about Scott’s connection to Lake Placid. I chose not to divulge the details of our breakup, even if he already heard the rumors. 

“I didn’t know,” I said. I didn’t want to start thinking about Scott and what it meant that he was moving. “Did you eat?”  

“I ate breakfast,” he said dismissively. 

I frowned. “You’re supposed to eat a few times a day,” I lectured. “You have to keep your blood sugar regulated. If you skip meals often, it’ll put you at risk for hypoglycemia.” I repeated what the doctor told him at his last checkup.

“I’m not diabetic, Catherine,” he said, setting down his tool once more.

“But you could be if you don’t take care of yourself!” I protested. 

His face softened at my obvious concern. “I appreciate your concern, sweetheart. But I’m fine. Once I get this molding done, I’ll have something to eat.”

I sighed, knowing that arguing wouldn’t get me anywhere. My dad was as stubborn as a mule when he wanted to be.

“I’ll go get pizza,” I told him. “I didn’t eat either.” 

He chuckled. “I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“I’m young,” I said, grinning. “I can do it.”

I left the shop and headed to our favorite pizzeria. 

The solitude was a welcome reprieve after the long day. I enjoyed the quiet drive, thinking about Timothy and what it must be like to be him. During quiet moments like these, I felt an appreciation for our town, quaint and comfortable in its predictability. I only had my dad as family, but the whole town felt like extended family members. But who did Timothy have? 

His assistant? I got the impression the two were more than just boss and employee. Bennet seemed to genuinely care about his boss. I hoped Timothy had at least one friend. 

After placing an order for our favorite, sausage and mushroom, I leaned against the counter, lost in my thoughts. Scott’s sudden decision to move wasn’t that big of a surprise. A quiet voice in the back of my head admonished me for even thinking about him but curiosity always got the better of me.

The bell above the door jingled, breaking into my thoughts. Bennet walked in, wearing his usual suit and tie, which was funny because his boss rarely did. 

“Catherine,” he said with a warm smile. 

“Bennet,” I said with surprise.

“I guess we both had the same idea.” He chuckled. 

“After a crappy day, pizza is always a good idea.”

“Rough day?” he asked. 

I gave him a dry look. “I was having a great day until you and your boss ruined it.”

His eyes widened. “Oh, I didn’t realize.”

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “I didn’t mean that. Please, forgive me. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’m hungry and tired. It’s been a long week.”

“Don’t apologize,” he said. “I get it.”

“What is his deal?” I asked him bluntly. “Timothy. I can’t quite figure him out. He’s very, um, surly. Quiet. Reserved.”

“That’s just Timothy.” He chuckled, a cryptic smile accompanying his words. “He’s not always easy to know, but when you get past the surface? Well, there’s a lot more to him than meets the eye. He’s complicated.”

I frowned, not quite sure what he was getting at. “Complicated?”

“Yeah,” Bennet said, sighing. “He’s had some rough patches that made him the way he is. Not everyone gets to see the real Timothy. Don’t take anything to heart. He appreciates the work you’ve been doing.”

“As long as he doesn’t have to see me doing it, right?” I scoffed. “Servants are not meant to be seen or heard.”

“That’s not the case,” he said softly. “He just has his ways. It’s not personal, I assure you.”

“Thanks.” My name was called. “That’s me.”  

“Can you recommend anything?” he asked. “Timothy has requested something with stuffed crust.”

I almost choked. “Timothy wants pizza?”

“You’re surprised?”

I laughed. “Yes. I guess I assumed he dined on caviar and filet mignon.”

Bennet chuckled. “Not every night,” he said with a wink. 

“Try the chicken fajita with stuffed crust, it’s quite popular,” I offered, thinking about Timothy’s food request. 

“I’ll do that,” Bennet replied with a nod and stepped up to place his order as I left the counter. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said. “Have a good night.”

I got back to my dad’s shop with our warm pizza and found him still at work. He looked up and chuckled. “Busted.”

“Yes, you are.” I shook my head and smiled. “Come on. Enough for today. Let’s go dig in. I’m starving.”

I carried the pizza upstairs to his apartment and waited for him to follow. 

I heard a grunt and the creak of his worn-out leather boots on the wooden stairwell. He walked into the kitchen, wiping his hands on his already smudged overalls. He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the pizza. “Sausage and mushroom, my favorite.”

“It’s not every day that your daughter gets you pizza,” I said, pulling out two plates from the cupboard.

“Well, if this is what retirement is going to look like, then maybe I should start considering it seriously,” he teased as he took his place at the table. “I thought you were going to make me eat cardboard and dry fish for the rest of my days.”

“You don’t get pizza every night,” I teased and took a bite. “But you have to splurge now and then. Life is too short not to eat pizza.”

“I agree.”

He reached for a second slice. “So, how much work have you gotten done over there? Are you working on the banister?”

“I am,” I said, nodding eagerly. “It’s a tricky piece but I’m getting there. Once it’s finished, it’ll look great.”

“I’m sure it will,” he replied, brushing crumbs from his lips onto a napkin. “You always had a knack for making things seem grander than they are. That house is lucky to have you.”

We lapsed into a comfortable silence as we ate our pizza, both of us lost in our thoughts. After the meal, I got up to clear the table while he disappeared into the living room to turn on the news. I loaded the dishwasher, my mind drifting back to Bennet and his comments about Timothy. 

There was something curious about men who were described as complicated. Complicated often meant there were emotions buried deep, covered by layers of reinforced steel that took time and patience to peel away. It sounded exhausting but also strangely intriguing. I knew some women liked the idea of fixing a man. 

Not me. I didn’t need the drama.

But I could admit the thought of Timothy sitting in that huge house all alone made me sympathetic. But not enough to want to take on the problem. 

I switched off the kitchen lights and popped my head into the living room. My dad was snoring lightly in the armchair, an opened newspaper draped across his chest with the TV on. I smiled at the sight. I wasn’t going to wake him and tell him to go to bed. He fell asleep in the chair almost every night. He would get to bed on his own. 

I let myself out and headed home to my own quiet, lonely abode. 
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THE DAYS BLENDED INTO each other, a continuous stream of hard, tedious work and progress. The whole time, I poured my heart and soul into the restoration of Gloriana Manor. 

The first floor was nearing completion, a testament to the dedication of the skilled subcontractors who had become an integral part of this project. We were ahead of schedule. They were making me look good. I could tell they were all invested in this place.

The kitchen was coming along nicely. It was beautiful. Earlier renovations had expanded it beyond the original footprint but most of the cabinetry was original. It was stunning to think these cabinets had been around for over a hundred years.

I squatted down to get a view of the floors that I had spent hours and hours on. They were pristine. I couldn’t help but smile as I got to my feet and surveyed the work once again. I could see myself cooking a meal in this massive kitchen.

I could hear the stone masons working diligently outside, each chisel strike echoing through the halls as they breathed life back into the grand exterior. 

Summer had arrived with a sizzling heatwave. I felt bad for the men working outside, but they assured me they were used to it. I was thrilled the HVAC team had shown up yesterday. 

The ventilation system was another update that had been made in the eighties. Unfortunately, with no one living in the home for twenty years, things had gotten a bit rough. Duct work had to be replaced. The heating and AC units as well. I didn’t even want to think how much it cost to try and cool a place like this, but I was grateful it was up and running now. 

I walked by one of the vents and let the air wash over me.

Fortunately, our grumpy boss had been gone all week. I had not seen him since the night he came home and sent me away. He was in New York City. He didn’t get to see the metamorphosis taking place in his old mansion. My only connection to him was through text, if I had an issue or needed approval to make a purchase.

I had sent him an update on the progress, along with some photos of the polished flooring and cleaned-up exterior. 

“Looks good,” was all he replied.

It wasn’t exactly effusive praise, but then I didn’t expect much more from him. As long as he was satisfied with the work, that was all that mattered. He had never been one to gush over anything.

Today, I was looking forward to getting into the library to start on the built-in shelving. It was a carpenter’s dream. Thousands of books on shelves that reached the ceiling covered three sides of the room. It was one of the few rooms that didn’t have the benefit of a lot of natural light. It would have ruined the books if it had.

The library had been painted in a dark burgundy color, which worked, but Timothy wanted it brightened up a bit. I agreed. We were going with a warm honey color, a shade that would make the room feel cozy yet adequately lit. After all, a place that was the center of many, many ghost stories needed to be inviting. 

The colossal fireplace with the aging mantel would provide all the heat the room needed. It was such an amazing room. If I lived here, I would spend a lot of my time in here. It was just so cozy.

As I slowly made my way around the towering shelves, my fingers trailing over the weathered spines of the books, I couldn’t help but imagine generations of Timothy’s family sitting in this room. 

But I didn’t have time to daydream. I pulled the books off the lower shelves, neatly stacking them on one side of the room. I didn’t dare risk getting even a drop of stain on them while I worked on the shelves. To be extra careful, I was going to cover the stacks with plastic.

I mounted the sliding ladder, climbed up to grab a few books, and carried them back down. I cleared one shelf and then climbed a little higher to get the books off the next shelf. 

It was hard to stay focused. Every time I pulled a book, I wanted to open it and search for old letters hidden within the pages or maybe some other treasure. Stack after stack, up and down the ladder I went, knowing my ass was getting one hell of a workout.

I was at the top shelf, balancing on the ladder as I took a few extra books off the shelf. I was getting tired of going up and down and was looking for a way to cut a few corners. I heard a noise and turned to look but I moved too quickly.

“Oh shit!” 

The world shifted beneath me, and for a split second, the ground seemed to slip away. Panic gripped me, fingers scrambling for a hold on the ladder’s rungs with the books I’d been holding dropping to the floor. I reached to grab a rung with my free hand, but it was too late—I was falling. 

Gravity was no longer my friend. Just when I thought I was going to suffer countless broken bones, I found myself cradled in Timothy’s embrace. I gasped at the contact.

He set me down gently. “You should be more careful,” he scolded. 

“I was. I’ve been doing this for a while, and it’s been fine. Besides, you startled me. You shouldn’t go around sneaking up on people.”

“It’s my house. I don’t think it can be considered sneaking.”

“Well, you don’t have to be so territorial about it,” I muttered.

“Like I said, it’s my house.”

I took a deep breath, reminding myself it was his house, and if I wanted to keep working here, I needed to keep my temper in check. 

“How was your trip to New York?” I asked, smoothing down my hair.

“Fine. The usual. I spent the week with my daughter.”

“How old is she?” I asked. 

“Fifteen going on fifty,” he muttered. 

“Did she go back to your ex-wife?” I asked. 

“No. She’s in New York with Bennet. He’s keeping an eye on her. I should say both eyes.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I had been fifteen once. I knew I was a pain in the ass. I wanted to ask more questions, but I didn’t want to pry. I had a feeling it would make him shut down.

“Do you have a minute?” he asked. 

“Sure.”

“I’d like to show you something in the back gardens.”

“Yeah, I’ll take care of this later.”

I followed him outside, the transition from the dimly lit library to the sunny outdoors momentarily blinding. As my eyes adjusted, Timothy gestured toward an old gazebo. I followed him to the structure that looked to be very old and in desperate need of repair. 

“I’d like you to restore this,” he said. “Do you think you can or is a teardown?”

I walked around, inspecting the beams and testing the strength. “It’s solid, but I think a couple of the supports would need to be replaced to make it safe.”

“I’ll obviously pay the additional cost,” he said. 

“I’ll work up a bid.”

He looked around the landscaping that was slowly being brought back to life. “I used to love coming here,” he said. “My grandparents lived here full time. I used to come and visit for the summer. I loved this place. I loved exploring the house and the gardens. I guess I’m being a little nostalgic. I’m trying to rebuild something that is long past its shelf life.”

I glanced back at the house and the overgrown gardens. Even though there was so much work to be done, it was not hard to see why Timothy loved it. The house was inviting. I liked that I was helping to restore a piece of history.

“I think if you can see the potential in this place, then it’s not past its shelf life. It’s beautiful. Yes, there is some nostalgia, but who cares? In this case, I think you’re restoring your family legacy.”

“I wish I would have taken the time to restore this place earlier. I feel bad I waited so long.”

“But you’re here now,” I said, sighing. “It’s not like it’s beyond hope. I’m guessing it would have been the same restoration process as it was ten years ago. It’s not like you lost anything. Gloriana Manor is something we’re all proud of.”

“Did you grow up in Sleepy Hollow?” he asked. 

“I did,” I said, smiling. “Born and raised. A lot of the people I went to school with have left. They always ask me why I’m still here.”

“Why didn’t you leave?”

“My dad needed me,” I answered honestly. “It’s been just the two of us for a very long time. He tends to get a little too devoted to his work. He doesn’t always take care of himself. He’s the only family I have. He took care of me and now it’s my turn to take care of him.”

“That’s noble. I think this is a great place to grow up. I wanted to raise Paisley here, but my ex wasn’t fond of the small-town life.”

“She doesn’t know what she’s missing out on,” I said, laughing. 

We started walking around the garden, going nowhere in particular as we talked about small-town living. He was actually decent to talk to for a change. 

“Can I ask you something?” he asked softly. 

“Sure.”

“Are you seeing anyone?”

“Not anymore,” I muttered. 

“What does that mean?”

“It means I just got out of a long-term relationship,” I told him. 

“What happened?”

“Apparently, only one of us understood the meaning of monogamy. I got to witness his failure to be faithful with my own two eyes.”

“I’m sorry.”

I shrugged. “Honestly, I feel bad that I’m not too upset. I probably should be crushed. Maybe I knew it was over long before it actually ended.” 

He looked at me for a long moment, his eyes reflecting a soft understanding. “Sometimes, we know things in our hearts before we’re ready to admit them to ourselves. Trust me, I understand how you feel.”

It sounded like he knew what I was talking about. We fell into silence, strolling through the garden, each of us lost in our own thoughts. His ringing phone broke the comfortable quiet. 

“I have to take this,” he said. “Get back to me with a bid for the gazebo.”

He walked away with the phone to his ear. 

“I will,” I promised, watching him stride toward the manor.

Timothy’s voice faded away with distance as I turned back to the gazebo. The sun streamed through the missing slats in the roof, casting long shadows on the mossy floor. The worn wood creaked under my weight as I stepped up to examine the structure more closely. I imagined stolen kisses from young lovers sneaking out to meet without anyone knowing. 

It was going to be my personal project. I wanted to restore it for Timothy. 
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THE REVELATION ABOUT Catherine’s ex lingered in my mind. I couldn’t pinpoint why it affected me so deeply. After all, the personal lives of contractors weren’t usually my concern. She was a stranger. I didn’t know her from Adam, but hearing her talk about what her ex did with no feeling at all made me want to kick the guy’s ass.

I shook myself, jolting back from my musing as I listened to the voice on the other end of the line blathering on about something or the other. It was an old college buddy who had somehow managed to carve out a career in corporate law. He was useful, especially when it came to matters of property and inheritance. “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled into the phone, my mind still veering toward Catherine. 

“Timothy?” He paused in his monologue. “You with me, man?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, sighing. I leaned against the weathered oak door of Gloriana Manor, eyeing the distant figure of Catherine as she explored the derelict gazebo. For a fleeting moment, I envisioned her there, not in her worn jeans and work shirt, but in a flowing sundress, her hair loose around her shoulders, the light filtering through the slats playing on her face. She was so beautiful. I wanted to know what those curls felt like between my fingers. 

Snapping back to reality, I pushed myself off the door, murmuring a hasty goodbye before disconnecting the call. There was no time for such fantasies. I watched her a moment longer, admiring the way she moved with graceful purpose toward her project. She had a spark in her that fascinated me. It was more than just her physical beauty. It was her devotion to her town, her father, and even this manor.

She made me think things I didn’t want to think or feel. Unable to shake off the unsettling feeling, I retreated to my office for the rest of the day. I closed the door, a clear sign I didn’t want to be disturbed. The details of Catherine’s personal life shouldn’t have mattered to me, and yet, they did.

I had to leave the safety of my office and head down to the kitchen to get something to drink. I noticed John, Catherine’s father, talking to some of the subcontractors, discussing the ongoing work. He noticed me and waved. “Good afternoon, Timothy,” he said with a smile. 

I walked over and shook his hand. “It’s good to see you, John.”

“How are you?” he asked and something told me he asked because he cared. That was a new one for me. 

“I’m good,” I said, nodding. “Have you had a chance to look around and see all your daughter’s hard work?”

“I did,” he said. 

“She’s an exceptional carpenter.”

I expected the compliment to make him happy. Unfortunately, the expression on John’s face didn’t reflect the pride I had expected.

“This life wasn’t the one I envisioned for Catherine,” he said, sighing. “The construction industry isn’t the path I had wanted for her.”

“Is that so?” I asked, taken aback by his confession. In my eyes, Catherine was a natural. She was an artist in her own right.

“Yes,” he said, sighing heavily, his aged eyes filled with unshed tears. “She always loved drawing and painting. She would fill notebooks with her sketches. But when her mother passed away, she started taking on more and more of the carpentry work. By the time I realized it?” He shook his head regretfully, as if challenging the past decisions.

“I understand,” I said softly, although in truth I didn’t fully comprehend his sorrow. “She’s very proud to be following in your footsteps. She told me she learned everything from you.”

He chuckled. “Oh, I know she did, but I have to wonder. If she had a mama around, would she have picked up something like cooking or maybe given more of her time to art?”

“She seems to be happy doing what she does,” I said. “She’s very passionate about it.”

“I’m sure she is,” John said, looking out toward the staircase where Catherine was deep in conversation with one of the workers. “But you should see her face when she draws, Timothy. It’s a different kind of passion. A kind I wish she would pursue.”

“I think she incorporates drawing into her woodworking,” I said, shrugging. “She put together some pretty detailed sketches. And there is an artistic element to what you both do.”

“I suppose,” he said, smiling. “She does make me proud. I just hope she isn’t pouring so much of her time into working in such a labor-intensive job that she’s missing out on life.”

“You mean a relationship,” I said. 

He looked at me. “Maybe.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not trying to intrude. She told me about her ex, Scott. She seemed pretty okay with the situation, but is she?”

“That guy was an asshole. He was never good enough for my daughter. The scoundrel took off with some of my tools. Never did care for him. I had to pretend I did because she thought she was in love with him, but boy was I glad to see him go.”

I smirked. “Sounds like she dodged a bullet,” I said, finding it funny that we had bullet dodging in common. 

“Yeah, she did. She’s a strong woman. She’s young and beautiful, and sometimes, the rough guys she has to boss around are not always that happy about that.” 

“But she can hold her own,” I reassured him. I had seen Catherine’s clear, commanding approach with the crew and her ability to handle any kind of problem thrown at her.

“I know,” John said, his tone resigned. “But it doesn’t stop a father from worrying.”

“I can imagine,” I acknowledged, even though I couldn’t. The protective urge I felt toward Catherine was not too dissimilar. “And just to reassure you, all the guys on this job have been very respectful toward her. I don’t think any of them would dare say a negative word about her.”

“Good. That’s the way it should be. When she was younger and tagging along on jobs with me, I swear I had to threaten more than one young buck with a two-by-four if he kept leering at my daughter.”

I smiled. “I bet.”

“She might be old enough to make her own decisions, but that doesn’t mean I just stop looking after her,” he said. I didn’t miss the hint of warning. 

“She’s lucky to have someone looking out for her,” I said. 

“John!” someone hollered. 

“I better get going.” He walked away, his body moving just a little slower than the rest of the guys roaming about my house. 

I liked the man. He was a straight shooter. I got the feeling he couldn’t give a shit what my last name was or how much money I had. It was refreshing to be talked to like one of the guys and not the boss. I stepped outside to see what was going on. 

I saw Catherine approaching her father. She went to his truck and pulled out what looked to be a lunchbox. John tried to take it from her, but she snatched it away and opened it. I watched as she pulled out what looked to be fried chicken. Everyone heard her lecture. 

“Dad,” Catherine’s voice echoed across the work site as she tossed the chicken back in the insulated box. “You know you need to watch your cholesterol. Your blood pressure was up last checkup.”

“I’m a grown man, Catherine,” John replied gruffly, attempting to snatch the lunchbox back. His daughter backed away, leaving him lunging at air.

“You’re my father, and I worry about you.” Her voice softened but held a stubborn edge. “I can’t lose you too. I bought you all those fruits and vegetables. I brought you that chicken salad you said you liked. Why would you buy this crap? I know this is from the deli.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” It was said with a gentleness that I found surprising coming from such a burly man. 

Catherine seemed to cave then, her shoulders slumping slightly. She returned the lunchbox to John, who took it gruffly. 

“I know you’re not,” Catherine’s voice was barely audible as she said this. “But that doesn’t mean you can just eat whatever you want. You have to take care of yourself. You have to eat, so eat the chicken, but the rest of the week you’re eating celery.”

“Alright, alright,” he conceded.

She looked up and saw me watching. Her chin went up and she stomped back toward the house. “Did you need something?” she snapped. 

“Definitely not,” I said, not daring to smile. 

“I need to get back to work,” she said. 

“I was talking to your father,” I said. 

“Uh oh,” she groaned. “Let me guess, he told you he was disappointed in the work.”

“No. Definitely not. He did say he never wanted you to follow in his footsteps.”

“Because it’s a man’s world,” she said, smiling. 

“But you’re making it your own.” I admired her for that. 

She seemed surprised by my comment, her hard expression softening just a bit. “You think so?”

“I know so. You’ve got the whole crew in line and the work’s getting done faster and better than I’ve ever seen before.”

“Well, I learned from the best,” she said, looking toward her father, who was digging into his chicken while trying to hide it.

“I’m sure you did,” I said, smiling. “But you’ve also added your own touch to things. It’s impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“The work you and your team have done is really impressive. I’m not just saying it. It looks just like it did when I was a little boy. I cannot wait to see it finished.”

“I am the best, you know,” she declared with a confidence that resonated with a quiet pride. “Now, I have to get to work.”

She turned and walked away. I watched her until she disappeared back into the bustle of work before I turned to retreat back into my office. As I walked through the rooms, stripped down to their bare bones, I could see the future laid out before me, as clear as the blueprints Catherine had shown me. 

I found myself sliding my hand over the banister. It was slick, smooth, and gleaming. It reminded me of a time when I was probably about six. I got the wild idea to copy something I’d seen in a movie. I tried to slide down the banister. 

The memory was vivid, a snapshot of my young, adventurous self getting up to no good like my grandmother always said. I remember I launched myself forward, sailing down with a holler of triumph. Unfortunately, my thrill ride was short-lived. My grandmother had come into the room just in time to see me take a header about halfway down. 

I remembered the shocked expression of my grandmother’s face and her shrill cry as she watched me tumble down. It was followed by pain shooting through my small body. Grandma had rushed over and picked me up, cradling me in her arms as she inspected me for any significant injuries. There were tears in her eyes, and I remember being more scared of those than my own pain.

She had scolded me as she carried me to the kitchen to inspect my injuries. Somehow, I had been unscathed. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirteen

[image: image]


Catherine

––––––––
[image: image]


I WAS WORKING IN THE workshop on some trim for Timothy’s house project when the postman walked in. I had known Phil for as long as I could remember. He’d been our postman forever. “Hi, Phil,” I waved, shutting off the router.

“Hey there, young lady. You’re looking prettier than ever.”

“Thank you.” I smiled and took the mail. “How’s Molly?”

“She’s enjoying retirement.”

“And what about you?” I asked. “Are you going to retire anytime soon?”

“Oh, I’m thinking about it,” he said, grinning. “She’s pushing me to take her on some cruise.”

“I would hate to see you go, but I think you should. You deserve it.”

“We’ll see,” he said. “Have a good day.”

I took the stack of letters, flipping through bills and payments from customers. But then my eyes caught the distinctive handwriting on a particular envelope. Scott’s handwriting. I pulled it out, tossing everything else on a workbench. My heart was pounding. In the back of my mind, I knew what I was looking at but I refused to believe it. My stomach knotted as I tore it open, revealing a pristine wedding invitation.

My mind raced, questions pounding like a drum. “No,” I whispered. “What the hell?”

It was an invitation to his wedding. We had broken up less than a month ago. I slowly sank back onto the stool.

My hands were shaking and my eyes filled up with tears. It wasn’t pride keeping them back, but a sense of betrayal and disbelief. How could he move on so quickly? How could he replace me with someone else?

Emily. Someone else had a name. She was the woman from the restaurant. The woman he moved to Lake Placid to be with.

It felt like I had been hit by one of the heavy timbers we used. My heart was just as heavy and battered. I put my head into my hands, trying to stifle the cry that was building up inside me.

Amber sauntered into the workshop, all smiles, until she saw my face.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her eyes narrowing with concern. “What happened? Did you cut a finger off?”

I handed her the invitation without a word. Her shock mirrored mine. “No way,” Amber muttered, scanning the crisp invitation card. She frowned and looked up to meet my eyes. “You’re kidding, right? This is some sick joke?”

I shook my head, fighting back a fresh wave of tears. “Why would I joke about something like this, Amber?”

Her gaze dropped back to the card. “I’m sorry, Catherine.”

“Thanks.”

“I bet she’s pregnant, and this is a shotgun wedding,” she declared.

My nausea deepened. Pregnant? It was a possibility I hadn’t even considered. 

I swallowed hard, trying to push away the thought. “I don’t know, Amber. I really don’t want to think about it.”

Amber nodded and her eyes filled with sympathy. But nothing she could say would make this better, and we both knew it. She placed the invitation back on the workbench as if it were a live grenade.

“I’m sorry, Catherine,” Amber repeated in a quiet voice, her hand reaching out to squeeze mine. It was a small comfort in the midst of everything crumbling around me.

“I can’t believe I went out with that asshole for five fucking years and never even got a ring.”

“Why would he invite you?” Amber finally asked, her eyes narrowing. “That’s really messed up.”

I shook my head, still unable to comprehend the situation. “Maybe he told her I was a distant cousin or something.”

“Or he’s an asshole and wanted to rub it in,” she spat. “Heaven knows you dropped enough clues about marriage. He had to know that’s what you were thinking. This might be his way of sticking it to you, twisting the knife.”

“That’s sick,” I said, my voice trembling. “She must have known, right? I broke up with him in front of her!”

Amber sighed sympathetically, picking up the invitation again. “Maybe she knew and didn’t care. Some people are just like that. Homewreckers.”

How could Scott move on so quickly? The wedding was only two weeks away, and the speed of it all left me breathless.

“Are you going to go?” Amber asked, a hint of concern in her eyes.

I shook my head vehemently. The idea of witnessing Scott’s wedding was unbearable. “I’d rather jump off a cliff than go to that wedding.”

She nodded in understanding. “It says you get a plus-one. Maybe you can find a date and make him jealous.”

The thought of flaunting a date to make Scott jealous seemed petty and desperate. I stared at the woman on the invitation, her model-like looks frozen in a perfect embrace with Scott. The giant diamond on her finger caught the light.

“No,” I replied, my voice firm. “I won’t stoop to that level. I never want to see him again. I’m just glad he’s out of my life. I hope he stays gone. I truly wish him the best.”

She snorted. “Screw that. It’s not like it’s going to last. You know the old saying.”

“What saying?” I asked. 

“You lose ‘em the way you got ‘em. She thinks she’s the grand prize. He’s going to cheat on her. And if she knew about you and chose to sleep with him when she knew he was involved with you, there’s a good chance she’s going to cheat on him.”

“I hate that I am hoping their marriage crashes and burns,” I said. “Does that make me a petty person?”

“No, it makes you a jilted person. A normal woman scorned.” Amber sighed. “Well, what are you going to do?”

I stood up abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor. “I have to go up to the mansion. I don’t have time to deal with Scott’s crap. He can marry twenty women. I don’t care. I can’t care. I’m just glad I’m not one of the women he’s marrying.”

Amber looked startled. “You’re going to work?”

“Yes. I’m not going to sit around crying about a relationship that’s over. In fact, I think we should be celebrating. I’m not the dumbass marrying a cheating jerk.”

Amber’s brows rose in surprise. “Celebrating, huh?” 

“Yes,” I replied firmly. “I need to take charge of my life again. I’m single. I’m not getting any younger. I should start dating again.” 

“Absolutely,” she said, nodding. “I agree. Let’s plan a night out. We’ll drink, dance, and hopefully hook up.”

I laughed. “I like that. We’ll have to do something soon. I’m going to be pretty busy with the mansion project but I do want to go out. I need to dance.”

“I’m your girl,” she said with a wink. 

After she left, I loaded up the trim work and headed back up to the mansion. My work was the only thing keeping me sane. It was something to focus on. Now that I had that stupid wedding invitation, I had another reason to work harder. The harder I worked, the less time I had to think. I arrived at Timothy’s house and grabbed the trim. I assumed Timothy was gone. He had gone back to New York yesterday and I assumed he was still there. I used my key to unlock the door. I propped the trim up against the wall and went to get the last couple of pieces before going inside. The moment I walked through the door, I was met with a sound I hadn’t expected—pop music pulsating through the house. Taylor Swift to be exact. The sound echoed off the walls. 

Confused, I wandered into the foyer, scanning the area for any sign of Timothy. I never would have taken him to be a Swiftie. Unless it was Bennet. That made me laugh. I should have known there was a little Swiftie in there.

The music seemed to grow louder as I moved further into the house, leading me to the foot of the grand staircase. I took a few tentative steps upstairs, hoping squatters hadn’t moved into the place. 

Suddenly a dark-haired teenage girl appeared at the top of the stairs. She was dancing with abandon, seemingly lost in her own world. She was singing along at the top of her lungs, completely oblivious to my presence. “You need to calm down, you’re being too loud,” she sang dramatically, twirling around in time with the music. 

I swallowed a laugh and hesitated at the bottom of the stairs. “Excuse me?” I finally called out over the music. 

She yelped and spun around so fast she stumbled over her own feet, nearly tumbling down the stairs in surprise. She screamed, and her hands clamped over her mouth in shock.

Startled, I let out a scream of my own. Then she screamed. The whole time, Taylor Swift was still blaring in the background, creating a chaotic scene of fear and pop music.

Timothy came running down the hallway. His face contorted in a mix of confusion and concern. “What the hell is going on?”

I pointed awkwardly at the gyrating teenager, who had frozen mid-dance, her eyes wide with embarrassment. Timothy’s stern expression turned on me before he shook his head. “Turn it down!” he shouted. 

The girl pulled out her phone and the music died. Timothy looked like he was going to strangle one of us.

“Catherine, meet Paisley,” he said, exhaling as if a weight had been lifted. “My daughter. I thought someone was getting killed in here with all that screaming.”

Paisley turned a deep shade of red. Without uttering a word, she darted away, disappearing down the hall three seconds before I heard a door slam shut. The sudden silence left me standing there, feeling very foolish.

I didn’t know what to say. Timothy looked pissed. “I didn’t know you were here,” I murmured. “I was bringing some trim by. I thought you were still in New York.”

“No. I brought her home.”

“I see. I heard the music and thought it was you or Bennet.”

He rolled his eyes. “No. She has this thing for dance parties. I was in my office with my headphones on. I don’t know how I heard you shrieking over that other shrieking.”

I winced as the words left his lips. He was back to his sourpuss self. He wasn’t happy. “I probably should have kept my mouth shut. It’s just, she startled me and then...” I gestured lamely toward the direction Paisley had vanished. 

Timothy rubbed his temples, his irritation obvious. “Well, we’ve all had our intros now.”

“I can go,” I said. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“No, stay,” he muttered. “It’s fine. I’ll be working. Now that you’ve seen Paisley, she’ll probably hide in her room all day. That’s what they do. They’re like groundhogs. If they pop their heads up and see their shadows, or in this case an adult human, they retreat. It’ll be another six hours before she emerges.”

I almost laughed, but he was so serious about it, I didn’t dare. I cleared my throat. “Okay. I plan on working on the third floor. I’ll stay out of your way.”

“Fine,” he said. He turned on his heel and retreated to his office. 

A few moments passed before I heard the sound of a door closing somewhere in the distance, followed by an eerie silence. I sighed and looked around, feeling awkwardly out of place. 

“Okay, then.” With a shake of my head, I pushed away the awkwardness and turned to gather my tools. 

My booted feet echoed in the empty foyer as I made my way through the house. I checked a few things before going back to grab the trim and haul it up to the third floor. The stairs in this house were going to give me buns of steel. I tried to be as silent as possible. I didn’t want to attract any attention. I had just made it to the third-floor landing when Taylor Swift’s voice blasted through the house once again. 

As I moved into the room meant to be my workspace, I laid out my tools meticulously. I turned on my playlist on my phone, keeping it nice and low and barely audible over the Taylor Swift concert happening elsewhere in the massive house.

A sense of peace washed over me as I started working. I forgot about everything else as I got moving. 
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I WAS WORKING IN THE upper bedroom, enjoying the sunshine pouring through the windows. It was on the third floor of the tower. It was my favorite space in the house, with its grand ceiling-height windows and a cozy book corner complete with a window seat. Actually, I had a hard time naming my favorite place. I loved the kitchen. The library was amazing. And this bedroom was awesome.

The crew and I had made significant progress on the woodwork restoration. The second floor was well underway. The crew was going to be moving up to the third floor soon. I was working on the finer details before the rest of the crew came in to work on the rest of the rooms. The third floor was almost completely untouched by renovations. Clearly, when the family lived in the house, the first and second floor were where they spent their time.

As I worked, my mind kept going back to the encounter with Paisley. I felt a pang of guilt, knowing I had unintentionally scared Timothy’s daughter. She was a surly teenager. We had all been there and done that. For some reason, I felt the need to apologize. I didn’t want her to dislike me. It shouldn’t matter, but to me, it did. I left my stuff where it was and went back down to the second floor.

To my surprise, she was lingering near the staircase, eyeing me skeptically. “Hey, Paisley,” I began, approaching her cautiously. “I wanted to apologize for earlier. I didn’t mean to startle you. I wasn’t aware anyone was home.”

“Whatever,” she said, shrugging her shoulder.

“I’m happy to meet Mr. Hastings’s daughter. He told me a little about you when we were getting your room ready.”

Paisley raised an eyebrow, her expression guarded. “Is that what Mr. Hastings called me?” she said slyly, looking down at her perfectly manicured nails. “Hm, interesting.”

I blinked, caught off guard by her question. “Well, yes. He mentioned you’re his daughter.”

She flipped her long dark hair over her shoulder and sniffed. “It stinks in here. Is that you?”

My eyebrows shot up. “No, I haven’t been working long enough to get ripe.”

“It really smells. He didn’t tell me it was going to be so stinky.”

I chuckled nervously. The girl was intimidating. I tried to remind myself she was just a teenager, but damn, she was scary. “I’m just here to help restore the house. I didn’t mean to intrude or make you uncomfortable. I’m going back to work.”

Paisley shrugged and her demeanor slightly softened. “Whatever. It smells weird up here.”

It was her way of asking what I was doing. It had been a long time, but I could still speak teen. “It’s probably just the wax for the floors and the fresh paint on the walls. We’re working on restoring everything.”

“My mom wanted to paint everything white,” she said, shrugging. “My mom thinks Timothy’s idea of restoring the house instead of tearing it down is ridiculous. It’s so old. Do you know how old this place is?”

I couldn’t help but wonder why Paisley referred to her father as Timothy. It wasn’t my place to pry. “I do know how old it is,” I said, nodding. “It’s an architectural gem. It’s beautiful.”

“It’s old.”

“Yes, it is. What do you think about the house so far?”

Paisley’s eyes flickered with a hint of curiosity. “I hope it’s haunted.”

I couldn’t contain my laughter at her unexpected comment. “Haunted? Why would you want that?”

She smirked, a glimmer of mischief in her eyes. “I like dark, spooky places. This house is too nice.”

I shook my head, still amused by her determination to be difficult. “Well, I can assure you, it’s not haunted. But it does have its own charm.”

As I started making my way down the stairs, Paisley followed, her steps hesitant at first, then more assured. The air seemed to lighten, the awkward tension dissipating as we descended together. When we reached the ground floor, I headed toward my truck parked outside.

Paisley followed me. I didn’t say anything. She was obviously curious but too proud to ask questions. She circled my truck, eyes darting from one tool to another when I opened the toolbox I carried at all times.

“What’s all this for?” she asked.

“Just some tools for the restoration,” I explained. I opened another toolbox to reveal an array of brushes and scrapers. “We’re trying to bring the old beauty of the house back to life. The idea is to make it look exactly as it did when it was first built, with only a few changes.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Well, some people believe that old things have a value, a beauty, that can’t be replicated in the new,” I replied. “This house has seen many years, many lives. Can you imagine the stories it could tell?”

Paisley ran her fingers over a set of old chisels. “It’s just wood and bricks,” she said dismissively.

I smiled at the sullen teenager’s determination to remain indifferent. “True, but to some, it’s more than that. I have studied carpentry pretty much my whole life. When I see something like this, I’m so excited. This house was built before modern machinery. All the wood you see in there was done by hand. People had to carve out those intricate designs and cut every piece of wood.”

Paisley squinted at me, her eyes narrowing in consideration. “Sounds like a lot of work for something that’s just going to get old and break again.”

I shrugged, shutting the toolbox with a soft click. “Everything gets old and breaks eventually. That doesn’t mean it’s not worth appreciating while it’s here.”

She paused, her fingers idly twirling a strand of her dark hair as she mulled over my words. I could tell by the look in her eye that she wasn’t quite convinced yet, but I had planted a seed.

“That’s your job?”

“It is,” I said, nodding. “It’s a job I love. I think this house is a masterpiece.”

“It’s just a house.”

“But this house has been preserved,” I said as we started back inside. “This house is almost untouched by time. That is unheard of. It’s a testament to the quality of craftmanship.”

“I’ve been to castles before,” she said as if it was the most normal thing in the world. “They’re old and they’re still standing.”

“You’re very lucky you got to see those,” I told her. 

I started back upstairs. Surprisingly, she tagged along without protest. I pointed out some of the things I had done, trying to show her the beauty she was surrounded by and was clearly taking for granted. 

“You really like this old stuff, huh?” she mused.

I smiled. “Yeah, there’s something special about preserving history. Each piece has its own story.”

Paisley’s eyes lingered on an antique chair we had just finished restoring. “But it’s so old.”

“It’s not that old,” I said, laughing. “I mean, over a hundred years, but there are older houses. Not typically here in the US but around the world. I would love to see some of those.”

She shrugged and looked away, seemingly unimpressed. “I still prefer new stuff,” she declared, crossing her arms over her chest.

“New isn’t always better,” I responded gently, my gaze sweeping over the aged wooden floor beneath us. “This floor has been walked on by countless people, and yet it’s still here. There’s a kind of resilience to that.”

“Yeah, I guess,” she said hesitantly, glancing at the floor before looking back at me with a new curiosity in her eyes. “But doesn’t it get boring? Doing the same thing over and over?”

“Restoring houses isn’t about doing the same thing all the time. Every house is different. Every house has a story. Look at this wallpaper. I like to think about the woman of the house sitting in this room admiring the wallpaper. Maybe she didn’t like it. I don’t know. There’s always a story.”

“It’s old,” Paisley said again. “And it’s falling off the walls.”

“It is,” I said with disappointment. “That’s why I’m going to be peeling it off. I can’t save it, unfortunately.”

“Huh,” she muttered, but she was still staring at the wallpaper. 

“Do you want to help take it off? It can be kind of fun. You just pull it off. What doesn’t come off, I’ll scrape.”

I expected her to say no, but to my surprise, she nodded, agreeing to help.

“Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

I smiled, glad that Paisley was finally taking an interest. I handed her a pair of gloves and a scraping tool. She looked at it skeptically but put the gloves on anyway. I gestured to a section of the wall where the floral wallpaper was already peeling.

“Start there,” I instructed. “Try not to damage the wood underneath.”

Paisley nodded and approached the wall hesitantly. She gripped the scraper with determination, flaking off a piece of wallpaper. The old paper peeled away under her gentle hands, revealing the smooth wood beneath it.

As Paisley worked, I continued to watch her, a sense of satisfaction washing over me. This was how it began, the appreciation for an old house and history, one fragile layer of wallpaper at a time. I reached my own gloved hand out to another portion of the wall, joining her in the task. The soft scraping sound filled the room as we worked side by side, each movement revealing more of the ancient history that lay underneath.

“You can almost feel the history coming off with it,” I said, my voice hushed to match the quiet reverence in the room.

“I guess,” she muttered without stopping her work. 

I showed her the new wallpaper we intended to put up, a pattern reminiscent of the original but fresher. Paisley eyed it with a nod of approval. “Not bad,” she remarked. “I guess if you like flowers.”

“You don’t?”

“I prefer paint. I like to paint,” she admitted. 

“Maybe you should think about a mural in your bedroom,” I suggested. “You have that one wall with no windows. It would be perfect.”

“A mural?” she asked, a grin playing on her lips.

“Yes,” I said, nodding. “Something that speaks to you. It could be a favorite place or just something you love.”

“Maybe,” she murmured.

Paisley looked different from her father. I wouldn’t have guessed they were related. I didn’t see his features in her at all. He was tall and muscular while she was petite with very feminine features. 

As we peeled away layers of faded wallpaper, Timothy walked in. His eyes widened in surprise at the sight of his daughter working alongside me. “Paisley, what are you doing here? I told you to stay away from this mess.”

Paisley shot him a defiant look, her hands still gripping the wallpaper scraper. “I’m helping.”

Timothy sighed, clearly agitated. “Go find something else to do, Paisley. This isn’t your concern.”

She rolled her eyes, unimpressed by his authoritative tone. “Whatever.”

“It’s alright, Timothy. Paisley’s been a big help. We’ve got a system going here.”

He shot me a wary look, his brows furrowed. His look told me to shut the hell up. “Can I talk to you privately, Catherine?”

“Sure,” I said, nodding. 

“Should I keep going?” Paisley asked me. 

I didn’t know how to answer that. I wanted to say yes, but Timothy was the boss and he didn’t want her in there. “That’s up to your father,” I said quietly. 

“I want that stuff in your bedroom picked up,” Timothy said sternly. 

Paisley shot him a dirty look. “Whatever.”

The tension between them was thick. I knew it was typical for teenagers to clash with their parents. My dad and I had our rough moments but it was never all that bad. Timothy looked exasperated as he walked out of the room. I followed him out into the hallway, preparing to face his wrath.
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Timothy

––––––––
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I LED CATHERINE INTO one of the half-finished sitting rooms on the third floor, just a few doors down from the room she was working in. The air was thick with the scent of fresh paint and the lingering residue of work in progress. I closed the double doors behind us, wanting privacy from the nosy teenager down the hall. 

I turned to look at Catherine, irritation making my jaw tight. “I need to talk to you about Paisley.”

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

“Paisley has a knack for sabotage. I don’t want her around the places where you’re actively working.”

Confusion flickered in Catherine’s eyes. “Sabotage? What do you mean?”

I took a deep breath, knowing I needed to share a part of Paisley’s story. Paisley was very good at looking sweet and innocent while plotting some nasty revenge. I hated to say anything that painted her in a negative light, but I knew my daughter. I knew what she was capable of and didn’t want her turning her anger on the restoration work. It would piss me off but I knew it would devastate Catherine to see her hard work destroyed. 

“Paisley’s been through a lot,” I said. “She’s in a rebellious stage. A very rebellious phase. She’s here because she’s been in trouble.”

“I think rebelling is a rite of passage for a teenager,” Catherine said, shrugging.

I shook my head. “It’s a lot more than that. There was a car wreck. She totaled a Rolls Royce. She was home because there were some shenanigans at her boarding school.”

The mention of boarding school left a bitter taste in my mouth. Just saying it pissed me off. Every time I had to talk about it, my lips curled back and my body stiffened. 

“If you were against sending her to boarding school, why did you do it?” Catherine asked, picking up on my disgust.

I hesitated, trying to find the right words. It was a complicated situation. “I’ve been in Paisley’s life since she was five. Her mother, Regina, and I had a whirlwind romance that turned into marriage after only four months of dating. I loved them both, and I raised Paisley like my own daughter, but she’s not legally my daughter. After the divorce, I had no legal rights to Paisley. I tried to adopt her when we were married, but Regina wouldn’t have it. Every time I brought up the idea of adoption, Regina was against it. Looking back, I think it was her plan all along. She always planned to move on to someone else eventually. She got one hell of a divorce settlement from me and remarried pretty quickly. I suspect she intends to hop from bank account to bank account. I’m a damn fool for falling for her bullshit. I believed her crap. I got suckered. This next guy will get suckered. Paisley is just being dragged along for the ride. Regina insisted on sending her to that boarding school because she doesn’t know how to handle her. She can’t seem to understand that her daughter might need her.”

Catherine’s expression shifted from confusion to understanding. “I’m so sorry, Timothy. That is so sad for her. I feel bad for her. The poor kid.”

“I love Paisley. I do. She is like my own. I was her father for almost ten years. When Regina left, she didn’t think twice about what that might mean for Paisley.”

“Did she walk out on you?”

I took a deep breath. “I was cheated on, Catherine. It was a long-running affair, right under my nose. It devastated me in more ways than one. I know that’s something you can understand.”

She groaned. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t married to Scott. We didn’t have a family. I’m sorry. That had to have been hard.”

“It was humiliating,” I admitted. “It pissed me off. She had been fucking the guy for a long time. I was so stupid I didn’t realize.”

“Hey, don’t take that on yourself,” she said. “I know what you mean, though. You do feel stupid for not realizing, but cheaters are good at what they do. They know how to hide their affairs. It’s not a bad thing that you didn’t know. You trusted your wife. I trusted my boyfriend. That’s because we weren’t cheating. Normal people don’t suspect everyone is cheating on them. It’s the cheaters that suspect there is cheating because they are guilty.”

I nodded, appreciating her perspective. “Good point. Once I found out, it was over. She barely let the ink dry on our official separation. Regina ran off the day our separation went into effect. She pulled Paisley out of school and out of the home she had been in for ten years and dragged her to Berlin.”

“Why Berlin?”

“It’s where her new husband lives,” I said. “He’s the same man she had the affair with, and coincidentally, my business rival.”

Catherine’s eyes widened with a mixture of shock and sympathy. “That’s awful! I can’t imagine what that must have been like for you.”

“It was a betrayal on so many levels. She planned it all. The affair, the move, the new life. I was just a pawn in her game.”

“That’s low,” she said with a shake of her head. “When she decided to send Paisley to boarding school, I offered to have her live with me. She could have stayed in the same school in New York. Regina wouldn’t have it. Paisley didn’t want to go. Regina tried to get me to pay for the school.”

“Why?” Catherine asked with shock. 

“Because she’s a manipulative bitch. She tried to tell me it was what Paisley needed. I didn’t believe that for a second,” I continued, clenching my fists. “Paisley was always a shy kid. Happy to be in the comfort of her own home, surrounded by people who love her. She’s not built for a boarding school, especially one that’s miles away from everyone she knows.”

“You didn’t pay, did you?” Catherine asked, concern washing over her face.

“I refused,” I declared firmly. “I told Regina that if Paisley was unhappy with the move and she didn’t want to handle her own daughter, then she should let Paisley stay with me instead. But she wouldn’t let it happen.”

“I can’t even imagine how hard that must be for you, Timothy.”

“I know the reason she’s acting out is because she hates her new stepdad,” I said. “I managed to get Regina to let Paisley spend the summer here. She only agreed because the kid is out of control and she doesn’t know how to handle her. As usual, her solution is to send the kid away.”

“Poor Paisley,” Catherine said. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through. I lost my mother when I was young. Paisley lost the man she knew as her father at a time in her life when a girl needs her father.”

“I tried to get some kind of visitation,” I said with a sigh. “I feel like I failed her.”

“It sounds like you did what you could,” Catherine said. “And the fact she’s here now says a lot.”

“Regina only kept her from me to piss me off,” I said. “She wanted to twist the knife she plunged into my back. I don’t know why she’s mad at me. She cheated. She walked away and now she feels like she needs to remind me of what she did.”

Catherine sighed. “I have to say, it must be a rule among cheaters. They must have a handbook. I just received a wedding invitation from my ex.”

“The ex you just broke up with?”

“Yep,” she said, nodding. “They move on fast, don’t they? Makes you feel like you’re easily forgotten and replaced, like the last years never mattered.”

I saw the hurt on her face. I felt a sharp pang of betrayal. “Yes, it does,” I admitted. “Regina married her new husband a week after our divorce was finalized.”

She shook her head with disgust. “I don’t understand why the cheaters just don’t be honest. Why not just say they aren’t interested and then leave. Why cheat? Why drag something out? And why would they send me an invitation? Just to hurt me?”

“If only we had those answers,” I said, sighing. “It’s twisted logic, if you can even call it logic.”

“You know, in some perverse way, they probably believe they were doing us a favor by not telling us. Keeping us oblivious while they carried on behind our backs.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “At least not in my case. Regina was just covering her bases. She wanted to make sure she had a bed to jump into straight from mine. She didn’t want to risk being single and unsupported by a rich guy.”

“That’s probably true with Scott. Not that I’m rich, but he’s not a guy that likes to be alone. He’s always planning his next move. He couldn’t give a shit if I was collateral damage. The invitation is probably his way of trying to get me to beg him to come back to me. Like see, I’m a catch. You’re missing out.”

A bitter chuckle escaped me. “Yes, that’s exactly what it was meant to do. Are you going to go?”

Her laughter carried a tinge of disbelief. “Of course not. My friend Amber said I should go because they included a plus-one. She thinks I should find a date and try to make him jealous.”

“You should.”

She rolled her eyes. “Unlike him, I don’t have a bench of boyfriends that I can just call in to replace the one I lost.”

“You don’t have a guy friend you can take?”

She shook her head. “Scott was very jealous. He always accused me or my guy friends of being too friendly. I realize now he was insecure because he knew what he was doing.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said. “As your date.”

“No thank you.”

“Why not?” I asked, a little surprised she was shutting me down. 

“Scott is going to see right through it,” she said. “He’s going to know it’s not real. That’ll just give him more ammunition against me. He’ll know I’m desperate and trying to make him jealous.”

“I’ll pretend to be your new, rich boyfriend,” I offered. “It won’t just be a plus-one.”

Catherine stared at me. “That’s overstepping several professional boundaries.”

She wasn’t wrong. “It’s just a few hours. Then everything goes back to normal, and you’ll have won. Is that not what you want? To get him back for what he did to you?”

A few hours with this remarkable woman didn’t seem like enough, but I pushed that thought aside. 

“Fine, it’s a date,” she relented.

“It’s a date,” I repeated, turning away from her. “Wear something nice. Something that goes well with diamonds.”

I walked away, my heart beating faster than usual. What had possessed me to make such an audacious proposition? I practically begged her to let me be her date. I had never acted this way before, but somehow desperation had won over my usual composure. It almost felt like I was attempting to prove something to myself. I wanted the person that got cheated on to win. I didn’t know the guy, but I didn’t like him. I didn’t like what he did. It felt personal. 

I went back downstairs to my office to get some work done. Unfortunately, my focus was lost. All I could think about was going on a date with Catherine. I had not dated since the divorce. It was true that I didn’t trust women. I didn’t trust anyone, but I especially didn’t trust women. 

Catherine, however, wasn’t like the others. Her sincerity and natural beauty were disarming, her strength and resilience admirable. Maybe it was the common pain we shared that made me like her. We were kindred spirits. It was hard not to be drawn toward her.
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Catherine

––––––––
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I HADN’T SEEN MUCH of Timothy all week. The bigger projects that have been hindering progress are now at the forefront of my attention. I needed to get my part done so I could get Amber in for the decorating phase. The restoration was only half the battle. The interior design element would be the final stage to blend old and new without either overpowering the other. That was where Amber would come in and tie it all together.

I glanced around at the room I had been working in. The crew we brought in to do the renovation were working well together. We were ahead of schedule, which never happened. The house had already been transformed. Yes, there was still some work to do, but it was coming along nicely. I looked at the walls that had been freshly painted. The floors had been polished to a high shine. I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride. Look how far I’ve come since that embarrassing tumble over the garden wall. I’ve proven to myself and my crew that I am capable of this. More importantly, I’ve proven it to Timothy. 

I knew I was damn lucky he took a chance on me after our initial meeting.

A tinge of sadness crept into my heart, knowing that all of this would come to an end at the close of summer. Sure, I still had another month or two left, but the thought of walking away from this tremendous project and all the hours of hard work was bittersweet. It had been a dream job. I didn’t know if there was ever going to be another job that challenged me quite like this.

But part of me had to wonder if it was the job I was going to miss or the man that was paying me? I pushed the thought aside, dismissing it as my mind playing tricks on me again. Timothy was a difficult man to figure out. He was very cold but there were moments of warmth that always left me confused. The majority of the time he was in the house, he hid in his office. He barely said anything to me or anyone else. I wasn’t sure if he was serious about going to Scott’s wedding with me. I had a feeling it was said as a joke. I wasn’t planning on going. And I definitely wasn’t going to ask him about it. I was good pretending the conversation never happened. 

“I’ll see you guys Monday,” I said to the painters in the hall. “Good job. Make sure you guys clean up before you go. We don’t want to leave the family with a mess to walk around over the weekend.”

“See you later, Catherine.”

I headed into town to run errands before meeting with Amber. When I stepped into her modest storefront, I was surprised to find Bennet waiting for me. “Bennet?” I said, wondering why he was in Amber’s store. 

“Timothy tried to talk to you at the manor, but you had already left for the day,” he explained. “He wanted me to find you and get this to you.” 

Amber was leaning against the wall, watching the exchange. 

“What is it?” I asked.

Bennet handed me a sleek, black platinum card. I immediately tried to give it back. “What’s this? If he wants to pay for Amber’s services, she’ll send an invoice.”

“It’s not for Amber,” he said. “It’s for you. It’s not for work.”

“I don’t understand,” I said and looked at Amber for help. 

She looked just as shocked as I did.

“Timothy said he wanted you to use it for hair, nails, a dress, and so on,” Bennet said. 

“What?” I gasped. “What are you talking about?”

“I understand the two of you have a date,” Bennet said. 

“No.” I shook my head. I attempted to give the card back, not wanting to accept such extravagant generosity. “I can’t accept. Please tell him thank you, but no thank you. I wasn’t sure he still wanted to go.”

“He does.”

“Okay, but I can do my own nails,” I argued. “I don’t need his black card.”

“Timothy insisted and specifically instructed me to tell you not to fight it. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but my boss is very accustomed to getting what he wants. He wants you to have this card. If you reject it, I promise you he will find another way. I would not put it past him to have you physically dragged to the salon and chained to the chair.” 

I stared at Bennet. His deadpan expression didn’t give anything away. I sighed and finally accepted the card from him, still feeling extremely uncomfortable with the idea. 

“But tell him I’m paying for my own dress,” I said with determination.

Bennet chuckled, apparently finding amusement in my stubbornness. “I’ll relay your terms to him, but don’t count on winning that battle.”

“I think you guys might be underestimating me,” I replied. 

“Tim’s going to pick you up tomorrow at two,” Bennet added. “Enjoy shopping.” He turned and walked out without another word.

Left alone with Amber, I showed her the card. She stared at it in disbelief. “This is insane,” she remarked with wide eyes. “Timothy really does want to impress you.”

“I don’t know what the hell just happened,” I said.

“What the hell is going on, Catherine?” Amber asked. “You have a date with him?”

I took a deep breath, trying to collect my thoughts. “I told Timothy about Scott’s wedding invitation. We were commiserating over cheating exes. He said he would go with me to the wedding. I did object but he insisted. And then it was never mentioned again so I thought it might have just been a joke.”

“Holy shit,” she gasped. “You’re actually going to his wedding?”

“No. I mean, yes. I don’t know. I didn’t plan on it.” 

“You are and you have zero time to waste,” she said, laughing. “We have appointments to make for tomorrow morning, and you need a dress.”

“I’ll just wear a dress I already have,” I said, shrugging. “I’m not dressing up for Scott’s wedding.”

Amber gave me a sharp look. “He gave you that card to use and you’re going to use it. It’s not about dressing up for Scott. You’re dressing up for your very handsome, rich boss that wants to take you out. And seriously, showing up to his wedding looking like a million bucks is the ultimate revenge. You need a revenge dress and I know you don’t have one of those in your closet.”

“I’m not spending his money,” I protested.

Amber grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the shop toward her car. “Timothy is a wealthy, powerful man, Catherine. A man who clearly has a thing for you. He gave you his card, and if you don’t use it, you’ll hurt his feelings. It’s not like you are going to make him go broke by spending a few hundred dollars.”

“I can’t let him spend that kind of money on me! It’s so unprofessional. He’s my boss. There are all kinds of ethical violations.”

“Catherine, you’re a grown woman who can handle these things tactfully. Besides, he isn’t your boss in the way you think. I mean yes, he is technically your employer but both of you are adults and it’s not like you’re his assistant or intern. You’re doing a job. When you’re done with the job, he’s no longer your boss.”

I frowned, not liking the direction this conversation was veering toward. “What are you implying?”

Amber shrugged nonchalantly. “Nothing much. Just that the lines get blurry sometimes, especially when two people share obvious chemistry. You can’t deny there’s something between you two.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I stammered, my cheeks flushing as I recalled the occasional lingering gazes and the way my heart kicked up a beat whenever I was around him.

“Of course you don’t.” Amber chuckled, her eyes full of mischief. “But no worries. We’re going to give you a full overhaul. That man is not going to know what hit him when he sees you tomorrow.”

Amber began to ramble on about salons and boutiques we had to get to. Despite my protests, she seemed to have her heart set on me accepting Timothy’s extravagant gift. She pulled strings, using her contacts to get me an appointment at an upscale salon. I would never be able to afford such a place, but we walked in and she slapped down the black card like she had done it a million times. 

Our next stop was a high-end boutique Amber swore by. She insisted that if I wanted a revenge dress, this was the place to find it. As we got out of her car, I hesitated. The shop window displayed dresses that looked utterly splendid but also undoubtedly expensive.

“Just remember,” Amber said as she pushed open the doors of the boutique. “Today is about indulgence. And also revenge.” 

A fashionable woman in her mid-forties, dressed in an elegant black dress that screamed haute couture, greeted us. “Amber, darling. What will it be today?” She gave me a onceover and something in her gaze hardened. 

I immediately felt self-conscious. She clearly knew I wasn’t the dress type.

“We’re looking for a dress for my friend here,” Amber said breezily, waving off the woman’s judgmental gaze. “A dress that will make a man regret ever letting her out of his sight.”

The woman’s gaze softened and a slow, knowing smile spread across her face. “Ah, I see,” she said, her voice dripping with intrigue. “Revenge dresses. We do excel in that department.”

“Show us your best,” Amber insisted, steering me toward a mirrored platform in the middle of the boutique. “There is no budget.”

“Amber!” I hissed. 

She waved off my concerns. For what felt like hours, I was in and out of beautiful gowns and cocktail dresses that cost more than my rent. Each one made me feel like a princess, yet none seemed to capture the essence of revenge Amber so desperately wanted for me. That is, until the boutique lady, whose name I had learned was Marianne, brought out a dress that made both Amber and I gasp. It was a knockout, a long, sleek black number with a daring plunging neckline and form-fitting silhouette that caught the light in an enticing way. It was classy yet suggestive, a perfect blend of sophistication and allure.

“I think we’ve found the one,” Marianne declared, her eyes sparkling with approval. 

I panicked at the thought of putting it on. It was so not me. But my reservations were ignored. 

Hours later, I finally made my way upstairs to my apartment carrying several bags. The day had been a whirlwind of appointments and transformations. Fresh highlights in my blonde hair made it look bright and shiny. My nails were done, something I never did given my line of work. I kept them short to avoid getting in the way. Hanging over my arm was a dress I would have never imagined I’d wear. The cost alone made me feel dizzy. 

I approached my door and saw a piece of paper taped to it. “Oh no.” 

I knew I had paid my rent, but with the way rents were rising, the landlord might evict all of us so he could do a few updates and charge double. Dread filled my stomach as I pulled it down to read it. Apparently, there was a mold issue that needed to be addressed, and I had the weekend to vacate the premises. The weight of this additional challenge crashed down upon me, my head spinning as I attempted to process it all.

“One problem at a time,” I muttered to myself.

First, I had to get through the stupid wedding. Then I would worry about where I was going to live for a week or two or three. I knew how these projects worked out. They would pull some sheet rock and discover it was a bigger issue. But later. That was out of my control. I needed to get some sleep and prepare myself for tomorrow. 
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Catherine

––––––––
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I GAZED AT MY REFLECTION in the mirror and hardly recognized myself. This is not the Catherine I am accustomed to seeing. 

The dress hugged my figure perfectly, accentuating my curves in a way I never thought possible. My hair was loose and hanging around my shoulders. Amber had come over to do my makeup. It had been so long since I got dolled up and ready for a special occasion. The last time I wore makeup was the night I discovered Scott’s affair, a painful memory that I’d pushed to the back of my mind.

I blinked at my reflection, forcing myself to come back to the present. Amber had insisted on false lashes, and although they felt foreign, they did look good. My lips were painted a deep shade of red, giving me a sultrier look than I thought I could pull off.

Before Amber left, she had told me Scott was going to swallow his tongue and beg me to take him back. I couldn’t care less if he begged me. He had already done that, and it meant nothing. 

I turned to the left and looked at my back in the dress. The low back was daring. More daring than anything I had ever worn in my life. 

I swallowed hard, letting my fingers skim down the fabric, feeling it stretch tight against my skin. It was an odd sensation, one of power and spite. 

I turned away from the mirror to pick up the expensive stiletto heels Amber had insisted on. They were black, matching the dress, with a dazzling array of crystals running along the back seam all the way to the heel. I had protested at first, saying that they were too extravagant, too flashy for my taste. But Amber had merely shaken her head, insisting that they were the perfect complement to the dress, and I couldn’t argue with that. 

My feet were going to be killing me by the end of the night, but beauty was painful. At least that was what Amber said. 

I did like the look. It was hot, even though it was weird to see myself dressed up. I spent the majority of my time in faded jeans and T-shirts that were splattered with paint and wood stain. I rarely did my hair or makeup. I rolled out of bed in the morning, showered, and went. All of this fuss was not my cup of tea, but for today, I was cool with it. 

I was exhausted after a long morning of packing and preparing my belongings for the inevitable move. I had made peace with the fact that I would sleep on the couch at my dad’s place, at least temporarily. When Amber came over to do my makeup, she had nearly passed out when she saw me hauling boxes to my truck. She was horrified my fresh manicure was put at risk. I was so not used to worrying about my nails. Or makeup.

Now, as I looked at myself in the mirror, I could hardly believe I was me. A little voice inside my head wondered if I was really doing the right thing. But another voice, louder and filled with defiance, urged me to go ahead with the plan. The decision to attend Scott’s wedding was not an easy one. I didn’t want to see Scott and his future wife. It was going to be hard to see him marrying another woman, but the closure would be worth it. And I supposed there was some part of me that wanted him to be jealous. Timothy was a very attractive man. 

I heard the sound of a car pulling up outside. I went to the window to see who it was. “No way,” I whispered when I caught sight of the convertible, classic Porsche. 

The black car gleamed under the sun. It was pure elegance and luxury. Timothy got out, looking sharp in his tailored suit, his dark hair slicked back from his forehead. He looked up at my window, catching sight of me and smiling charmingly. 

“Wow,” I breathed, hardly believing that this handsome man was here for me. 

His gaze swept over the facade of my shabby apartment building. I was just a little embarrassed.

“Here goes nothing,” I murmured and grabbed the purse that matched the dress. 

I heard the knock on the door. My nerves were all over the place as I walked to answer it. The look on Timothy’s face when he saw me left me speechless. 

“You look—”

“Like a Barbie,” I muttered, blushing under his gaze.

He quickly corrected me, his voice filled with sincerity. “You look beautiful.” His gaze drifted around my packed apartment. “Why are you packing?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “Shall we get going?”

“Just a second.” He pulled out two small jewelry boxes.

My heart dropped again. “What’s that?” I asked. 

“You need to wear these. You have to look the part.”

“The part?”

“A rich man’s girlfriend,” he answered with a smile. “If you were my girlfriend, you would be decked out in diamonds every day. Even while on your knees restoring the tile in my foyer.”

I laughed. “I’m glad you finished that sentence. I thought you were going somewhere else with that.”

He chuckled and opened one of the boxes. Inside was a necklace with glittering diamonds, its heart-shaped pendant glimmering in the soft light of the room. In the other box lay a pair of earrings that matched the necklace, their sparkle as breathtaking as the piece of jewelry before them.

“I can’t accept these, Timothy,” I protested weakly. But he was insistent and gently fastened the necklace around my neck, his touch sending shivers down my spine. He then helped me put on the earrings, his fingers brushing against the soft skin behind my earlobe. I held my breath, suddenly acutely aware of our close proximity.

“Why are you doing all this?”

“I told you,” he said. “You have to look the part. If we’re going to make your ex eat his heart out, we want to make it a full meal.”

I laughed, feeling the weight of the diamonds on my skin. “It feels excessive,” I said.

He stepped back and looked at me. His gaze lingered on me, making me feel very warm. Finally, he cleared his throat. “We should go. It’s a bit of a drive. We don’t want to be late.”

“Or do we?” I said with a grin. 

“If you want to be fashionably late, I’m down with it.”

“No.” I shook my head as we walked out of the apartment. “I don’t want all eyes on me. That’s way too much pressure. People are already going to be looking at me, wondering why his ex is at the wedding.”

“Tell them the truth. That you were invited.”

He opened the passenger door for me. I climbed into the luxury car, the plush leather seat cool beneath my dress. Timothy slid into the driver’s seat and the car roared to life. 

Scott was going to die when he saw me roll up in the classic car that would make any man drool. It was a beautiful car, restored to pristine condition. I was a big fan of anything classic being restored. 

“So, are you moving?” he asked. 

“Yes and no,” I said, sighing. “Apparently there is some mold or something. I have to move out while they take care of it.”

“Where are you going to go?”

“I plan on staying with my dad, even though he only has one bedroom,” I said. “It’ll be cramped living but I’m hoping it’s only temporary. Thankfully, me and my dad get along pretty well. I’ll just crash on his couch for a bit.”

He nodded but said nothing. It wasn’t long before we were pulling up to the venue. The sight before me took my breath away. The place was obviously very expensive with a beautiful view of the lake. It was an outdoor ceremony. There were huge tents set up. 

The white canvas tents were bustling with activity. Chairs set up in perfect rows were under one. Another tent appeared to be serving various refreshments. The place was already teeming with people. My heart picked up its pace as the reality of the situation hit me.

He pulled up to the valet. I was helped out of the car and felt like I was in a fairytale. Timothy joined me, placing his hand on the small of my back. 

“Relax,” he whispered as his car was driven away. “You look stunning.”

“Thank you. I’m just not sure this is a good idea. I don’t know if revenge is worth it.”

“Trust me, this isn’t about revenge,” Timothy said, guiding me toward the entrance. “This is about showing him what he’s missing and ensuring that he’ll never forget. This is about you taking back control of the situation. You’re getting the last word.”

“Did you go to Regina’s wedding?” I asked. 

He chuckled. “Fuck no.”

His vehement answer caught me off guard. He had always been so stoic. It was nice to see he did have some emotion. 

“Were you invited?”

He gave me a dry look. “No. Trust me, they didn’t want me there. You, on the other hand, got an invitation. You know he thinks this is supposed to be a stick in your eye. He wants to try and show off, show you what you missed out on. We’re here to show him you don’t give a shit that he’s getting married.”

I swallowed hard, adjusted the diamonds around my neck, and took a deep breath. I had to admit it was a beautiful venue. 

“I’m so nervous,” I whispered. 

“Don’t be,” he said. “You look good. Don’t even think about him. I’m right by your side. I’ve got you.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate you doing all of this. The dress and the hair and your time. I know this is above and beyond our working relationship.”

“I think I can live vicariously through you,” he said. “I didn’t get the fuck you you’re going to get. I want to see the expression on his face when he sees how amazing you look.”

“Let’s do this then,” I said, steeling myself.

Timothy gave me a reassuring smile. He took my hand. The warmth and strength I got from him was exactly what I needed to face Scott. 

As predicted, there were gasps and hushed whispers when we walked in. The black-tie affair was very lavish. Clearly, it was her parents paying for all of it. I knew Scott didn’t have the kind of money this place cost. 

“Take a breath,” Timothy whispered close to my ear. “You’re the hottest chick in here. You don’t need to be nervous. You were invited. Stop acting like you’re crashing the party.”

“I suppose you’re right,” I mused. I fixed my eyes ahead, determined not to shy away. We passed under the draped canvas entrance. The full spectacle of the ceremony unfolded in front of us.

Gorgeous flowers adorned every corner. The arrangements just screamed luxury. It was all very Scott, always trying to upstage everyone else with glamorous displays he couldn’t afford. His future wife was obviously someone that appreciated putting on a show. They were a match made in heaven. 

“Let’s get a drink,” Timothy said. 
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Timothy

––––––––
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WE MADE OUR WAY TOWARD the bar, which was situated under its own canvas. It was opulent and studded with glistening bottles of top-shelf liquor. I had attended countless parties and knew this was not cheap. I didn’t want to make assumptions, but it was evident by Catherine’s apartment and her truck she wasn’t well off. I just assumed Scott wouldn’t be either. To see all of this made me wonder if Catherine was upset about the breakup because she lost her meal ticket. 

“What can I get you?” I asked her. 

“White wine,” she replied, a small smile on her lips. 

I ordered her wine and a scotch for myself. We both silently watched the bartender pouring our drinks, the clinking of the ice in my glass echoing the tension we both felt. 

We took our drinks and looked around the tent. “I can’t believe this,” Catherine said. 

“What?” I asked. 

“This cannot be cheap,” she whispered. “I think I see his incentive for hooking up with this other woman.”

I felt a sense of relief knowing it wasn’t Scott that had the money. It also told me a little more about Scott. He was the money-hungry one. 

As I observed the sea of unfamiliar faces at the wedding, I couldn’t help but marvel at how easily I slipped into the role of the charismatic, charming gentleman. It was a mask I’d worn countless times before. I had attended more soirees and fundraisers than I cared to count. I had gotten very good at plastering on a happy face when I was with Regina. We both knew how to work a crowd. People assumed we were the perfect, happy couple. Usually, the moment we got into the limo, the masks slipped and we argued about one thing or another. 

Tonight was different. Tonight, I needed to project an image of confidence and ease for Catherine’s sake. I usually hated social gatherings like this, but I was happy to do it for her. That was a skill I had learned. I could turn on the charm and pretend I liked people for a few hours, even though I had come to realize I didn’t like most people. 

During the cocktail hour before the lakeside ceremony, I mingled with the guests, effortlessly engaging in small talk. Catherine was nervous and quiet. I did my best to handle most of the talking so she wouldn’t have to. Most of the attendees were acquaintances from the bride’s side, oblivious to who we were. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be nearly as happy to be mingling with the enemy. 

Talking to the bride’s friends and associates was taxing. They were just like the socialites in New York. They saw me, recognized wealth, and were eager to cozy up to me. Catherine in her designer gown and her natural beauty was also appealing to the social climbers.

Among all the women roaming under the tent, Catherine stood out. She was a rare beauty, with an aura of quiet elegance that made her shine. Despite the fact she was easily the most beautiful woman in the room, she looked uncomfortable. I did what I could to put her at ease. I wanted to shield her. 

“Oh no,” Catherine groaned under her breath. 

I looked in the direction she had been looking in. “Who are they?” I asked. 

“Scott’s parents.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll handle it.”

“Catherine,” the woman said. “I’m so happy to see you. We didn’t know you would be attending. 

They hugged her and then looked at me. 

“This is Timothy,” Catherine said. 

I shook their hands. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Catherine, we were so disappointed to hear the two of you broke up,” the mother said. “How are you doing?”

“I’m good,” Catherine said. “I’ve been staying very busy.”

“Are you still doing carpentry?” the father asked. 

“I am,” Catherine said, smiling. 

“She’s working on my house,” I chimed in. “It’s a historical home in Sleepy Hollow.”

“I wasn’t aware you and Scott were still friends,” Mrs. Courtwright said. “When he told us last year you guys broke up, we were devastated. I was going to reach out, but I wasn’t sure how it would go.”

“Last year?” Catherine asked.

“He said you guys broke up over Christmas. I was not happy he waited so long to tell us.”

Catherine kept a smile on her face. I could tell it was killing her. “A year and a half ago? That sounds about right.”

“What do you do, Timothy?” Scott’s father asked. 

“I run a tech company,” I answered casually. “What do you do?”

“Banking,” he said. “Do you live in New York?”

“I have a residence there, but I spend the bulk of my time in Sleepy Hollow. Where are you from?”

“Michigan.”  

“That’s quite a ways away,” I said, filling the pause that followed. 

The father shrugged, feigning indifference before replying. “Scott was always looking to get away. He wanted the big city life. Lake Placid will be a good fit for him, though.”

“It’s a nice place,” I said, nodding. 

The mother glanced back at Catherine, who was looking more uncomfortable by the second. “You look wonderful tonight, Catherine,” she said, smiling. 

“Thank you,” Catherine said nervously. 

I could see the compliment, though sincere, wasn’t helping with her discomfort. It was time to step in. 

“I completely agree,” I interjected, sliding my arm around Catherine’s waist protectively. The gesture was familiar but also meant to serve as a distraction. “Catherine always looks stunning, doesn’t she?”

The remark staked a subtle claim, one that made the Courtwrights glance at each other briefly before turning their attention back toward me. 

“How did the two of you meet?” Mrs. Courtwright asked. 

“My house,” I answered. 

“Oh, she works for you?” Mr. Courtwright answered. 

“I wouldn’t say she works for me,” I said, laughing. “Like I said, I own a home that was in desperate need of restoration. It’s a large home, built at the turn of the century. It’s my ancestral home that has sat empty for nearly twenty years. I was looking for the best carpenter in the area and Catherine came highly recommended. I hired her for the job, and over the course of the project, we’ve become close friends. Very close.”

The story was not false, though it might have been a bit embellished. Despite my attempt to help her relax, Catherine was still struggling with the conversation. Her face had a ghostly pallor, as if she might faint at any moment. 

“Oh, how lovely,” Mrs. Courtwright cooed. “And now you’re together. You make a beautiful couple.”

“Indeed,” I replied, giving Catherine’s waist a friendly squeeze. “She and I share a passion for the authentic. She’s one of the most down-to-earth, genuine people I’ve ever met. She’s a breath of fresh air in a world full of people that wouldn’t know genuine if it smacked them in the face.” 

A subtle blush colored Catherine’s pale face, a small victory in my mind. 

“Well, that’s certainly a nice thing to say,” Mr. Courtwright said with a short chuckle.

“I only speak the truth, sir,” I responded earnestly. 

The conversation lulled for a moment, the silence broken by the clinking of glasses and the soft murmur of other partygoers. My comments were subtle digs at their cheating louse of a son. I knew Catherine was picking up on it, even if they didn’t.

A waiter passed by with a tray of champagne glasses. Grabbing two, I handed one to Catherine, hoping that the drink might help her relax and recover from the shock she had just received, learning her ex had been lying for at least a year. Her story was very similar to mine. Both of our exes had been plotting behind our back. I knew that pain. 

“To authenticity,” I declared, lifting my glass.

Mr. Courtwright nodded. “It was good to see you, Catherine, and to meet you, Timothy. The ceremony will be starting soon.”

“We should find our seats,” Mrs. Courtwright added, her eyes shifting between Catherine and me, perhaps trying to determine the true nature of our relationship.

“Absolutely.” I watched as the older couple turned to mingle with other guests. “Are you okay?” I asked Catherine when we were finally alone.

She gave me a weak nod, her fingers tightly wrapped around the stem of her champagne glass. “I’ll be fine,” she replied, but her voice wavered. “I just wasn’t expecting that.”

“I know,” I agreed. I took a sip of my champagne before putting a comforting hand on her arm. “I’m here for you, Catherine. You’re not alone in this. Lean on me. I will follow your lead.”

Her gaze met mine, a hint of vulnerability in them. “Thank you. This is just a lot.” 

“Trust me, I get it. I have to say, you’re brave. You’ve got courage facing all of these people.”

“You convinced me,” she said with a laugh.

“Yeah, well, maybe you shouldn’t take my advice.”

“Now you say it,” she said, laughing. 

I took her hand, letting her know I was there for her. She squeezed my hand tightly, her small smile the only reassurance I needed that she was going to be okay. She was a tough cookie. 

“Do you know anyone else here?” I asked. 

“You know, it’s telling that I don’t.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“Scott doesn’t have many friends,” she said. “He burned a lot of bridges. Most of these people are on the bride’s side. The few people that know him don’t know me. I was his girlfriend for five years and they don’t know who I am. I’m questioning everything.”

“That’s a tough realization,” I replied, squeezing her hand gently. “But it says more about Scott than it does about you.”

“He was always secretive...” Her voice trailed off, and her eyes were glassy and distant, haunted by the betrayal she had endured. 

I knew the look. She was replaying every conversation and minute spent with him. She was looking for the signs of his deception. I had gone through the same thing. 

“Did you do that?” she asked. 

“What?” 

“Think about all the stuff you missed?” she asked. 

I laughed. “Yep. It will drive you crazy. Trust me, don’t try to analyze it. I can’t tell you how many hours I spent replaying all the conversations with her. I thought about the times we were at parties and I would catch her talking to different men. I always chalked it up to her just being friendly.”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “Scott used to talk to women all the time. I remember one woman seemed to know him, but I didn’t know her. I keep wondering how many there were. And then you know, I think about, well, you know.”

My lips quirked. “Sex. Were they using protection?”

“Yes!” She laughed. “It’s such a selfish thing to do for more than one reason.”

“Trust me, I get it.”

“I know I am better off without him, but damn, I just wish I wouldn’t have wasted so much time.”

“That’s how I felt,” I told her. “But you get over it. It’s no good giving them another thought. They aren’t worth your time.”

“Thanks. I guess I know that. Your house project has been a blessing. I’ve been so busy I don’t have time to worry about him.”

“Good. Shall we go find seats and watch this shitshow?”

She giggled again. “Let’s do it.”

We started toward the tent where the ceremony was being held. 

“Catherine?”

I felt her stiffen and reach for my hand. I looked at the man that I guess was the groom, given the tuxedo. 

“Scott,” Catherine said, nodding. 

“I didn’t know you were going to come,” he said. “I’m glad you could make it.”

Scott looked at me, sizing me up. He was much shorter than I was. I saw him realize that Catherine and I were together. Something came over me. I felt the need to stake my claim. I lifted our joined hands and brushed my lips across her knuckles while keeping eye contact with him. 

“I need to take my place. I’m glad you’re here, Catherine. No hard feelings, right?”

“Not at all,” Catherine replied. 

Scott walked up to take his place at the arch. Catherine and I found two seats. Scott watched our every move. I wrapped my arm around her and leaned over to kiss the top of her head. Scott’s scowl almost made me burst into laughter. 

Just then, the bridal procession started. Scott was still scowling. I heard the whispers as people noticed the groom’s expression, and a deep satisfaction filled me. 
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Catherine

––––––––
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I FELT A BALL OF ANXIETY in my chest as Scott turned away from us. I loved the scowl and then the attempt at a smile as the bride began her aisle walk. He looked like a man who was preparing for his walk on death row.

I loved it.

I found myself drawn to Timothy’s strength, leaning into him and the comfort he offered. I watched Scott’s back, noting the stiffness of his posture. A wave of something between relief and satisfaction washed over me. He wasn’t as indifferent as he pretended.

“Deep breaths,” Timothy whispered in my ear, his voice steady and soothing. His arm was firm around my shoulders, his presence an anchor.

The bride finally made it to the altar, a vision of beauty in her white lace dress. She looked at Scott, her eyes filled with love and trust. A pang of sympathy rushed through me. I knew that trust was misplaced.

The ceremony started. Vows were exchanged in the soft light of the setting sun, words of love and commitment that were tragically hollow, at least on Scott’s part. I had no idea what he whispered to his bride, but her face exuded pure happiness and love. 

While she was lost in her perfect fairytale moment, Scott’s eyes flickered over to us every so often. It was a strange to see the jealousy in his eyes as he stood at the altar with another woman. It was as if he was questioning his actions, his choices, all too late though. 

After they were announced as husband and wife and made their way down the aisle past us, Scott looked at me. I smiled, hoping he was going to enjoy the bed he made. I knew there was no happily ever after in that woman’s future. I couldn’t bring myself to feel sorry for her. She knew I was with Scott when she sank her teeth into him. I had zero sympathy for her. 

“Do you want to stay for the reception?” Timothy asked, his voice low and steady. I could tell he was ready to whisk me away at a moment’s notice, given my approval.

I thought about it. “Just for a few minutes. I don’t want him to think he’s run me off.”

He chuckled. “Good girl.”

As Timothy and I settled down at a random table, surrounded by chattering guests, I couldn’t help but be amazed at his ability to effortlessly engage in conversation. He blended in no matter what group we found ourselves in. He had an uncanny knack for putting those around us at ease, while subsequently making me feel like the center of his universe. It was a feeling I never thought was possible. Scott had certainly never treated me like that. 

He was constantly touching me. It was subtle but effective. His arm was around my shoulders once again. I found solace in his touch. He would occasionally run his thumb up and down my shoulder. It was very soothing and grounded me. 

“Would you like to dance?” Timothy asked. 

“Sure,” I said, smiling.

Before we could get up from our seats, Scott and his new wife approached. It shouldn’t have bothered me, but it was weird to see them together. I wasn’t jealous, but it was awkward. His wife looked at me, her eyes flashing with a smugness I didn’t appreciate. It was comical to think she thought she had won. As far as I was concerned, she got the door prize.  

“Congratulations, Scott,” Timothy said, standing to shake his hand. The forced camaraderie was painful to watch.

“I’m sorry, but who are you?” Scott sneered.

“Timothy Hastings,” he replied confidently.

Scott’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Nice to meet you.” Scott looked at me as I stood up. “Catherine,” he said curtly.

“Scott,” I responded just as coldly. His new wife shot me an icy glance before giving Scott a bright smile.

“Let me introduce my wife, Amanda,” Scott announced. We all exchanged polite nods and hollow congratulations.

Amanda extended her hand, her diamond-encrusted wedding band flashing under the lights. “I’m so happy you could join us on our special day.” Her voice dripped with false enthusiasm. 

“It was a beautiful ceremony,” I replied, maintaining my composed demeanor. “I’m glad I could be here.”

“I don’t think we got your RSVP,” Amanda said. 

“We weren’t sure we could make it,” Timothy answered. “I have a busy schedule.”

Scott was staring at him. “You’re not from Sleepy Hollow.”

“I am now,” Timothy replied easily. “I understand you recently moved.”

“Yes,” Scott said, nodding. 

I could tell he was dying to ask more questions. 

“We should greet our other guests,” Amanda said. 

“We were just headed out to take advantage of the excellent DJ,” Timothy said. “Congratulations again.”

As Timothy took my hand to lead me toward the dance floor, I couldn’t resist one last look at Scott. His eyes were fixated on us. The fleeting satisfaction swept over me. It should have been more satisfying, but I honestly didn’t care as much as I thought I did.

A slow song came on. He pulled me into his arms. I was grateful for the comforting warmth that radiated from his body. It enveloped me, wrapping me in his security. He was everything Scott never was. He was attentive and considerate. He listened and he cared. Dancing with Timothy, I felt my burdens lighten and my heart dance along to the music with us. 

“Are you okay?” Timothy asked as we moved elegantly across the dance floor. His voice was soft, a soothing balm over the sting of Scott’s betrayal.

“I am.” I assured him and meant it. “You’ve made this bearable. Better than bearable. Thank you.”

We continued to dance with my head resting against his shoulder. 

“Don’t thank me,” he murmured, lifting my chin to lock his gaze with mine. “It’s all you, Catherine. You’re stronger than you’re giving yourself credit for.”

I didn’t know how to respond. Not because his words had caught me off guard but because no one had ever spoken to me like that before. He made me feel valued and respected, something that was foreign, given my past relationships.

When the dance ended, he quietly led me outside to enjoy the beautiful gardens. 

“Timothy, I have to admit, I’m actually enjoying myself tonight,” I confessed.  

We stood on the veranda overlooking the glistening lake. The stars above were so pretty. The cool summer air brushed against my heated skin. I inhaled and then slowly exhaled. I had been dreading this night, but now it all felt like nothing. It wasn’t bad at all.

“Thank you for making this thing look real,” I said.

He glanced inside toward the ballroom. “He’s watching us,” he whispered. “Can I kiss you and make this look as real as possible?”

Unable to summon any words, I nodded in agreement and closed my eyes. His lips met mine, and the kiss was anything but ordinary. It ignited a fire within me, sending sparks coursing through my veins. The kiss deepened. We both lost ourselves in the intoxicating dance of passion. His fingers tangled in my hair, holding my face close to his.

Timothy pulled away just when I was getting into the kiss. His gaze was filled with a hint of horror. Confusion and disappointment flooded through me. I let myself believe the kiss was real. I should have known better. It was all part of the show and he had shown he was a very good actor. 

“Would you like another drink?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head. “I think I’m ready to leave.” 

We walked out without saying a word to anyone. None of the people here mattered. They weren’t a part of my life. I was looking forward to never seeing Scott or any of them ever again. 

In the car, things were awkward. It was too quiet. The tension was not okay. The kiss had been a step too far. I couldn’t tell if he was angry because it happened or angry because he liked it.

“Would you consider staying at my place instead of sleeping on your dad’s couch?” he blurted out. “You’d have your own room and bathroom, and the freedom to work whenever you want. You know how big the house is. We wouldn’t have to see each other unless we wanted to.”

The offer was tempting, practical even. I couldn’t deny the appeal of escaping my father’s snoring and the uncomfortable couch. However, doubts lingered, fueled by the memory of our electrifying kiss and the fleeting glimpse of horror I saw in Timothy’s eyes. But it would be very convenient to be able to work late and start early without the commute. 

“That’s a very generous offer,” I said. 

“It’s not a big deal,” he insisted. “It’s not like I’ll even know you’re there.”

It wasn’t exactly a warm and fuzzy invitation but I wasn’t surprised. It was the Timothy I had come to know. 

“I’ll think about it,” I answered. “I really appreciate the offer. Thank you.”

Timothy’s offer was generous, but was it wise? Could I trust myself to keep a professional distance? After the kiss, I wasn’t so sure of that.

“Thank you for tonight,” I said again. “I got the closure you talked about. It was good. I am glad that it’s over.”

“I think he believed it,” he said.

I had allowed myself to believe in the illusion we had created. That was what I had been worried about. It was an illusion, wasn’t it? Or had that kiss felt just as real to him as it had to me?

We drove in silence for a while, both lost in our own thoughts. The only sound was the soft purr of the car engine. 

He drove me back to my place, insisting on walking me to the door. “Thank you for everything. I hope you’ll let me pay you back for the dress and everything else.”

“No. I don’t want your money. It was my pleasure to see the look on his face. I’ll see you Monday. Think about the invitation to stay at my house. It really is no trouble.”

“I will,” I said, nodding. “Goodnight.”

He gave a brief nod. “Goodnight,” he echoed, and then he was gone. 

I walked into my apartment, bumping into a box and silently cursing. I wanted to get out of the dress as quickly as possible. It was a reminder of everything I couldn’t have. He had managed to cast a spell on me. I believed he was really into me. The kiss had tasted sweet, like the promise of something I thought I’d never want again. I unzipped the dress, letting it pool at my feet. 

In the bathroom, I turned on the water, grabbed a washcloth, and splashed my face. It did little to remove my makeup. I grabbed a few of the makeup remover wipes and slowly wiped my face. Slowly, I became me again, the woman I knew and not the woman I had been tonight with Timothy.
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Catherine

––––––––
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WITH THE START OF A new week looming ahead, I made a quick stop at my father’s shop before heading over to the manor. I needed to drop off my boxes, AKA my whole damn life. 

“What are all these boxes, Catherine?” he asked with confusion. 

“They’re from my new apartment,” I told him.

“Did you get evicted?”

“No,” I said, laughing. “They’re doing mold remediation and we all have to leave for a week or two. Or three.”

“You’re going to move in?”

I knew what I was about to tell him was not going to make him happy. “No, I’m going to be staying at the manor until things get sorted out.”

“You’re what?”

“Timothy offered to let me stay at the manor until my apartment is cleaned up.”

He sighed and shook his head. “I knew it. I knew it the moment I saw him.”

“Knew what?” I asked. 

“The guy is smooth. I know his type. I know you’re fresh out of a long relationship and that asshole Scott hurt you. You’re vulnerable.”

“It’s not like that,” I said. 

“Catherine, you’re coasting toward heartbreak. That billionaire is only going to break your heart if you get too close.”

“Dad, what the hell are you talking about?” I asked. How could he possibly know what was happening between Timothy and me?

“I’ve seen the way you look at him, and the way he looks at you, Catherine. I don’t like it. I don’t want to see my daughter get her heart broken again. You just got out of a long-term relationship. I think you need to realize you need some time. Let your heart heal. Don’t jump into another relationship.”

“Nothing is going on between us, Dad,” I assured him, my voice laced with conviction. “We’re just friends. We’re helping each other out. That’s all. I’ll be able to work longer hours without disturbing him or his daughter. Dad, please. Trust me. I wouldn’t let myself get into anything I can’t handle.”

“Well, Timothy better remember that you’re my daughter. If he so much as blinks at you wrong, I’ll have a word or two with him,” he warned, his protective side showing through.

“Dad,” I said, laughing again. “I’m not a little girl anymore. I can handle myself.”

“I know you can,” he said softly, his stern expression softening into a smile. “But you’ll always be my little girl.”

My chest tightened at his words. My father was right. As always. I needed to stop getting my hopes up about Timothy. But how could I when he was so compelling? 

He had shown me a side of him I was certain he didn’t show many people. He was a good guy. Sure, he had baggage, but he was a good man deep down. I was certain we could have been happy. It just didn’t seem fair that we weren’t on the same playing field.

“Promise me, Catherine,” he said, pulling me out of my thoughts. 

“Promise what?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what he wanted.

“That you won’t let yourself fall for him.”

I stared at him for a moment, swallowing the lump in my throat. Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “I know better, Dad. We only have another month, two at tops, and then I doubt I’ll ever see him again.”

“Doubt isn’t a promise, Catherine,” my father warned. He had an uncanny ability to see right through me.

“I promise, Dad. I’m not going to fall for him.” But the words felt heavy, even as they tumbled from my lips. It was like I was trying to convince myself more than my father.

“Good,” he finally said with a nod. “What’s on the schedule for today?”

Initially, I planned on doing some work in the shop, but I changed my mind. I didn’t like lying to my father and I was lying. I told him I wouldn’t fall for Timothy but it was too late for that.

“I’m going to head to the manor and work on some refinishing stuff,” I told him. 

“Okay. I might stop by later. I still have some stuff I’m working on.”

I gave him a hug. “I’ll see you then.”

I loaded up my truck and caught a glimpse of my father watching me. I saw the disappointment and skepticism in his eyes. It hurt to see him like this, doubting the choices I’d made. He didn’t believe me when I said I wasn’t going to fall for the rich billionaire. I had always been a horrible liar. Apparently, I wasn’t getting any better. But I couldn’t deny the pull I felt toward Timothy. 

Deep down, I understood my father’s concerns. He only wanted what was best for me, to protect me from the heartbreak and disappointment that life could bring. But sometimes, we had to take risks and follow the path that felt right for us, even if it led to uncertainty. My relationship with Scott wasn’t all rainbows and butterflies, but I didn’t regret it. I wished it would have ended differently, but life had to teach us lessons.

Bennet welcomed me in the foyer. “Good morning,” he said, smiling. 

“Good morning.” I looked around, wondering why he was meeting me.

“Did you bring bags?”

“Excuse me?”

“I can take them to your room,” he said. 

“My room?”

“Timothy said you were going to be staying with us. You can choose any room you would like, but I think I’ve picked the best one.”

I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t even told Timothy I was going to accept his offer. 

I couldn’t help but smile. “He did, huh?”

“Catherine, I think you might have figured out by now Timothy is a man that gets what he wants.”

We both laughed. “Well, there is a room I have a particular fondness for,” I said. 

“Out of the twenty available rooms, I think I know the one you speak of.”

“Oh?”

“I bet it has a book nook and large windows that allow natural light to flood in.”

I smiled. “How did you know?”

“Because Timothy told me to get it ready for you.”

It was uncanny how well the man knew me. The room wasn’t finished, but I didn’t care. It was an opportunity for me to work on it during my stay. I could stay up late working without ever leaving my room. 

“Okay, I did bring a suitcase,” I confessed. 

He winked. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

He walked out to get my suitcase while I took a look around to see what work needed to get started on right away. I didn’t want to lose the progress we were making. 

Bennet brought my suitcase in and insisted on carrying it upstairs. I took a few minutes to unpack the meager belongings I brought with me. I had brought the diamonds Timothy had loaned me. I refused to keep them. The dress and everything else were more than enough. I couldn’t resist opening the box and taking one last look at them. 

I ran my fingers over the cold gems, their substantial weight a testament to their worth. I remembered the moment he put them on me. How could I forget? A sigh escaped my lips as I gently closed the box and decided to return them to Timothy later.

I turned around to survey the room. The large windows offered a breathtaking view of the lush gardens outside. The landscapers had been working overtime to bring it back to life.

“I’m glad you decided to stay.”

I spun around and found Timothy standing in the doorway. “Yes. Thank you again.”

“Do you need anything?” he asked. “For your stay. I want you to be comfortable.”

“Uh, no, I’m good,” I said. “It’s perfect.”

“I knew you would say that, but I don’t know why. It’s one of the few rooms that isn’t finished. I knew you were going to want to be in this room.”

“Maybe it’s because I see the potential in it,” I suggested, looking around. “It’s just like this entire manor. And besides, this way I can work in my bedroom without anyone disturbing me.”

He chuckled, leaning casually against the doorframe. “Always thinking about work, aren’t you? But since you’re going to be here for a while, I hope you’ll take some time to enjoy yourself too.”

I felt a blush creep up my neck and I quickly turned away to hide my face. “Yeah, maybe,” I replied noncommittally. 

“I’ll let you settle in then,” he said. 

“Wait,” I said and walked to the dresser to grab the necklace and earring boxes. “Here. Thank you so much for letting me borrow them. It really completed the look.”

“They were a gift, Catherine. Keep them.”

“I can’t accept this,” I protested. “It’s too much.” 

The display of wealth and luxury clashed with the modest life I had always led. My jeans, splattered with paint and caulk, along with the grubby button-down shirt that had become my daily uniform while working, didn’t exactly go with diamonds. 

“Keep them,” he said. “And the card.”

“Timothy! I can’t do that. Look at me! I’m not a diamond-wearing kind of girl. I don’t go shopping with a black card or spend long hours at the spa or salon. I appreciate your generosity. I do, I really do, but I can’t be that woman. It’s just not me.”

“I know,” he said and walked away. 

“Timothy!” I called out to him.

He turned back to look at me. “Yes?”

“Thank you.”

He walked away and that was that. I went back to the room and looked at the diamonds. They were so not me, but maybe they could be a part of my life. 

Then I remembered what my dad said. He warned me about falling for a man that was not going to be mine. I was walking directly into a broken heart. But dammit, I couldn’t seem to stop it. 

I put the jewelry into the top drawer of the dresser and headed downstairs to meet with the contractors. I needed to make sure everyone knew what they had to do for the day. 

Work was filled with discussions of technical details, blueprints, and deadlines. The subcontractors were competent, but they often needed a push to stay on schedule. They didn’t understand the urgency I felt, the burning need to restore this place as quickly as possible. It was an obsession that kept me awake at night.

I went back up to the second floor to finish some minor trim work. I could hear the music pumping out of Paisley’s room. I rarely saw the girl. Not since the day she helped me with the wallpaper. I saw her by the pool on occasion, but she did a great job hiding from everyone. 

I decided to check and see how she was doing. I knocked on the door and waited. I was about to walk away when the door opened. 

“What?” she snapped. 

“Hi.”

“Oh, hi,” she muttered. 

“Are you going for a swim today?” I asked her.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s pretty hot outside. I think it’s a good day for a swim.”

She sighed heavily, a typical teenager’s response to an adult’s suggestion. “I guess.” 

“Great,” I replied, trying to keep my tone light and friendly. “Can I join you later?”

She looked at me, surprised. “You want to swim with me?” 

“If it’s okay with you,” I said. “If not, it’s fine. I’m not sure if your dad told you, but I’m going to be staying at the house for a week or two. Maybe we can hang out.”

After a few silent moments, she nodded. “Sure. But don’t expect me to be all chatty.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I assured her with a small smile.

“Okay, well, whatever.”

“I’ll be down the hall working if you want to help,” I offered. 

“Timothy doesn’t want me to. When the master speaks, the peasant must obey.”

I tried not to laugh. “Okay, but if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

As I walked back to the room that I’d been working on, I couldn’t help but think about the conversation with Paisley. It reminded me so much of my own teenage years, full of rebellion and distaste for authority. But unlike Paisley, I didn’t grow up in a mansion with a generous father. Instead, I was raised in a small house with my single father who worked day and night to provide for us. 

She didn’t know how good she had it.
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THE SOFT HUM OF EQUIPMENT running up on the third floor provided the only sound in my office as I sifted through paperwork. I was still running the company from my office here. One day, I would take a much bigger step back, but for now, I still needed to keep an eye on things.

The door creaked open, which was a hard no-no for anyone. Everyone knew to stay out of my office when I was working. Only Bennet was allowed to disturb me but I knew he wouldn’t unless the house was on fire. 

I glanced up to find Paisley sauntering in. That surprised me. She usually went out of her way to avoid me. 

“Hey,” I said, pulling off my reading glasses. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.”

“How’s your day going?” I asked, my eyes trailing over the smudges of paint that splattered her clothes. Catherine had given her the bright idea to paint a mural in her room. At first, I had been against it, but it was just paint. If it made her happy, so be it. 

She slumped into one of the antique chairs in front of my desk, a sigh escaping her. “Bored. I’ve been painting that damn mural in my room. It’s taking forever. I think I’ve changed my mind.”

“Changed your mind?”

“I don’t think I like it. I might want to do something else. I don’t know. It’s boring.”

I leaned back in my chair. “Well, at least it’s keeping you busy.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“What else have you been up to?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes, a smirk playing on her lips. “Hanging out with Catherine most of the time. Learning about this old house. Not exactly a thrill.”

I had seen her and Catherine working together. At first, I didn’t want it, but it was really the only time I saw Paisley showing any interest in anything. If Catherine was what it took to bring Paisley out of her teenage funk, I would take it. Having Catherine under the same roof was proving to be a bigger benefit to me than her. 

“Catherine is very passionate about this house,” I said, nodding. 

“I know. It’s all she talks about.”

“Have you learned anything?” I asked. 

She shrugged. “I guess. I don’t know.”

I knew Paisley didn’t just wander into my office for no reason. There was something on her mind. Experience had taught me not to push. She would tell me when she was ready. 

“I don’t want to go back to Germany at the end of summer,” she blurted out. 

My heart squeezed. I knew she didn’t want that, but I didn’t know how to stop it. Kidnapping wasn’t exactly something I was prepared to do.

“I know,” I said, nodding. 

“I sure as hell don’t want to go back to boarding school,” she complained, her frustration evident. 

I could hear the underlying hurt in her voice. She would never admit her mother shipping her off hurt her feelings, but I knew her. I had raised her from a little girl. The surly teen sitting in front of me was still that little girl that crawled into my lap every night for a bedtime story, and I knew her better than she gave me credit for. I also felt the same way. The thought of her across the ocean, out of my reach, sent a pang of unease through my chest. She was my child, not some toy to be passed back and forth between her mother and me.

I leaned forward, folding my hands on the desk. “Paisley, you know it’s not that simple. Your mother has the final say in all of this.”

She looked at me, her gaze intense. “You’re the only father I’ve ever known. Why are you just washing your hands of me and letting her take me away?”

I took a deep breath, grappling with the difficulty of explaining a situation that was far beyond my control. “Paisley, I don’t have legal rights over you unless your mother agrees to let you stay. I can’t just take you away from her. I’ve asked her several times to let you stay here. You know that.”

“You could fight harder,” she said. “You don’t want me because I’m not really your daughter.”

“That isn’t true,” I said calmly. “You are my daughter, Paisley. Don’t ever doubt that.” My voice was sure, my gaze unflinching, locking onto hers. I wanted her to believe me, needed her to understand. 

Her eyes welled up with tears, but she blinked them back quickly, a stubborn set to her jaw. “Then why doesn’t it feel like you’re fighting for me?”

The accusation hit me harder than a physical blow and I had to take a moment to compose myself. Her words were knife-sharp and their wounds ran deep. “I am fighting for you, Paisley,” I said gently. “I’ve tried talking to your mother again and again. Believe me, I’m doing everything I can. It’s not as easy as you think.”

“I don’t care,” she replied vehemently, her eyes flashing with that familiar fire I’d always admired. “You have to do more. You have to—I don’t know—threaten legal action or something. Can’t you get a lawyer?”

“Hiring a lawyer could escalate things, make them worse,” I admitted, rubbing my temples. “Your mother could keep you away from me for good. There is no court that is ever going to give me custody. I’m trying to do what’s best for you. I thought staying amicable would give me the best shot at seeing you.”

“Best for me?” She scoffed, her hands flying up in frustration before slapping back down on her thighs. “You think being shipped off to a boarding school in Germany is best for me? How can you say that?”

“I didn’t say that.” I sighed and raised my hands. “I said I’m trying to do what’s best, but sometimes the best thing isn’t always what we want.”

“Well, what I want is to stay here with you,” she shot back. “With this house. This is my home.”

“I know,” I acknowledged, my heart aching at her words. I’d give anything for things to be different, for the power to grant her wish, but it just wasn’t going to happen. Regina would never allow it to happen. She hated me, and her daughter was nothing more than a pawn. If she could use Paisley to fuck with me, she would do it.

Her frustration turned to anger, and she shook her head in disbelief. “That’s not fair! You’re the only one who cares about me, and I want to stay.”

I could see the pain in her eyes. “I do care about you. I love you, Paisley. You will always be my daughter.”

“I’ll beg, Timothy. I’ll do anything. I hate my life with her, and I want to stay here. They don’t want me there. He doesn’t like me. He called me a spoiled brat.”

My heart ached for her, but the harsh reality of the situation lingered. “Paisley, it’s not about what you or I want. It’s about what your mother decides. Unless she gives you up willingly, there’s nothing I can do.”

She looked at me, tears welling up in her eyes. “I can’t believe her! She doesn’t even care about me!” Paisley’s voice trembled, revealing the vulnerability she worked so hard to hide. “You’re the only one who cares. The only one who’s ever really cared.”

It felt like I was failing her when she needed me most. “I care, Paisley,” I reassured her. “More than you know.”

“Not enough to do anything about it.”

“Look, I will try talking to her again,” I said. “I’ll tell her you want to be here. I can provide you a good home.”

“You won’t do it.” She shook her head. “I know you won’t. I’m just a pain in the ass to all of you. You can’t wait to get me out of your hair.”

“Not true. Not even a little true.”

“I hate you,” she whispered before abruptly standing up and running out of the room.

I watched her go, the door closing behind her with a soft click. My hands clenched into fists on the desk, the weight of helplessness settling over me. It tore at me to see Paisley hurting, to know she faced such a shitty life back home. But without Regina’s cooperation, my hands were tied. I didn’t know what else I could do. I had contacted a lawyer, but it was futile.

My office door swung open once again. Catherine was standing in the doorway with accusation in her eyes. “What happened?” Catherine asked. “I just saw Paisley run out of here crying.”

I sighed, gesturing for her to sit. “Paisley wants to stay here, but it’s not that simple. Her mother has the final say, and unless Regina agrees to let her stay, I can’t do anything about it. Regina is never going to let me have Paisley. She knows I want her, and if she can fuck with me, she’s going to keep doing it.”

Catherine sighed. “She looks at you like a father. You were in her life for ten years. Wouldn’t a judge see there was a connection?”

“No, she’s not my biological daughter. My lawyer told me there was no chance for me to get any custody. So, legally, I have no rights over her.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “What a terrible situation for both of you. And shame on Regina for using her daughter like a pawn in her sick game.”

“I agree,” I said. “Paisley doesn’t think I’m fighting hard enough for her. She doesn’t know how hard I did fight. I didn’t want to drag her into the middle of our bullshit. She doesn’t need to know her mother is a conniving bitch.”

Catherine nodded. “Do you ever regret not having children of your own?”

The question hung in the air, and I took a moment before responding. “I did want children once. I’m happy I had Paisley in my life, even if it wasn’t in the traditional way. But now, with everything that’s happened, I can’t imagine going through it again. It’s too complicated.”

“I get it.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I want her to stay. I want to give her a stable and loving home. But my hands are tied. She has to go back, back to a life she hates, back to boarding school. It’s not fair to her. I don’t know what kind of damage this is going to do to her.”

Catherine’s eyes softened. “Timothy, do you ever think about trying again? Starting a family?”

I hesitated, considering her question carefully. “No, Catherine. After this, I don’t think I could go through it again. It’s too painful, too complicated. I don’t ever want to get married again. I don’t think I could ever trust anyone like that.”

“I see,” she said quietly.

Before I could clarify or backtrack, she got up from the chair. “I’m going to talk to Paisley. Maybe I can help.”

As she left, the weight of my words lingered in the room. There was a dull silence for a while after Catherine left my office. I found myself sinking into the chair, the full weight of my own reality coming down on me. I would never be a father, at least not in the way the world recognized it. I had loved Paisley as if she were my own, but that didn’t matter to the court of law. All that mattered was biology and signed papers.

I leaned back, staring at the ceiling as I tried to wrap my brain around the mess that had become my life. 
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Catherine
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I CLOSED TIMOTHY’S office door behind me, my heart heavy with the weight of our conversation. The pain in his eyes had been unmistakable, the haunted look of a man who had lost something precious to him.

I didn’t have time to think about what he said. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we were a couple or even close to a couple. We kissed once, but it didn’t even count. It was all a show. I knew I wanted marriage and a family. I understood why Timothy didn’t. He’d been burned pretty bad. 

I found Paisley in the kitchen, her slender frame hunched over the countertop. She was chewing on her lip, a telltale sign that she was lost in thought. 

“Paisley,” I called softly, not wanting to startle her.

She turned toward me and attempted a weak smile. “Hi Catherine.”

I moved closer, pulling up the stool next to her. “You alright?” I asked, even though I knew the answer already. 

Paisley shrugged, her eyes glossy. “I don’t know,” she muttered. 

I reached out and took her hand, opting for honesty instead of consolation. “Look, Paisley, what’s happening is really tough.”

“I guess.” She withdrew her hand and turned away from me, staring out of the kitchen window. “It just doesn’t seem fair.”

“No,” I agreed quietly. “It’s not fair at all.”

She was quiet. I could feel her withdrawing. The teen years sucked. Her particular situation was especially tough. 

“So, I’m done for the day,” I told her. “Why don’t we go out for pizza? The bowling alley has some of the best pizza around. Let’s go and blow off some steam far away from here.”

I could see she wanted to say no. “Fine.”

At the bowling alley, Paisley sank into the seat across from me, her eyes still puffy from crying. I couldn’t stand to see her so upset. Amber joined us a few minutes later. 

“Hi, Paisley,” Amber said and shook the girl’s hand. 

“We just ordered pizza,” I said. 

“And beer?” Amber teased. 

“Very funny.” 

Paisley was looking properly sullen until she heard a group of teenagers. “Hey, I know them,” she said and sat up. “I’m going to say hi. Is that cool?”

“Of course,” I said, nodding. “We’ll be here. Just don’t go too far or your father will murder us both.”

Paisley laughed and headed toward the lanes to meet her buddies. 

Amber looked at me. “What happened? You said it was an emergency.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples. “Paisley is going through a tough time. She wants to stay here with Timothy, but her mother won’t allow it. She’s stuck in a situation she hates.”

Amber nodded, her expression sympathetic. “Poor girl. She’s lucky to have you looking out for her.”

I gave her a small smile, grateful for the support. “Thanks, Amber. I’m just doing what I can. I feel so bad for her.”

“And Timothy?” Amber asked, her gaze fixed on me.

I paused, thinking about the man who had just laid his pain so bare in front of me. The man who had silently confessed his love for a child that wasn’t his own and his fear of trusting anyone again on such a level. The man who felt helpless in a situation he couldn’t control.

“He’s struggling,” I replied finally.

“You seem really upset about it,” she said. “More upset than someone that just works for the guy.”

“I know,” I groaned. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“What happened?”

“When we were at the wedding, he played his part a little too well. He kissed me.”

“Wait, you kissed him? And now you’re feeling something for him?”

I nodded, admitting defeat. “I never expected this. I thought our relationship was strictly professional. But now I don’t know.”

“If you have feelings for him, you should tell him. Life is too short to keep things bottled up. Besides, he might feel the same way.”

I chewed on her words as we continued to talk. The idea of revealing my newfound feelings to Timothy was terrifying. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. “At least not while I’m working for him. I don’t want to complicate things.”

“Girl, life is complicated.”

“It’s not just me and Timothy,” I reminded her. “I don’t think Paisley would appreciate me mixing it up with her dad. She’s going to think I’m taking him for her.”

Amber nodded, understanding the complexity of the situation. “Understandable. But what if Timothy finds someone else before you can clear up your feelings for him?”

I sighed heavily, frustrated at the mess I had gotten myself into. “I can’t control that. If it happens, it happens.”

“Paisley may not even be around,” she said gently. “I don’t want to sound callous, but if the situation is as bad as you say, the ex might never let her come back. Do you really want to give up on your chance with him?”

“What if he doesn’t feel the same way?” I mumbled, my heart pounding at the mere thought.

Amber shrugged, seemingly untroubled by my predicament. “Then you move on. At least you’ll know you gave it a shot.”

Later, as I drove Paisley home, I couldn’t stop thinking about what Amber said. Paisley seemed to be in better spirits after getting to hang out with her friends, but now that we were on our way back to the manor, her sour mood returned.

“Paisley, do you think your mom would let you stay if you asked her?” I ventured, glancing at her.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve tried several times, but she always says no. She doesn’t really pay attention to me when I’m around. It was always Timothy who was there for me. He was the one that was always putting band-aids on my knees and reading me books before bed. He would take me to dinner and let me order ice cream first. It was like he was the only one that saw me.”

I heard the ache in her voice. “I always thought he’d remarry and have a family and forget about me. But now he’s in that big house all alone, and I don’t want him to be alone.”

The vulnerability in Paisley’s words struck a chord within me. Her concern for Timothy’s well-being and her unspoken desire for a stable family life tugged at my heart. I remembered wanting the same for my dad. I hated that he was all alone. I used to dream about him marrying again and giving me a new mom. 

“Paisley, sometimes people need a little push to realize what they truly want. Maybe Timothy needs that push too. He went through a hard time after the divorce. I’m not sure he’s ready to remarry. But I do know he loves you. When I first started working on the house, he pulled us off our projects to get your room ready. That was his priority. He wanted to make sure you were going to be comfortable.”

She looked at me, genuine fear in her eyes. “What if he doesn’t want me to stay?”

“He wants you to stay,” I said. “I know that. He’s said as much. This thing is really hard on him. I think you know how much he loves you.”

Her hands were tightly clenched into fists on her lap. “He has so much money,” she said. “I don’t understand why he can’t buy my mom off.”

“I don’t know if that’s really an option,” I said. “I don’t know your mother, but I think it’s complicated.”

She didn’t say anything else. We pulled through the gate and parked my beat-up old truck in the driveway. We went inside and Paisley immediately retreated to her room. I quietly climbed the stairs up to my room. The whole situation was unfortunate. I wished there was a way to fix it for them both, but I was just the carpenter. Their problems went way beyond me.

I climbed into bed and tried to go to sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about Timothy and everything he had said. First, I fell for a guy that was a cheating scumbag. Then, I fell for a guy that had zero intentions of ever settling down. I was batting a thousand. 

After tossing and turning, I resigned myself to the fact that sleep was elusive. I quietly made my way downstairs to the kitchen, hoping a hot cup of tea would help lull me into sleep. 

I rounded the corner and saw a light on in the kitchen. I frowned, wondering if it was Paisley after a midnight snack. When I walked in, it wasn’t Paisley. Timothy stood in front of the open fridge with a glass of scotch in his hand. I stopped, ready to turn around and leave before he saw me. I was a guest in his house. I didn’t want to intrude.

He turned around when he heard my footsteps, then closed the refrigerator and offered a smile. “Craving a snack?” he asked. 

“Actually, I was going to make myself a cup of tea.”

He held up his glass. “I think this is a better cure for a sleepless night.”

I laughed. “I think I’ll pass. I have to work in the morning. Do you mind if I make some tea?”

“Suit yourself,” he said, shrugging. 

He moved away from the fridge. I filled the teakettle and turned on the stove. He leaned against the cool granite of the kitchen island, watching me as I moved around. 

“Paisley went straight to her room?” he asked. 

I nodded. “She’s worried about you, you know,” I said softly.

“Me? Why would she worry about me?” He seemed genuinely surprised, his eyebrows knitting together in thought.

“She thinks you’re lonely,” I said. 

Timothy’s expression softened. “I suppose that’s part of the reason why she wants to stay.”

“It might be,” I agreed, turning off the stove as the teakettle whistled a merry tune. “But I think it goes deeper than that. She also wants to be with you because she feels seen by you, loved by you. You matter to her a lot.”

Timothy went quiet, swirling the scotch before he took a drink. 

I shouldn’t butt in, but I couldn’t resist asking. “Why have you never considered remarriage?” I asked. “Do you think everyone is like your ex-wife? Do you think I’m like her?”

He looked at me for several long seconds before he put his glass down. 

“I know you are not like my ex-wife,” he said in a husky voice. 

“Why did you kiss me like that at the wedding?” I whispered. “Why did you offer to go and play that part if you had no intention of pursuing anything further? Why the dress and jewelry and all of that? Was it all just a game to you?” 

A flicker of heat ignited behind his eyes as he stepped closer. “That was way more than a kiss and you know it,” he said.

“I don’t know anything,” I replied.

“We’re on dangerous ground,” he warned. “I’ve been trying to stay out of your way the entire time you’ve been here. Your presence in the house sets me on edge. I’m trying to protect myself from the complicated emotions you bring up.”

His voice was low and husky and almost a growl. It sounded like he was angry with me, but his eyes said otherwise. He stepped closer, causing me to take a step back. Another step from him and I stepped back again.

I found myself pressed against the kitchen counter, his body inches from mine. His nostrils flared. I could smell the scotch on his breath. It was like an invisible force drawing us together. Suddenly, his lips crashed against mine.

The world around us fell away, replaced only by the primal desires that burned between us. The kiss was fiery. His hands were rough yet gentle as they moved along my arms, tugging me closer until there was hardly a shred of space between us. I gave in to the moment, forgetting about everything else.

I could taste the scotch on his lips. I felt intoxicated by it, by him. There was no denying it any longer, the feelings that we’d been trying to bury. Feelings that were far more than mere attraction, more than we’d ever admitted to ourselves. 

His fingers slipped into my loose hair, tugging me closer still, as though he could pull me into him. My hands found their way to his broad shoulders, clinging onto him, the heat from his body radiating against mine. 

We broke apart for air. His chest was heaving, matching the erratic rhythm of my heart. 

“That’s why,” he said, his voice barely a whisper against my lips. “That’s why I did all those things, why I kissed you like I did.”
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I STARED AT HIM, CONSIDERING my options. I could walk away and go back to my room and end this before it crossed a line. Or I could stay right where I was and give into the passion burning between us. 

“Then kiss me again,” I whispered. 

His eyes widened, but he didn’t hesitate. His lips found mine with a scorching passion. Our bodies melded together, our shared desire pulsing between us. His hands moved over my back, pulling me tighter against his solid frame. I clung to him, the cool of the kitchen counter forgotten against the heat of his body.

Suddenly, his fingers were in my hair, tilting my head to deepen the kiss. It was raw and primal and everything I’d been trying to deny for so long. All reason and logic faded away, replaced by pure emotion. It was intoxicating, breathtaking, and equally terrifying. This was uncharted territory. I forgot all about the rules and reasons why I shouldn’t have anything to do with him. He was a dead end. He was never going to want to marry me. 

But damn, just one night. 

As his mouth moved against mine, every nerve ending seemed to come alive. I felt a current run through my body, setting my skin aflame. I lost myself in the rhythm of our bodies moving together. The earthy scent of his cologne mixed with scotch and something uniquely him. My hands moved from his back to his hair, fingers tangling in the messy strands.

“Timothy,” I murmured against his lips, my voice barely a whisper. His answer was a low hum, sending a ripple of emotion through me. His hands slid down my back, ending up at my waist where they stayed, holding me firm against him. His touch was electric, sending shivers down my spine and lighting a fire deep within me. His lips moved to my neck, trailing kisses down to my collarbone and causing me to gasp.

The flimsy straps on my tank top were easily pulled away. I had crept down to the kitchen in my tiny shorts and tank. It wasn’t exactly full coverage.

“Are you sure?” he asked, pulling back slightly to look into my eyes. His own were dark with desire. I nodded wordlessly, pulling him closer again. His lips found mine once more and any remaining doubts faded away.

I felt his hands move under my shirt, tracing the curves of my body. His thumbs brushed over my pebbled nipples, pulling a sharp gasp from me. 

His touch was electric, making my body respond in ways I had never experienced before. His hands, strong and steady, traced a path up my stomach and over my ribs, pulling a soft moan from my throat. He took that as encouragement and pulled me even closer against him.

Our kisses became more urgent, more needy. My fingers twisted in his hair as he moved his mouth down my neck and toward my chest. With one swift move, he had my shirt gone, leaving my upper body bare to his heated gaze.

His eyes were smoldering as he looked at me, desire clear in every inch of his expression. He seemed to pause for the brief moment, his gaze flickering between my eyes and my exposed flesh. “Fuck, I have fantasized about this since the first moment I laid eyes on you. You’re gorgeous. I could devour you whole.”

The intensity of his stare caused a hot flush to spread through me, making me squirm in anticipation. Timothy didn’t move, he simply watched me, knowing his gaze was making me hotter by the second. The way he watched me as my lips parted and took shallow gasps made me feel like his hands were on me.

“Timothy.” My voice was pleading now. The air between us was thick with desire. I watched as he slowly closed the gap, letting out a sigh of satisfaction as his lips closed around one of my nipples. I gasped at the sensation, my hands clutching his hair in a desperate response. 

My back pressed against the cold kitchen counter. The contrast of temperatures served only to heighten the sensations coursing through me. His tongue flicked over my nipple, drawing a soft whimper.

His other hand slid to my waist and under my shorts, trailing downwards until he was cupping my heat through the thin fabric of my panties. A groan escaped from him when he felt just how wet I was. It was like a switch had been flipped. His movements became more urgent, hands gripping tighter, mouth sucking harder.

My breath hitched as his fingers slipped past the elastic band of my thong and made contact with my drenched folds. I felt him push my panties to the side and then, oh hot damn, his fingers were on me. His touch was everything. My body responded eagerly to him, a fire igniting within me.

“Yes.” The word slipped out as my head dropped back.

He pulled back from my chest, staring into my eyes as he stroked my slick core. The sight of Timothy, so composed yet filled with such raw lust for me, was too much. My heart pounded in my chest like a drum, the beat echoing through my veins as I flexed against his touch.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured. “I knew you would be. I saw the fire in you.”

His fingers pushed deeper. It sent a shockwave through me as I arched against him, my breath hitching. My hips met his hand, desperate for more of him, for all of him.

“Timothy.” 

When I said his name, it seemed to drive him wild. He tugged at my shorts and panties impatiently until they were pooled on the floor. In the dim light of the kitchen, Timothy took his time drinking in the sight of me, stripped bare and open for him.

He worshiped me with his eyes. I wanted to do the same. I reached for his shirt and jerked it up. He stepped away and jerked it over his head before stripping out of his jeans. I stared at him in the black briefs. The massive bulge made my mouth water. 

“Timothy,” I whispered again, my voice husky with want. My fingers reached for him eagerly, tracing the outline of him through the fabric of his briefs. He groaned at the touch, watching me intently as I explored him. The sight of him, large, hard, and straining against his briefs, was intoxicating. It ignited a desire deep within me, a hunger I never knew existed.

I tugged at the waistband of his briefs until he pushed them down and stepped out of them, standing before me in all his naked glory. My gaze traveled over every inch of him, from his muscular chest to his defined abs, to the dusting of hair that trailed down his stomach and led me to the most intimate part of him. He was hard and ready, just for me. My hand reached out to touch him, my fingers wrapping around his length delicately. He shuddered, a low growl escaping his lips.

Taking a step closer, he positioned himself between my legs, our bodies only inches apart. His hands returned to my waist, pulling me closer until I could feel the heat radiating from him. One hand grasped the back of my neck as he leaned in, capturing my lips in a passionate kiss. His other hand found its way between my thighs, his fingers once again exploring my wet folds. I whimpered against his mouth, pushing my hips against his hand in anticipation. The sensation made stars burst behind my eyelids as I gripped him tighter.

“You’re sure?” he asked, his voice filled with restrained desire. 

“Hell, yes,” I muttered breathlessly between kisses. 

He suddenly lifted me, dropping my bare ass on the smooth, cold counter. I opened my legs in invitation. He stepped between them, one hand on my hip and the other going to the back of my head. I grabbed his cock and guided him to my entrance. 

He groaned deeply as the tip of him brushed my slick entrance. His fingers tightened on my hip as he pushed inside me with a low growl. The feeling was exquisite as he filled me, stretched me. My nails dug into his back and I arched off the counter in response.

“Oh, damn.” I breathed out, mouth open in pleasure. He didn’t start moving right away. Instead he let me adjust to his girth.

“Timothy,” I whimpered, pulling at his hair to bring his lips down to mine. 

He complied immediately, his tongue invading my mouth as he started to move within me. My insides coiled around him, the pleasure building with every thrust.

He grunted as he quickened his pace, my ass sliding back a few inches with the force of his movements. I wrapped my legs around his waist, urging him deeper and holding on tight. He changed his angle, finding a spot that had me gasping and clawing at his back.

I cried out as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. Each thrust pushed me higher until I was teetering on the brink.

“Let go.” His voice was hoarse and thick with desire. His words were all I needed.

White-hot pleasure ripped through me, originating from where our bodies were joined together and spreading through every nerve ending in my body. The world tilted, stars exploded behind my closed eyelids, and all I could do was cry out his name as ecstasy rocked my body. 

He gave a final thrust, his body stiffening. His cry of release mixed with mine. Timothy collapsed against me, burying his face in the crook of my neck. Our heavy breaths filled the silence as our bodies trembled from the aftermath of our passionate encounter.

We stayed that way for what felt like an eternity. Then suddenly, he stepped away. I watched through a haze as he jerked on his underwear and jeans. He snatched his shirt and grabbed his drink from the kitchen counter. “Goodnight,” he murmured without looking me in the eyes. 

He rushed out of the kitchen a second later. I stared after him, wondering what in the hell just happened. How had we gone from what I was going to call the most passionate, amazing sexual experience of my life to being abandoned naked on the counter?

“Holy shit,” I breathed. 

I hopped off the counter and started to dress. I was pretty sure I had just made a huge mistake. I gave into the passion. But why? Why did I feel like it was a mistake?

Rummaging through my scattered clothing on the floor, I pulled my top over my head and jerked it down. I forgot all about making a cup of tea. I left everything as it was and rushed upstairs to my room. I flopped into bed and stared up at the ceiling. 

I knew I should have some regrets, but I didn’t. Not really. That had been amazing. Maybe he was freaked out because it happened. Or maybe he was drunk and realized he had sex with a lowly carpenter. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Timothy

––––––––
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THE MORNING SUN WOKE me up in the rudest way possible. I reached for a pillow and covered my face to block out the sunlight. There was a dull throb in my head, the lingering aftermath of last night’s scotch-induced haze. After the incident in the kitchen, which was what I was calling it, I finished off the bottle. 

My stomach turned with another sharp pain slicing through my brain. I groaned and forced myself to sit up, fingers pinching the bridge of my nose to suppress the oncoming migraine. The smell of scotch hung heavy on my breath, reminding me of last night’s transgressions.

My tongue felt like I’d been sucking on cotton balls. My eyes felt like they were swollen shut. “Fuck me,” I groaned. 

I couldn’t remember the last time I had such a hangover. With a sigh, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat there, letting my head hang between my shoulders while I tried to stop the room from spinning. 

I stumbled out of bed with only one eye open. I made it to the bathroom and turned on the faucet. Despite knowing better, I stuck my head under the faucet and greedily sucked down big gulps of cold water. 

When I felt like I could swallow without choking, I stood up and splashed more water on my face. I looked at my reflection in the mirror and grimaced. My disheveled hair and red, puffy eyes were all the result of a very bad night. I looked terrible. This was a new low for me.

I leaned against the sink counter, breathing heavily. Last night’s escapade loomed in my mind.

“Shit,” I muttered, running a shaky hand through my hair. I had let things get way out of hand with Catherine. What was I thinking? She deserved better than a quick romp on the kitchen counter and an abrupt departure without so much as a decent goodnight.

I needed to address the tangled mess of feelings competing with the hangover trying to rule my scotch-soaked brain. I needed to talk to her, to apologize and try to figure out where we went from there.

I turned on the shower and stripped. The water did little to wash away the cobwebs but I felt slightly more human. I dressed and attempted to regain some semblance of composure.

I headed downstairs, walking into the kitchen and immediately getting flashbacks from the night before. No one was around. I checked the house until I finally made my way outside. That was where I spotted Bennet and Amber talking.

“Where’s Catherine?” I asked, my tone more curt than intended.

“Timothy, are you okay?” Bennet asked. “You’re looking a little green around the gills.”

“I’m fine,” I answered. “Where’s Catherine? Have you seen her this morning?”

Amber looked me up and down. “She went to her dad’s workshop.”

“Is she coming back?”

“I’m not sure,” Bennet answered. “I didn’t ask.”

“Fine. I’ll be back. Make sure Paisley doesn’t burn the house down or steal my Beamer.”

I walked to the garage and made my way to the workshop. I had no idea what I was going to say, but I knew I had to say something. 

I suspected I was falling in love with her. I couldn’t explain what was happening. I had never felt this way before. Walking out on her had been a stupid move. I panicked. I needed her to know it wasn’t the man I was. 

I didn’t see her truck in the parking lot, but I went inside to check. John was sitting at a desk in the corner engrossed in a file. 

“Hello,” I said, trying to straighten my shirt but knowing it wasn’t going to help my rumpled appearance. There wasn’t enough Visine to clear my red eyes.

He looked up, taking in the sight of me. I felt the judgment. “Morning,” he said, nodding. 

“Have you seen Catherine?” I asked, my words coming out more urgently than I intended.

There was a knowing glint in his eyes. I felt like he was looking at me and cataloging all my sins. “She’s not here, Timothy. She left a while ago.”

“I need to talk to her. It’s important. Do you expect her back soon?”

He shrugged. “Can’t say.”

It was more like he wouldn’t say. “John, I really need to talk to her.”

He was quiet for a moment. “You want to see what I bought for Catherine,” he said casually.

I wasn’t sure what that had to do with anything, but I didn’t need to make an enemy of the man. “Sure.”

He handed me a sheet of paper. “I just bought her a colonial-style house near downtown. I know she’s been looking for something better than that crappy apartment. I’m giving it to her. A project she can take on to get out from under you.”

The news hit me hard. John’s intentions were clear. He wanted her away from me. Had she told him about last night? I didn’t even get a chance to explain my actions to her. 

“What the hell do you mean by that?” I demanded. 

“I mean exactly what I said, Timothy. I know what you want from Catherine.”

“I’m sorry, but what makes you think you know the first thing about me?”

“She’s not some rich socialite,” he said getting to his feet. “I know your type.”

“I don’t think you do,” I said, my voice barely controlled. I was trying to give him the respect I would give any elder, but he was pushing it.

“She’s smart, talented, and I won’t let her throw her life away for some rich guy who’ll keep her hidden away from the world in his sad mansion. I don’t want her with another man that doesn’t know how to treat her. She deserves better than you or that other character. The right man is out there for her.”

I felt the sting of his words. I wanted to be pissed at him, but there was a part of me that got it. I would do the same for Paisley, if not more. A father had to protect his daughter.

“I care for your daughter,” I retorted, my words laced with frustration. “I wouldn’t hurt her.”

John stared at me with a great deal of skepticism. “She looked pretty hurt this morning.”

I dropped my head, hating that I had hurt her feelings. That was not my intention. I had been a damn fool last night.

“Where is she?” I asked again. “I need to talk to her.”

“In Albany,” John replied. 

“When do you expect her back?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t keep tabs on her. She went to get some fixtures for your house.”

That was a sliver of hope. It meant she would be back. “John, I care about her. There was a misunderstanding. I can explain things and I will make it right.”

“Or you could just leave her alone,” he said. “We both know you two are from different worlds. Just let her finish the job and move on to the next one. She’s going to be busy fixing up her own house. She’ll forget about you in no time. You just need to back off.”

“John, you don’t understand,” I said, feeling the desperation creep into my voice. “You’re right, we are from different worlds, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t...” The words wouldn’t come.

He stared at me, his face hardened with years of experience and wisdom. “Timothy,” he began in a soft voice. “I have seen too many young women get hurt by men who cannot or will not commit. Catherine has had her fair share of heartache and disappointment. As her father, it is my duty to protect her.”

It was like a gut punch. “I don’t want to hurt her, John. I want to protect her too.”

“Do you?” he questioned, skepticism hardening his face. “Because from where I’m standing, it seems you’re part of the problem, not the solution.”

Anger welled up inside me, but I swallowed it down. He was just looking out for Catherine, and I couldn’t fault him for that.

“I know what you think about me, John,” I said, my voice steady but firm. “But what you see isn’t all there is to me.”

“Then prove it,” he said.

“Prove it?” 

“Yes,” John replied, his gaze steady. “Prove that you are more than the man I see standing in front of me right now. Prove to me that you’re not just another spoiled rich guy looking for a new plaything. Most importantly, prove to Catherine that you’re the man she deserves. Because right now, Timothy, neither of us believe it.”

I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of his words pressing down on me. It was a challenge and a warning rolled into one. But it wasn’t an impossible task. I could do it. 

I nodded. “I will. You’ll see. Please tell her I stopped by.”

“Sure.”

I had a feeling that meant he had no intention of telling her. I walked out of the shop and called Catherine. It went to voicemail, which didn’t surprise me. It had gone straight to voicemail when I called her the first time. And the second. 

As I drove back to the manor, the realization settled in that I needed to prove to Catherine that what had transpired between us wasn’t merely a fleeting moment. I needed her to understand that my feelings were sincere, that I was serious about us. Yes, I handled it badly last night, but that was a moment of weakness. 

I didn’t want her to leave the manor and go to work on her new house. I had a feeling I wouldn’t see her. She would be too busy for me. Catherine was important, but I had another priority I needed to deal with. 

Paisley. It was time to get things situated in my life. No more drama. It was time to move forward. Regina and her bullshit were in my past.

With a reluctant sigh, I pulled out my phone, scrolling through the contacts until I found the number I never wanted to call again, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Catherine

––––––––
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THE SOFT CHIME OF THE doorbell echoed through the workshop as I walked in after my trip to Albany. Dad looked up from his workbench and smiled.

“Hey, kiddo,” he greeted, wiping his hands on an old rag. “I wasn’t expecting you to come back tonight.”

I offered a tired smile. “I thought I would cook dinner for us. You’ve been working late, and with this project, I have not been keeping very good tabs on you. You need a good, home-cooked meal.”

He chuckled. “Well, I appreciate that.”

“I’ll be upstairs. Don’t stay down here too late.”

“Alright.”

I walked into the kitchen and tied my apron around my waist. I got busy cooking the grilled chicken and brown rice meal. I knew my dad had not been eating right. 

I heard his footsteps coming up the stairs just as I was prepping his plate. We sat down at the small table and started to eat. I was hoping he wouldn’t look directly at me. I knew he was going to ask why I was at his house. No matter what I told him, he was going to know better. 

“Why aren’t you up at the manor?” he finally asked, his tone gentle but laced with concern.

I hesitated, debating how much of the truth I should tell him. I didn’t dare tell him I let myself fall for someone who wasn’t available. 

“I’ll be going up in the morning,” I told him. “I was thinking about staying here tonight if that’s okay?”

“You know it is,” he said.

I pasted on a bright smile. “Amber’s taking over at the manor,” I told him. “She needs all of us out of the way so she can do her thing.”

“I bet it’s going to look good,” he said, smiling. 

“It does,” I said, nodding. “I can’t wait to see the finished product. I’m ready to get back to my normal life, though. I need to call my landlord and see how the remediation is coming along.”

The decision to distance myself from Gloriana Manor felt like a necessary step. I needed to get back to my regular life. Timothy was not going to be mine. It would be easier to move on if I didn’t have to see him. The bulk of the work was done and there was no reason for me to go back. Sex with Timothy had been a mistake. 

“Speaking of your living arrangements, I have something for you. A surprise.”

“A surprise?”

He chuckled and got up from the table. He handed me an envelope. I opened it and froze as I stared at the real estate listing for a house.

“Dad, what’s this?”

“It’s your dream house.”

“Really, Dad? A house?” I stammered, the unexpectedness of the gesture catching me off guard.

“It’s a fresh start for you, Catherine,” he explained, excitement lacing his words. “A place you can turn into your own, away from the complications up at that manor.”

“How?” I asked. “You can’t afford this. You should take it. You deserve to live in a house instead of this tiny apartment.”

He shook his head. “No, no,” he protested, waving off my concerns with a hearty laugh. “It’s my surprise to you. I want you to have it. I don’t need or want a house. It’s too much work. I like the simplicity of my apartment. No yard work.”

“But, Dad.”

“No arguments,” he insisted, a hint of sternness edging his voice now. “You’ve done more than enough for others, Catherine. You deserve this.”

Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes as I looked down at the listing once more, finally allowing myself to hope.

“Thank you,” I said softly, reaching out to squeeze his hand across the table. “This is amazing.”

“I can’t wait to see what you do with it. It’s going to be a work of art.”

I forced a smile. “I hope so.”

Gloriana Manor was my dream home but it wasn’t mine. It would never be mine. I couldn’t even think about going to the house without wanting to crawl into a hole. It was all because of the man that owned the damn place. He ruined it for me. He didn’t just own the house I loved. He owned my heart. 

After dinner, I cleaned up while my dad retired to his chair. It wasn’t long before he passed out. I went downstairs to the shop to dig into the treasures I picked up for Gloriana Manor. 

I appreciated the quiet shop. It was what I needed after such a shitty day. I sorted through the antique fixtures imagining them installed at Gloriana Manor. They were going to be perfect in his house. I loved that they were from the time period. 

Suddenly, the quiet was shattered by the unmistakable sound of a car pulling up. It was way after hours. I got up and peeked out the window. A man stepped out of the car. When I recognized Scott, a knot tightened in my stomach. He saw me in the window, ruining my chances of hiding and pretending I wasn’t there. 

“Shit,” I muttered. 

He knocked on the door. I opened it, dreading whatever it was he had to say. “Scott.” 

“Catie,” he drawled, the familiar nickname grating on my nerves. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you. About us.”

My eyes narrowed. “There is no us. I don’t know why you drove all the way out here.”

“You can’t just dismiss everything we had, Catie. Seeing you at the wedding made me realize what a mistake I made. You know you love me. I saw the look on your face when you saw me. I felt the same way. Everyone there saw it. When you have a love like ours, you can’t hide it. I know you don’t love that man you brought along. I’m sorry you had to see me marry another woman, but I’ll leave her for you.”

“Scott, I don’t love you.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, meeting his pleading eyes with a forceful hardness. “But you’re wrong. What we had is over. You made sure of that.”

His face crumpled, as though I’d physically wounded him. “Catie.”

“Don’t.” I stepped back to close the door between us. But he stopped it with his hand. He pushed it open wider and walked in.

“We can start again, Catie,” he insisted. “I made a mistake. I was young and stupid. I didn’t realize what I had until it was gone.”

“You had a whole other relationship with another woman for over a year while we were together, Scott. You didn’t love me.”

“We were going through a rough patch,” he tried to argue, but I shook my head, cutting him off before he could continue.

“No, Scott. A rough patch is an argument, a miscommunication, a misunderstanding. A rough patch is not you sleeping with another woman for over a year behind my back. That’s not a rough patch. That’s betrayal.”

“I know,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper now. “And I’ll regret it every day for the rest of my life.”

“That’s your burden to bear,” I told him coldly. “Not mine.”

He opened his mouth and I just knew he was going to start rambling on about loving me. It was all bullshit. This was the same crap he pulled when we were together. 

“That’s enough,” I snapped, my voice cold. “You have a wife waiting for you at home, Scott. You should go to her.”

His eyes flashed with something akin to anger, but I didn’t flinch. This was the man who thought he could play with my heart and then just waltz back into my life as if he hadn’t broken it into a million pieces. 

“But, Catie.” He ran a hand through his hair in frustration.

I interrupted him one last time. “No, Scott. This isn’t about us anymore. This is about a commitment you made to another woman. You can’t just decide you’re tired of her and come running back to me. I’m not going to be the other woman. I’m better than that. And for the love of all things holy, please stop calling me Catie. I hated it then and I especially hate it now.”

His eyes flashed with anger. The sorry act disappeared in a flash. “You brought that man to my wedding just to spite me. You always had to have your way. You thought you were going to ruin my wedding!”

“You invited me!” I shot back. “I didn’t ask to come! You wanted to rub it in my face.”

“You are such a bitch,” he hissed.

“Maybe I am,” I said calmly, shaking my head. “Maybe I had to become a bitch to survive you, Scott. You didn’t ruin me with your lies or your cheating. You only made me stronger.”

“I cheated on you because you’re a cold fish! Fucking you was like a prison sentence!” He stepped toward me. 

“Get away from me,” I warned.

He laughed, a cruel mocking sound that echoed through the shop. “Or else what, Catie?”

“Or else you’ll regret it,” I said in a voice colder than Antarctica. “I’m no longer the weak girl you knew, Scott.”

“Oh really?” His sneer had me itching to slap it off his face. 

“Yes, really,” I said, meeting his eyes with determination. 

For a moment, he just stared at me in silence. Then he took another step forward.

“Scott,” I warned again, my voice steady despite the fear coiling in my stomach.

He ignored me and kept moving closer until he was standing nose to nose. “You were never good enough for me,” he hissed. “You don’t even know how to be a woman. You don’t turn anyone on. Taking you to bed is a chore.”

“Great! Because you’ll never be taking me to bed!”

He hurled more insults and accusations my way. The atmosphere grew tense, and in a fit of rage, he grabbed one of the antique fixtures I had just acquired and hurled it across the shop. It crashed against the wall, shattering into pieces. I cried out in shock and horror. 

“Get out!” I screamed. 

He paused, his face contorted in rage. Then, he grabbed me by the arm, his grip like a vise. “Make me,” he sneered, pulling me closer. 

I didn’t even have time to think. I slapped him across the face as hard as I could. The sound reverberated through the silence like a gunshot. He let go of me instantly, his hand flying to his cheek, which was already starting to redden. 

“You bitch!” 

“Get out, Scott!” I roared, pointing at the door. “Get out of my shop!”

“What the hell is going on here?” Timothy snarled, walking toward us with a fire in his eyes. 

He positioned himself between Scott and me.

“I asked what the hell is going on here?” Timothy demanded, his voice cold and authoritative.

Scott, now fuming with anger, directed his fury toward Timothy. “Who the hell are you?”

Ignoring Scott’s question, Timothy glanced over his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, a mixture of relief and frustration. “I told him to leave, but he won’t listen.”

Out of nowhere, Scott threw a punch at Timothy.

Timothy was quick on his feet and easily sidestepped the attack. “You’ve got one chance to walk out that door, Scott. I suggest you take it.”

Scott balled his fists and made to lunge again but Timothy was quicker. With a swift and well-aimed punch right to Scott’s gut, he had him doubled over, gasping for breath. 

“It appears you’ve made your choice.”

“Enough!” I shouted out, stepping between the two men. 

Scott attempted to tackle Timothy through me. But Timothy was ready, and as Scott charged, he deftly side-stepped, extending his arm to direct Scott’s momentum right into a stack of wood. Scott landed with a thud.

“Damn you!” Scott roared, clutching his side as he struggled to rise. His face was a mask of rage and humiliation.

“Enough, Scott,” I repeated, standing my ground despite the tremors of fear making my legs feel like jelly. “You need to leave.”

The fight was interrupted when my dad walked into the shop. “That’s enough,” he roared. “Catherine, go upstairs.”

I walked to the stairs, catching sight of Timothy dragging Scott outside.

“If I ever see you around Catherine again, I will make you disappear,” Timothy hissed. “Do not test me.” 

He pushed Scott out the door and slammed it shut behind him. A minute later I heard Scott’s tires peeling away.

Timothy turned and looked at me and Dad. He nodded once and walked out of the shop without saying a word. It was the weirdest moment of my life. 

Dad looked up at me. “Well, I guess he’s not that bad,” he said. 

“Dad!”

“Come on, let’s go to bed. We’ll clean this up tomorrow.”

I was in shock. I couldn’t believe what happened. It was over before it started. As I climbed the stairs, I couldn’t help but wonder what had brought Timothy here. I wondered what would have happened if Timothy hadn’t arrived when he did. 

“Why did he come here?” I mumbled, more to myself than to my dad.

“I don’t know, sweetheart. But it seems he’s not one to stand idly by when you’re in trouble. I take it Scott was raising hell?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding. “I have no idea what he was going on about.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t down there earlier,” he said. “I have to say I’m glad Timothy showed up when he did.”

“Me too,” I murmured. 

With Dad in bed and me stretched out on the couch, I had to wonder why Timothy always walked away without saying a word. It was a really bad habit. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Catherine

––––––––
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I DROVE BACK TO THE manor with a feeling of dread. The events of the previous night weighed on my mind. The turmoil gnawed at my insides, leaving me with a horrible upset stomach. I knew I had to talk to Timothy. Last night had been a disaster. The man deserved an explanation. I didn’t know why I was the one apologizing for Scott’s shitty behavior, but I felt the need to do it.

The gravel crunched beneath my shoes as I approached the front entrance. I knocked but no one answered. That wasn’t surprising. The massive house didn’t have a doorbell, which seemed like a pretty significant oversight. If he was upstairs, he would never hear the door. Then again, people wouldn’t just knock on the door. They’d have to get through the gate.

I tried the handle and found the door was unlocked. I let myself in and walked upstairs, knowing I would likely find him in his office. My heart was pounding in my chest. As expected, I found Timothy at his desk, surrounded by catalogs and paperwork.

“Timothy?”

He looked up with a weariness in his eyes. “Catherine.”

I walked in and closed the door behind me. I moved to sit down in the chair in front of his desk. He watched without saying a word. 

“I’m sorry about Scott,” I murmured, my voice barely audible.

“Never apologize for that man. Are you okay?”

I nodded. “I’m fine. Thank you for stepping in.”

He leaned back in his chair, studying me with a seriousness that sent shivers down my spine. “You don’t have to thank me. That should never have happened to you.”

His protectiveness made me feel cared for. “I don’t know why he was there,” I said, feeling the need to explain. I didn’t want him to think I was seeing Scott on the side. “He just showed up ranting and raving.”

“Let me guess. He wanted you back?”

“I honestly don’t know what he wanted, Timothy,” I said, feeling exhausted emotionally. “He didn’t make much sense. He did say he wanted me back and he made a mistake and then the next minute he was screaming at me and calling me every name in the book.”

A shadow passed over Timothy’s face, tightening his jaw. “Well, he won’t be bothering you again. If he does, tell me.”

I smiled. “Thank you. I think he got the message.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “You got there before anything happened.”

“Are you going to be staying here tonight?” he asked. 

“No. Thank you, but I think it’s better if I don’t.” I waited, hoping he would ask me to stay. I wanted him to tell me he wanted to spend time with me. 

“Do you know about the house in town?” he asked. “Is that where you’re going to be staying?”

“Not right away,” I replied. 

“I’m happy for you, Catherine. It’s a nice house.”

“Thank you,” I responded gratefully. A silence fell over the room. Timothy looked at his desk. I was aware that my presence was a disruption, but there were things left unsaid between us that refused to let me leave. 

“Will you be restoring the house?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding. “I haven’t actually seen it yet. I’ll finish up here and then check it out.”

He nodded. “I see. Well, if you do the same quality of work you did here, it will turn out great.”

“Thank you.”

The stilted conversation was awkward and uncomfortable. Anyone observing us would never know we had been hot and heavy a day ago. It was like it never happened, which was killing me just a little. 

“Okay, well, it looks like you have a lot to do here. I’m going to pack my things. I guess I’ll see you in a day or two. I’ll check up on things, but my work is mostly done. You’re in good hands with Amber.”

“She seems very capable,” he said, nodding. 

“Yes, she is.”

The silence stretched out between us again, the air heavy with nervous tension. I stood and moved toward the door, hoping he would pour his heart out and tell me he was crazy about me. The awkwardness was almost unbearable. As I reached the door, I turned back to Timothy.

“Before I go, I just want to say thank you. For everything. Thanks for taking a chance on me with the job. And for letting me crash here. It was very kind.”

He nodded, his face blank. “You’re welcome.”

Feeling oddly bereft but not knowing what else to say, I slipped out of the room, leaving him alone with his paperwork and catalogs. I climbed the stairs up to the third floor, taking note of all the details. I had a feeling it was going to be the last time I saw the place.

As I packed up my belongings in my room, I felt a horrible sadness. It seemed like I was constantly losing. 

“What are you doing?” Paisley asked from the door.

I sighed, trying to maintain composure. “Packing, Paisley. I have to go.”

Paisley’s face fell. “You can’t leave.”

“The job is done, and my apartment will be ready soon,” I said, smiling. 

“I don’t want you to go,” Paisley murmured, stepping into the room, her hands fidgeting nervously with the hem of her shirt. “You are the closest thing to a friend I have.”

I felt a pang in my chest. “Paisley, you have friends. But I am happy to call you my friend too.”

“Why are you leaving? It’s not like there’s not enough room here. Just because the job is done doesn’t mean you can’t stay here. You said your apartment wasn’t livable.”

“But I have a house now,” I told her gently. “I can’t stay here forever. It was only temporary.”

“But my dad loves you,” she blurted out.

My chest tightened at her words. “He doesn’t, Paisley. This isn’t about that. Your father and I had a good working relationship. We got along well, but that’s all it was.”

Paisley refused to accept my explanation, attempting to highlight Timothy’s positive attributes. “But he does,” Paisley insisted, a stubborn tilt to her chin. “He talks about you all the time. You’re all he ever wants to discuss at dinner. And when he found out that guy was bothering you, he went crazy. He wouldn’t do that for just anyone.”

“Paisley,” I began, but she cut me off.

“No! I know he seems like a cold stiff, but he’s not. He’s just really, uh, distant. He’s nice once you get to know him. And he can be really funny when he’s not scowling.”

“Paisley,” I tried again, my voice trembling. “It’s not about whether he’s a good man or not. I know he is. But I can’t stay here based on what could be. You understand that, don’t you?”

She was quiet for a moment, her lips pressed into a line as she studied me. Then, with a gulp, she nodded.

“I understand,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

I reached out and hugged her tightly. “You’re a wonderful girl, Paisley. Never forget that.”

I released her as Paisley wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks.

“I wish you wouldn’t go,” she whispered.

I had to cut her off, the pain in my chest too raw to keep talking about Timothy. “He wants to be alone, Paisley. That’s it. This isn’t my home. I need to make one for myself and move on. Your father isn’t ready for a relationship. One day he might be, but after going through what he did, there’s a lot of healing that has to happen.”

Paisley’s eyes brimmed with unshed tears, and her voice was shaky. “But you’ve done so much for this place. And for him. You can’t just leave.”

A lump formed in my throat as I continued packing, the room closing in on me. “I have to. It’s not my place. It’s time to go.”

Paisley stormed out of the room, leaving me alone with the echoes of her pleas. I zipped up my suitcase and quickly left my room. I walked through the hallways of Gloriana Manor one last time, a silent farewell to the house I had poured my heart into. 

I didn’t see him again. I walked to my truck and threw the suitcase in the back. I sat in my truck for a minute and stared up at the house. I allowed myself a moment to reflect on the summer. It had been transformative for me and the house. I felt a sense of pride at the transformation I had brought to Gloriana Manor. 

I started my truck and pulled away. My heart hurt. I glanced in the rearview mirror and felt like I was leaving a lot more than a house behind.

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of finality as it became smaller and smaller in my vision. I sighed deeply, my mind flooded with memories of laughter and a few arguments and, of course, Timothy. 

The night in the kitchen was something I would never forget. I truly did wish Timothy the best. I knew he had gone through hell with his ex. Maybe if we had met a year or two down the road, we might have had something. But timing, as they say, was everything. 

I found myself wondering about Timothy’s reaction to my departure. Would he regret not saying goodbye? Or had he simply felt relief when I left? 

I gripped the steering wheel tighter. My heart was heavy, full of wishful what-ifs and pondering regrets. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Timothy

––––––––
[image: image]


I WANDERED THROUGH the house, appreciating new details I hadn’t noticed before. Amber and her crew bustled around, putting the final touches on the mansion’s transformation. The furniture had been carefully selected. It now filled the rooms, creating an air of elegance that reminded me of the days my grandparents lived in the house. 

The house looked like a real home. I was thrilled with how it all turned out. Amber was a very skilled designer and had managed to source antiques and furniture that brought it all together. Everything was perfect. It was the dream I had been harboring for years. To see it come to life was satisfying. 

But amid the hustle, something crucial was missing—Catherine. She was the one that saw my dream and made it come to life. I hated that she wasn’t here to see it all come to fruition. I wandered into the library and couldn’t help but think about her. The moment I caught her when she fell off the ladder was the first time I got to hold her. 

Catherine had spent countless hours working on the shelving units. The library was one of my favorite rooms. Amber had brought in a new couch that cradled you when you sank into it. 

The fireplace was now cleaned and restored, casting a warm, welcoming glow on the rich, mahogany bookshelves. The updated paint brightened the place up just enough to keep it from looking like a cave. 

Her absence was palpable, a physical ache that had settled in my chest. I missed hearing her laughter echo in these walls, missed seeing her eyes light when she hung a piece of trim or finished polishing a floor. 

I left the library and continued my hunt for Bennet. That was a downside to a house this size. I felt like I needed to pack a lunch when I needed to go in search of someone. I felt stupid having to call Bennet or Paisley when we were under the same roof. 

I found him in the office I had set up for him. He was going to be living at the manor with me. It just made things easier. He had a suite at the opposite end of the hallway.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

“Did you schedule that meeting?” I asked. 

“Yes,” he said, nodding. “I updated your calendar.”

“Oh.”

He smiled. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I said, shrugging. “Why?”

“Because you have found your way to my office, which is not exactly in your usual path to the kitchen.”

“I was just walking around to check on the progress,” I said, shrugging. 

“You’re bored.”

I scoffed. “Can’t a man stretch his legs?”

“Of course.”

“Since you’re here, I’ve been meaning to ask you if we are still planning to return to New York City this fall?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “Do you want to go back?

Bennet leaned back in his chair with a silly grin. “I’ve been enjoying my time here, actually.”

“Bennet is enjoying small-town living?” I joked. 

“I’ve been seeing a woman here,” he said, shrugging. “I don’t mind sticking around a while.”

“You’ve been seeing a woman?” I asked, surprised. Bennet was not typically one for relationships. His work was usually the sole focus of his attention.

“Indeed,” he said, nodding, the smile never leaving his face. “She’s beautiful. Fun. We get along great.”

I chuckled, leaning against the doorframe. “Well, well. So the big city man has been charmed by a small-town girl?”

He rolled his eyes at me but didn’t deny it. “Don’t forget, you fell for a small-town girl, too.”

His words hit me like a punch in the gut. Catherine’s image flashed in my mind and I found myself at a loss for words. “Yeah, anyway, I’ll be in my office.”

“Tim, stop,” he said, switching to friend mode instead of the assistant mode. “What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing.”

“I’ve known you for how long? I know when there’s something on your mind.”

I hesitated, uncertain whether I wanted to talk about my issues. “Catherine happened.”

“What does that mean?” he asked.

“Something unexpected happened between us,” I told him. “Something I didn’t plan for. It’s left me feeling lost.”

Bennet leaned forward. “Tell me what’s going on.”

I sighed. My gaze fixed on the polished floor that I knew she had spent time working on. Every damn room in the house was a reminder of her. She had touched everything. “I didn’t come here to fall in love. I came to restore this place, to preserve my family’s legacy, and maybe grow old and decrepit here alone. But Catherine, dammit, she changed everything.”

Bennet chuckled, dismissing my proclamation. “You’re being overly dramatic, my friend. Love happens when you least expect it. Maybe it’s time to lay it all out there for her. Talk to Catherine. See what she wants.”

“You don’t understand. I don’t want to be in love. I don’t want to love anyone ever again.”

Bennet remained silent for a moment, studying my face. “You’re scared,” he finally said, his voice soft. 

“No, I’m not scared,” I lied, feeling my pride rise up to protect me. “I’m being practical.”

“Practical?” Bennet echoed. “Preventing yourself from loving someone because you’re avoiding potential hurt is not being practical. That’s letting fear rule your life.” 

“I thought I loved Regina,” I said. “You know how that turned out.”

“Regina and Catherine are two different people, Tim. And you are not the same man you were then.”

My history with Regina had left such a bitter taste in my mouth that I was convinced I would rather endure loneliness than risk heartbreak again. I didn’t trust myself to choose the right woman. I didn’t think I could survive another relationship crashing and burning like the one with Regina. That had nearly killed me.

“I am the same man, Bennet. Just a little wiser. I don’t trust easily. Once you’ve been burned as badly as I have, you don’t recover from that. It strips away a piece of your soul.”

He shook his head, clearly unimpressed with my attempt at self-pity. “We all change, Tim. You’ve changed since coming here. I’ve seen the change in you. It’s a good change. You’re not as angry and bitter as you were. This place has been good for you. Catherine has been good for you. I think you need to talk to her.”

I shook my head, a heavy sigh escaping my lips. “It’s too late for that. Catherine packed up her things, and her work on the house is done. She’s moving on.”

Bennet studied me for a moment. “Tim, nothing is ever too late. If you care about her, go after her. Lay it all out there. It might not be the end you think it is. Tell her you’ve got some reservations. From what I understand, she’s probably the one woman in this area that can understand why you might be struggling to jump in with both feet.”

“What if she doesn’t feel the same way?” I asked. The thought of rejection, of her not wanting me the way I wanted her, was too much to bear.

“So what?” Bennet said with a shrug. “You’ll never know if you don’t try. And isn’t it better to try and fail than to wonder what could have been?”

His words echoed through the quiet room, stinging me with their truth. I knew he was right. I needed to talk to Catherine, to tell her how I felt. But the fear of being vulnerable was holding me back.

“Maybe you’re right, Bennet. Maybe I should talk to her.”

Bennet grinned, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “That’s the spirit. Now, go get your woman.”

“I’m not sure about that,” I said. “I have another girl I need to talk to. Have you seen Paisley? I thought she said she was going to be swimming today, but I didn’t see her in the pool.”

He shook his head. “That’s where I saw her last. The walls aren’t vibrating with some chick singing about an ex-boyfriend, so either she’s watching TV in the second floor sitting room or taking a walk in the gardens.”

I smiled. “It’s hard to believe one of those little speakers can put out so much noise.”

“And lucky for us, she has two hundred and eighteen of those speakers,” he said sarcastically. 

“Lighten up, Bennet. You were a teenager once.”

“A quiet teenager,” he retorted. 

The door to Paisley’s room was closed. I knocked and waited. There was no response. A sigh escaped my lips, and I decided to take a chance and risk her screaming at me for violating her privacy. “Paisley?”

“Go away,” she called out. 

“Paisley, we need to talk.”

I pushed open the door and walked in. She was curled up on her bed, her eyes fixed on a distant point. “What are you doing?” I asked. 

“What does it look like I’m doing?” she shot back. 

She wasn’t talking to me. She hadn’t talked to me since Catherine left. I didn’t know how to explain it wasn’t really my fault Catherine went home. It was, but it wasn’t. Catherine had her own life, but Paisley wasn’t interested in hearing a rational argument. 

“Did you go swimming?” I asked. 

She didn’t look at me. “Yes.”

“Can we talk?” I asked. 

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Okay, how about I talk and you listen?” I said. 

“It’s not like I can stop you.”

“I spoke to your mom,” I said, watching for any reaction.

“Oh goodie. Let me guess, she sent my plane ticket and wants you to get me to the airport?”

“No, not quite.”

“Then what?” she said, sighing. “Does she want to send me to some other foreign country? One of those boot camps? Just tell me. I’m ready for it.”

“I asked her if we could talk about you staying here to live with me,” I said. 

Her eyes finally met mine. “Yeah, and? You said you’ve asked her that before. Big deal.”

“This time it’s different.”

“Did you meet her demands? How much am I worth? A million? Two million?”

“I didn’t offer her any money,” I said. “But if that would be the ticket to getting you to stay here, I would.”

“Then what?” 

“She said she’s going to think about it,” I said. 

“You mean she might actually consider it? She might really let me stay here?”

“I think so,” I said gently, taking a seat on the edge of her bed. “I told her how much you’ve grown since you’ve been here. How well you fit in, how happy you are.”

“I don’t want to get my hopes up,” she said quietly, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I’ve been let down too many times.”

I reached out, brushing a stray lock of hair off her face. “I know,” I said softly. “But this time it seems like there might be a chance. Before, she always shut it down. There was never a discussion.”

“There has to be some kind of catch, right? Why would she suddenly change her mind?”

“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging. “But I’m willing to swallow my pride and try to make this work with her. Your happiness matters to me. I want you to have a choice in your life, and if staying here is what you want, I’ll do everything in my power to make it happen, even if that means I have to play nice with your mom.”

Her lips quirked. “I know how hard that must be for you.”

“It’ll be worth it,” I said. 

“When will you get an answer?”

“Soon, I hope. I’m doing everything I can to make this work for you. I know this is important to you. I know you hate that boarding school. If your mom does agree to it, there will be some ground rules. I have a feeling your mom will also have her own stipulations. You’re going to have to agree to some things. We all have to commit to making it work.”

Paisley was silent for a long moment. “Okay.” 

I got up from her bed and turned to leave, pausing at the doorway. “Try not to worry too much about it tonight,” I told her. “We’ll give your mom a few days. She’ll come up with her conditions and we can begin the negotiation process. I know it sounds hopeless, but this is a good first step. You know I’m an excellent negotiator. I’m very accustomed to getting what I want.”

She snorted. “Have you met my mother? She is the queen of getting what she wants.”

“That’s when she holds power over someone,” I reminded her. “She doesn’t hold that power over me. Not anymore.”

“Fine.” 

I closed the door behind me, hoping Regina would do the right thing. I hated getting Paisley’s hopes up, but I needed her to have something to hold on to. As the days ticked closer to the end of summer and her inevitable return to Germany, her mood had really soured. I hated seeing her so upset. Any little glimmer of hope I could give her was worth it. 

I headed downstairs and happened to hear the muted voices of the housekeeper, Martha, talking with someone in the foyer. I heard the other voice but didn’t believe I was hearing what I thought I did. There was an unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach. As I approached, the sight before me confirmed my worst fears. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Catherine

––––––––
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THE WINDING DRIVE UP to Gloriana Manor felt both familiar and unsettling. It had been days since I set foot on these grounds, days since I left a piece of my heart behind. My truck rumbled through the gate, the towering mansion slowly coming into view. I dreaded and looked forward to coming back here. 

Amber met me in the driveway, her expression flustered and worn. She looked exhausted. There was a bead of sweat on her forehead, telling me she had been busting her ass. “Catherine, you shouldn’t be here,” she said with a shake of her head.

“What do you mean? I brought the antiques for you to use.”

It was a little offensive to think I was no longer allowed at the property I poured my heart and soul into. If Timothy was kicking me out, he was going to have to get the balls to tell me himself. 

“Thanks. You can just leave them by my van and I’ll get them taken care of.” She looked around like she was expecting the bogeyman to jump out.

“Is something wrong?” I asked her. 

“No.”

“Blink twice if there’s a crazy man in there,” I said.

Amber glanced around nervously. “There’s a woman here, claiming to be Mrs. Hastings. She’s been giving orders, taking over everything.” 

“What?” I gasped. “Mrs. Hastings?”

She nodded. “I couldn’t handle it anymore. I quit. I do not get paid enough to deal with that bullshit.”

My heart sank at the mention of Mrs. Hastings. It had been days since I talked to Timothy. I didn’t think he would run off and get married overnight, but if he had a mistress or something else, maybe she was just preparing herself for when she was Mrs. Hastings. 

“Where’s Timothy?” I asked.

“He’s supposed to be back from a business trip to New York today,” Amber said. “I tried to stay to tell him about this woman, but I can’t take it. I’m sorry, Catherine. Your efforts in finding antiques might be in vain.” The frustration explained the perspiration I saw on her face. Nothing ever got under Amber’s skin. 

“What did he say?” I asked. 

“Nothing,” she hissed. “I appreciate all the work I get, but I’m not working for anyone that vile. I don’t care how much money it costs me.”

I looked at the house, debating what to do. “I brought those lamps we talked about.”

“I’m sorry, but that woman is not going to want them. I’m taking a lot of the stuff back with me. Now, I’m stuck with inventory I couldn’t afford.”

“Timothy will pay,” I said. 

“I don’t want to deal with it,” she said. “Trust me, get in your truck and drive away. Save yourself.”

Amber climbed into her van and drove away, leaving me standing alone in the driveway. I wasn’t one to quit anything, but neither was Amber and she was running scared. While I debated what to do, an elegant woman, poised and confident, appeared in the front door. She looked to be in her mid-forties and was very beautiful. She had the look of someone with money and a lot of it. 

“There you are,” she said with a hint of disgust in her voice. “I want this floor in the foyer polished. I told you to get it done.”

I looked behind me to see if she was talking to someone else. “Me?” I asked. 

“Well of course, you! Where is your uniform? I made it very clear all staff is to be in uniform at all times. I need to know who is in my house.”

It felt like I had fallen into the Twilight Zone. “Excuse me?” I said with confusion. 

The woman stepped out of the doorway and marched toward me. “Don’t you ever speak to me in that tone again.”

“I don’t know who you are or what you are talking about,” I said as calmly as possible. 

“You’re fired! Done! I will not tolerate insubordination.”

I had to keep from laughing. It felt like I was being set up for some practical joke. The way the woman was practically shooting flames out of her nostrils said she was very serious. 

“I’m sorry, but I think you are mistaking me for someone else. I’m not the staff and I don’t work for you.”

“Who are you?” she snapped.

“Catherine,” I declared, refusing to bow to her presumed authority. “I’ve been working on this restoration project with Timothy. Where is he?”

She gestured vaguely. “Busy with his affairs. He should be back shortly.”

“I see,” I said. “I am the contractor. I’d like to follow up on some things.”

She looked me up and down and laughed. “Sure, contractor. Is that what he told you to say?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, barely containing my anger.

“And I don’t know who you are. No, you cannot look at anything or whatever. I’m the lady of the house and I’m telling you to get off my property.”

It all started to fall into place. This had to be Regina. Why she was claiming to be the lady of the house, I had no idea. The fact she was here and taking ownership could only mean one thing—Timothy had taken her back. 

When? That was my only question. How long had they been together? Was there ever a divorce or had I fallen for another bullshitter that could spin some tall tales?

“Fine,” I said, not interested in arguing with the woman.

I walked back to my truck and was about to get in when a car pulled into the large, circular driveway. I watched as Timothy climbed out. Bennet got out of the other side. He looked from me to his wife. 

“What is Regina still doing here?” Timothy demanded. 

I didn’t know what the hell was going on but I was not interested in playing whatever game was unfolding. 

“Catherine,” he said.

I looked at him, every ounce of pain I felt in that moment reflected in my eyes. The betrayal cut deep. I was afraid I would double over from the pain if I didn’t get out of there. Regina was standing in the driveway with her hands on her hips and a smug smile on her face. 

I climbed into my truck and prayed the engine started on the first try. Thankfully, it did. I put it in drive and hit the gas. 

“Catherine!” Timothy called out and walked after my truck. 

I punched it, my tires squealing. I barely made it through the gate that was closing. Tears were burning the backs of my eyes. I refused to cry. I was so sick of crying over men that didn’t deserve my tears. Despite my attempts not to do it, the tears fell, blurring my vision and threatening to cause a wreck. 

I pounded my hand against the steering wheel, cursing Timothy and his lies. Why me? That was the line that kept running through my head. What did I do to deserve Scott and then Timothy? I had never been anything but loyal and faithful. Why couldn’t I find a man that adhered to those same principles? Were there any good men left?

The tears became too much and I had to pull over to keep from causing an accident. I buried my face in my hands and let the sobs roll over me.

THE END
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TRI: 

I’m a Navy SEAL on a mission to find out what’s happening in a politically-charged environment. When things go horribly wrong, I find myself saddled with my exact opposite: a female scientist who never runs out of questions or words. Now we’re stuck on a deserted island with no way off and information vital to avoiding World War III. Will we make it off the island in time to warn the world what’s coming? And will we do it with our hearts still intact?  
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ASHLEY: 

They sent me to an island to find out why the marine life off the coast was behaving strangely. The only problem? It’s a contested land inhabited by terrorists. When I find myself stranded on the island with a Navy SEAL who saved my life, I don’t know whether we’ll make it off alive. But one thing I do know? I might be falling for the man with the haunting blue eyes. Before we find out whether we have a future together, we have to escape terrorists, get off the island, and save the world. 
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JAMIE CONNORS HAS GIVEN up on men. Despite being smart, pretty, and just slightly overweight, she’s a magnet for the kind of guys that don’t stay around. 
Her sister’s wedding is at the foreground of the family’s attention. Jamie would be fine with it if her sister wasn’t pressuring her to lose weight so she’ll fit in the maid of honor dress, her mother would get off her case and her ex-boyfriend wasn’t about to become her brother-in-law. 
Determined to step out on her own, she accepts a PA position from billionaire Alex Reid. The job includes an apartment on his property and gets her out of living in her parent’s basement. 
Jamie must balance her life and somehow figure out how to manage her billionaire boss, without falling in love with him. 
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SOMETIMES THE HEART needs a different kind of saving... find out if Charity Thompson will find a way of saving forever in this hospital setting Best-Selling Romance by Lexy Timms 
Charity Thompson wants to save the world, one hospital at a time. Instead of finishing med school to become a doctor, she chooses a different path and raises money for hospitals – new wings, equipment, whatever they need. Except there is one hospital she would be happy to never set foot in again—her fathers. So of course, he hires her to create a gala for his sixty-fifth birthday. Charity can’t say no. Now she is working in the one place she doesn’t want to be. Except she’s attracted to Dr. Elijah Bennet, the handsome heartbreaker chief. 
Will she ever prove to her father that’s she’s more than a med school dropout? Or will her attraction to Elijah keep her from repairing the one thing she desperately wants to fix? 
The Takeover Series
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        Grab Managing the Bosses Box Set Books #1-3
Book 1 The Boss
From USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Lexy Timms, comes a billionaire romance that'll make you swoon and fall in love all over again.Jamie Connors has given up on finding a man. Despite being smart, pretty, and just slightly overweight, she's a magnet for the kind of guys that don't stay around.Her sister's wedding is at the foreground of the family's attention. Jamie would be fine with it if her sister wasn't pressuring her to lose weight so she'll fit in the maid of honor dress, her mother would get off her case and her ex-boyfriend wasn't about to become her brother-in-law.Determined to step out on her own, she accepts a PA position from billionaire Alex Reid. The job includes an apartment on his property and gets her out of living in her parent's basement.Jamie has to balance her life and somehow figure out how to manage her billionaire boss, without falling in love with him. 
Book 2  The Boss Too
Jamie Connors has decided a job is more important than a boyfriend. She's landed an awesome position working as billionaire Alex Reid's personal PA. It is not meant to be a job with benefits and yet she finds herself in Alex' bed. Despite being smart, pretty, and slightly overweight, she doesn't believe she's attractive enough for a man like Alex.Trying to manage work and put as much time into her sister's wedding, Jamie finds herself trying to please everyone. Her sister's wedding is at the foreground of the family's attention. Jamie would be fine if her sister wasn't so bossy, if her mother would stop nagging and her awful ex-boyfriend wasn't about to become her brother-in-law.Jamie has to learn to love herself again, speak up for herself and have the confidence to go after what she wants. She also needs to prove to Alex that she's perfect for her job and for his bed.

Book 3 Who's the Boss Now
How close can you get to the fire and not get burned? Landing the dream job, working and dating her incredibly hot boss and at the same time gaining the confidence she never had, Jamie doesn't think live could get any better.She's helping to manage a multi-billion dollar company. Her family issues seemed to be resolved and even though she and Alex have to figure out the wrinkles, it looks like they'll be able to be professional at work and romantic after.Except perfect isn't quite exactly how Jamie imagined it would be.
Managing the Bosses Series: The Boss The Boss Too Who's the Boss Now * Gift for the Boss (Christmas Novella) Love the Boss I Do the Boss Wife to the Boss Employed by the Boss Brother to the Boss Senior Advisor to the Boss Forever the Boss
Christmas with the Boss
Billionaire in Control
Billionaire Makes Millions
Billionaire at Work
Mark's Story - Precious Little Thing
Mark's Story - Priceless Love
Valentine Love
The Cost of Freedom
Trick or Treat
The Night Before Christmas
This is a steamy romance, NOT erotica.
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	    About the Author

        
            "Love should be something that lasts forever, not is lost forever." 

Visit USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR, LEXY TIMMS

https://www.facebook.com/SavingForever

*Please feel free to connect with me and share your comments. I love connecting with my readers.*

Sign up for news and updates and freebies - I like spoiling my readers!
http://eepurl.com/9i0vD

website: www.lexytimms.com

Dealing in Antique Jewelry and hanging out with her awesome hubby and three kids, Lexy Timms loves writing in her free time. 

MANAGING THE BOSSES is a bestselling 10-part series dipping into the lives of Alex Reid and Jamie Connors. Can a secretary really fall for her billionaire boss?

        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at Lexy Timms’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    

d2d_images/teaser_168823_image.jpg
%

BOSS

e %
LA
BOSS

b






d2d_images/cover.jpg
0
Y

i i
' USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR i

T LEXY TIMMS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/ata_image.jpg
I Bestselling Author

Timms

when /HI,\C\‘I‘I}II meels /I/I‘IIA'III'I‘.A.






d2d_images/image001.jpg
474
W
i}






d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image006.jpg





d2d_images/image003.jpg
PSI&:)‘{

vvvvvvvvv





d2d_images/image004.jpg





d2d_images/image009.jpg





d2d_images/image007.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR 1

TOOLEXY TIMMS





d2d_images/image008.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/image012.jpg





d2d_images/image013.png





d2d_images/image010.png
THE BILLIONAIRE'S DYNASTY #1

PASSION &





d2d_images/image011.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image014.jpg
= =5

W DEAD’
AHEA:
LEXYTIMMS - AUTUMN G





d2d_images/image015.png





d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





d2d_images/scene_break.png





