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				Chapter 1


				“Attention ladies and gentlemen, we’re preparing for our descent into London/Heathrow International Airport. The captain has turned on the fasten seatbelt sign. Please ensure your seatbacks and tray tables are in their locked and upright positions. We should be arriving at our destination within the half-hour.”

				The flight attendant’s overly cheerful voice roused Grace McConnell from her paperback novel. Her neck ached, and her legs itched to move from the confines of her seat on the plane. She nudged the woman next to her. Drool trickled from her mouth and she rubbed at her face.

				“Are we there?” Valerie beamed, elation in her eyes. “I’m so excited. London. Grace, we’re actually moving to London.”


				“We’re about to land.” Grace’s stomach dropped and her hand went to the antique locket hanging around her neck. She worried at it with her fingers until her friend shot her a look.


				“Grace, you’ve got to move on.”

				“I know. I’m trying.”

				“A year in London, restoring a historic town, meeting new people, and breaking out of your comfort bubble. This is exactly what you need.”

				Grace nodded, feeling the burn of unshed tears in her throat.


				“John would be proud of you. He wouldn’t want to see you waste your life.”

				Her chest ached at the mere mention of his name. When he’d died last year, she’d thought the grief would kill her. The move to London was giving her the chance to start over and carve out her own place in the world. An opportunity to get away from their small town.

			

			
				She lifted the chain from her neck and opened the locket. His warm chocolate eyes stared back at her with an intensity that stole her breath.

				The pressure in the cabin changed, causing her ears to pop and crackle as she yawned. “I hate this part,” she said through gritted teeth.

				“Landing?”

				“Not so much the landing. It’s the idea that we’re in a metal tube, falling slowly to the earth.”

				Valerie scoffed. “Control freak.”

				“Yep.” Grace closed her eyes and worked to control her breathing as the ground approached. She tried to distract herself with thoughts of her new future, this amazing job opportunity, and the life she wanted for herself. When that didn’t work, she resorted to an old classic.

				Dear God, please don’t let us crash.


				She knew it sounded elementary, but it always worked. She repeated the mantra until the wheels touched down.

				At the sound of squealing tires and the roar of the air ripping as the wing flaps were raised, she finally began to relax, her focus brought back to the present and future. The plane rolled to a stop at the terminal and she peeled her fingers from her knees.

				“The worst is over.”

				“I hope our bags made it from our connecting flight,” Valerie whined as they disembarked the plane.

				“I’m sure they did. Now, where is baggage claim?”

				They searched the airport for signs leading them out of the gate area. Grace was momentarily overcome with anxiety by the current of people rushing by, dodging the paths of distracted travelers heading to their flights. A familiar flutter of nerves started in her stomach as she left the concourse and followed the signs to the baggage carousels.

			

			
				“I’ll get us a cart. You doing all right?” Valerie’s voice was filled with concern.

				“Fine.” She took a shaky breath. “You know I don’t like big crowds.”


				“Yeah. Guess I forgot. Haven’t seen you outside of the office much lately.”

				“I’ll be fine. Go get the cart.” Grace checked the time. “It’ll be a few more minutes until our luggage starts coming out anyway.”


				Grace groaned as she plopped down onto one of the seats ringing the baggage claim area. She was tired and hated this part of traveling. Airports seemed to bring out the worst in people. Valerie returned, accompanied by a rolling cart, and stood at the back of the crowd, trying in vain to peek through the spaces between the taller heads in the front of the mass. As the crowd thinned and people snatched their bags from the revolving belt, Grace finally stood, ready to join them and claim her own belongings.

				That’s when she saw him.


				He was standing at the carousel opposite her own.

				“Holy hell,” she whispered, her heart clenching at a mirror image of the man she’d loved so deeply.

				His unruly hair was longer than usual, sticking up every which way. He looked different and yet completely the same. She watched as he leaned in and pulled a suitcase off the belt. His eyes met hers for a moment from across the room and she dropped her gaze, flustered and hurting.

				“It’s not him. Get it together,” she muttered to herself, as her eyes filled with hot tears.

				“Come on! Our bags are circling.” Valerie weaved the cart through the crowd.

				Grace looked back at the spot where the man had been standing, only to find an empty space. John is dead. Stop it, Grace.


				Fear boiled inside her. I think I’m losing my mind.


			

			
				“Are you sure you’re okay?” Valerie asked, placing a gentle hand on her arm.

				She shook her head and laughed it off, boxing her fears away. “Yeah.” She bit her lip and fought to control the quaver in her voice. “I thought I saw, well . . . I thought I saw John.” She waved her hand, trying to dismiss her own words. “I’m just tired.”


				Her friend’s eyes went wide. “Are you sure?”

				“No, I’m not sure. He looked just like him. But then he was gone when I looked back.”

				Her bag turned the corner on the carousel and she jumped at the chance to change the subject. “Oh, God, why did I pack so much?” Grace grunted as she hefted the large suitcase and set it on their cart.

				“Probably because we’re moving here. Anyway, my bag is heavier than yours. I had to pay that ridiculous fee for the extra weight. I don’t know why they wouldn’t take into consideration that this is my entire wardrobe and I’m not vacationing.”


				“Right.” Grace smiled as she pushed the cart toward the taxi terminal. “Here we go.”

				The cool air hit them as the doors whooshed open. Grace took a deep breath, smelling motor oil, jet fuel, and tarmac. She wrinkled her nose and coughed. “Well, it’s better than recirculated airplane air.”

				Valerie laughed. “True.”

				“Come on, let’s get going. I’m dying to get to our house and sleep in an actual bed.”

				Grace waved down a taxi and sighed with relief when they finally started toward their new town and her new life.

				Grace woke with the feeling of her heart breaking, her temples pounding from the pressure of her clenched teeth, and most of all, her mind clinging desperately to the images her subconscious couldn’t let go of.

				John . . . 

			

			
				She’d dreamt of him every night for eleven months. The dream was always the same—rich brown eyes stared into her own, while simple sweet words were whispered against her lips. She could almost feel the pressure of his mouth on hers after waking. There seemed to be no way to move forward when he visited her night after night.

				As the alarm on her phone began to buzz, she sat up and threw the unfamiliar covers off her legs, ready to begin the day. She hoped this would be the first morning of her new beginning; a step toward a new life.

				 Her limbs moved heavily, weighed down by jetlag, and her eyes hurt. The bedroom she’d chosen in their new cottage wasn’t the bigger of the two, but it was comfy and quaint.

				“Morning.”

				Grace heard a sleepy voice from a corner of the sitting room area. She looked past the stacks of boxes and saw Valerie sleepily stirring her coffee, while curled up in the cozy armchair by the fireplace. “Morning. Did you sleep at all?”


				“Some. It’s so different here, isn’t it?”

				Grace nodded and padded over to the kitchen to get a cup of the delicious smelling coffee. As she poured it into a mug she’d pulled from a box marked in red sharpie, she went through her mental list of things to take care of today. She thought back to the voice mail from John’s mother she’d forgotten to check before the flight. She pulled her phone out of her purse and played the message, international charges be damned.


				“Hi, Grace, dear, this is Marianne. I wanted to check up on you, honey. Brian and I have been missing you. We want you to know that you’re always welcome with us and we would love to hear how you’re travels are going. Please call me. Love you, sweetie.”

				She smiled as she poured her coffee, but it was a bittersweet moment. John’s mother was kind-hearted and loved her like a daughter. But after months of constant calls, coffee dates, family dinners, and random drop-ins, Grace needed a break.


			

			
				It was nice of her to give me a call, though. She mentally chastised herself as she took a cautious sip from her steaming mug.


				Valerie stood and stretched, yawning loudly. “Marianne?” she asked, shooting a knowing glance at the phone.

				Grace nodded as she swallowed her coffee. “We should try to get our phone set up today, don’t you think? And the internet. We need to contact the office as soon as we can.”

				She let out another yawn. “Yes, I already made an appointment. They should be here within the hour. You might want to get dressed. We’ll have to go out to get food.”

				Grace grabbed her cup and headed to her en suite. As she rifled through her toiletries bag, searching for her shampoo, soap, and toothbrush, she thanked God for the change in scenery. She stepped under the spray of the shower and let the hot water cascade over her, washing the grime of travel from her skin. Her shoulders relaxed and her eyes closed. She focused on clearing her mind of all-things-John. Her central focus needed to be work. That’s what she was in Braley for.

				Twenty minutes later, dressed in dark jeans, converse tennis shoes, and a simple black shirt and cardigan, she emerged from her bedroom refreshed and ready to start the day. First thing’s first. Get to the site and see what kind of building I’ve got to work with.


				Apparently, an old manor house which had been converted into attached homes had been purchased with the intent of renovation prior to leasing. The buyer had hired Bidwell to supervise the accurate restoration of the homes and maintain their status as historic structures. Mr. Bidwell had personally confided in her that if the firm did a good job, he was reasonably sure their contract would be extended to the restoration of the church and possibly the town hall. All of which would look fantastic in her portfolio.

				When she rounded the corner into the kitchen, she found two workmen—obviously the cable and internet installers—enjoying a cup of coffee, while Valerie chatted animatedly about adjusting to the time change. She was all smiles and they gave her appreciative looks. Grace chuckled to herself. She was thirty-two years old and hadn’t been noticed like that in a long time. She felt a pang of jealousy.

			

			
				Get over it. You’re not in your twenties anymore.


				“Afternoon, miss. We’ll be out of your hair in no time. Just give us a minute and we’ll get you squared away,” the taller man said. Neither one of them were particularly good looking, but she noticed how much their accents did to enhance their appeal.

				“You lot Americans, then?” the second man asked.

				“Yes. We just arrived two days ago,” Valerie answered shyly.


				“Found yourselves a posh spot. Blimey, this place is top notch.”


				“Thank you. We really haven’t had a chance to look too closely yet.”


				After a few minutes of tinkering with the laptop, the men had everything up and running. They gave turn-by-turn directions to a nice place for lunch and were gone.

				“Relatively painless,” Grace said.

				Valerie snickered. “So, they really do say blimey and posh.”


				Grace laughed and looked around the cozy cottage, draped with lace doilies and grandma furniture. “I’m pretty sure they laid it on thick for our benefit.”

				After sending a brief message, checking in at the office, they headed out to explore.

				As they walked around Braley, they saw an authentic English town right out of the pages of a history book. They found Tudor-style homes, long since converted to shops, as well as terraced houses in some areas.

				“Are those buildings slightly crooked or is it just me?” Valerie asked as they stopped in front of a row of homes.

				“It’s not you. A lot of structures still standing from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries begin to lean as a result of the beams warping.” She cast a teasing glance at her friend. “You should know this stuff. Has the truth finally come out? Are you actually not as capable as you seem?”

			

			
				Valerie’s lips quirked into a grin as she nodded. “I knew it. I’ve just never seen buildings like these in real life.”

				Cafés and pubs lined the narrow streets and a road led to a church at the edge of town. People were out and about walking from shop to shop. Some were openly friendly, smiling and waving. She was enamored with the architecture and as they stood in front of the manor house they’d been hired to restore, her heart leapt with anticipation. She hoped Bidwell was right; she would love to get her hands on the church.


				If all goes well, I could eventually get to work on the whole town.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 2


				Grace and Valerie continued strolling through town, investigating the shops and the surrounding areas. The florist sat on the corner and buckets of beautiful flowers spilled out the open doors. The scent of roses and gardenia filled the sidewalk as they passed, bringing a smile to her lips.

				“Holy crap.” Valerie’s voice was low, drawing Grace’s attention from the flowers in her view. Her friend’s gaze was trained on the grocery store, called Ten’s, across the street, their next destination before heading home.

				“Grace, I left my phone at the house. Let’s go back and get it before we stop for groceries.” Valerie’s face was ashen, her eyes wide.


				“Val? Are you all right?”

				“Yeah. Fine. Come on.” Val grabbed her hand tightly and tugged her away from the grocery store.

				“We’re already here. You go back. I’ll stop in and grab the essentials. I need to get to work fielding the emails Bidwell sent this morning and I’ve already got the list of stuff we need. I’ll just meet you back at the house.”

				Valerie opened her mouth to protest, but she held up a hand to stop her. “Go on. Stop being ridiculous.”

				She watched as Valerie walked slowly back toward their house. Unease prickled the hair on the back of her neck. Why was Val being so weird?


				Her phone—practically an extra appendage by now—buzzed as she walked into Ten’s. She perused the aisles; her focus drifting from her phone to the items in her small basket. She was so engrossed in her email, she didn’t see the tall man in the aisle she was turning down. That is, until she collided with him.

			

			
				With a crash, his groceries fell to the floor, creating a disastrous mess of broken eggs, spilled milk, and loose tea.

				“Oh, my God!” She bent down to try and salvage the dry groceries he’d had. “I am so sorry. I’m such an idiot. Are you all right?”


				“It’s my fault, really. I should’ve been watching where you were going,” he said, a smile in his voice.

				“No, no. Let me pay for these,” she insisted, still not looking at him. Her eyes were focused on the mess she’d made.


				Long, thin fingers reached out to still her hands. “Please stop. It’s quite all right. No harm done.”

				She looked up to protest and found herself staring into eyes a familiar shade of melted chocolate, framed by dark eyebrows raised in a quizzical expression. Her heart thumped in her chest and she almost forgot to breathe.

				John?


				“Are you well? Miss?” the man asked.

				“I . . . I . . . have to go,” she stuttered, barely able to form a sentence. Heart racing, she turned and ran out of the store, leaving the man with no explanation and a mess on his hands.


				Valerie was waiting for her on the porch when she arrived home. “Did you see him?” was all she asked.

				“I saw him. I saw him at the airport and now the grocery store. I think I’ve lost my mind. “

				“Who did you see?”

				“J-John.”

				Valerie sat in shocked silence.

				“Not only did I see him, I ran into him, literally. Broke his eggs and ran away.” She felt herself spinning out of control.


				“Grace.” Valerie touched her arm.

				Grace stood and shook her head. “I know it’s not him, but he looks . . . Their eyes are exactly the same.”

			

			
				She went into the bathroom and splashed water on her face. As she took in her appearance, she realized Valerie must be questioning her sanity, too. Her face was flushed, her eyes wild, and her dark hair was in a fluffy mass tumbling around her shoulders. A far cry from the composed and self-assured person Valerie usually saw. She quickly ran her fingers through her hair and pulled it back into a low tail.

				She took a deep breath and determinedly walked into the sitting room. “I have to go back to the store. I need to get us some food and apologize to the manager. I’m sure that mess was hard to clean up.”

				“I’ll go with you,” Valerie said as she grabbed her purse and jacket.


				They walked back to Ten’s in silence. Anxiety bloomed in Grace’s chest as they got closer. Valerie must have recognized her distress, as she took her arm.

				The store was empty, except for the elderly shop attendant who’d witnessed the embarrassing incident. He glanced up at her and chuckled softly. Feeling her cheeks begin to warm, she ducked her head down and began to select groceries. As their cart filled, mostly due to Valerie’s efforts, Grace started to feel more confident that her eyes were simply playing tricks on her.

				“The last few days are taking their toll and mentally exhausting us both. I’m sure the resemblance to John is minor.” She tried to convince herself she was seeing him only because she wanted to.

				Valerie wheeled the cart up to the register and began to put their items on the belt. As the old man rang up their purchases, he looked at Grace and nodded with a smile.

				“You’re the daft girl that broke young Andrew Tensley’s eggs. What’re you going round breaking people’s eggs for, girl?” His eyes twinkled with mischief and she could tell Valerie was working hard to keep from smiling.

			

			
				“I wanted to apologize for that. I’m so sorry. Can I reimburse you for the groceries?” she whispered with embarrassment.


				“No, girl. I think you nearly gave Andrew a heart attack, though. You were in and out so fast we thought you might have been a ghost.”

				She flushed, then raised her chin. “I’m Grace McConnell, and this is Valerie Peters. We’re working with Bidwell AIA on the renovations for the Braley Housing Restoration.”

				“Well now, that is a mouthful. David’s my name. Been living in Braley me whole life. Good to see some people looking out for our past.” He nodded at them both. “How long are you lot staying on here?”

				“It really depends on how long the project takes. At least a year. We’ve just rented a little house on Baker Lane.”

				His eyebrows rose. “Little cottage? That’s one of Mary Kinton’s places. Was she good to ya? She can growl something awful, but once she gets used to ya, she’s all right. Momma bear, that one.”

				Valerie snickered. “So this Andrew person that Grace tackled . . .”

				“I didn’t tackle him, Valerie! I was preoccupied.”

				“Yes, Andrew Tensley. Now, there’s a good lad. Braley’s most eligible bachelor since I’m off the market.”

				Grace squashed down the feeling of excitement at the knowledge of Andrew being single. “Can you tell me how to find him? I want to apologize properly.”

				“Oh, I’m sure you’ll be seeing him round, young lady.” He winked.


				On the walk home, Grace knew she was being scrutinized, just like her mother had done in the weeks following John’s death. She picked up the pace and tried to pretend not to notice Valerie’s watchful gaze.

				As they entered the house, Grace set to work putting their cold items in the fridge. “Let’s put these away, then I’m going to head to bed,” she said as cheerfully as she could. “We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow. We’re supposed to meet with the owner of the houses we’re working on.”

			

			
				As soon as they were finished, Grace went to her room and closed the door. Safe and alone with her own thoughts.

				Drew Tensley walked down the aisles of his family’s grocery the next day, proud of the store he’d come to love over the last five years. Ten’s was a community staple; had been run by a member of the Tensley family for the last eighty years. That didn’t mean it was without challenges.

				He yawned and rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand. Beginning the day at four o’clock in the morning was his least favorite part of being a greengrocer. He’d been on his feet for the last twelve hours and was more than ready to go home. His mind wandered as he roamed the tea and coffee aisle, re-stocking and taking inventory. He paused when he caught sight of his favorite tea. It reminded him of the awkward exchange with the beautiful American woman who’d come to restore the town.

				As he headed home, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Her bewildered expression haunted him almost as much as the memory of her lovely face. From the little time he’d seen her, he was able to garner a few choice details. She was gorgeous, curves in all the right places, and plentiful where they needed to be. Her lips were made to be kissed and oh, how he wanted to be the one to do it. He could imagine her hair spilling across his pillow as he leaned her back onto his bed, the soft feel of her lips on his skin, his hands roaming down her body.


				Running his fingers through his hair, he pushed away the salacious thoughts, picked up his pace, and headed for the cold shower.


				The water coursed down his body in icy rivulets, effectively staunching the lust raging through his body. It had been a long time since his bedroom was used for anything other than sleep. Her flushed cheeks and luscious lips flashed in his memory and he had to force the answering wave of arousal away.


			

			
				Bloody hell, who is this woman?


				Drew’s phone rang non-stop on the way to London the next morning. All from Sarah, his ex-wife. He sighed inwardly and swiped across the screen of his phone as he parked.


				Tried to phone but no answer. Ring me back love. -S

				Drew, why are you ignoring me?

				Ring me back now. -S

				He ran his fingers through his hair, the need to flee taking hold as it always did when Sarah started circling. She was like a shark, scenting blood in the water. The problem was, if he let her get her hooks in him again, she would never let go.

				His meeting with the accountant for Ten’s was one of the most important of the year. This was time spent going over financials and planned expansion. He left the accountant’s office feeling buoyant; the possibilities for his family’s future were bright. His mum and dad needed some good news after the last few months.


				Having two hours before he needed to head back to Braley, he decided to stop for lunch. Living and working closely with family also meant time to himself was rare. Seated at the window of one of his favorite places to eat while in London, he settled in with the book he’d stashed in his pocket and waited for his food to arrive.

				“Oh, my. Aren’t you looking dashing in your specs, with fringe falling in your eyes?” The sultry voice from behind him stirred his gut.

				He turned and came face to face with Sarah. His first love and worst nightmare. Her blond hair was pulled up and away from her striking features. The deep blue of her eyes was accented by the red coat she wore over a low-cut sweater. She was a beauty, there was no use trying to deny it.

			

			
				A beauty who chewed you up and spit you out, then chucked you in the bin, he reminded himself.

				“Sarah, how’d you know I was here?”

				“I have my sources. What’s pulled you away from the exciting life of a greengrocer?” Her dig at his family business did not go unnoticed.


				“Financials, investments.” He grimaced as her eyes lit up at the mention of money. “You wouldn’t want to be bothered.”


				She slid into the chair next to his and ran a finger up his arm. “I’m always interested when it comes to you, love.”

				Her cleavage was on full display as she leaned in closer. She never could resist using her assets to help reel in what she wanted.


				He rolled his eyes and steeled himself against her advances. “Lost another bloke, eh?”

				She straightened and he bit back a chuckle as he watched her try to hide her annoyance. “Have dinner with me, Drew? It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other. Besides, I need some legal advice and you’re the best barrister I know.”

				Her lips were still plump and delectable as she leaned closer to him yet again. His eyes drifted to the deep V of her sweater and the tops of her breasts, just visible as the fabric gaped.


				Stop. Stop. She’s a horrible human being. Don’t be a wanker.


				“Look, Sarah. I told you, I can’t stay. I’ve loads to sort out at home. If you need advice, we’d best do it here.”

				A look of panic crossed her face as she realized she’d been caught in a lie. “Well, um . . . I really . . . It’s this bloke . . .”


				He shook his head, trying to hide his frustration. “Sarah, really?”


				“Drews, come on, love. We were so good together. We can be again.” She brushed her hand up his thigh and practically purred in his ear. 

			

			
				A tidal wave of anger crested at her overly-familiar nickname for him. Drews . . . I’ve always hated that bloody name.


				The waiter brought his food and placed it between them, effectively pushing Sarah away. “Were is the key word, Sarah. We were fantastic, until I caught you with another man’s face buried between your legs.”

				The waiter flushed and excused himself, while Sarah stood abruptly and gathered her coat. “I’ll phone after you’ve had some time to think it over. Sort it all.”

				She left, hips swaying, and tossed her hair over her shoulder. The waiter gave a little wave in her direction as the door closed.


				Drew glanced at his phone as another message came through. Darling, you’ll ring me sooner or later. Don’t be too long about it.


				Setting his phone face down on the table, he turned the sound off.


				Nope.

				Not now.

				Not ever again.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 3


				Two weeks had passed since they’d arrived. Two weeks since Grace had almost cracked up thinking she’d seen her John in a grocery store. She hadn’t seen him since then. She couldn’t honestly say she wasn’t looking for him, either. She’d caught herself craning her neck when tall men passed her on the street, looking carefully down the aisles at the grocery, and listening for a soft masculine voice which was so like John’s, save the British accent.

				Andrew Tensley had disappeared from this small town of three thousand people. It seemed unlikely he was hiding from her, but the irrational part of her brain couldn’t help jumping to the conclusion. As she and Valerie sat at the little café—which had become their lunchtime favorite—she forced herself to stop staring out the window at the grocery store across the street.


				You only saw him for two minutes—three tops. Why would he care enough to hide from you? Just let it go. You were exhausted and emotionally vulnerable.

				“You’ve got to calm down,” Valerie said over her coffee. “You’re so on-edge.”

				“I’m fine, Val.”

				Valerie shook her head. “No. Your jaw is clenched so hard I’m surprised your teeth aren’t cracking.”

				Grace rolled her eyes. “I don’t understand it. Why can’t I escape him?”


				“Him? John?”

				“Yes. I moved across the globe to get away from reminders of him.” She dropped her head onto her palms and massaged her temples.

			

			
				“John is dead. You don’t need to get away from him. You need to move on.” Valerie closed her laptop and placed a gentle hand on her arm. “He’s not chasing you or haunting you. You simply need to let go.”

				“I used to be able to bury myself in work and keep him out of my head. I should be able to do that here, where there’s nothing to remind me of him.”

				Valerie frowned as she looked past her and out the window. Her eyes were fixed on the street outside. “Oh, my God.”


				Grace turned to follow her gaze and there he was, standing on the sidewalk, chatting with David from the grocery. Proof she wasn’t a complete basket case.

				“Grace?” Valerie’s voice was filled with concern. “Grace, that’s him. It’s John.”

				“No.” Her voice was firm. “That’s Andrew Tensley.”

				Grace knew she was dreaming, but she didn’t care.

				John was sitting on the couch in his living room, reading one of his favorite books. She slowly snaked her arm down his chest from behind and he inhaled sharply in surprise. He leaned his head back onto her and looked up with his deep brown eyes, eyebrows raised in question. She smiled and kissed his lips gently once, twice, and tried to pull away. He spun around and lifted her over the couch and onto his lap. He deepened the kiss and wrapped the fingers of one hand in her hair, while the other connected with her hand. After he pulled away, he slowly lifted her left hand and twisted the diamond solitaire he’d just slipped onto her ring finger.

				“Will you?” he whispered, lips pressed lightly to her hand.


				She woke with tears streaming down her face. Looking at her naked ring finger, she felt a pang in her heart. God, she could still smell him, taste him. He lingered like a leftover phantom from her dream.


			

			
				I’m supposed to change my life, not be haunted by my past.


				She stood and went to her jewelry roll, which sat lonely and tucked away in a bag on her dresser. There, stowed in its dusty velvet box, was the beautiful engagement ring John had never had the chance to give her.

				A week after he died, she’d received a message from the local jeweler telling her the ring John had ordered was ready to be picked up. It took her a month just to get up the nerve to open the box. She still hadn’t tried it on.

				As she fingered the simple, yet elegant ring, she realized this should have been her future. She was sure Marianne must have known John was planning to propose and wondered why she hadn’t ever talked about it. She almost called his mother right there on the spot, but a glance at the clock told her five o’clock in the morning in the UK was still the middle of the night in Virginia. Instead, she resolved to package up the beautiful ring and ship it off to Marianne. It wasn’t doing her any good, collecting dust in her jewelry roll.

				Grace tried to lull herself back to sleep, but was unsuccessful. She eventually gave up and got ready to go for her morning run. The sun was peeking over the horizon as she tied her shoes. She was finally starting to feel adjusted, normal, and part of the community. People were friendly, coming by to say hello when they saw her at tea or while she was on a break from the site.

				The restoration project was big news for the little town. Reporters from London were sniffing around, interested in the level of commitment Braley had to maintaining its historical status. She’d met with the owner of the manor house the previous day. As she’d hoped, the entire town needed restoration, not just the single building.

				“Are you ready for me to send off an email to Bidwell about the project?” Valerie asked.

				Grace jumped in surprise, her heart in her throat. “God, you scared the life out of me. What are you doing awake?”

			

			
				Valerie shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep. Thought I’d get a jumpstart on email. So, what do you think about the project?”

				“The whole town is full of historical structures, many of which are crumbling. I’m pretty sure the town council is aggressively pushing to make it a destination for tourists who want the idyllic British village.” She chewed on her lip, debating on sharing her hopes aloud. “Depending on how the restoration of the manor house goes, I think we’ll be hired to supervise the entire transformation.”

				“That’s exciting.” Valerie’s eyes twinkled. “And a little scary.”


				Grace nodded. “That amount of responsibility is . . . huge. Especially when a whole town’s future depends on it.”

				“So . . . what should the message be?” she asked, fingers poised above her keyboard.

				“Tell him exactly that. There’s potential for a bigger project than what even he anticipated.”

				“Understood. Have a nice run.”

				Grace’s feet hit the pavement with a jolt and she remembered her frequent beachside runs with John. His hair in the sunlight glinted with gold strands, mixed with chestnut brown. She remembered the scattering of freckles along his nose and cheeks, so faint you would miss them if you weren’t looking hard. He wasn’t a classically handsome, chiseled-to-perfection man like his two brothers. He was unique, an asymmetrical and completely charming guy-next-door.

				He used to grab her hand after their stretches and whisper run before taking off down the beach with her. His smile spreading wide across his face as the wind hit him. “It’s like flying,” he’d say, and when the wind was strong he’d let go of her hand and spread his arms out wide with his eyes closed.


				Now, she couldn’t seem to get into a rhythm while running. There were too many new places to see, things to be cautious of, and people to say hello to. She wondered briefly if she should take the running path she’d used before. Thinking she could gain some focus on familiar terrain, she headed down a residential street on her way to the footpath.

			

			
				Well-kept homes lined the street, their design suggesting they’d been built in the early nineteen-fifties. Manicured lawns and gardens illustrated a neighborhood of people with either time or money to burn. Cars sat in driveways and kitchen lights blazed in a select few homes. It was just now half-past five in the morning, after all. Most people would still be asleep this early on a Saturday.

				The creak of a door opening drew her attention to the tall man who was stepping outside, clearly dressed for a run of his own. He put in his earbuds and set off ahead of her. Realization hit soon after, that this was the elusive Andrew Tensley. Without thinking about it, she tried to keep up with his long legs.


				His pace was smooth and steady as she jogged about thirty feet behind him. It was a little faster than she was used to, but she needed to assure herself he only resembled John, not that he looked exactly like him. Her first impression hadn’t been the best and she wanted to clear her mind of any awkward comparisons for future conversations.

				Her gaze wandered from her surroundings to his hair. She inspected it as well as possible, given they were both running in the early morning light. He had great hair. It was the same chestnut brown as John’s. Even from a distance, it looked soft and thick, and seemed to have a mind of its own, sticking up where it was long. That was different from John’s; he’d always worn his fairly short. Andrew’s build was lanky as well. He was tall, with strong shoulders and lean muscles, clearly formed from consistent running.

				How are they so similar? John didn’t have any relatives living abroad. This can’t be a coincidence; that just doesn’t happen.


				Her breaths came in labored gasps as she struggled to keep up with Andrew without him noticing her. She let her attention drift down the curve of his backside and the heat of a fierce blush rushed up her face when she realized she’d been caught. She lurched to a stop mere inches before colliding with him.

			

			
				“Well, we meet again.” Andrew’s gaze met hers and a charming grin spread across his face.

				“Yes, it would seem so.” She tore her gaze from his and looked down at her shoes, awkward and uncomfortable.

				“You’re a runner, too, then?”

				“Yep.” She peered back up at him, noticing his eyes were all-too-familiar.

				“Have I done something to offend you? You seem very put off by me.” Andrew implored with a confused expression on his freckled face as he stood to his full height.

				“No, nope. I just like to run alone. I’m not much for conversation. Need to keep my focus.”

				His face fell slightly at her words. “Well, then, I’ll just be off. Nice to see you again, Miss . . .”

				“Grace, Grace McConnell. It was nice to run into you, too.”


				“Drew Tensley.” He offered his hand and she took it, a thrill running through her at his touch. “I look forward to our next run-in. That seems to be our pattern.”

				She smiled and ran past him, heart racing and head spinning. Her mind was running a million miles a minute.

				How can he look so much like John? He was almost an identical copy as far as she could tell. What are the chances of something like this? And why am I such a babbling idiot around him? I just like to run alone. What was that about?

				As she ran home, her phone began to chirp.

				Over the next month, Grace’s work commitments ran her life. She rarely left the cottage if it wasn’t work related, sending Valerie to run errands. Valerie accused her of being a hermit and avoiding seeing John’s doppelgänger, Drew Tensley. She couldn’t deny the truth in the statement, but wouldn’t give Valerie the pleasure of hearing those words leave her lips. What her friend didn’t know was that every morning while on her run, so was he. She caught a glimpse of him, waved hello, and sometimes even exchanged a few words. When she was running, she felt safe from having to hold a real conversation, but still got to see him and experience the thrill of excitement he elicited from her. In her zone, she could be pleasant and have an excuse for a quick getaway.


			

			
				Each time she saw him, guilt washed over her, and she wondered if she was a glutton for punishment. The memory of John burned in her chest. She thought of his family and what they would say if they knew about Drew.

				John’s two older brothers were firefighters like he’d been. They were close, all on the same crew at the same firehouse. Losing a fellow firefighter in the line of duty takes its toll on the house, but losing a brother had brought the Oliver boys to their knees. Shaking her head to free herself of the memories, she opened the door and walked out into the crisp morning air.

				As the weeks passed, Valerie became increasingly involved with Mick from the construction crew. He’d been hired as the foreman to the restoration job and was exposing Valerie to the London club scene. Aside from working hours, Grace didn’t see her much. They crossed paths in the evenings after dinner most nights. Occasionally, they shared a bottle of wine while Valerie tried to get her to join the London nightlife.


				“It’s just not my scene. I’m not big on clubbing. You know how crowds bother me.” This was her mantra.

				Valerie would roll her eyes and wave her off. This morning, she’d invited her out for a trip to see the sights. When Grace declined yet again, Valerie finally snapped.

				“Denying yourself any kind of fun is not honoring John’s memory, Grace. Stop hiding behind him.”

			

			
				Grace had no words. Her shocked expression must have said it all.


				Valerie’s face softened immediately and she turned to gather her coat. “I’m sorry.” She looked down at the floor. “I just . . . it’s hard to see you avoiding life. He’s been gone over a year. You’re not cheating on him, you know.”

				Grace nodded and took a deep breath, working to control the anger threatening to boil over. “Do you think I don’t know that? Every day I wake up knowing he’s gone. Feeling the pain of losing him all over again. Go on, have a great time. Excuse me if my loss clouds your fun.” The sarcasm in her voice was hard to miss.

				Valerie set her coat down. “Grace . . .”

				“No. You know what? I need some time. Go and have fun. I’m going out for a walk.”

				Grace shoved past her and snatched her keys from the counter. Her feet slipped easily into her unlaced running shoes and she was out the door before Valerie could say anything else.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 4


				Drew craned his neck as he ran, looking for the telltale swing of the deep, coffee-colored hair that Grace McConnell kept high on her head while running. He wasn’t stalking her, he hoped, but he needed to see her. His running schedule, once a strict lunchtime activity, had altered, based on one chance encounter.


				Due to an emergency adjustment in staffing at the grocery, his hours had shifted from early to late. Still trying to acclimate, he’d woken with the sun and decided to start his day with a run rather than skip it all together. That was when his world had shifted. He’d changed from a man, mildly interested, to confused, flustered, and achingly obsessed.

				His mind spun with thoughts of her, visions of her gorgeous mouth, formed in an O of surprise when she’d almost knocked him arse-over-teakettle for the second time. He felt lust rising at the memory and bumped up the volume of his music for distraction. He wasn’t an early morning runner as a rule, but after seeing Grace that first morning, he’d told himself mornings weren’t so bad.

				I’m not a stalker, he kept reminding himself.


				He scanned the footpath and kept up his pace.

				His phone buzzed and he sighed in frustration as he pulled it out of his pocket to see an incoming call from Sarah. Again. He hit the ignore button and put his phone back. Part of him was annoyed to have her bothering him constantly since her latest break up. The egotistical part of him, however, was boosted by the knowledge of her interest after all this time. They’d been divorced almost six years now and the hurt was still there, reaffirmed every time she tried to worm her way back into his life. He knew the best tactic in her case was radio silence. Her manipulative ways usually threw his life into a tailspin.

			

			
				Disappointment seeped in as he reached the half-way mark and headed home. He wanted to see Grace, needed a glimpse of her perfection. Their brief interactions were the highlight of his days.

				Rounding a corner, his breath caught in his chest. She was there. Beautiful, bathed in the golden rays of the early morning light, stretching her back with her arms raised high above her head. He slowed as he approached. Her eyes were closed as she clearly enjoyed the stretch. When she opened them, a wave of arousal shot straight through him. Wanker, he thought as she trained her eyes on his. He squirmed slightly, wondering if she could sense his ungentlemanly thoughts.

				“Morning.” He had to work to get the simple greeting past his lips.

				“Morning, Drew. Nice to see you.” Her eyes were tense. It seemed as though she was trying too hard to talk to him, as if having contact was painful. She was so puzzling.

				“You as well, Grace.” He stood there, taking in her fitted running clothes, pink trainers, and matching top. Her hips swayed enticingly as she walked past him. He wanted to ask if he could join her, even though he’d already finished a five-mile run. His hands itched to brush aside a piece of her hair, which had come loose from her ponytail, wanting to feel her skin to see if it was as soft as it looked. He wished she wasn’t so skittish. Not understanding why she wouldn’t say more than a few words was killing him.

				Ask her out. Go on.


				Before she got out of his view, he mustered all of his courage and shouted, “Have dinner with me?”

				She turned her head to look at him over her shoulder. “What?”


				“Dinner? You, me?”

			

			
				“I understand the concept, Drew.” Her face was a carefully composed mask.

				“I just, well, I thought it might be nice. You know, a proper chat.”

				Grace pondered his words for what seemed like a millennium. “I guess that would be fine.”

				He forced himself to control the ridiculous grin spreading across his mouth. “Brilliant. Tomorrow night? I’ll come round to get you.”

				She nodded, a slight hint of bemusement on her face. “That sounds nice. Around seven?”

				“Right, yes. I’ll see you then.”

				“I’m this way so . . .” She gestured awkwardly in the opposite direction he was going. “Um, have a nice day,” she called, smiling too brightly.

				“Ta,” he responded, slightly breathless.

				He watched her leave, knowing he was done for. He wanted her. All of her. There was no possibility of him keeping his hands off her. Fingers clenched, he thought of the curves encased in those tight running pants, her breasts pressing against her shirt as she stretched, lifting the fabric slightly to show a toned belly and a tucked-in waist. He groaned as his mind and heart zeroed in on the same thing.

				“Oh, bleeding hell,” he said as he shook his head and jogged back to his house for another cold shower.

				“Dinner? You’ve got a date?” Valerie was clearly shocked. “With Drew?”

				Grace’s face flamed. “Yes. No. No, I don’t think it’s a date. He just wants to have a proper chat.”

				Valerie smirked. “It’s totally a date!”

				“Just shut up and help me find something to wear.”

				She rifled through her drawers, searching for something that didn’t scream date, but wasn’t too professional architect. She finally settled on a thin sweater in deep burgundy over a pair of black cropped pants. Her hair was not so easily managed. After struggling with the unruly waves, she gave up and piled it on top of her head in a messy bun.

			

			
				“You look hot. Keep your hair down, though. It’s so pretty.” Valerie was rummaging under Grace’s bed, searching for the right shoes.

				Frustration and an uneasy feeling took hold. “Don’t you think this is kind of weird?”

				Valerie’s blond head popped up over the edge of the bed. “What?”


				“Come on. He looks just like John.”

				She shrugged. “That’s just a bonus. What’s the harm in getting to know the guy? It’s not like you’re marrying him. Maybe it will help you move past John.”

				Grace considered the question for a moment. “I guess you’re right. I just think it’s weird.” She lowered her eyes and picked at her cuticles. “How am I supposed to move on if I fall for him all over again?”

				Valerie plopped down on the bed, leopard-print platform wedges in her hands. “Look, it’s only as weird as you make it. From what I’ve seen, he’s a very nice guy who just happens to look exactly like John. You’re not falling for John again. That’s already happened. The real question is, does it hurt too much to look at him? Yes, it’s a strange coincidence. But you need to decide if it’s too painful to be with him. Either way, you need to get out there, meet people, make friends. Stop working so much and enjoy your life.”

				Sometimes Valerie could be so insightful. Grace’s heart thudded against her chest as she thought of Val’s question. Does it hurt too much?

				A light knock on the door sent shivers of apprehension through her as she crossed the living room to answer the door. Drew looked amazing and so much like John her breath hitched. Dressed in a deep-blue corduroy blazer, a white button-down shirt, and jeans, he looked more put together than she’d ever seen him. His hair was still haphazardly tousled, but it looked like he’d put in some effort to tame it. She smiled at the memory of John trying desperately to flatten his disobedient hair in the weeks between haircuts.

			

			
				“Grace, you look lovely.” Drew’s expression melted her heart and banished all thoughts of John. His eyes were wide and filled with an innocent look of wonder.

				“Thanks. You look nice, too.”

				“Shall we, then?” He reached for her arm and sent a warm smile in Valerie’s direction. “Hello, Valerie.”

				Valerie grinned and waved. “See you later. Have fun!”

				Drew took her to a small Indian restaurant called Nirvana. The air was warm and smelled of delicious spices and curry, the close quarters increasing the intense aroma.

				“This place is so tiny. I didn’t even know it was here.” She marveled at the setting. The space only housed five tables and was completely full.

				“There’s more upstairs. That’s where we’re going.”

				“Upstairs?” She followed him up the steep staircase to a rooftop dining area. The room was enclosed in glass, affording a view of the town around them. The tables were filled with diners, happily eating their meals and enjoying conversation.


				“I hope you like Indian. I took a chance.”

				“Never had it,” she admitted.

				“Well, I think this is one of the best.”

				Drew helped her decide what to order, insisting they get samosas. As they waited for their food to arrive, the conversation dwindled to the uncomfortable silence of an awkward first date.

				“So, how long have you lived in Braley?”

				“All my life, really.”

				“Hmm. I’m from a small town, too.”

			

			
				Drew pulled at his earlobe. “Do you like it here?”

				“Yes. It’s charming.”

				“Good, good.”

				This is bordering on ridiculous. Please let the food come soon. She shifted uncomfortably.

				“Sorry. It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a date.” Five years to be exact. She fought the blush creeping up her cheeks.


				“For me, too. I’ve always been rubbish at it.”

				That made her laugh. “It’s the most awkward thing ever, right?”


				“Bloody awful!”

				Their food arrived and somewhere amidst the trial and error of experiencing new tastes, Grace forgot her unease. A weight lifted from her as she began letting loose and enjoying herself.

				“Mmm. So good,” she moaned around a bite of samosa.

				“They’re my favorite. Crunchy on the outside, soft on the inside, with just a touch of spice.”

				“Thanks for taking me here. I’m not a very adventurous eater.”


				“My pleasure.”

				As Drew walked her home, she felt anticipation bubble up. They approached her doorstep in silence, the awkward tension rearing its ugly head again.

				“Goodnight, Drew. Thanks for dinner.” Her eyes flitted everywhere but toward his.

				“I hope you enjoyed yourself. I’d like to take you out again soon.”

				He leaned in then, the scent of his clean skin making it hard for her to concentrate.

				Oh, God, he’s going to kiss me!


				Panic rose and she made a quick move, placing a gentle kiss on his cheek. “Night,” she squeaked as she rushed to open her door. She winced as it slammed behind her. Her heart was racing and her breathing was heavy. She felt the solid wood against her back as she slid down to rest on the floor.


			

			
				“That bad?”

				Grace opened her eyes to see bright, pink painted toes in front of her. “No, he was going to kiss me.”

				Valerie crouched down. “Too weird, then?”

				“A little. I panicked.”

				Valerie grabbed Grace’s hands and pulled her up. “Come on. Let’s have some wine and you can tell me all about it.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 5


				Saturday morning greeted Grace with a beautiful sunrise, making her glad she’d decided to go for an extra-long run. Still on edge from her date with Drew earlier in the week, she needed to think things through. She’d started before the sun had begun to crest over the rolling hills surrounding the town. She shivered a little in the chilly air, but it was bearable as her strides brought her back from an invigorating seven-mile run. Her muscles trembled slightly and she was dripping with sweat. As she approached the town square, her phone buzzed on her arm. It was a message from Valerie.


				Heading out to London for the day with Mick. See you tonight. ; )


				Grace rolled her eyes as she read the text and observed the winky-face. Valerie was becoming quite popular with the construction crew, causing Grace to take on the role of big sister; constantly keeping an eye out for trouble where her friend was concerned. Grace might have been out of the dating pool for a while, but she’d experienced her fair share of good looking jerks during her twenties. She searched her memory for what she knew of Mick. Nice guy, kind of dumb, good looking, and very into Valerie.

				The worry ebbed as she came around the bend and saw their little cottage on the corner of Baker Street. Valerie was just stepping out of the house. She waved and smiled as Grace came up the walk.

				“Hey, we were just on our way out. Want to join us?”

			

			
				She considered the invitation, took one look at Valerie’s face and realized it was just a half-hearted consideration. “Nah, I’ve got stuff to do. You have fun. Bring me back something.”


				“Have a good day. Try not to break anyone’s eggs.”

				Grace rolled her eyes and walked into the house, ready for a nice hot bath and a cup of coffee. She locked the door and set her phone on the speaker dock in her bathroom. Turning on the singer-songwriter station, she set about preparing her coffee. Coffee to her had always been a process rather than an instant gratification exercise. She loved the task of boiling water in the kettle while grinding the beans. The smell of freshly ground coffee filled the room, the aroma heavenly. After the kettle started to whistle, she poured the hot water into her French press, watching the dark grounds at the bottom swirl and fizz at the top. She let it brew for a few minutes while she ran a steaming hot bath with a generous helping of bubbles added to it. When she returned, the grounds were settling, so she pushed the filter down as far as it would go and poured herself a large cup of delicious black coffee. She grabbed a magazine and headed—coffee in hand—to her waiting bathtub.

				The heat of the water soothed her sore hamstrings. She realized her run had been quite a bit longer than intended and she’d forgotten to stretch afterward. As she sipped her coffee and flipped through the magazine, she couldn’t help but think again about how much Drew and John looked alike.

				Her mind kept going over and over the details of his face. The eyes and brows were the real clincher. She’d spent many long moments looking into John’s eyes, searching for what? Love, she supposed; answers maybe. He was always loving and gentle and kind, but he was also guarded and slightly closed off. She could recall many conversations which had begun lightheartedly and ended with him shutting down, changing the subject, or trying to redirect her. That was why learning of his plan to propose had been so shocking and painful. Anytime they’d talked about the future, their plans, or the idea of starting a family, he’d withdrawn.

			

			
				Grace was still soaking in the hot water, with a steaming washcloth on her face, a half-hour later when she heard her front bell ring. She glanced at the clock. Who the hell is at my door this early in the morning on a Saturday?


				Soaking wet and dripping bubbles, she wrapped herself in a terrycloth robe and cautiously answered the door. She hid her body behind the big wooden door and poked her head around the side to see who it was. Her eyes went wide as she saw Drew. He held a grocery box full of produce. Her heart leapt in excitement.

				“Uh . . . I think you’ve got the wrong house, Drew.”

				He took in her flushed skin and dripping hair. “Did I come at a bad time? You look a little, um, busy.” His ears went charmingly pink at the tips.

				“I was in the bath. It’s only eight-thirty in the morning, you know.” Her gaze went to the package in his hands. “Why do you have a box of vegetables?”

				“Valerie came in this morning and ordered them, said you’d been asking for vegetables all week, but hadn’t had the chance to come to the shop. She told me to deliver them straight-away.”


				She stared blankly and he squirmed uncomfortably in the silence.


				“Erm, can I bring this in for you?”

				She nodded and opened the door all the way for him to enter with the large box. She watched as he eyed her wet, clingy robe, then flushed when he realized he’d been caught.

				“I’ll just, uh, go change. There’s coffee on the counter if you want some.”


				“No thanks.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t drink sludge. I’d love a nice cuppa though. Do you mind if I put the kettle on?”


			

			
				She paused for a moment. Cuppa? She thought on the word momentarily and it dawned on her. Tea, right. “No, no problem. The water’s probably still hot. The tea tin is on the counter by the sink.”

				She skirted past him as quickly as she could. Flames of embarrassment crept up her face as she realized she was in her robe with someone she barely knew in the room. Looking exactly like John made it hard for her to remember she didn’t know him at all. Her mind was a jumbled mess of emotions as she quickly pulled on a pair of dark jeans and a deep-green fitted sweater. Her hair was loose and fragrant from the shampoo Valerie had given her to use. She took a deep breath and padded softly into the hall toward the kitchen.

				His tea steeped in a mug emblazoned with Likes Time Lords in big, bold black letters. Grace leaned against the wall and watched him move about her kitchen, unloading the groceries and adding milk and sugar to his tea, just like he owned the place.

				“Likes Time Lords, huh? I would’ve pegged you more for a Harry Potter fan,” she said from behind him, startling him in mid-sip.


				“Do you even know what a Time Lord is, you Yankee?” he teased.


				She feigned astonishment. “We have BBC America, you know. I’ve seen Doctor Who.”

				He grinned and was obviously glad to see her smiling back. She was relieved to be interacting without anyone getting knocked over or anything being broken.

				“So what’s all this then?” he asked, gesturing at the stack of blueprints, official documents, forms, and more forms cluttering her dining nook and most of the kitchen counters.

				“Oh, just work. You must think I’m a complete slob. I don’t have a real office right now and I have so much paperwork to deal with. My job is two-thirds paperwork.”

				“What is your job, exactly?”

			

			
				She raised her eyebrows. “I’m an architect. I specialize in historical restoration of buildings. Your town is one of the few remaining villages from the Tudor monarchy. I’m here to help restore the town properly, and make it a stop on the historical tourism track. Us Yankees really love to spend money in quaint British towns like this one.”

				He looked at her for a moment and nodded. “Good, good. We need you. Have you seen the church? It’s falling into ruin.”


				“I haven’t gotten to the church yet. I’ve only been hired to help with the row of homes on Kensington.”

				“How long are you here for?”

				“At least a year. More, if I’m needed and still wanted.”

				“I’m sure you’ll be wanted,” he said, his voice catching slightly.


				She blushed fiercely at his statement and abruptly turned away, pouring herself another cup of coffee. Her arm brushed against his as she put the French press back on the counter. He took a deep breath and she turned to look at him, coffee in hand.


				“You smell wonderful.” Drew’s voice was soft as he reached up to touch her damp hair.

				“It’s my roommate’s. I need to buy some new stuff.”

				She licked her lips as she brought the mug to her mouth, then noticed his eyes locked on hers when she ran her tongue along her bottom lip. Drew’s hands moved smoothly toward her and before she could stop him, he took her cup and set it on the counter.


				“What are you doing?” she asked.

				He took her face in his large hands and crushed his lips against hers. The kiss was strong at first, mellowing into something more tender, exploratory.

				She made no move to stop him, in fact she was so wrapped up in the feeling of his mouth on hers, she almost forgot the real reason she was attracted to him. Her mind was overcome by the sensations of her body next to his—even the scent of him was familiar. She groaned softly as he lightly ran his tongue along her upper lip, begging entrance. She pulled away and gently kissed his lips once. Her hands had found their way into his mass of unruly hair and she relished the feeling of her fingers entwined in the strands.

			

			
				“Hello,” he said, eyes bright.

				“Hey,” she whispered, then cleared her throat as she stepped away. “You should probably go. Thank you for delivering the groceries. It was, um, nice to see you again.”

				Sadness crept in as soon as she said the words. She had no idea how this could work. This man—a completely different man—had John’s face, body, and he even kissed like him. How could she entertain the idea of being with him? It would be a betrayal to both Drew and John.

				Hot tears threatened to fill her eyes as she heard the front door close. She moved about her kitchen, clearing up the mugs and cleaning out the French press. She stopped and placed her hands on either side of the sink to steady herself.

				She took a shuddering breath and wiped at her eyes.

				Drew’s head spun with thoughts of Grace; her lips, her soft moan against him. He needed a minute to recover from the intense kiss they’d shared. After she’d thrown him out of her house, ridiculously aroused and rumpled, he’d tried to go over it in his mind. He needed to know what he’d done wrong. He remembered the feeling of her fingers tangling in his hair, pulling slightly and sending shivers down his spine.

				Where did it go pear-shaped?


				He wracked his brain, trying to figure out what had happened to cause her to chuck him on his ear faster than he could catch his breath.

				It was early in the day, the morning crowd of shoppers would be arriving soon and he had buckets of paperwork to get sorted before he placed his produce order for the following week. Sighing, he walked back to Ten’s, still confused, still aroused, and still thinking of Grace.

			

			
				“Oi, what do you reckon, son?” his dad called from the doorway to the office.

				The business office of his family’s grocery was seated on the upper level, with a window looking down on the entire store. Drew had the window put in about a year after he took over. He was able to keep an eye on things while taking care of business matters. That kept kids with sticky fingers out of trouble.


				“Sorry, she wasn’t expecting me and I had to wait while she dressed.” His ears went pink at the memory of her form in the damp robe.


				His dad’s face made him blush even deeper as he realized what had come from his mouth. “She made me tea. I stayed, we had a chat, I’m here now.”

				“She make the tea with her clothes on?”

				“Bloody hell, Dad! Yes, with her clothes on.”

				“All right, all right. Don’t get your knickers in a knot. She’s an American, after all. They might do things differently.” Laughing, he stepped past Drew and headed down into the store. “Sarah’s been phoning in again, son. Best figure out what the plan is for that one. I can only put her off so long.”


				Drew waved off his dad and busied himself with invoices and purchase orders for the next few hours. His mind, however, needed constant redirection from thoughts of Grace and the persistent buzzing of his phone in his pocket. Sarah was not letting go this time and his chest tightened at the thought she might show up unannounced.

				It was time for a tea break when Drew, frustrated and irritable, got up to stretch and headed out to run a few errands he’d been neglecting. Living in a small town definitely had its advantages. He loved being able to walk practically anywhere he needed to go. As he picked up his post and some meds for his mum, he saw Grace—her dark hair tumbling in waves down her back—walk into the library. He was suddenly overwhelmed with the need for a book, any book, for the chance of another run-in.

			

			
				The delicious smell of her hair haunted him and the feel of her soft curves as she’d pressed against him caused his fingers to itch with the need to touch her.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 6


				Grace spent the rest of the morning sitting at the kitchen table going over blueprints, legal documents, and historic maps of the area. She hoped if she kept herself busy, she’d be able to take her mind off that amazing kiss.

				It was just about noon when she finally took a break from her work. Standing and stretching, she went to the kitchen to make herself some lunch and caught sight of the Likes Time Lords mug setting on her drying rack. Her fingers came up to her lips as she remembered the feel of his hands around her face and in her hair.

				She jumped as her phone vibrated loudly on the counter.

				“H . . . Hello?”

				“Grace? What’s wrong?” Valerie’s voice was filled with concern.


				“Nothing,” she said hastily. “I’m fine. I was just in the middle of a blueprint comparison. Your call surprised me.”

				Valerie sighed on the other end of the line. “It’s Saturday. You’re allowed to take the weekend off, you know. Go soak up some sun before the cold weather takes over.”

				Grace smiled and nodded as Valerie continued chattering.

				“Anyway, the reason I’m calling is to make sure the groceries arrived. I went in this morning to get some stuff and Drew said he’d deliver them.”

				Grace’s eyebrows rose. That’s a slightly different story from Drew’s.


				“Yep, he delivered them all right. I was in the bath!” She couldn’t keep the annoyance out of her voice.

			

			
				Valerie tried to stifle a laugh, but managed a snort instead. “That must have been interesting. Sorry.”

				“Did you need anything else?”

				“Now that you mention it, I’m going to be home late tonight. We’re having a great time. London is so amazing! Would you mind stopping at Ten’s and getting me a few things I forgot? I can text you the list.”

				Grace’s heart flipped at the thought of seeing Drew. “I guess I could, sure. Send me the list. It’s that or keep working on blueprints.”


				“Thanks, Grace. You’re a star.” Valerie hung up before she could answer.

				How had Valerie suddenly become the boss?


				Grace grabbed her purse and slipped on a pair of shoes. A quick glance in the hall mirror to see if she was presentable showed bright eyes, slightly flushed cheeks, and tousled but stylish hair.


				“Not bad, Miss McConnell. You’ve looked worse,” she said to her reflection as she grabbed a raincoat and headed out into the crisp afternoon.

				Walking slowly down the street, she took in the picturesque town she now called home. It was nearing the end of September, the leaves on the trees lining the streets were just beginning to change color at their tips. The air had a slight bite to it; not cold, just a hint of fall chill. The sun shone through sparse clouds, casting a lovely glow on the trees. In the distance, the clouds of an oncoming storm loomed.


				She’d decided to head to the local library to take a look at their selection of light reading before braving Ten’s grocery. For all her professionalism and no-nonsense attitude, she was a romantic at heart. She loved to escape into a fluffy romance or a bit of chic-lit now and then.

				The library was situated at the opposite end of the town square from her house, which resulted in a leisurely walk through rows of shops, cafés, and of course, Ten’s grocery. As she walked past Ten’s, her heart sped up and she glanced quickly around for any sign of Drew. Not seeing him, she quickened her pace and made her way into the library.

			

			
				When she entered the small brick building, she immediately took in the familiar smell of paper, and turned the corner to see it was crammed full of books. Every possible inch of space, save the aisles, was loaded with tall shelves overflowing with literature.

				“Can I help you find something, miss?” a woman’s voice called from behind a towering stack of books at the librarian’s desk.


				“Um, no. No, thanks. I’m just looking around.”

				“All right, let me know if you need help. The sections are all labeled according to genre.”

				Grace slowly wandered the aisles, taking her time to investigate anything that looked interesting. After she’d selected a few romance novels and a book about the history of Braley from the reference section, she decided it was time to head over to Ten’s and pick up the items on Valerie’s list.

				Rounding the corner, she made her way to the librarian’s desk.


				“You following me, Miss McConnell?”

				She stopped in her tracks when she heard Drew’s soft voice behind her. She turned, her face heating in a telltale blush. “No. Just getting some books from my local library. Maybe you’re the one following me.”

				He grinned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He was leaning against a reading table, one eyebrow raised. “Look, I don’t know what happened this morning . . . I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what to say. I think I misunderstood.”

				Her fingers jumped to her collar and she immediately started to fidget with her sweater, suddenly feeling too warm and uncomfortable. On reflex she reached into her pocket and took out her cell phone pretending to check her messages. “Let’s just forget about it. No harm done.”

			

			
				His face fell slightly, but he took a deep breath and reached out, taking her phone from her hand. “I, well . . . should you be needing any more grocery deliveries, or, erm, anything else, here’s my mobile number. Phone me anytime.”

				Drew handed her phone back without making eye contact and walked away quickly, hands in his pockets. She watched him leave, completely baffled.

				Momentarily forgetting where she was, the voice of the librarian brought her attention back to her surroundings. “Are you going to check out those books or not, miss?” The librarian, a pretty woman in her early twenties, peered around the stack of returns she’d been checking in.

				A little young to be a librarian.


				Grace caught sight of the nametag dangling in the woman’s cleavage. Billie Tyler, Assistant Librarian. She looked down at the books in her hand. “Oh, yeah, I’m sorry. I need to sign up for a library card, I suppose.”

				“You’re one of those Americans working on fixing up our town, then?” Billie asked while she issued the library card. “I’ve heard all about you. Coming in here and giving poor Drew a hard time. He’s been through enough with his mum being so sick. You leave off him.”

				Grace was taken aback at the harshness of her words. “Excuse me? I haven’t done anything to him. I hardly know him.”


				“Yeah, well, see that it stays that way. I’ve been working on him for months now and no bleedin’ American is gonna get in the way.” Billie narrowed her eyes as she handed her books over the counter.

				Grace was confused by the hostile tone coming from a woman she’d just met. Everyone in Braley had been so kind and welcoming.


				“Thanks for the advice, Billie. I’ll take it under consideration.” As Grace turned to leave, she saw an older woman come around from the back of the library.

			

			
				“Billie! That’s quite enough.” The woman was plump, her long dark hair streaked with white. She had the face of a kindergarten teacher; kind yet firm. “Maybe you should head on home. Storm’s coming anyway. We all need to get safely inside.”


				Color crept up Billie’s face as she gathered her things and left without another word. Grace looked from the fleeing Billie to her defender.

				“Thank you,” she said quietly.

				“Don’t pay her any mind. She’s had a bee in her bonnet about every girl Drew’s ever shown an interest in,” the woman said. “I’m the librarian, Annette Tilly. You can call me Anne.”


				“Thank you, Anne. I’m Grace McConnell.”

				 Anne smiled. “I know who you are, love. Everyone does. This is a small town. Hardly anything happens here that goes unnoticed.”

				Grace flushed and clutched her books closer to her chest. She smiled and nodded as she turned to leave.

				“Grace, love? Pop round for tea soon? Mine is the cottage two down from yours.” Anne was smiling, but Grace could tell refusal was not an option. “You can bring the biscuits.”

				When Grace left the library, the rain had picked up from a slight drizzle to fat and frequent drops. Not having the sense to bring an umbrella, she zipped her books into her coat and pulled her hood over her head.

				Dark purple clouds hung low in the sky, threatening a heavy rain. They’d rolled in during her library visit and the birds had stopped their chittering. She stepped off the stoop of the library’s entrance and briskly began her walk toward Ten’s.


				The intensity of the raindrops increased and the added combination of strong side winds blew the rain up rather than down, completely rendering her raincoat useless. By the time she made it to Ten’s, her hood had been blown off her head and her hair and face were soaked. She shrugged out of her wet coat and laid it over the grocery cart, carefully placing her library books inside.

			

			
				She roamed the aisles, picking and choosing the few essentials Valerie had neglected to order. Shaking her head as she added each item; milk, eggs, bread, and so on, her suspicions were quickly reinforced. Valerie was so transparent, it was almost laughable. Drew said he’d deliver them. Sure, Val. As she was mentally preparing her dinner and ensuring she had all the necessary components, her phone buzzed.


				Staying in London tonight. See you sometime tomorrow. -V


				With this new development in her rapidly diminishing social calendar, Grace ratcheted a bottle of good red wine to the top of her grocery list for the night. Wine and ice cream.

				As she directed her cart to the register, her heart constricted with a now all-too-familiar pang of anxiety when she spied a tall, dark-haired figure attending the register. Nervous energy bloomed until the man in question turned around and she realized he was not Drew. In fact, he looked nothing like him. His hair was too closely cropped, ears too large, and eyes too close together. She breathed a sigh of relief, while a feeling of emptiness and disappointment caught her off guard.

				As the man—whose nametag said Henry—rang up her purchases, she felt increasingly silly for being so concerned about seeing Drew. Her mind wandered, justifying the kiss they’d shared. After all, he’s just some guy who happens to look a lot like John. He actually doesn’t look that much like him anyway. She told herself she must be feeling homesick and needed something to cling to from her old life.

				“ . . . prepared for tonight?” Henry’s voice broke through her thoughts.


				Grace blushed, embarrassed at being caught with her mind wandering. “I’m sorry?”

			

			
				“Storm’s supposed to be pretty bad tonight. It’ll probably cut the power for a bit. Best make sure you’ve got loads of candles and firewood. Have you got matches?”

				The door opened with a merry jingle, announcing the arrival of another rain-soaked customer. Grace looked up to see Drew walk in, his hair wet from the heavy rain and dripping in his eyes. He pulled off his coat and hung it on the hook while she watched, unnoticed. His raincoat looked to have done about as much good to protect him from the weather as her own had.

				As he was hanging it, she watched the muscles of his back move under his wet shirt. He was strong and lean. Her gaze lingered on him until again she was interrupted by Henry’s voice.


				“Miss?”

				Drew noticed her then. He smiled slightly and she felt color rush up her cheeks for what must have been the hundredth time since this morning.

				“Yes, I’m fine. Thanks,” she said as she shoved some money at Henry and snatched up her purchases. Flustered, she rushed out of the grocery store.

				By the time she realized she’d forgotten her coat and books in the cart, she was halfway home and soaked to the bone. Her teeth were chattering as she got out her keys and opened the door to her cottage.

				She checked the time and cursed inwardly. She was supposed to meet up with her mom on Skype in five minutes. She logged on and waited for her mom to connect. Nothing happened. She checked her network status and felt her frustration threaten to boil over when she saw No Internet Connection on her screen.

				Stupid storm. Her heart sank and tears pooled in her eyes. She hadn’t realized how much she missed her crazy mother.


				She remembered so many conversations beginning with When you get married . . . but the last one they’d had before she left had been important. She’d been staying at her parents’ house as her departure date crept up on her. In the late hours of the evening before she left, she’d found her mother waiting at the kitchen table with a mug of tea and a wistful smile on her lips.

			

			
				“How was your day, honey?”

				Grace shrugged and sat down with her mother.

				“Do you have anything left to take care of? Tomorrow’s the big day.”


				“I’m pretty well set,” Grace said. “I’ve got a few loose ends to tie up in the morning, then I’ll get a cab to the airport with Valerie and we’ll be on our way.”

				Her mother smiled at her. “I’m so proud of you, Grace. I know I seem silly about getting married and having a man in your life, but I just want you to have what I have with your dad.”


				“Mom, I had that. John was my person. He’s gone. I don’t think I could ever look into another man’s eyes like I did his.” She put her head in her hands and sighed. “I see him every night in my dreams. I can still smell his aftershave, feel his lips. How can I even think about being with anyone else?”


				Sadness crept back into her mother’s eyes as she rested her hand on Grace’s. It was warm from the heat of her cup and it radiated through hers.

				“Don’t write off falling in love again, honey. John would want to see you happy.”


				Grace groaned in frustration as she reset her wireless router for the fifth time and still got the same result, No Internet Connection. A pang of homesickness hit her hard. She wanted to talk to her mom, tell her about Drew and everything she’d been feeling.

				“Damn it all to hell!” She slammed her laptop shut and stalked over to the kitchen.

				It was chilly in the little cottage; her skin was covered in goosebumps. Luckily, she did have a small supply of kindling and wood and was able to get a nice fire started quickly after she got her dinner warming in the microwave. She hung her wet clothes to dry by the hearth and settled in on the cozy chair in her unglamorous fleece pajama pants and soft jersey-knit shirt. Next to her was a large glass of rich red wine and Pride and Prejudice was playing on TV.


			

			
				As she sipped her wine and fell in love with Mr. Darcy all over again, she thought about what John would have thought if he’d walked in on this scene. He would have rolled his eyes and laughed at her. He never understood the romance Jane Austen was able to evoke in such subtle ways. His idea of a good time was rock climbing, skydiving, or hiking. He’d always told her that watching TV was a waste of time and energy.

				 Her thoughts led her down the path filled with more memories of John. Before she could stop herself, a tidal wave of emotions crested over her. Grief took hold as she pictured the life she should have had with him.

				Then relief caught her by surprise as she thought of where she was now. Relief was something she’d never felt while working through the first year of John’s death. But now, as she sat by herself doing whatever she wanted with no one judging her, she suddenly felt free. There were no ties to him weighing her down, no eyes filled with pity. She was free of the label, poor girl.

				Tears rolled down her cheeks at the thought of wanting to be free of anything to do with John. Her tears morphed into large gulping sobs and by the time she heard the knocking on her door, she was full-on ugly crying.

				Grace took in her appearance in the hall mirror. She immediately rubbed at her eyes, trying to wipe away the tear tracks running down her cheeks. She padded over to the front door and looked out the peephole. With a start, she saw Drew standing on the stoop.

			

			
				“Just a minute please,” she yelled through the door as she ran to her bedroom.

				Tearing through her dresser to find something appropriate to wear, she finally settled on a pair of dark jeans and a sheer cream top with a camisole underneath. She ran a brush through her hair, applied a light spray of perfume, and took a steadying breath as she walked back to the front door.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 7


				“Grace! Please let me in. It’s a bloody hurricane out here.” Drew’s voice was tinged with panic and frustration.

				She rushed to the door and pulled it open. “Drew, what are you doing here?” She motioned for him to come in out of the storm.


				He stood dripping on her floor with a box full of what looked like camping supplies and her coat slung across one arm. “You left the shop so quickly and . . . well, I didn’t think you . . . that is, I didn’t know if you’d be properly prepared for the storm.”


				“Wow, that’s so nice of you. And really not necessary. We’ve got storms where I come from, you know. This is definitely not a hurricane.”

				Drew’s gaze fell to the wet floor and he pushed past her into the living room. He set the box of supplies and her coat down on the floor next to the fireplace. The wind howled and the rain beat mercilessly against her little cottage.

				“Do you want to stay for a bit? You know, until the storm dies down?” she asked as he reached for the door.

				He cocked an eyebrow and grinned as he peeled off his wet coat. “I’d quite like that.”

				She watched him take in the living room with its half-empty wine bottle and pint of chocolate ice cream right next to the sofa. Yet another blush crept up her neck and she busied herself in the kitchen, watching him from the corner of her eye as he took a seat on one end of the sofa.

				“Not expecting company, I see?”

				She bristled. “Nope. Just me and Jane Austen for the night.”


			

			
				He nodded. “Might I trouble you for some tea?”

				“Oh, sure. You probably need to warm up. Give me a second.”


				“So, you said you’re no stranger to storms. Where is it you’re from again?” he asked as she filled the kettle and put it on the stove.


				“Virginia. Right on the coast. It’s a small town called Golden Beach. We get a lot of storms each year. Hurricanes, plain old wind storms, ice storms, the list goes on.”

				He raised one eyebrow. “So, then, why did you leave your mack and books at my shop if there was obviously a big storm coming in?”

				“Mack? Oh, my coat? I . . . was just in a rush and forgot I’d taken it off.” She was flustered as she came around to the living room and sat on the sofa. “Thanks again for bringing it back, and all the supplies.”

				His lips turned up in a slight smile. “My pleasure.”

				The space between them seemed to suddenly decrease as she examined his features. The last time he was in her house he’d kissed her, and not just a little kiss either. Her gaze lingered on his freckles, a light dusting across his nose and cheeks.


				He had an errant eyelash on his cheek and, unable to help herself, she reached up to brush it away. As her fingers touched his skin she raised her eyes to his. They were so like John’s, but different, too.

				She now noticed the color was a deeper brown, less freckles covered his face, and his smile was brighter, less guarded. He raised his hand and took hers from his cheek, not letting go, gently pulling her to him.

				For a moment, she was falling into his gaze and as the distance between them diminished, she felt a familiar twinge of anticipation. Their connection was abruptly interrupted by the screeching of the tea kettle. She shot up off the couch and bolted for the kitchen to subdue the offending kettle and take a moment to gather her wits.

			

			
				“How do you take your tea again, Jo . . . Drew?”

				A wave of humiliation rolled over her as she caught herself. She cringed and waited for his answer.

				“Sorry, what’s that?”

				A sigh of relief escaped her as she realized the kettle had still been whistling while she was talking.

				“I said, how do you take your tea?”

				“Oh, white please.”

				“I have no idea what that means,” she said as she brought him his steaming mug.

				Drew stared into his mug and chuckled. “Obviously.” He set the cup down and she looked at the mug of hot water with no actual tea in it. 

				“Oh, God! I’m sorry. I’m such an idiot.”

				“It’s fine. I’m plenty warm now. I guess I’ll be going. I’ll leave you to Darcy and Elizabeth.” He motioned toward the TV.


				A sense of loss overtook her as Drew stood to leave.

				“You don’t have to leave. I really shouldn’t finish this bottle of wine by myself.”

				Drew chuckled softly and sat back down. “Well, never let it be said that Drew Tensley allowed a beautiful woman to drink alone.”


				Grabbing a second glass, she handed it to him. She sat down as he poured his and refilled hers. She took a nervous gulp and slowly started to calm down. They sat in awkward silence, drinking their wine, and looking at each other in turns.


				“Right, let’s just get this out of the way then,” Drew said as he downed the rest of his wine.

				His large hand took her drink and placed it on the coffee table as he turned to her. Her eyes were wide as she noticed his shaking hands and the determined expression on his face.

				“Drew?”

				He rapidly closed the gap between them, took her face in his hands and gently pressed his lips to hers. She melted into the feel of the kiss, inhaling the scent of his skin and hair. She could taste the wine on his mouth and opened her own to invite a deeper kiss. Drew tangled his hand in her hair and breathed a sigh as she allowed his tongue access to hers. Shifting on the couch until she was underneath him, Drew began to move his hands from her hair down her body. As his fingers reached the bare skin of her waist where her shirt had ridden up, she arched her back, pressing herself closer to him.


			

			
				Her skin felt feverish and she found her hands dancing over his body. She splayed her fingers across his muscular shoulders, then traced down his spine. She felt an overwhelming need to feel his skin rather than his sweater and began pulling the cloth up and out of the way.

				Drew broke their kiss to remove his sweater and she thanked him by reinstating her hands along his back. His skin was smooth and warm. He shivered at her touch and if she had any uncertainty of his interest, it disappeared as he pressed against her. She raised her hips to him in response and his breath hitched in his throat.

				Just as he lowered his lips for another kiss, the lights flickered once, then went completely out. The only light was the warm glow of the fireplace.

				“Grace,” he whispered against her lips.

				She ran her fingers through his mussed hair and looked up at him. “Drew?”

				“Is this too soon?”

				She chewed on her lip momentarily as she considered his question. It was too soon, she knew that. But he felt so good. His arms around her felt right and she’d been so alone for so long. “Well, I suppose it could be. I mean, we barely know each other.”


				His face fell slightly.

				“But, we’re both adults. We know what we’re getting into.” She paused, considering. “Do you think it’s too soon?”

				“I can’t tell. I just know that my head is full of you. I think of you all the time. I can’t stop.” His eyes were steady on hers. “I’ve never been so consumed with another person. Every time someone comes into the shop I hope it’s you. I walk around town just hoping to happen upon you.” He dropped his head into the crook of her neck. “I think I’ve been waiting for you.”

			

			
				The honesty of his admission should have scared her. The words too much, too soon flashed in her brain, but his proximity, his breath on her neck, and the familiar feeling of being held overtook her. She found his neck and began to pepper it with light kisses.

				“Not too soon,” she whispered when she reached his ear.

				“Oh, thank God,” he said as he lifted the hem of her shirt and slowly removed it. Again, his hands trembled and she felt warmth spread across her body. His gaze roamed over her torso, taking in her form, his eyes wide, reflecting the firelight. “You’re so lovely.”

				He kissed a line from her lips down to her navel, slowly, almost agonizingly so. His lips were soft as they retraced the path back to hers and his hands encircled her waist to encourage her to lift herself, aiding in the removal of her bra. When he couldn’t find a clasp, he growled against her lips.

				“Front,” she whispered.

				“Brilliant.”

				She could feel his smile on her lips as he popped the clasp and her breasts spilled free.

				His hands were warm as they cupped each breast. He massaged slowly and carefully as she closed her eyes and moaned in pleasure at the feeling of such attention. She reached up to run her hands through his hair again and had a momentary flash of John. His hair had been shorter, nothing to hold on to. Her heart gave a squeeze at the thought, but she pushed it away. She brought her lips to Drew’s neck and kissed along his collarbone as her hands drifted down to his belt.


			

			
				“Oh, my God!” Valerie’s exclamation broke through the romantic atmosphere with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer.

				Grace instinctively brought her hands up to cover her bare chest as Drew grabbed a throw blanket from the back of the sofa and covered her.

				“Valerie! What are you doing here?” Grace asked, not even trying to hide the annoyance in her voice.

				“Um, I live here, remember?”

				“You said you were staying in London tonight.”

				Valerie had the good sense to look embarrassed. “Well, Mick and I had a fight, so I decided to come home.”

				Valerie stumbled in the dim light to the kitchen where she found a battery-operated candle and a flashlight. “Hi, Drew. Just, um, pretend I’m not here. I’ll go to my room and listen to my music at high volume until the battery on my phone dies.” Valerie scurried off in the direction of her room, and the door closed and locked loudly.

				Drew turned to Grace. “Right, I best be going then.”

				She thought for a moment. “Well, we’re definitely finished with our more adventurous activities for the evening, but you don’t have to leave.”

				He smiled, his whole face lighting up as he put his sweater back on and raked his fingers through his unruly hair.


				“Let me put my clothes back on and I’ll get us some more wine,” Grace said. “We’ve sort of been coming at this backward. I think we need to get to know each other a little better.”


				“Quite right,” he said as he handed her bra to her, dangling it on the tip of his index finger.

				The fire blazed in the small fireplace, while she and Drew shared another bottle of wine and cold pizza from the fridge. Fleetingly, she considered letting Valerie know it was safe to come out and join them, then thought better of it. She wanted Drew all to herself.

			

			
				She was feeling the effects of the wine as their conversation moved from basic likes and dislikes, him anchovies and her mushrooms, into more serious topics such as future plans.


				“So, I know you’re allergic to mushrooms, always wanted to be an architect, and you have an unusual obsession with the Tudor monarchy. What about just you?” Drew asked as he filled her glass.

				“Well, I was raised in Virginia. I’ve been to ten Civil War re-enactments, participated in two, and I can touch my nose with my tongue.”

				“Really?” He cocked an eyebrow.

				In answer, she stuck out her tongue and lightly touched it to the tip of her nose.

				“Well, that’s just . . . weird, really. I was actually talking about the Civil War re-enactments.”

				She blushed. “Yep. My family originally came from Georgia. We can trace our line through the Civil War and back to England in the sixteen-hundreds.”

				“Is that why you’re so interested in the Tudors?”

				“I guess so. That would make sense. I’ve always been fascinated by Henry VIII and his ridiculous libido.”

				He burst out laughing, almost choking on his wine at her statement. It took him a few minutes to quiet his laughter and she used the opportunity to throw another log on the fire. As she stood, she stretched her arms and back, conscious of Drew’s eyes on her. The wind was blowing fiercely and every now and then a tree limb clattered onto the small patio outside.


				“I wonder when this storm will let up,” she murmured conversationally as she walked to the window and peered outside.


				“It can’t go on much longer. I’m sure it’ll clear by morning.” 

				Drew rose to meet her at the window. He put his hand on her shoulder and stroked his fingers down her arm lightly, causing goose bumps to rise along the skin. She turned to face him, swaying slightly from fatigue mixed with a little too much wine.


			

			
				“Thank you for coming tonight. I’m so sorry I’ve been avoiding you.”


				“Believe me, I’m the better for it. Thank you for leaving your things at my shop.” He nuzzled his nose into her hair. “God, you smell so good.”

				“Still Valerie’s shampoo,” she whispered.

				“Keep it.”

				He wrapped his arms around her then, holding her close and tilting his face down to meet hers. Their lips connected in the semi-darkness and a blossom of happiness opened in her that she hadn’t felt in the year since John died. Drew ended the kiss too soon for her liking.

				She looked up at him. “You didn’t tell me anything about you.”


				“Mmm, not much to tell, really. I like football, but I’m terrible at it. I play goalie for a neighborhood team.”

				“Football? Oh, you mean soccer?”

				He grinned. “Right, the rest of the world calls it by the wrong name. I’d forgotten. Thanks for the reminder.” His grin widened and his eyes twinkled. “I’ve played piano since I was a child. I’m actually pretty boring, come to think of it.”

				“I doubt that. So, not an adventurer then?”

				“Not really, no. I like trying new things as much as the next bloke, but I also just enjoy being here.”

				“That’s . . . refreshing.”

				She yawned, causing him to chuckle.

				“All right, you’re knackered. I’d better be off home. I will see you again, Miss McConnell,” he said as he navigated the small, dark living room.

				“You will, Mr. Tensley. Are you sure you’ll be safe getting home? It’s so windy.”

				“I’m always all right. Don’t worry about me.” He grabbed a flashlight out of his box of supplies and put on his coat and shoes. “Until we meet again.”

			

			
				“Goodnight, Drew,” Grace whispered as she walked him to the front door and stood up on her toes to place a light kiss against his lips. “Sleep well.”

				“Goodnight.”

				God, she’s perfect. Drew walked through the last remnants of the stormy night, which quickly rocketed to the top of his best nights ever list.

				The rain was soaking him, but he didn’t care one iota. All he could think about was Grace. He could still smell her hair, the scent of oranges lingered in his nostrils. He needed more of her. Every encounter brought on a fresh wave of desire, stronger than the last. She seemed so mysterious; skittish and fragile, yet completely self-sufficient. He needed to find a way to see her again, and soon. The storm refused to putter out completely and he fell asleep to the sound of the wind whipping at the trees outside his window.

				The next morning he woke early. The light was just peeking over the hills and he jumped out of bed planning an early run. He told himself it wasn’t in hopes of bumping into her again. He was lying. He laced up his running shoes and took a moment to brush his teeth and check his reflection. His eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep, stubble covered his jaw, and his hair was sticking up every which way.

				“Gah,” he said to his own reflection.

				He finished brushing his teeth and attempted to wet his hair to get it to behave. After a few go-rounds with the comb, he finally just ran his fingers through it and popped in his earbuds.


				It was cold. The clearing of the storm left the sky void of clouds. This made for a beautiful morning, but a chilly one as well. He shivered as he warmed his muscles up. His head was foggy, lack of sleep and a persistent state of arousal causing serious issues with his cognitive abilities.

			

			
				As he stretched and walked along the footpath, he craned his neck in search of Grace. He passed by her cottage and saw no lights on. Disappointment filled him as he realized she must be sleeping, tired from staying up so late. He set his playlist and began his run, hoping to distract himself from thoughts of the night before.

				If he was going to get anything done, he needed to stop thinking of her.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 8


				“Is it safe? Are you decent?” Valerie asked, her eyes scrunched tightly shut as she popped open Grace’s bedroom door the next morning.

				The smell of coffee filled her room and the sound of birds chirping outside her window signaled fair weather. The night seemed like a dream. She reached out her arms and stretched all the way to her toes as she took a deep breath and smiled to herself.

				The door creaked as Valerie poked her head inside, one hand holding a steaming cup of coffee.

				“I’m alone.”

				Valerie opened her eyes, clearly surprised. “But, I thought, Drew?”

				Grace shook her head and took the offered cup. “He left around two.”


				Valerie waggled her eyebrows suggestively, leaning against the door frame. “Really? I pictured him as more of an overnighter, breakfast in the morning, maybe even lunch.”

				“No, it wasn’t like that. Nothing happened.”

				“That’s not what it looked like when I got home.”

				“Well, yeah. It sort of killed the mood knowing you were in the next room.”


				Valerie had the good sense to look abashed. “Sorry.”

				Grace shrugged and brought the coffee to her lips. She felt like she owed Valerie some kind of explanation. After all, she’d become more than just an assistant over the last year. After John died Valerie was the one who’d kept her focused and together. Things were different in Braley. They’d become much less like co-workers and more like good friends.


			

			
				She remembered fondly the day she’d spent packing her house, readying everything for their move across the ocean. Valerie had changed, morphing into a friend almost instantly.

				The doorbell had rung promptly at eight-fifteen. Impeccably punctual, she’d thought as she opened the door to see a harried-looking Valerie balancing a carrier with two coffees on top of a box of fresh bagels. In her other hand, she held a tape gun and at least five sharpies of various colors.

				“What is all this?” she asked with an amused smile.

				Valerie blew a stray piece of hair from her face as she handed the coffee and bagels over. “Sustenance and supplies!”


				“Yeah, but why so many sharpies?”

				“Color coding.” Valerie rolled her eyes as if this was normal for everyone.

				“Can’t I just label the boxes in the same color?”

				Valerie looked at her with her mouth agape. “Oh, sure. Go ahead, if you want to be searching all over the place for kitchen boxes because they got put in the bathroom.”

				Grace snickered under her breath and set off to the already sparse kitchen.

				“I see. You know most of this is going into storage, right?”


				The day had passed slowly while they packed and occasionally emailed the office. Her replacement was a competent architect in his own right and she wasn’t concerned about his ability to take care of things. It was just about lunchtime when Valerie poked her head up from a box she was working on.

				“What do you want to do with this?” she said, holding up a box labeled, John’s Stuff.

				Grace’s heart caught in her throat as she walked toward the still sealed box. She ran her hand lightly over the tape. The box was one the fire department had brought to her after his funeral. They’d cleaned out his locker and all of the little items he collected over the years were in this box. John was always picking things up and putting them in his coat pockets or making her save things that might need remembering later.

			

			
				“Let’s open it and see what’s inside,” Grace said after a moment.


				The box was medium-sized with no considerable weight to it. She wondered how much stuff might be in there. She brushed away the film of dust on top and carefully sliced the tape. There was a thick envelope at the top of the box with her name written in his simple handwriting. She carefully set it aside and continued to discover the last things connected to him.


				There were the odd knickknacks, such as paperclips he’d destroyed by bending them into random shapes, one of his fire helmets which she could barely look at, a manila folder full of pictures of them together, and his uniform.

				She set aside everything except for the uniform shirt. She took the deep blue fabric in her hands and brought it to her face. She inhaled deeply and could still smell him; clean and a little spicy. Her eyes were brimming with tears, but this time she was smiling.

				“Grace.” Valerie’s voice was soft. “Do you want me to go? I can get some lunch while you look through his things.”

				“No, I think I’m good. I’m going to save this for later.” She ran her fingers over the envelope with her name on it.

				Valerie nodded and sniffed, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her sweater.

				“I think I’ll keep the pictures and the shirt. The rest can go to Marianne. Would you mind boxing it back up for me?”

				Valerie set to work on getting the box packed and placed it by the front door. Grace stood, brushed her hands off, and took the few precious mementos of John back to her bedroom. When she returned to her living room, Valerie took her in a tight hug. Grace let out the breath she’d been holding and pulled away to give Valerie a watery smile.

			

			
				“All right, let’s get to work.” She pulled herself together. “This house isn’t going to pack itself.”

				Months later, here she was, sitting in her new bedroom, an expectant Valerie waiting for details of her major make-out session with another man. She took a deep breath and stood.


				“Come on, let’s get something to eat and I’ll tell you about it.”


				“So, how are things with Drew? Any new developments you haven’t shared?” Valerie asked Grace two weeks later as they walked back from appraising the work site.

				“It’s really . . . different.”

				“Different good?”

				“I think so. I mean, it’s been fifteen days since we started really seeing each other, but we’ve both been so busy we’ve had most of our conversations by text. He may look like John, but I forget that most of the time. He’s just, different.”

				“Well, when are you seeing him again?”

				“Maybe this weekend. He’s been spending a lot of time going back and forth to London. I guess they’re working on an expansion deal for Ten’s.”

				Valerie’s eyebrows rose. “Really?” She eyed Grace carefully. “So you two haven’t, you know?”

				“Had sex?” She laughed. “No. Not yet.”

				“Really? You’ve got more self-control than I do. He’s hot. He’s got that whole mild-mannered, Clark Kent thing going for him.”


				A grin spread over her lips and she chuckled as she opened the door to their house and headed inside, ready to attack her barrage of emails. Valerie sighed as she opened her laptop.


				They’d been putting in long days as they tried to solve all the problems that came along with restoring historic buildings. They had to decide what was appropriate, safe, and fit the time period. Since the building served as connected homes, or apartments, it also had to be up to code to be considered safe for living. The building had once served as a home to one of the many lords given title by Henry VIII. It was large, grand, and had been altered many times. Maintaining the original structure and design was presenting numerous challenges. They spent countless hours scouring blueprints, any original documents they could find, and consulting with local historians, making sure all their work was authentic.


			

			
				The sun was dipping below the horizon as the two of them put out the latest in a long line of fires for the project. Valerie stretched and yawned fiercely while Grace brought them both a glass of Pinot Noir she’d bought for the weekend.

				“I was saving this for Saturday night, but I think we need it now,” she said as she pushed a stemless glass to her friend.

				Valerie took the offered drink and leaned back in her chair as she downed half its contents. Grace eyed her suspiciously.

				“Thirsty?”

				“Yes.” Valerie’s answer was curt and out of character.

				“What’s up with you? You’ve been distracted all day.”

				As if on cue, Valerie’s phone chirruped again. She checked it briefly and rolled her eyes as she tossed it onto the table.


				“Mick?” Grace asked.

				“Yes. He won’t leave me alone. After the way he treated me while we were in London, I thought I was clear that I didn’t want to see him again.” Valerie’s eyes were fixed on the table, avoiding Grace’s concerned gaze.

				Grace glanced at the clock over the fireplace and then downed her own glass. “Come on. Get your purse, we’re going out.”


				Valerie’s eyes widened. “Grace, it’s a Thursday night. We have to work tomorrow.”

				Grace smiled and shook her head. “Nope, I’m giving us a day off. Now get your purse and finish that wine. In the name of immersion, we need to experience the traditional English pub-crawl.”


			

			
				“I guess, but you’re freaking me out a little. This is so not like you. I think I must be a bad influence.”

				“Just get your purse, will you?”

				The old clock tower was chiming eight when they rounded the corner and entered the town center. While the town was small, it wasn’t short on pubs. There was one on every block, each with a different specialty. Some served traditional English pub food, others opted for a more American style, some with western flair, and others with Karaoke. There was even one dance club at the far end of town.


				People were beginning to mill around town, the regular crowd of pub-goers making their way for a drink after dinner. The first pub they chose was traditional English, with a solid wooden bar, complete with columns on each side and carved wood panels along the walls. A group of burly men stood at a tall table in the corner, drinking large glasses of dark beer and talking loudly about a rugby match they must have just played. They were visibly battered and bruised, their clothes stained with smudges of dirt and grass. She could practically smell the sweat and turf on them.

				“Well, hello there, ladies. What’ll it be?” the bartender asked as they took a seat at the bar.

				Grace turned to face Valerie. “Um, well . . . a pint of bitter?”


				Valerie nodded and shrugged at the same time. “When in Rome?”


				The bartender laughed and brought them each a full pint. As Grace brought the beer to her lips, she steeled herself for her usual reaction. “Bottoms up.”

				They took long pulls on their pints and set their glasses down with a grimace, shudder, and a burp each.

				“Ugh, I hate beer.” She turned to face Valerie. “Now tell me, what’s going on with Mick?”

			

			
				“Nothing, really. He’s just acting like a possessive jerk. I mean, we were out at a club in London, I was dancing, and he was hanging out with some of his buddies. Some guy came up and started dancing close to me. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, not even touching me, but Mick came over and started yelling at him and pushing him around.” Valerie paused to take another large drink of her beer. “After that, we left and Mick started telling me I was acting like a whore by the way I was dancing and what I was wearing. He told me I was his and I needed to start acting like it.”

				Grace finished her beer while Valerie talked and felt herself getting angrier with each sentence.

				“So, I kicked him to the curb and he’s been calling and texting me non-stop ever since,” she finished and took a deep breath, polishing off the rest of her own drink.

				“Wow, that’s kind of scary. Has he threatened you in any way?”


				“No. He sticks to the constant calls and texts. I ignore it. He’s harmless, but annoying.” She looked around the pub, a pout on her sweet face. “This place is dead, let’s go somewhere we can sing karaoke.”

				Valerie hopped off the barstool and headed out before Grace could finish paying for their round. She followed as they made a beeline for the nearest karaoke bar.

				When they walked in the door, they were assaulted by someone finishing a terrible Whitney Houston impression on the tiny stage, followed by the crowd’s enthusiastic applause. The bar was dark, humid, and filled with weeknight drinkers. The smell of cigarette smoke tickled her nose and made her sneeze as Valerie found them a table toward the center of the audience. Grace sat gingerly at the slightly sticky table, while Valerie headed toward the bar to bring them each a drink.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 9


				“Oi, mate! All right? Let’s get this show on the road,” Alec called to Drew from the doorway. “Missy will be pissed good and proper before we even get a pint in if you don’t hurry it up.”


				Drew finished doing up the buttons on his faded denim shirt. He glanced in the mirror, giving himself the quick once-over. He looked good. A night out with his mates was just what he needed to get his head straight. He’d not been able to get Grace out of his mind, and their snogging session a few weeks back just intensified the feeling. He wanted to be near her every second and it was driving him mad. He felt slightly giddy at the idea of escaping her magnetic pull on him, if only for a moment.

				The group standing in front of him was a ridiculous bunch of crap footballers. There were five of them all together. Stuart, Mark, Bryan, and Alec, the groom, all looked as if they’d already started the festivities without him. Stuart, who was a bit on the round side, out of shape, and a terrible drunk, belched and grinned. His cheeks were reddened by the effects of the alcohol he’d obviously consumed.

				Drew cocked an eyebrow. “Started without me?”

				“Pfft.” Stuart waved a hand at him. “Didn’t expect us to wait all bloody night for a greengrocer, did ya?”

				Mark rolled his eyes at his stocky friend. “We’ve only had a few pints. Stu, on the other hand, has taken it upon himself to be the first of us to be sick all over someone.”

				“All right, you sod, let’s go.” Drew pushed Stuart down the walk toward the first pub in their path.

			

			
				They were smashed by the time they finally caught up with Missy and her hen-night party. His group must have stopped at four pubs since beginning their shambling adventure toward drunkenness. Drew couldn’t keep going like the rest of them. His lanky build left him little tolerance for excessive alcohol, and five pints was bordering on excessive for him. The place they were meant to meet Missy was the town’s only karaoke bar and he grimaced at the thought of listening to bad covers of Beyoncé.

				The club—for a pub it was not—was dimly lit, smoky, and loud. His head began hurting the moment he walked inside and was assaulted by the smell of sweat and stale cigarette smoke. He and Mark hung back, observing the scene, while the rest of the party was already entangled with Missy’s hen-night.


				Mark shot a keen glance his way and grinned. “Come on, old chap. Let’s get you a drink.”

				Drew caught a glimpse of the women already out of control and taking over the karaoke stage. He waved away the drink offer and headed for a seat as far from the speakers as possible. That was when he saw the familiar sway of Grace’s hips as she walked with Valerie to a table in the center of the room.


				His breath sped as he took in the tight jeans showcasing her gorgeous ass. Dark locks of hair spilled down her back enticingly, just begging to have his hands tangled in it. He smiled at the turn the evening had just taken and decided to take Mark up on that pint after all.

				His buddy followed his gaze as he brought their pints back from the bar. “Ah, I see what’s brought you around.” The grin on his face caused Drew’s ears to burn. “The sharks are circling, mate.”


				He’d already noticed the other men as they caught sight of Grace, her unassuming sexiness incredibly alluring. She, for her part, was oblivious to the world around her. She picked at her cuticles and looked generally uninterested in her surroundings. He had to beat down the surge of excitement at the thought of her lack of attention to any of the men in the room.


			

			
				“Go on, then. You said things were moving along with her. Go get her.” Mark nudged him forward.

				“Drew! Drew!” He heard her before she crashed into him, wrapping her little body around his in an unusual gesture of familiarity.

				“Val. Hello.” He laughed as she pulled herself upright and turned to the bar to collect two drinks.

				She smiled and swayed slightly on her heels. “Grace will be so happy to see you. She needs some hot man-cake action.”


				His eyebrows rose as he took in her words. Fighting a blush, he took a sip of his beer. “Man-cake, eh?”

				“Oh yeah, she needs it. It’s been a long time, and she gets so cranky.”

				Valerie was clearly drunk and apparently alcohol made her chatty. He grinned and took the drinks from her, setting his own on the bar.

				“Oh, no-no-no. You go over there,” she said, pointing in the direction of Grace’s table. “I’ve got meddling to do. I’ll be back with these in a few minutes. Keep her company.”

				He nodded, laughing at this little bit of a woman who somehow managed to steer everyone the way she wanted them to go.


				He picked up his beer and headed toward Grace.

				While she waited in the noisy bar, Grace turned her attention to the group of girls, obviously part of a bachelorette party, as they piled up on the stage. They launched into a Spice Girls song, which was barely discernible through all of their giggling.


				She wanted a drink, badly. Karaoke was a guilty pleasure for her, but she needed a little more liquid courage to actually get on stage.


			

			
				“Taking a break from the Tudor family, eh?”

				A soft, deep voice in her ear sent a shiver up her spine. The hair on the back of her neck stood when his breath tickled her skin and a flash of heat crept up her face. She smiled and turned to look into dark eyes, glittering with amusement.

				Drew took the seat next to hers and sat his beer down on the table.


				“Yes. I was feeling a bit murderous. Too much Henry, not enough Spice Girls.” She gestured toward the drunken women and their microphones.

				“I don’t know if this is going to help or hurt.” He looked with a grimace at the stage.

				“What are you doing here? Are you a closet karaoke champion?”

				He laughed and shook his head. “No way. One of my mates is getting married on Sunday. I’m here for his stag night. That’s his lovely bride up there now.”

				He winced as the bride toppled off the stage, her veil with glowing penises flying out behind her.

				“Nice.” She tried to suppress her laughter. “Well, don’t let me take you away from your fabulous evening.” She was offering him an out and trying to disguise the twinge of disappointment in her voice.

				Drew took a drink of his beer and smiled. “No way. You’re not getting away from me now. I’ve not gotten to see you nearly as much as I’d like to. They won’t miss me. I’m pretty sure these blokes are all so pissed they won’t be making it any farther than here tonight anyway.”

				“Who has their bachelor and bachelorette nights on a Thursday?”


				“Ah, well the bride there, she didn’t want him to get out of control without her and this was the only day they could do it. They’re umm . . . an interesting lot.”

				“Don’t you have to work tomorrow?”

				“Me? No, I’m taking the day off.”

			

			
				His boyish smile was irresistible. Grace leaned in and pressed a light kiss to his lips. When she pulled away, there was a lemon drop martini in front of her and Valerie was seated on the other side of the table, grinning from ear to ear.

				“What took you so long?” Grace asked.

				“You’ll see.” Valerie’s smile didn’t falter as she took a sip of her cosmopolitan.

				Grace had a sinking feeling she knew what was coming. She looked at Drew and raised her glass.

				Two lemon drops later, she was drunk. She wasn’t out of control or sick, just pleasantly floating on the alcohol in her system. In the back of her mind, she knew she should either stop drinking or eat something.

				As Valerie arrived with a third round of cocktails, Grace pushed the thought out of her mind. Drew had gone back to his party for the next round of pints, just as the DJ called Grace to the stage.


				“What did you do?”

				“You’ll see. You know this one, I promise. Work it.” Valerie cheered loudly when the DJ called her name again and Grace headed toward the tiny stage.

				Drew winked as she stepped up to the microphone, unsure of the song Valerie had picked. The familiar opening of . . . Baby One More Time began and she laughed as the crowd groaned.


				She smiled to herself, letting go of her inhibitions and deciding to go for it. She was a good singer; she’d been in choir all through high school and a regular at her college karaoke bar. She also remembered this music video very well. It was all naughty schoolgirl and innuendo.

				As she started her performance, her nerves dissipated and she began to move with the music. She locked eyes with Drew and almost forgot the words when he licked his lower lip. He sat with his eyes wide and his attention glued to her. She swiveled her hips with the music and focused on him, emulating a sexually repressed Catholic schoolgirl as well as she could. Blame it on the drinks, or the way Drew’s eyes were searing her own; she felt sexy. Eat your heart out, Britney.


			

			
				When the song was over, the crowd was quiet for a breath. Then the bar filled with whooping and cheering from the stag night and light applause from the bachelorette party. She quickly became aware of her surroundings and blushed all the way to her toes. Drew raked his fingers through his hair, took her hand, and helped her down from the stage.

				“Mate, if you don’t take her home, I will,” one of the members of the stag night said.

				Drew shot him a steely glare and put his hand possessively on her lower back as he rushed her out of the bar and around the corner. The night air was chilly and her coat was still inside.


				“Drew, what are you doing? It’s cold out here.”

				Drew pushed her back against the wall of the building behind her. His eyes were burning dark pools.

				“Good God, Grace.” His voice was hoarse as he hoisted her up so her face was level with his.

				She instinctively wrapped her legs around his hips and tilted her mouth to meet him.

				It had been two weeks since the storm, and their dinner dates were usually rushed. All they were able to do together was eat and say goodnight. Light kisses and gentle touches over the course of their evenings culminated in a rush of pent-up desire.


				The tension between them crackled like static electricity. His hands tangled in her hair as their lips met; her hips ground against him while his tongue slipped into her mouth. She was vaguely aware of the cold brick wall pressing uncomfortably into her back, but didn’t mind enough to change the situation.

				She took Drew’s full lower lip between her teeth and sucked on it. He tasted faintly of beer and peppermint, an unusual combination. He growled low in his throat and pushed his hips against her, his arousal plainly obvious.

			

			
				“I need to get you home. With me. Now,” he said against her lips.


				She nodded as he placed her feet on the ground. She was so aroused she could barely walk from the daze. What was she going to tell Valerie? Her worry abated as soon as she stepped back into the bar. Her friend was surrounded by the bachelor party and had apparently become part of the bachelorette group. Grace caught her eye and waved as she grabbed her coat and purse off the chair at their table. Valerie gave her a knowing look and waved back.

				Her heart pounded in her chest as they walked the four blocks from the pub to Drew’s house. They were silent the whole way, his hand encircling hers. She was comforted by the small circular motion he was making with his thumb on her palm.


				As they started up the steps to the front door, he turned and looked her in the eye.

				“It’s not much, but I like it here.” His gaze fell to his shoes.


				She reached up and took his face in her hands. “Come on,” she whispered as she pulled him down for a kiss. His lips were warm and his breath came in a sharp gasp when she reached into his front pockets with both hands to retrieve his keys.


				The house was tidy, small, and cozy. Drew led her to his bedroom, his hand slightly shaking as he opened the door. She looked around and immediately noticed similarities to John’s apartment back home. Neutral tones, minimalistic, no clutter. She pushed thoughts of John to the back of her mind and turned her eyes from the room to the man in it. He was biting his lower lip and staring at her, unsure.

				She closed the distance between them and lifted her shirt over her head. He ran his fingertips along her collarbones, bringing the straps of her bra with them as they grazed her arms. He lowered his head and kissed along her jaw and down her neck while his fingers found the front clasp of her bra, this time with no trouble. Breasts free, his hands cupped her and she sighed.


			

			
				She leaned into him, reaching around to pull his shirt up and off. Her hands roamed up and down his back and shoulders, feeling the muscles move as he continued to undress her.


				He fell to his knees and slowly kissed his way from her sternum to her belly button. His hair tickled the sensitive skin at her ribs, causing a soft giggle to escape.

				“Ticklish?”

				“Very.”

				“I’ll keep that in mind.”

				He traced her ribs with his fingers. When he reached her waistband, he stopped kissing her and took time to unbutton and slowly remove her pants.

				She said a silent thank you, realizing she’d chosen her lacy black panties.


				Drew looked up at her from his position at her feet and smiled, a wicked and dangerous grin. His hands ran up the backs of her legs and up over her hips as he pulled her closer to him. His lips traced the indentation of her navel and he moved across her belly to nip at one hip. Hitching his thumbs inside the band of her panties, he slowly guided them off her hips and down to the floor.

				“Lay down,” he murmured against her skin, lightly pushing her back so her knees hit the bed.

				She threaded her fingers in his soft hair and pulled slightly to get his attention. His soulful eyes found hers as she descended onto the bed. He followed, crawling across her, never breaking the connection.

				She looked down his body and pouted. “Why do you still have so many clothes on?”

				Drew cocked one eyebrow and grinned. “You’ve been ignoring your duties, Miss McConnell.”

				“I can fix that.”

			

			
				“Let’s see then.”

				She reached down to the waistband of his jeans, popped the top button, and lowered the zipper. She slid her hand down the front of his pants to discover the rigid erection hidden beneath. He hissed in a breath and rested his forehead against hers as she squeezed and stroked his arousal. Entranced, she watched his face; his eyes were closed and with every stroke he tensed and bit his lip. She felt a pool of desire build between her legs as she watched him.

				“Grace . . . I can’t continue like this . . . If you don’t stop soon . . .”


				She released him and he quickly shucked his remaining clothes. He placed a kiss on her belly, trailing up her chest and neck to her lips. His tongue pressed against her mouth, forcing her to open for him, as he reached down between her legs. She felt him groan against her lips as he found her slick and ready.


				“Now, Drew.”

				He nodded once, rolled on a condom, and placed himself at her entrance. Grace, impatient and eager, wrapped her legs around his waist and lifted her hips, pulling him forward and sheathing him to the hilt.

				“Oh, God.” His moan sent tingles racing through her.

				It had been a year since she’d been with a man and she felt every tiny movement he made, stretching her. Her skin was burning and her legs trembled as he began to move slowly inside her.


				“Grace, you’re so tight. I don’t know how long I can last,” he said through gritted teeth.

				She could tell he was holding back, trying desperately to make the moment last. Feeling the familiar pressure as it built, she knew she was close, but not close enough. As if reading her thoughts, he repositioned himself, pushing even deeper, sending her to the brink.

				“Faster. Oh, please, I’m close,” she said, almost a whisper.


			

			
				Drew picked up the pace, his eyes closed tightly in concentration as he tried to hold it together. Needing the connection, she reached up and took his face in her hands.

				“Look at me.”

				His chocolate eyes opened with a pained look and she shattered around him. Her cries filled the dimly lit room. He followed, almost instantly, pulsing long and hard with a guttural sound that sent shivers up her spine.

				The last thing she remembered was whispering, “John.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 10


				Grace was warm, safe, and comfortable in her cocoon of blankets. Dimly aware of the sound of John snoring softly next to her, she scooted her body against his and burrowed under the covers to be closer. He was naked and warm. She reached a hand behind her and stroked him long and hard.

				His hips pumped forward and he reached for her, palming one breast and bringing his lips to her shoulder while he entered her from behind. She moaned as he thrust into her, slowly at first. His hand left her breast and drifted down to the juncture between her thighs where his fingers deftly stroked the bundle of nerves waiting there. As he moved faster, she could feel his breath on her neck become harsh and unsteady.


				Her orgasm hit her unexpectedly, the intensity of it had her curling her toes and biting back a sob. She’d never felt this connected with him before and wasn’t prepared for such an intense experience. As her walls clenched around him, a groan came from deep in his chest and he hurriedly pulled out of her, spilling himself on the sheets.

				A light laugh brought her out of her semi-conscious state. “Drew!” she exclaimed in shock.

				Her eyes shot open as she realized where she was and who she was with. Guilt washed over her and she felt her face redden. She attempted to compose herself and control the shame rising inside her.

				“I’m sorry, love. I didn’t have a condom on. You took me by surprise.”


			

			
				“I . . . I think I was dreaming in the beginning, too. I guess naked sleeping can be dangerous.” She winced at the last remark. Naked sleeping can be dangerous?


				He chuckled as he pushed himself up on his elbows to avoid the mess on the sheets and kissed her gently.

				“Right, well, I’ll just go clean up then.”

				She smiled and nodded as he headed out of the bedroom. She sat up and dropped her head in her hands. Her mind was racing as she realized the gravity of what she’d just done. She’d just had sex with Drew, thinking he was John. And without protection. She wasn’t on any birth control and although she knew she was free of disease and was reasonably sure he was as well, that kind of behavior was risky at best.


				Her heart pounded against her ribcage and she was suddenly short of breath. The tears came quickly and uncontrollably in great, gulping sobs. She didn’t know what she was crying about. Was it grief for finally being with someone after John? Was it because she wanted him to be John?


				Drew must have heard her cries. He rushed into the bedroom and knelt beside her. She turned away from him, knowing she was a snotty, red-faced mess.

				“What is it, love? Have I done something to upset you?”

				She continued to sob as he pulled her off the bed and onto his lap on the floor. He stroked her back and held her tightly to him as her cries eventually subsided. Her heart felt like it was breaking in two when she looked into his eyes, full of concern and bewilderment.

				“I’m . . . I . . . I’m sorry. I haven’t, I mean . . . it’s been so long.”


				Drew’s eyes widened as he tried to understand what she was saying.


				She took a steadying breath. “There’s something about me you need to know.”

				Drew gave her a level look. “You’re a time traveling alien?”


				She couldn’t help but laugh. She was sure her face was puffy and looked like hell.

			

			
				“Yep, you got me,” she said, and with a huge sniff, stood up.


				“Come on then. Let’s get dressed and I’ll fix some coffee. You can tell me over breakfast.”

				Drew led her out of the bedroom.

				Drew’s house was not as small as Grace initially thought when they’d passed through fleetingly on their way to his bedroom the night before. The kitchen was a galley-style space, which left room for a breakfast nook by the window and a large living area.

				She looked around as he cooked eggs and toast for their breakfast. Coffee was brewing next to his tea and the smell of food made her stomach rumble. Pictures lined the mantle and walls. Photos of him with friends and people who must be family. She picked up a framed picture of him with the old man from Ten’s—she thought his name was David—and a lovely woman with beautiful, dark ebony skin. They were standing in front of Ten’s, arms around each other, smiling brightly.


				“Who are these people? I recognize the man from the grocery.”


				Drew flipped a dish towel onto his shoulder and came out of the kitchen with a cup of steaming coffee and a plate of eggs and toast. He set them down on the table and took the frame from her.


				“Well, that’s me,” he teased, pointing to himself. His fingers drifted across the faces of the two others. “That’s me mum and dad.”


				“What? I’m sorry to sound ignorant, but is she your step-mother?”

				Drew laughed. “No, I was adopted. My parents couldn’t have kids.”


				Her heart leapt in her chest. The word adopted rang in her ears over and over as he went back to the kitchen to bring out his own breakfast. She walked slowly to the table and picked up her cup. The mug was hot, and warmth spread through her fingers into her hands, giving her something to focus on.


			

			
				“Why the picture in front of the grocery?”

				“Oh, that was the day my dad transferred ownership to me. Mum got sick. Cancer. I came back home to run things so Dad could take care of her during treatments.” His face darkened with sadness. “That was five years ago.”

				“And now? How is she?”

				He sat at the table and stared into his tea. He absently traced the edge of the cup with his finger. “She hasn’t got long. The doctor says it’s a matter of months now. Dad’s just trying to make her comfortable at this point.”

				She reached across the table and took his hand. “I’m so sorry.”


				He shook his head and pulled his hand from hers. “Nothing any of us can do about it. Now, let’s eat so you can share your deep, dark secret.”

				She picked up a slice of toast and spread butter across the rough surface while she thought of how she could approach the topic of John.


				“You’re not married are you?” Drew’s voice sounded light and teasing, but one look at his face betrayed the carefully masked words.

				“No. Not married.”

				The table was scratched and she traced a deep groove with one finger, avoiding his gaze.

				“Grace, you’re making me nervous. Is there another bloke?”


				A tear spilled down her cheek.

				“There is, isn’t there?” He pushed back his chair, but before he could stand, she touched his hand.

				“There was.” She took a moment to control herself and raised her eyes to his face. “His name was John.”

				Drew slowly settled back in his chair, arms crossed, eyes burning holes in the table top.

				“He died last year.”

				His gaze shot up to meet hers. “Died?”

			

			
				She could feel the trembling in her lower lip begin to take hold and blew out a frustrated breath.

				“He was a firefighter. He died in the line of duty. It was . . . horrible. The worst day of my life.”


				She watched as his expression changed from one of distrust and jealousy to one she was much more familiar with. He reached forward and touched her hand.

				“Grace, I’m so—”

				“Please don’t say you’re sorry. You asked, I’m telling you.” It came out harsher than she’d intended, but the last thing she wanted was one more person’s pity.

				“How long were the two of you, you know, together?”

				“Five years.”

				Drew raked a hand through his hair, then inhaled sharply. “You loved him?”

				She nodded. “I’m not sure I ever stopped.”

				His lips thinned into a tight line. “So, the crying in the bedroom, that was because of John?”

				“I suppose. It’s just that, I haven’t been with anyone since John. I haven’t let anyone get close to me. I just couldn’t.”

				“In a year?”

				She nodded again, tears clogging her throat.

				Drew sat back in his chair and took a long drink of his tea.


				“I get it.” He ran his palm over his face and took another deep breath. “Look, I care for you. I want to be with you. But if you aren’t ready, if you’re still healing from John, I can step back. I . . . I’m not that man. I’m not here to be your rebound. I also can’t share you with him, live with his ghost.”


				“No, no, Drew. It’s not that. I think it just overwhelmed me and felt sort of like I was cheating on him, being unfaithful to his memory or something. Being with you was, well . . .” She struggled to find the right words. “ . . . not to put too fine a point on it, I think it was the best in my life. I’ve never felt that way with anyone, not even with John.” She sighed, realizing it was the truth.

			

			
				Drew’s face split into a grin, pride showing.

				“The thing is, I don’t know how much I can let go of. John was such a big part of who I was. He isn’t some ex-boyfriend who left me. I thought we were forever. He was the love of my life. If he hadn’t died—”

				“You’d still be with him.” A flash of jealousy passed over Drew’s face, quickly replaced with a thoughtful stare at his plate. He remained silent as he finished his breakfast.

				“Drew, are you all right?”

				He smiled at her. “Oh, I’m always all right.”

				So there was someone in her life. Someone important, loved, and lost. 

				Drew ran his hand across his face as he looked down into the papers covering his desk. Planning an expansion was hard by itself, but doing so while preoccupied with thoughts of Grace was impossible. He needed to get away, to go somewhere he could think, maybe take Grace, too.

				How can I compete with a dead-hero-almost-fiancé? I’m sure he’s perfect in every bloody way.

				He felt bad for thinking ill of the dead. After all, he didn’t even know the man. Grace had loved him and that meant he must’ve been worth it. She wasn’t the type to give herself to just anyone. He smiled at the thought. The memory of holding her tightly as they moved together sent a hot rush of arousal through him and he had to get up and walk around the office to staunch it.

				His phone rang and rapidly deflated his mood as he saw it was Sarah calling. She’d called non-stop since they’d bumped into each other in London.

				“What, Sarah?”

				“Oi, don’t you know how to charm a lady?” Her voice was sultry and seductive, as always. It used to do him in, but now it only evoked annoyance.

			

			
				“I’m busy.”

				“I need your help. I’m in trouble.”

				He sat at his desk and put his head on the tabletop. “What is it now? Unpaid parking fines? Assault a meter-maid again?”


				“Drew, seriously. I’m starting a business, but need to cut ties with my partner.”

				“So, what’s the problem I need to help with?”

				“Well, you’re a solicitor.”

				He ground his teeth. “Not anymore, Sarah.”

				“You just don’t work for a firm, Drew. You know you’re still a solicitor.”


				“I can’t help you. I’m very busy.”

				“How busy can a greengrocer be?” 

				His blood boiled at her words. She demeaned his family’s profession at every turn and still expected him to pander to her?


				“Very busy, actually. Stop calling. I’m happy here. I’ve met someone, the shop is doing well, things are better without you mucking it all up.”

				“Met someone, have you? Drews, you know I’m the only one who will ever really love you.”

				“Goodbye, Sarah.” He hung up without waiting for a response.


				His heart was racing and he could feel the adrenaline pumping through his veins. She made him so angry every time he spoke with her. Good to get out of that one. Why did I ever love her to begin with?


				He couldn’t remember a time with her when he was actually happy. She was always pushing him to be different, to be more than he was, more than he wanted. He just wanted to live a comfortable life. If that meant having loads of money and high society friends, he was fine with it, as long as he was happy. Work had become his entire life and Sarah had started planning their dates around a list of important people they might run into. The unease had seeped in during those days of Sarah’s attempted social climb. He’d changed his life the day he caught her with another man. He never wanted to go back.

			

			
				A simple happy life. That was all he wanted.

				Grace’s face flashed in his mind when he thought of the peace and contentment he now had and the one thing it lacked. He wanted a life full of easy conversation, tea and coffee in the morning, sitting quietly on the couch watching a film, and her hair splayed across his pillow every night. The realization scared him, made him worry he was falling uncontrollably for her, rather than easing himself into a life with her.


				She’d already lived that life with John. Why would she want it with me?


				He shook his head at the jealously pouring through him. John was a problem. He figured any other man would be. Drew knew his faults. After Sarah, he couldn’t open up and trust anymore. Even if there was no reason to be jealous, he always found a way. His hands clenched tightly as he took a steadying breath.


				I’ll just have to show her how much more I can give her. How much more I can be.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 11


				“Thanks for the call, Mick.” Grace hit the end button on her phone a little too forcefully and slammed it down on the tabletop.


				“God! Damn-damn-damn,” she cursed to the empty house. Another delay. Another ridiculous problem that Mick should be handling.

				She picked her phone back up and dialed Valerie.

				“What’s up?”

				“Sorry to bother you on lunch. Mick called. Yet another accident on the site. Some structural issues need to be looked at and changes need to be made. Can you head over and take photos for me?”


				Valerie sighed and Grace could hear the familiar sounds of the café near their house. “Yep. Can I bring you something?”


				“Sure. Maybe an iced coffee?”

				“All right. You know, if they don’t start getting it together, we’re never going to finish by deadline. I’d like some time for a social life.”

				“I know what you mean.”

				Valerie chuckled. “Whatever. Don’t even try to pretend you have no one keeping you warm at night. I see Drew creeping home in the early hours.”

				That brought a blush to her cheeks. She was thankful Valerie couldn’t see her. “It’s not all wine and roses, you know.”


				“Sure it isn’t. I bet you two will be heading down the aisle within a year.”

				Her heart flipped. “Whoa, Val. Slow down. We’re nowhere near that serious.”

			

			
				“You’ve fallen, hard. I know it’s complicated, but the writing’s on the wall, Grace.”

				“Fine, whatever you say. We’ll talk more when you get back.”


				The line clicked as Valerie hung up, leaving Grace alone with the gravity of her friend’s insightful observations. Before long, she realized that her friend was right; she was deeper into a relationship with Drew than she realized. She thought about him when they weren’t together, watched for him any time she was out in town, and hoped each text or call was from him.

				Guilt hit her as she thought about John. She felt like she was replacing him with a copy. Granted, Drew was his own person. But if they were standing next to each other, she didn’t think she’d be able to tell them apart.

				“Earth to Grace.” Valerie’s voice broke through her worry and an iced coffee appeared in front of her on the table.

				“What? Oh, sorry. I was just, um, thinking.”

				“About John?”

				“Am I that transparent?”

				“No, you’ve been writing his name on your notepad for the last few minutes.”

				Grace looked down at her paper full of John and Drew doodled in the margins.

				“It’s so weird,” Valerie observed, sitting at the table nursing her drink. “They’ve got to be twins. Are you sure John didn’t have a brother?”

				“Yes. Why would his brother be adopted, but not him? The Oliver’s wouldn’t keep one and give the other away. Unless there’s something Marianne hasn’t told me.”

				“Have you told Drew yet?”

				“He knows about John, but not about the resemblance.”

				“Grace, you really need to tell him.” Valerie chewed on her straw for a moment, clearly considering her next move. “I’m pretty sure he’s in love with you.”

			

			
				Grace’s eyes widened. “Love? We’ve only known each other three months. Barely that.”

				“I just call them like I see them. That man is crazy about you.”


				“Well, what do you know, anyway? You’re like twelve years old.”


				Valerie laughed. “Deny it all you want. He’s either in love or quickly on his way there.”

				Grace got up and stretched. She was stiff from not moving and her neck was sore. As she walked into the kitchen, the doorbell rang. Valerie answered it while Grace searched the fridge for something edible.

				“Grace? It’s for you,” Valerie said, a sly grin on her lips as she came around the corner into the kitchen.

				Drew followed behind and Grace’s mouth ran dry when she saw him. He was wearing dark jeans and a long-sleeved gray Henley, which accented the lean muscles of his runner’s build. His hair, damp from the rain outside, fell into his eyes as he looked down at her.

				Her heart sped up when he wrapped her in a hug and dropped a kiss on her lips. The fabric of his shirt was soft against her fingertips. She buried her face in his shoulder, breathing in his heavenly scent.

				“Hello, love. Might I steal you away for tea?”

				Valerie nodded enthusiastically behind him.

				“Sure, let me just get my coat.”

				Drew seemed nervous as they sat together in the café a few blocks from her cottage. He tugged at his earlobe compulsively while she sipped her tea and filled him in on all the latest issues at work.

				“Anyway, we’re finishing up what we can today because the crew is off tomorrow. We’ve had too much overtime costs and too many accidents. Everyone needs some time away.”

				“Hmm.” Drew’s gaze was intent on his tea.

				“And there were aliens on my roof last night.”

				“That’s good.”

			

			
				She threw a piece of her scone at him and he blinked up at her in surprise.


				“Oi! What was that for?”

				“You didn’t listen to a word I just said.”

				“No, no, I did. I’m just . . . I . . .” He took a deep breath. “I want to take you on holiday. Tomorrow. I’ve been thinking about it for a few weeks now and I think we should go.” It all came out in a rush, as if she were going to run away if he stopped to breathe.

				Her eyes widened as she struggled not to laugh at his outburst. “Holiday? Where?”

				He visibly relaxed when it was obvious she wasn’t against the idea. “That’s a surprise. I thought I’d have to twist your arm to convince you to go.”

				“Tomorrow, huh?”

				“Like you said, the crew is off tomorrow. That gives us time for a long weekend, a sort of mini-break.”

				She chewed her bottom lip as she considered some real time off. The stress was building and she could really use a break. “Let’s do it!”

				Drew’s face broke out into a beaming grin. His eyes were bright with excitement. “Right, well I’d best be off. I’ve got some work to do. I’ll come round to pick you up first thing.”


				He kissed her quickly and left, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She recalled the conversation with Valerie, wondering if he really was falling in love with her. She also considered the very real possibility that she was falling for him.


				Too fast, too soon. The words ran through her mind as her heart started to race.

				“Where are you taking me?” Grace asked as she put the finishing touches in her overnight bag.

				Drew grinned broadly and shook his head. “Not until we get on the train. Oh, bring your passport.”

			

			
				She popped up from under her bathroom sink, toiletry bag in hand. “Passport?”

				“Yes, passport. Just in case. Didn’t anyone tell you to always have your passport when you travel? Now hurry it up, we’ve got two hours until our train. The taxi is supposed to be here in fifteen minutes.”

				She finished packing her bag as the taxi pulled up and honked. After leaving a short note for Valerie, telling her what was happening, she wrapped herself in an oversized chunky-knit cardigan, pulled on her leather boots, and took Drew’s arm as he guided her out the door.

				“Just so you know, first thing really isn’t a time. I didn’t realize you were going to be here at six in the damn morning. I haven’t even taken a shower.”

				“You’re gorgeous. Now come on, in you go.”

				Adrenaline surged through her as the taxi pulled onto the road and started the journey to King’s Cross Station.

				Drew squeezed her hand and looked down at her. “Don’t worry, we’ll be back on Sunday. I’m not kidnapping you.”

				“I know. I’m not upset, I’m excited. I’ve been so busy with work that all I’ve seen is Braley and the little bit of London we were in for the first few weeks.” She leaned into him and snuggled her head against his shoulder.

				By the time they arrived, King’s Cross Station was already bustling with people rushing around, trying to catch their trains. It was overwhelming. The station, a beautiful example of new and old architecture being brought together in harmony, made her feel like a kid in a candy store. She kept lagging behind so she could stop to get a better look at the various design elements.

				“Grace, love. I’m glad to see you’re enjoying the station, but if we want to get our trip started, we’ve got to go,” Drew coaxed, gently pulling her toward the platform.

				He pulled their tickets from his jacket and handed her one.


			

			
				“Scotland?” She was hardly able to control her elation as she read the destination on her ticket.

				“You’ve never been, correct?”

				She shook her head and kissed him. “I feel just like Harry Potter,” she said, smiling like an idiot.

				“I hope that doesn’t mean I’m Hagrid,” Drew teased. “You Americans. It’s all Harry Potter and Sherlock Holmes with you.”


				She smacked him playfully on the shoulder.

				“Oi, watch it. That’s abuse, you know.”

				As they boarded the train, realization hit her that somewhere along the line she’d stopped comparing Drew to John at every turn. When did he stop looking like John to me?


				She couldn’t recall how it had happened, but the painful reminders of John had become less frequent. There were still the occasional flashes. A look, a smile, sometimes things he said would catch her off guard and leave her heart aching. More and more she just saw Drew. Handsome, intelligent, funny, and frankly adorable at times.

				She smiled to herself as they settled in for the four-and-a-half-hour ride to Edinburgh. Drew gave her a quizzical look when she reached into her purse, pulled out her cell phone, sent a quick text message, and turned it off.

				“No interruptions,” she said plainly.

				He nodded. “Quite right.”

				Drew offered her the window seat, citing many trips on the train as a child. She spent much of the ride watching the scenery change from bustling city to countryside, with rolling hills of green and fall foliage still visible even at the end of October. Drew pulled a novel from the pocket of his jacket and settled in next to her. They rode in comfortable silence together, each of them tending to their own interests without feeling the uncomfortable pressure to talk.

				She wasn’t aware that he’d fallen asleep until she felt a warm, heavy pressure against her shoulder. His head had drooped and rested on her. He was clearly out cold and she couldn’t bear to move him, so she scooted herself closer to the window and enjoyed the feel of his warmth. Before she knew it, the gentle rocking of the train lulled her to sleep as well.


			

			
				“Drew, wake up. We’ve arrived.” She shook him lightly when she realized the train was no longer in motion.

				His eyes opened slowly and he smiled at her. “What a nice way to wake.” He kissed her and rose to disembark the train.


				Her heart swelled as she watched him walk, leading the way off the train. As he stepped out the door and looked back to her, she saw John clear as day for a moment.

				A lump formed in her throat as the sinking feeling in her stomach twisted. Just when she’d started to feel at ease, he was there again, haunting her.

				God, what am I doing?

				The hotel was an old manor house that had been converted; a prime example of proper restoration work. She was enchanted from the moment they stepped inside. A large amount of the woodwork in the foyer was original and the restored pieces around the modified front desk were done with such authenticity that it would only be distinguishable to the trained eye.


				“What are you so pleased about, you daft woman?” Drew asked, taking in her expression.

				“This is amazing. There’s so much history here, just in this one building.”


				“I thought you might like it. It’s one of the oldest structures in this area—that’s not a church anyway. It’s called a guest house.”

				“I love it. I’ve never gotten to go anywhere like this just for fun. I mean, I traveled when I was in school to study, of course, but we never got to stay anywhere like this. It was all youth hostels and scheduled tours.”

				“Well, I’ve only got one or two things planned for us. The rest of the weekend is yours to do with as you will.”

			

			
				She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. “Thank you,” she said softly, as she pressed another kiss to his lips.

				This kiss was more heated. She was surprised at how quickly her passion for this man ignited. Here she was, in front of God and everyone, lusting after Drew.

				The soft sound of a throat clearing behind her broke the spell. Embarrassment had her blushing when she turned to see the manager of the guest house waiting with a key in his hand.


				“I’m so sorry Mister and Missus . . .” He consulted the register. “ . . . Tensley. The room you reserved was mistakenly double-booked and is occupied I’m afraid.”

				Drew’s body tensed at the bad news and she flushed a deeper red at the manager’s assumption they were married.

				“But, we’d like to offer you an upgrade to our Highland suite at the same price for the duration of your stay. On behalf of the entire staff, please accept our apology.” The manager finished his statement and held out the key.

				“Well, I suppose that’ll do. Thank you.” Drew took the offered key with a wink at Grace.

				As the door to their room opened, Grace found herself feeling nervous about being alone with Drew for such a long period of time. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the enormous four-poster bed, which dominated the room. The carpet was plush and deep, causing her feet to sink with each step.


				Drew took their bags and placed them on the floor. As she sat on the bed, she was conscious of his gaze following her. She unzipped her boots and pulled them off, stripping her socks and wiggling her toes in the soft carpet. Her cheeks burned under the pressure of his gaze.

				She stilled at the sound of fabric rustling as he shifted.

				“What?” she asked.

				He walked toward her slowly. “That bed looks quite comfy. I wonder if we should check and make sure it can hold us both?”

			

			
				He grinned and pulled her up to him. His arms went around her and he brought his lips to her neck. She wanted to lean into him, revel in the feeling of his skin on hers, but couldn’t bear it at that moment. His fingers drifted across her jaw and paused.


				“I think we can test it later. I need a shower right now. You didn’t give me enough time to clean up this morning. I feel nasty.”


				“I think you’re lovely. But go if you must,” he said, pouting slightly as he let her pull away from him.

				Bathroom was not the right word to describe the spa-like setting Grace walked into. The floor was tile, but surprisingly warm on her naked toes.

				Heated floors . . . nice. I wonder if the rest of the rooms are like this?


				The shower was big enough for two people, encased in thick panes of glass with a sliding door. It was equipped with showerheads on each side. Across the room sat a deep, egg-shaped soaking tub and an honest-to-God fainting couch. She opted for a steaming shower and made plans with the tub and a bottle of wine for later.

				As she stepped into the hot spray of water, she felt her muscles instantly relax. Her shoulders carried all of her tension and she could feel the knots release as the water poured over her body.

				What is the matter with me? He’s not John. He is Drew, a completely different person. I can’t ignore him the whole time we’re here.


				She felt anxiety bloom in her chest as her heart argued with her head.


				He’s not John, but he might as well be. Why haven’t I told him yet?


				She grabbed for a washcloth and looked around for the soap. The suite was equipped with a variety of bath products, all located outside of the shower. Shower creams, bubble baths, bath oils, and body butter graced the vanity counter. Dripping wet, she stepped out and chose a delicious shower cream that smelled of orange blossoms. She was in the midst of gathering shampoo and conditioner when Drew walked in.


			

			
				His eyes went wide as he saw her naked form. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, backing up and averting his eyes.

				“It’s fine. Not like you haven’t seen it before.”

				She stepped back under the spray of water and closed the door. She watched him through the glass as she soaped up her body. He was naked from the waist up and the muscles in his chest flexed and moved as he set out his toiletries. She noticed the slight puckering of a scar on his right side, a silvery sheen over the skin. Appendix maybe? Her eyes drifted to the defined muscles of his abdomen and up the planes of his chest. Their eyes met in the mirror. Drew bit his lip and dropped his gaze. Her mouth went dry and she slid open the door.

				“Would you give me a hand? I can’t reach to wash my shoulders and back.”

				He smiled wickedly and quickly let his pants pool to the floor. “Love to.”


				His hands were cold as he ran them up and down her body. She squeaked out an unintelligible sound of protest and retreated under the spray of hot water. Turning around, she handed him the soapy washcloth. He smoothed it across her back and down around her hips.

				“Done.”

				His voice rumbled against her ear, the rasp of it combined with the scrape of his stubble on her skin made her shiver. The cloth dropped to the tile floor with a loud smack. His hands gripped her hips and he pulled her to him so she could feel his length pressing against the small of her back.

				“Thanks,” she whispered.

				His hands moved from her hips down to her thighs, massaging and traveling toward her center. She turned around, shaking her head. Washing her hair slowly, she was aware as he watched her movements. His eyes were intensely focused on her and he was clearly frustrated. She smiled at him, turned around, and bent down to pick up the soapy washcloth.

			

			
				“You’re dirty. Let me wash you.”

				She moved the cloth across his chest and farther down, following the line of dark hair that led to his obvious arousal. Her fingers were covered in soap and she dropped the cloth as she grasped him with both hands. A sharp breath escaped him and his eyes rolled back in his head as she moved her hands up and down him slowly, squeezing as she traveled. Abruptly, she removed her hands and let the water cascade over him, washing the soap from his body. A slight whimper came from his lips.

				“Close your eyes,” she said, dropping to her knees and taking him in hand again.

				“Grace.”

				His knees trembled as she stroked him and they almost gave out when she placed her lips around him and took him in her mouth slowly.

				“Oh, Christ,” he muttered as he shot his hand out against the wall to hold himself up. His breath came in short gasps.

				She continued her attentions, proud of the reaction she was able to evoke.

				“I’m gonna . . . Grace . . . stop,” he warned, trying to pull away.


				She grabbed his hips and held him in place. She heard a loud groan as he reached his release. She’d never done this with anyone. It had always seemed so dirty. But for some reason, with Drew she was turned on. When she was sure he was spent, she pulled away. He slid down to his knees and pulled her to him under the cascading water.

				“That was fantastic,” he murmured against her forehead, eyes heavy and clearly satisfied.

			

			
				“You’re welcome.” She smiled, happy with herself as she stood and got out of the shower, wrapping up in a fluffy white towel.


				“Wait, wait. Where are you going? It’s your turn.”

				“Consider it an IOU. I’ll cash it in later.”

				She dressed quickly in a pair of jeans and a white long-sleeved shirt. She couldn’t believe her brazen attitude. The thrill of being totally in control, of knowing what she could do to him, was liberating. Her hair was still wet so she swooped it up into a high ponytail and applied a light powder to her face.

				Drew came out of the shower still looking dreamy-eyed and sated. His hair was dripping and water beaded on his shoulders. She watched as he toweled off and dressed, his careful selection of clothing not escaping her notice.

				As he selected his socks, he gave each one a squeeze. She would have found this behavior strange if John hadn’t always done the exact same thing, making sure they were the same thickness. She used to tease him about it every time they dressed together.


				Stop it. They are not the same. She chastised herself for taking this intimate moment and making it about John. Her heart clenched when Drew’s eyes locked on hers and his face broke into a broad smile.

				“So, what shall we do today?” he asked.

				“You’ve been here before. How about you play Scottish tour guide?”


				“Aye, lassie, ye cannae pick a better guide than me,” Drew said with an over-exaggerated Scottish burr.

				She giggled and collected her purse while he finished dressing. “Oh, good. I’ve always dreamt of having my own personal Highlander. Where to first?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 12


				The sun hung low in the sky when Grace and Drew stepped out of the hotel and onto the bustling streets of Edinburgh. Fall was giving up the fight to winter and the air was crisp, almost cutting in the wind. She zipped up her coat to her chin and tucked her hands into her pockets as she braced herself against the chill.

				“Cold?” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.


				Trees were shedding their fall foliage along the sidewalk in piles that crunched under their feet as the two of them walked along slowly. She let her eyes wander over the deep-green rolling hills, scattered with historic sites and tourist attractions.


				Edinburgh was an astounding city. The beauty of blending modern and historic architecture was something that was missing from American design.

				“You’re smiling like a loon, love.”

				“I’m in awe. A place like this is so perfect for me. Structures that are four-hundred-and-fifty years old are standing tall next to brand new modern buildings.”

				She gestured to the city around them. “America is so young, we don’t have this.”

				As they walked up the Royal Mile toward Edinburgh Castle, she took her hand out of her pocket and fitted it into his larger one.


				“Thank you for this.” She looked up at him, feeling a cascade of emotion course through her.

				He smiled in answer and squeezed her hand.

			

			
				“Edinburgh is a special place for me. I’d planned to take you to a few more places today but um, we were slightly . . . delayed.”


				Her face heated as a blush crept onto her cheeks. “Yes. Yes, we were.” She cleared her throat. “So, why is this place so special?”


				“This is where my parents adopted me.” He looked around. “Well, not right here. But in Edinburgh.”

				Her heart flipped at the mention of his adoption. “So, you’re a Scot, then?”

				“Aye,” he said. “And ye better watch yerself, lass.”

				She sidled up closer to him. “Did I ever tell you I’ve got a thing for Scots?” She smiled wickedly. “Do you wear a kilt?”


				He grinned and they continued on the path. During their tour of the famous castle, she stopped frequently to take photos. Drew chuckled as she snapped pictures of the design elements rather than the typical touristic photo opportunities.

				It took over two hours for them to see the entirety of the castle, and by the time they were back on the Royal Mile, Grace was starved. She could smell food cooking at the nearby restaurants and it made her mouth water. A glance at her phone told her it was early evening. No wonder she was so hungry.


				“Food?” he asked, tipping his head toward a small pizzeria tucked away between two larger restaurants.

				“Pizza? Really?”

				“Trust me. Best pizza in Scotland.”

				He was right; the crust was thin and broke like a cracker in her mouth. She ate half of a pizza by herself before she remembered Drew was there.

				“This is so good.” She smiled and reached for her wine.

				“You like pizza I take it?” He chuckled.

				“There’s a very good reason I run so much. I love food.”

				“Oh, good. I figured we’d save the haggis for tomorrow.”

				She blanched slightly at the thought of eating sheep’s organs. Drew burst out laughing when he caught sight of her expression.


				“Maybe we’ll save that one for the next holiday?”

			

			
				Nodding, she took a large drink from her wine glass. She let the rich liquid sit on her tongue and savored the flavor as it passed over her taste buds. “This is good wine.”

				He nodded and filled his glass. “Enjoying Edinburgh?”

				“Oh, yes! It’s amazing. I mean, I traveled a lot when I was studying, but never got to spend much time in the UK. I was mostly in France and Rome. I’ve always wanted to come here.”


				“What kept you from traveling after college?”

				“Oh, John was never able to leave work for long. It wasn’t that he never had time off, he just didn’t like to go away for long trips, in case there was an emergency. He was very dedicated to his job. You know, saving people.”

				Drew cast his eyes down at his wine. “I see.”

				“What about you? You said you’ve been here many times. What’s your favorite place in Edinburgh?” she interjected, eager to change the subject.

				“Well . . .” He rubbed at the back of his neck absently. “There are so many places worth seeing. I suppose if I were to come here on my own, it’d be for the scotch. This is the best place in the world for it.”

				“Let’s go taste some,” she offered as she polished off the last slice of pizza.

				“Really? You don’t strike me as a scotch drinker.”

				“Actually, I’m not. I think I’ve tried it once. I guess if I’m going to try it again, this is where I should do it.”

				He cocked one eyebrow and took her hand. “You’re fantastic.”


				Grace and Drew walked side by side down the streets of Edinburgh, pausing to watch the sun set behind the castle. She was warm from the scotch tastings they’d just finished.

				“I’m really surprised that I actually enjoyed drinking scotch.”


				“Mmm, it’s sort of an acquired taste, isn’t it?”

				“I like the way it leaves me all warm and fuzzy.”

			

			
				“I like the sound of that,” he said, pulling her to him and nuzzling her neck.


				He was actually quite the scotch aficionado. She enjoyed watching him taste each variety. He spent a lot of time inspecting the amber liquid and smelling the strong aroma before taking a sip. She noticed the way his throat worked as he swallowed and found herself wanting to collect the droplets of liquid that remained on his lips with her own.

				The walk back to the hotel was calming and helped her focus on things other than his mouth. Fuzzy from the alcohol, she felt like she couldn’t trust herself around him. It was becoming increasingly difficult to remember they’d only known each other a few short months. His resemblance to John made it hard to feel like he was new to her life.

				The chill in the air had become more noticeable and she shivered under her light coat. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her gently toward the hotel. She snuggled in closely to his body and sighed.

				“Tired?” he asked as they walked up the steps to the hotel lobby.

				“A little. I was just thinking.”

				“About?”

				“My life up until now.”

				Drew tensed and stopped at their door. He moved away slightly and reached in his pocket for the key.

				She felt the loss of him acutely.

				“Things are just so different.”

				“Good different, I hope.” His voice came through softly.

				“Yes, but I’m having a hard time keeping my perspective.”

				His eyebrow raised in question.

				“It’s just, we’re moving so quickly into something that seems serious. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. What’s right, you know? I hadn’t been on a single date since John.”

				“I see.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. This trip was too soon.”

			

			
				She watched, disheartened to see a blank mask cover his face.


				He opened the door to their room and walked over to the ornate desk under the window. He kept his back to her as he emptied his pockets and removed his shoes.

				She immediately regretted her words. She walked over to where he stood and wrapped her arms around his waist, leaning against his back.

				“That’s not what I meant. I’m so glad I’m here, and with you. I just come with a lot of baggage.”

				He turned to face her and pulled her to his chest. He set his chin on top of her head and took a deep breath.

				“Me, too.”

				The weather was beautiful as the sky prepared for the sun to rise the next morning. Dark, blue-velvet coloring faded to a lighter blue, then gave way to a slightly golden hue at the horizon when Grace looked out the window.

				It was six o’clock and most of the world was still asleep, but her eyes had popped open at five-thirty. Her mind was running a million miles an hour. She laced up her running shoes and tucked in her earbuds while Drew snored quietly. She needed some time to work through her confusion and running was the best way to think uninterrupted. She closed the door to their room as quietly as possible and headed out into the calm of the morning.

				The streets were near empty, the only traffic on the road was early morning runners like her. She turned on her music and started off in the direction of Holyrood Park. Her heart was racing as she set her pace and synced her breaths to her gait. She needed to settle her mind and get a good rhythm if she was going to enjoy her run.

				As she turned a corner and approached the park, she began to feel more serene and sure of herself. Her legs stretched and moved smoothly; her feet hitting the pavement a familiar and friendly feeling. As she ran, her thoughts drifted to the situation she found herself in with Drew. His revelation about being adopted had struck a chord. Though John had never said anything about being adopted, that would explain everything.

			

			
				She felt at war with herself. She’d told Drew about John, but left out a key piece of information. Now that things between them were starting to become solid and meaningful, she knew it needed to be said. Finding out from anyone but her would end in disaster. She could tell just from his body language that John was a sensitive topic. Drew tensed at any mention of John’s name. Imagining how he would react to the news that they were practically identical put her stomach in knots.


				I can’t tell him until I’m sure. Not until I know why they look so alike. I’ve got details of his adoption; Scotland at age eight weeks. Now I just need to get the Oliver family to talk. I can Skype Marianne next week. God, what a conversation that’s going to be.


				As she ran and mulled over the possibility of John and Drew being brothers, thoughts of the day John died flashed in her head. She’d been in the middle of packing up her bedroom, preparing to move in with him, when her phone had rung and she heard Marianne’s barely intelligible voice on the other end telling her John had been killed in an explosion.


				The memory was still painful, but somehow not as sharp. Now that Drew was a part of her life, it became bittersweet, dulled by the mystery of their likeness.

				Her heart pounded in her ears and she was drenched in sweat as she rounded the corner that would take her back to the hotel. Holyrood Park was much hillier than she was used to, and, as she climbed the stairs to the top of Arthur’s Seat, her legs burned. She stood at the top of the cliff and stared at the scenery before her. She could see the entirety of Old Town, all the way to Edinburgh Castle. The town was bathed in early morning sunlight, casting a golden glow over the buildings.


			

			
				Her four-and-a-half-mile run should’ve been a piece of cake; instead it ended up taking her over an hour because of the unfamiliar terrain. As she caught sight of the hotel, she slowed, her muscles trembling slightly from over-use.

				How am I going to face him?

				She reached the steps and took a moment to stretch her hamstrings before heading up to her room. The lock clicked quietly and she walked into the smell of coffee brewing and the sound of the shower running. She sat on the bed and took off her running shoes and sighed in relief when she was able to stretch her toes.


				Drew came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped low around his waist.

				“Morning, love,” he said with a sleepy smile on his face.

				“Morning.”

				“Where’d you run to, then?”

				“Holyrood Park.”

				“Ah. Up to the top of Arthur’s seat?” His smile was mischievous when she nodded. “You’re going to need a hot soak in the tub. I’ve done that once. Arthur’s seat is a rough run, but the view is spectacular. I’ll go out and bring us some proper breakfast while you soak.”

				She was about to protest, but could already feel her muscles stiffening. “All right. Thanks.”

				“Next time, wake me up. I’d love to run with you. Much better than breaking my neck looking out for you all the time.”


				She poured herself a cup of coffee, padded into the bathroom, and started the water in the tub, setting her mug carefully on the windowsill. She stripped her clothes and jumped in the shower for a quick wash.

				While she was massaging her scalp with shampoo, her thoughts turned to Drew in the shower with her the day before. Her breath came quicker and a dull ache began between her legs. She ran her soapy hands down her body and over her breasts.

			

			
				“Grace? How do you take your eg—” He stopped and stared at her, open-mouthed. His eyes changed from questioning to burning in an instant.

				She realized her hands were still on her breasts. She quickly moved them and finished rinsing her body and hair.

				“Over medium.” She stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel.

				“What?” he asked, eyes still locked on her.

				“I like my eggs over medium.”

				He shook his head. “Right. Right, I’ll just . . . I’ll be back.” His voice was hoarse as he tried desperately to avert his gaze.


				Grace laughed. “I’ll be here.”

				She reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his jacket. “Don’t take too long.” She rose on her tiptoes to kiss him lightly before turning toward the steaming bathtub.

				The tension in her muscles eased slowly as she soaked in the hot water. She sipped her coffee and tried not to think about the glaring reasons she should not be with Drew.

				I can’t keep seeing him. What will they think back home? I know what they’ll think. They’ll say I’m twisted. That I’m dishonoring John.


				Then there was her heart, aching to see him even now and feel his arms around her.

				She pulled the plug and let the water drain as she rose and toweled off.


				The rest of their day consisted of sightseeing. Drew took her to see St. Giles Cathedral, the Palace of Holyrood House, and they even found time to rent a couple of bicycles and ride around Edinburgh. As they sat together at a café outside of Edinburgh Castle, enjoying a light dinner, she listened to him talk animatedly about his family and their past vacations in Scotland.


				“My parents brought me here each summer for at least a week. They liked to keep me connected, I suppose.” His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled.

			

			
				“Have you ever tried to find your biological parents?”

				Drew ran his hands through his hair and sat back in his chair with a sigh. “I did when I was in my teens. I think most kids go through a period of rebellion. I remember being mad about some stupid stuff and running off to find my real parents. But other than that, no, not really.”

				As he spoke, his hand came up to absently tug on his earlobe.


				“Aren’t you curious? I mean, it has to cross your mind. I don’t know how I’d feel if I had no idea who my parents were.”


				His face grew hard as he trained his gaze on her. “Listen, I’ve got a mum and dad. They love me and there’s no reason I should go about trying to find people who didn’t want me.” His harsh tone made it clear she’d hit a nerve.

				Immediately, she backpedaled, trying to change the subject.


				“Of course, that’s not my business. I’m sorry.” She cast her gaze down and struggled to find a new topic. “So . . . my birthday’s next month. What are you going to get me?”

				He laughed at her not–so-subtle segue. “When is it?”

				“December twenty-seventh. I’ll be thirty-three.” She winced inwardly at the thought of her thirties rushing past her so quickly.


				“Oh, mine’s December first. We’re not too far off.”

				Her heart stuttered. “How old are you going to be?”

				“Thirty-three, same as you.” He grinned.

				Grace was silent for a moment. “Wow . . . that’s . . . December first, huh?”

				“Are you quite all right? You’ve gone pale.”

				“Uh, yes . . . I . . .” She struggled to find the words she needed. “Listen, I’ve got something I need to—”

				Before she could get the words out, they were interrupted by their waiter clearing their plates and bringing the bill. Drew pulled out cash and left it on the table as he helped her from her seat.


				“Let’s get back to the hotel. You don’t look well at all.”

				“I’m fine,” she said, waving him away. “Just tired.”

			

			
				They walked in silence to the hotel, Drew casting concerned glances her way every few minutes. She took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze in reassurance as they climbed the steps and walked into the lobby. When they reached their room, she busied herself by packing her small bag over and over again while he watched her with worried eyes.


				“Are you all right, love? I think the bag is packed.”

				She nodded absently. “Fine. I just want to get my stuff ready. Our train is early tomorrow.”

				What am I doing? Her thoughts ran rampant. Oh, my God, what if he is John’s brother? I’ve got to stop this. I’m sick, this is not healthy.


				She fought back tears as she thought of leaving Drew, but she couldn’t see any other solution. If he really was John’s brother, the idea of the two of them being together was just too strange.

				Drew sat back on the bed and switched on the TV. He clicked through the channels and finally settled on a replay of a football match.

				Grace, unable to continue fiddling with her bag, grabbed her phone and went into the bathroom.

				We need to talk. Lunch tomorrow??? -G

				Of course. You okay? -V

				Not remotely -G

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 13


				Ten days had passed since Grace and Drew returned from Scotland. She was making a conscious effort to stay busy with work under the pretense of catching up. She actively told herself that she was doing the right thing by separating herself from him.


				As she sketched more changes to the latest blueprints, her phone buzzed on the small dining table. She sighed and picked it up. It was a text from Drew.

				Lunch break?

				She desperately wanted to see him. As she typed a quick message back, her finger hovered over the send button.

				Just send it, you wimp.

				She hit send and sighed.


				Can’t right now. Sorry.

				Shortly after, her phone buzzed again.


				Everything all right?

				Her head swam with confusion. No. I’m pretty sure I’ve fallen in love with the long lost twin brother of my dead almost-fiancé and I can’t deal with it. She wanted to tell him, but instead, ended up replying with a short, Fine.


				She sighed again as she sent the last message and turned her phone to silent.

				“Spill,” Valerie said as Grace slammed her laptop closed and plopped down on the overstuffed chair across from the couch. “I’ve been waiting patiently since you got back to hear what’s got you so upset.”

				“I think they’re twins.”

				Valerie’s mouth gaped open.

			

			
				“John wasn’t adopted. Was he?”

				“I don’t know. Drew’s birthday is December first. That’s the same day as John’s. They would be the exact same age.”

				“And you still haven’t told him?”

				“No. No, that would be . . . he would think I was using him.” Grace’s gaze fell to the floor. “I don’t know, maybe I am.”


				“Let’s see. They look the same, true, but are they the same person?”

				“No.”

				“Exactly. Now tell me the things that are different about Drew from John.”


				“He’s not constantly trying to save someone. He’s more open and affectionate than John ever was. I always felt like I was running circles around John, trying to get him to tell me what he was feeling.” She smiled as she pictured Drew’s face. “Drew has more freckles and his bottom lip is fuller. He’s softer around the edges somehow, too. More thoughtful.”


				“How about similarities?”

				She pondered this for a minute. “Aside from their build and faces? They have a lot of the same mannerisms. They both have this weird thing about their socks needing to be matching thicknesses. I used to tease John about it all the time.” This made her chuckle, remembering how John’s ears would turn pink at the tips. “Drew tugs on his earlobe when he’s nervous. John didn’t do that. And when we’re together, you know, really together, it’s so different from how it was with John.” She sighed, frustration taking hold. “Valerie, why is this supposed to be helpful?”

				“It’s not. But it sure showed me how much you like Drew.” Her eyes glittered in amusement.

				“I like him. That’s why I couldn’t stay away from him before.” Grace’s voice was raised in irritation.

				Valerie held her hands up in assent. “Okay, okay. Look, you like him and he likes you. Why not be honest and see what happens before anyone is in too deep?”

			

			
				“I will tell him, but I need to find out the truth first. I just need to step back from him for a while.”

				“I understand what you’re saying, but I really don’t think that’s a good idea.” Valerie looked at her over her laptop. “He’s not going to stop trying.”

				“I understand, but I can’t see him. Not until I’m sure.”

				“You haven’t talked to him for more than five minutes since you got back from Scotland. Where I come from, that’s called the cold shoulder.”

				She sighed, knowing Valerie was right. “I just don’t know what to say to him. I feel like if I don’t tell him, I’m a liar. But if I do . . . everything will be ruined.”

				“I think he deserves to be told. I mean, he might have had a brother. I would want to know that.”

				“But if I tell him about it and I’m wrong . . . I can’t do that to him, either. You should have seen him when we talked about his biological parents. He got really upset.”

				Valerie nodded in consideration.

				“And anytime I mention John, he gets so tense. I feel like he’s jealous of him or something.”

				“Of course he is. Any man would find it hard to measure up to John. He died a hero. The town practically canonized him.”


				Valerie’s words rang true. Grace’s stomach dropped as realization hit her.


				“You need to do what you think is right. Right now, though, you’re hurting him.” Valerie gave her a level look.

				Was she always this wise? What is wrong with me? I’m taking advice from a twenty-something.

				Grace nodded and picked up her phone.

				On second thought, I need a break. Lunch still work? XO


				She waited a few minutes with no response. Her heart sank as each minute passed in silence. While she waited for her phone to buzz, she thought back to the awkward train ride home from Edinburgh. She’d been distant for the entire trip, feigning sleep and busying herself with her phone. To his credit, he hadn’t pressed her. He’d let her be and had said goodbye with a light kiss on her forehead. His eyes had searched hers for an explanation as he pulled away; clearly knowing something was wrong between them.

			

			
				She jumped as her phone buzzed loudly on the table, bringing her back to the present. Eagerly opening her messages, her face split into an idiotic grin when she saw his message.


				Yes.

				“Drew?” Valerie asked with a wry smile on her lips.

				“I have no willpower.”

				“I’m going for some lunch. You two have fun.”

				Grace blushed and set about tidying up their small living room. She had just finished stashing away most of her work paraphernalia when Drew knocked on her door. Running her fingers through her hair was about all she had time for as he let himself inside.


				The sight of him made her heart ache. He had black-rimmed glasses on and was showing the heavy stubble of a man who’d neglected his razor for many days. Even in a state of disarray he looked sexy as hell. Wrapped in a dark charcoal peacoat, with a high collar to protect him from the cold of mid-November, he immediately began removing his jacket and smiled shyly at her gaze.

				“Grace,” he said, with a slight nod.

				“Hi.”

				“So, where do you want to eat?” He lowered his eyes and pulled at one ear while he spoke.

				“I’m sorry.”

				He raised his eyes to meet hers, and her heart hurt for the sadness she saw in him. “For what?”

				“I’ve been distant. That’s not fair to you. I don’t mean to, I’ve just got so much I’m trying to deal with. Not seeing you has been so hard . . . I just don’t—”

				Before she could finish, he’d taken off his glasses and made the two steps between them, crushing his lips to hers. His hands trembled slightly as they cupped her face. She melted into his kiss, the feel of his lips moving on hers, his tongue pressing gently against her. Her breath shuddered as she opened her mouth, deepening the kiss into something more carnal. The stubble on his jaw was rough against her face as they moved together. She didn’t care. She needed more of him, but he broke the kiss and took her in his arms, holding her tightly.

			

			
				“I thought you’d changed your mind about me. Thought you’d gone off me.” He rested his chin on top of her head.

				“Just bear with me? I’m screwed up.”

				“Aren’t we all?”

				She burrowed deeper into his chest and hugged him tighter. A feeling near panic rose as she took in his scent and the feel of his hands as he stroked her back. Like a lightning bolt, she realized that this was more than just attraction. I’m in love with him. Oh, God!


				“Hungry?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow as he looked down at her.


				“Not anymore. Well, not for food.”

				His eyes shone with heat as she pressed against him and brought her mouth to his again.

				“You are perfect,” he whispered as he reached for her shirt.


				She led him down the hall to her bedroom, removing her clothes with an urgency she’d never felt. She needed to be with him, as close as possible.

				And in that moment, nothing else mattered.

				“Ten days without you is too long.” Drew was laying naked on the bed next to Grace, his hand tracing lazy circles on her hip, tickling and teasing. “Don’t ever deprive me for that long again.”


				“You know I’ll have to go back when the project is done.”


			

			
				His hand stilled. “We’ll cross that one when we get there, love. Besides, that’s months away yet.”

				She rolled over to face him, reaching her hand up to stroke his stubbled cheek, relishing the roughness of it. “I like this . . . and the glasses. Very sexy nerd.”

				His ears went pink. “I usually wear contact lenses and honestly, I was just a lazy arse and couldn’t be bothered to shave.”


				“I think you should keep it, just like this. I like how it feels . . . everywhere.”

				Drew grinned mischievously and stroked his chin against her bare breast. “Really? How about here?”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“Here?” he asked as he scratched his way down her belly.


				“Yes.”

				His lips replaced his stubble as he slid lower. He spread her knees and positioned them on either side of his shoulders. His eyes rolled up to look at her as he rubbed his cheek on the innermost part of her thigh. 

				“Here?”

				“Y . . . Yes,” she breathed, thinking she’d combust at any moment.


				Not breaking eye contact, he kissed her lightly on her thigh and spread her wider, opening her to him. His tongue was light at first, gently tasting and probing. She squirmed, wanting more pressure, more everything. He reached a hand to her belly to still her.

				“Patience, love. We’ll get there.”

				As he moved his lips on her, kissing her most sensitive area, his attentions became more direct. He focused on one spot with his mouth, while he slipped two fingers inside. She bucked her hips off the bed as sensation overtook her. His mouth worked harder and she glanced down at him, his brow furrowed in concentration. His eyes rose to meet hers again and she was thrown, unsuspecting, off the cliff. She cried out with wild abandon, calling his name over and over until she was spent.


			

			
				He crawled up the bed and grinned at her, clearly proud of himself.


				“How about there?”

				She grabbed a pillow and hit him with it, laughing.

				They lay together in silence for a few moments, Grace running her fingers through his unkempt hair. He smiled dreamily as she moved to stroke his ear.

				“So, you said you came back to take over for your father. What were you doing before you were a purveyor of fine perishables?”


				He took in a sharp breath and rolled onto his back, one arm behind his head. “I was a solicitor. You call it an attorney, I suppose.” He fixed his gaze on the ceiling. “In London.”

				“You were a lawyer?” She was shocked. “Forgive me, but that doesn’t seem like you at all.”

				“I was different then. I wanted to be rich, live in the city, be important.” He raked his hand through his hair, eyes still trained above them. “My wife was very interested in social status.”


				“Your wife?” she asked softly.

				Drew tensed. “Yes. I was married. Her name is Sarah.”

				“So you divorced?”

				“About five years ago. Right before I came back.”

				“What happened?”

				Drew inhaled deeply. “I was always at work. Being a junior solicitor means you work more and get paid less. One night I came home to find her in bed with one of the partners at my firm.”


				“Oh, God. That’s terrible.”

				“I suppose you’re right. The worst part was that she’d been with him for the better part of a year, right under my nose.” He pulled his hand down over his face. “He’d been to our home for tea. I’d worked loads of cases with him. Bastard.”


				“I’m so sorry.” She didn’t know what to say, so she settled for the only truth she knew. “You didn’t deserve that.”

				“Yeah, well, we married too young and for the wrong reasons.”


				“What do you mean?”

			

			
				He sighed. “She was still at University. I’d just started at a firm and she fell pregnant. We eloped and tried to make a go of it.”


				Her stomach dropped. “You’ve got a child?”

				“No, no. She told me she lost it. Turns out, she had an abortion before we even got married.” Drew clenched his jaw. “There were lots of reasons we divorced, the affair was just one.”


				She laid her head on his chest, listening to the rhythmic thumping of his heart. She could tell he was trying to downplay the severity of the situation.

				“Do you still see her?” she asked, not wanting to pry, but desperate to know.

				“She comes round every so often. She’s a thorn in my arse.” He shifted to his side, facing her.

				“I guess you’re right. We all have our baggage.”

				“Yeah, water under the bridge now, I suppose. That was a long time ago. Let’s not dwell on bad things, eh?” His phone buzzed on the nightstand, but he actively ignored it.

				Smiling up at him, she kissed his chin. “I’ve got to get back to work and it sounds like someone wants you, too.” She nodded at the phone which had started its persistent buzzing again.


				“Quite right. I’m sure there’s some produce emergency or other that requires my attention.”

				The two of them dressed and she walked him to the door. Two hours had passed and a stab of guilt flashed through her at the thought of Valerie holed up at a café waiting for the all clear.


				“Grace, I . . .” Drew tugged at his ear. “That is, will you come to tea? With my parents?”

				“Oh! Um, sure. I’d love to meet them.” She was flustered and had to work hard to keep from talking too fast. “I think I already met your dad. He teased me about ruining your eggs that first week we were here.”

			

			
				Drew smiled. “Sunday at teatime, then. I’ll swing round to collect you.”


				“Drew, what time is tea time?” She felt silly asking.

				“I’ll be here at half-past three.” He winked and dropped a kiss on her lips.

				Grace smoothed out the non-existent wrinkles in her dress for the millionth time as she waited for half-past three.

				“Nervous?” Valerie asked from her perch on the arm of the couch.


				“I’ve never done this before.”

				“Met a guy’s parents?”

				“Right.”

				Valerie looked confused. “You know John’s family.”

				“Yeah, but I’ve known them since I was a kid. This is different.”


				She glanced back at the mirror. Her hair was smooth and shiny, makeup tasteful, and her dress was just the right blend of flirty and demure.

				“They’ll love you. You look amazing.”

				She nodded and swallowed the nerves that threatened to bubble up in the form of hysterical giggles. Her stomach was in knots as she watched the clock slowly creep toward three-thirty.


				“You already know his dad. Calm down.” Valerie’s face was a mix of pity and amusement.

				“I know, I know.” She blew out a tense breath. “He’ll be here soon. Are you sure I shouldn’t change into something different?”


				“Sit down and shut up or I’m locking you out on the porch.”


				Drew knocked on her door promptly at three-thirty and they were off. She clutched his arm so tightly that he actually had to ask her to loosen her grip more than once during their walk.


				They approached the door to his parent’s house and he rang the bell once.

			

			
				“Calm down, love. They’re not going to murder you. In fact, I’m sure they will love you as much as I do.” Drew tensed as his words hung in the air.

				She felt the heat rise in her cheeks and she opened her mouth to say something when, mercifully, the door to the house swung open. They were greeted by Mary Tensley, her eyes bright, but her body obviously frail. Her dark hair was streaked with gray and cropped short. Drew had mentioned that she’d stopped her treatments six months ago because she didn’t want to die completely bald.

				Mrs. Tensley pulled Drew in for a fierce embrace, despite his towering height. She couldn’t be more than five-foot-two, at least a foot shorter than her son. Drew bent down to wrap his arms around his mother and Grace’s heart squeezed at the sight.


				“Hi, Mum,” he said softly.

				As Mary released him from her arms, she leveled her eyes on Grace.

				“You must be Grace. Lovely to meet you, dear.” She smiled warmly. “Well, come in you two. The kettle is on and I’m starved.”


				Mary ushered the pair inside and closed the door behind them. The house was warm—too warm for Grace’s comfort. Beads of sweat began forming on the small of her back and she removed her coat immediately, followed by her heavy cardigan.


				“Sorry it’s so hot. Mum is cold all the time now, even with the fire blazing,” he whispered in her ear as he took her coat and cardigan.


				“It’s fine. Layers,” she said, motioning to the cardigan.

				He winked and led her into the sitting room where his father was just setting out the sandwiches and tea cakes.

				“Ah, Grace, it’s lovely to see you again.” His cheeks were rosy from the warmth of the house.

				“Mr. Tensley. Nice to see you, too.”

			

			
				“Don’t be daft, you silly girl. Just because you and my son here can’t keep your hands off one another, there’s no need to stand on ceremony. Call me David just as you always have.”


				“Dad!” Drew’s ears burned red.

				She worked hard to control her own mortification. “David, then.”

				Mary bustled in with a tray, laden with a large teapot and four porcelain cups and matching saucers. Drew rushed over to take the heavy tray out of his mother’s hands.

				“Stop that. I can take care of this myself.”

				“So can I, Mum. Go have a sit-down and I’ll do the tea.”

				He placed the tray in the center of the table and poured her some tea, added two sugars, and set the fragile cup and saucer on the small side table next to Mary.

				“Thank you, darling,” she said and turned her attention to Grace. “He’s always been such a good boy.”

				Drew shook his head and poured Grace a cup of tea. She took the offered cup and added sugar and some cream, pouring slowly so she could watch the ribbon of white blend gracefully with the dark brown liquid. They ate the sandwiches and cakes Mary had prepared while Drew and David talked about prospects for the upcoming football season.


				“So, Grace, tell us a bit about yourself,” Mary prompted.

				“Well, I’m from Virginia. I grew up there, in a small town called Golden Beach. Um, I went to college for architecture and started at Bidwell AIA as soon as I graduated.”

				Mary nodded. “I’ve not been to America before. Always wanted to travel to Las Vegas.”

				“That’s not true, Mum. You and Dad just got back from Hawaii a few months ago.”

				“That doesn’t count. Hawaii isn’t even attached to America. I want to see the lights, Elvis, the spectacle of it all.”


				“I’ve been there, just the airport, actually,” Grace interjected. “We were traveling to Seattle for my uncle’s wedding and had a layover. They have slot machines in the airport.”


			

			
				“Good lord, do they really?” Mary burst out laughing.

				Grace chuckled and turned to Drew as realization hit her. “So that was you at baggage claim when I arrived.”

				“What?”

				“Nothing, never mind.” She realized he wouldn’t remember their first encounter as well as she did. “How long have you two been married?” Grace reached for a mini cupcake.


				“Forty-six years this coming June.” David’s face beamed with pride.


				Drew reached over and took Grace’s hand.

				“Wow! Congratulations. That’s amazing in this day and age.”


				Grace smiled as she thought of her own parents who’d been married almost thirty-four years.

				Drew tensed slightly.

				Mary looked at him with sadness in her eyes. “We don’t all find the one we’re meant for the first time around. David and I were lucky.”

				“Grace, love, I’m curious. What makes a young woman leave her home and family? Didn’t you have a bloke? I’m sure a stunner like you would’ve had ‘em lining up,” David teased.


				Her gaze fell to the delicate pattern of violets that ringed her teacup. “No, not anymore.”

				“Dad,” Drew warned.

				“Oh, I’m sorry. Have I said something amiss?”

				“No, it’s fine.” Grace lifted her face and steeled herself for the pity she was sure would follow her next statement. “There was someone, but he died last year.”

				Mary’s dark eyes widened and she brought her hand to her heart. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

				“I actually came out here to take time away from everything. You know, to move on. The opportunity was too good to pass up,” she said, a bright note in her voice, hoping it didn’t sound too forced. The pity that shadowed the faces around her made her feel that familiar twinge of panic, laced with hysteria.


			

			
				“Anyway.” She glanced at the clock. “I should probably be going. It might be Sunday, but there are a lot of emails I need to answer by tomorrow morning. It was so nice to meet you, Mary. I hope to see you again soon.”

				Grace set her teacup down and stood, gathering her cardigan and coat while Drew said goodbye to his parents. He walked her back to the cottage, his hand never leaving her lower back.


				“I’m sorry about that. I hadn’t told them.”

				“It’s all right. I’m just so used to everyone knowing about John. I forgot they would have no idea. I’ve got to get used to talking about it.” She leaned into his side as they continued down the street.

				“I think they liked you.”

				“Really? Even after I was so rude?”

				“Yep.” He nudged her with his elbow. “Come on, let’s get you home so I can teach you some manners.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 14


				December snuck in like a thief in the night, bringing with it freezing temperatures. Grace’s feet felt like ice, even through her wool socks, as she waited for the fireplace to spread warmth outward and heat the house. Little as it was, the cottage took a long time to warm.

				Whoever built this thing must not have planned on ever living here in the winter. Who doesn’t put a furnace in a house?


				Her annoyance only grew as the fire sputtered and died for the third time that morning. “Damn!” She reached for another fire starter and lit it. She watched as the little flame spread along the triangle of logs she’d created, finally catching and casting a cheery glow in the fireplace.

				“Thank you!” she said as she turned toward the kitchen and her waiting coffee press, full of freshly brewed deliciousness.


				With her moods teetering on the edge between amiable and psychotic lately, poor Valerie had taken to vacating the premises as soon as she woke to avoid her. Today was John’s birthday, usually celebrated in some elaborate fashion with most of his firehouse buddies.

				It was also Drew’s birthday and she had wracked her brain trying to figure out what to do for him. After much deliberation, she’d finally decided on a pair of tickets to a scotch tasting in London. It wasn’t until February, but she knew he’d love it.


				Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her robe, just as she lifted the carafe to pour her coffee. She answered curtly without looking to see who was calling.

			

			
				“Grace McConnell.”

				“Good morning, love.” Drew’s voice was smooth and soothing after the frustrations of the uncooperative fireplace.

				A smile spread across her face. “Happy birthday.”

				“Thank you. And how are you this lovely morning?”

				“Grumpy and uncaffienated.”

				“I’m pretty sure that’s not even a word.” She could hear the smile in his voice.

				“I don’t really care right now. I’m about to have some coffee. Want me to put some tea on for you? You could come by and get your birthday present.”

				“No, as tempting as that sounds, I can’t this morning. I’ve got breakfast with Mum in a short while. We always have breakfast on my birthday.”

				“Oh, okay. Have fun. Tell your mom I said hello.” She worked hard to keep the disappointment from her voice.

				“I was actually hoping you’d come with me.”

				“Well, um, sure. If you think she won’t mind.” The last thing she wanted to do was intrude on Mary’s time with her son.


				“It was her suggestion.”

				“In that case, I’ll go get ready.”

				“Fantastic. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

				As they walked up the street to the Tensley home, they were greeted with the ominous flashing of emergency vehicle lights outside the house. Drew dropped her hand and sprinted to the door, flinging it open and barreling inside. She followed close behind him, worry creasing her brow.

				The scene was chaotic. Mary lay on the floor in the sitting room, unresponsive while one paramedic performed CPR and another took her pulse. David was sitting with his head in his hands, watching helplessly as his wife was dying.

				Drew made his way to his father and placed a hand gently on his shoulder.

			

			
				David raised watery eyes to look at his son. “She just collapsed. Stopped breathing. I . . . I didn’t know what to do. She was fine yesterday.”

				“She’ll be okay. She has to.” Drew’s voice was laced with fear.


				Grace’s heart was racing as she watched the paramedics work to save Mary. They continued CPR as she was loaded onto a stretcher and into the waiting ambulance. Drew helped his father into the back of the ambulance and stood still as a statue as they drove off, lights flashing.

				She reached out and took his hand. He squeezed it so tightly she almost cried out. He turned his eyes to hers and she saw the pain and fear threatening to spill over.

				“I’ve got to go. I’m so sorry.” His voice broke as he said the words.


				She shook her head. “No apologies. Call me when you know something?”

				He nodded, his lower lip trembling. “Thank you,” he said, his words barely a whisper.

				She lifted his hand and kissed it, hard.

				With one last look, he turned and jogged off in the direction of his house and waiting car.

				Grace came home to a still, cold house, and a French press full of acidic and over-brewed coffee. She set about cleaning up the coffee and re-brewing while she waited for the fire to catch for the fourth time that morning. When the fire was burning steadily and her coffee was ready, she poured a large cup and sat in the living room with her phone resting on the arm of her chair. An hour had passed without word from Drew and every minute that ticked by made her heart sink. She knew that more time meant bad news in most cases. Her fingers drummed against the arm of the couch impatiently.


				When she couldn’t stand it anymore, she got up, walked purposefully to her room, and put on her running clothes. Lacing up her shoes, she grabbed her phone and zipped it securely in her jacket pocket, threading the earbuds from the inside.


			

			
				She ran at a punishing pace, music blasting, her joints protesting the forceful jarring and the lack of any warm-up time. The cold bit at her ears and cheeks, but she didn’t care. She ran until she thought her chest would burst and finally, heaving for breath, she leaned over, hands on her knees. When she’d leveled her breathing, she started walking, consciously trying to lower her heart rate slowly.

				As she surveyed her surroundings, she found herself in front of the Braley Anglican church doors. Since losing John, her faith had disintegrated. Raised in a household of lapsed Irish Catholics, her knowledge of religion was spotty at best. Her father would suddenly become devout during the Easter and Christmas seasons and they would attend mass each week until he was tired of going. She tried to go at least once a month up until John’s death. After he was gone, she felt nothing but anger and resentment while she sat through mass.


				Despite her crisis of faith, her feet led her to the doors of the church and to the altar rail. She crossed herself and knelt to pray for the first time in over a year.

				Please, please give them more time. Please don’t take her from him yet.


				As she left the church, her heart felt marginally lighter. She’d done what little she could for Drew and his family. Now all she could do was wait. Her phone rang as she was walking back home.

				“Drew?”

				“She’s stable.” His voice was shaky.

				“That’s wonderful. Oh, Drew, I’m so glad.”

				“They’re talking about Hospice care. The doctor said she’s only got a few weeks. She might make it through Christmas.”


				“Do you need anything? What can I do?”

				“No . . . no. I’m coming home now.” His voice trembled, thick with tears, breaking her heart. “She’s being kept overnight and possibly for one more day while they level off her calcium. Once that’s back to normal, she’ll come home.”

			

			
				“Can I come to you?”

				“I’d like that very much.” His voice was soft, more controlled.


				“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

				“Yeah. Quite right,” he said, and the line clicked.

				The weeks that followed were rough on Drew. His mother was deteriorating before his eyes. Grace was frustrated as she could do nothing but stand by and watch. He spent most of his time with his parents, leaving the store to be tended by the assistant manager. She visited Mary when she could. Quite often, the two of them talked over tea and biscuits. With each visit, Mary’s energy dwindled, reminding her of the slow burn of an ember, gently fading until it was cold.

				“I’m heading out to see Mary. Do we need anything from Ten’s on the way home, Val?” Grace called up the stairs from the entryway.


				“No . . . Ouch . . . Oof, damn.”

				“Are you all right in there?”

				“I’m fine. Just . . . decorating my tree.”

				“Sounds like the tree’s winning.” Grace chuckled, glad for a little levity.


				“So far.”

				December was in full swing. With just a few days left until Christmas, there were festivities going on all over town. The town square was decorated with a towering evergreen, filled with lights and ornaments, awaiting a coating of powdery snow. Grace always loved this time of year, and the sight of Braley, decked out and in full holiday mode, made her smile as she walked the few blocks from her cottage to the Tensley home.


			

			
				As she approached the house, she could make out Drew’s figure, balancing precariously on a ladder and hanging Christmas lights on the gutters.

				“Bollocks,” he muttered as the lights slipped and he bent to reach them.


				Her eyes lingered on his backside, encased in well-worn faded jeans.

				“Oi! You. Stop ogling my boy,” David’s voice called from across the street.

				Grace turned to find him walking toward the house with a smile on his face and an armful of grocery bags. She rushed to help him with the bags as Drew stepped down from the ladder.


				“Hello, love.” Drew took the grocery bag from her and placed a kiss on her cheek.

				“How’s Mary today?”

				His sad smile and light shrug was all the answer she needed.


				“Decorating finally?” She gestured to the roof of the house.


				“Yeah, Mum loves the lights, even though she won’t really be out to see them. The tree is up though. Presents are under it and all. Father Christmas, be damned.”

				“I’m sure she loves knowing they’re there,” Grace said, resting her hand gently on his cheek.

				“Right, well, let’s not stand here like a couple of dolts. She’s been asking when you’d be coming round.”

				Mary was seated in a recliner, wrapped in a heavy quilt, with a hat on her head. The room was stiflingly warm and Grace began shedding layers as soon as she walked through the door. Mary smiled the moment she saw them.

				“Oh, you both are such a sight. Come here to me.” She reached out slowly, but let her hand drop with fatigue.

				“Mum?”

				“It’s Christmas, isn’t it? Can we have Christmas now? Please say we can. I’m so tired.” Her eyes fluttered and rolled back in her head.

			

			
				Drew’s eyes were wide with panic. “Mum, let me get Dad.” He turned to Grace, his face ashen. “Stay with her?”

				She nodded and gently took Mary’s hand in hers. The skin felt thin and cold, but her fingers squeezed slightly.

				“Love him, Grace.” Mary’s eyes were clear and focused. “He needs you.”


				Grace’s throat worked to push away the lump that had formed. Her eyes filled with tears and she swiped at them with her free hand.

				“I will.”

				Mary smiled and went still, eyes open, but empty. Panic rose in Grace’s chest as she listened for any sign that Mary was still alive.


				“Mary . . . Mary?” She shook her lightly. “Drew! David!”

				Both Tensley men rushed in. As if in slow motion, Grace stepped back and watched as their hearts broke. David stood next to his wife, cradling her head in his hands, silent tears rolled down his cheeks. Drew pressed his fingers to her wrist and neck trying to find any sign of life. As he realized she was truly at peace, he stopped, pulled a chair close to his mother, and laid his head in her lap.

				They sat in silence, weeping over the woman they both loved so deeply. Grace ached to go to Drew and comfort him in some way, but held back. She knew he’d need time to let her go before he could be comforted. She stood quietly and slipped into the kitchen where she did the only thing she could think of to offer support.

				She made tea.

				After weeks of making and drinking tea with Mary, she’d learned the Tensley tea ritual well and set about warming water in the kettle. The teapot was special, Mary had said. It was only made in a little shop in Scotland. They’d bought it on one of their visits with Drew. Her eyes focused on the pattern of roses and thistle intertwining. She was just pouring the milk when she felt two large hands wrap around her arms and gently turn her.

			

			
				She stared into his eyes, red-rimmed and filled with anguish. Her hands went to cup his face and his lips trembled with the effort of hiding tears. A stray tear slipped from the corner of his eye before she was able to pull him to her.

				“Drew, I’m so sorry.” Her voice was thick with her own tears.


				His head fell to her shoulder and deep shuddering sobs ripped through his tall frame. His arms wrapped tightly around her with crushing intensity.

				Grace stayed with them until the early hours of the morning. David finally called Hospice care, who arranged for Mary’s remains to be taken. Drew walked her to the door, eyes tired and face drawn. She hugged him tightly and turned to face the prospect of Christmas Eve with a heavy heart.

				“Please call if you need me?”

				Drew nodded. “I’m glad it was you. With her, I mean. She loved being with you. Thank you.”

				She walked slowly down the cobblestone street of the town square, staring at the festive decorations and hating them for the first time in her life.

				As she turned the corner to her cottage, as if to add insult to injury, a light beautiful snow began to fall.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 15


				The funeral was held two days after Christmas, on Grace’s birthday. She didn’t sit with the family during the service, but chose to let them grieve privately. She and Valerie stayed to the back of the church, her eyes watching Drew move through the service. His face remained stoic during his eulogy, though she could tell he was working hard to control his emotions. His voice broke only once when his eyes, searching the crowd, found her from the pulpit.

				“Why aren’t you sitting with him?” Valerie whispered as the congregation rose to sing one of Mary’s favorite hymns.

				“I’m here. He knows I’m here. He needs to be with his dad—his family.”


				“From the look on his face, I’d say he needs you.”

				Grace shook her head. “The last thing I wanted when John died was someone clinging to me.”

				“You are his person. This is completely different from John.”


				The service concluded and the family was escorted out, trailing behind the casket. Grace gathered her coat and purse in preparation to join the congregation as they filed out. She watched David, somber and weeping, walk mournfully behind his wife’s casket, while Drew followed in his wake.

				Tears welled in her eyes at the sight of the broken men. Memories of John’s funeral swam in her head. The remaining family, Mary’s sister and brother-in-law, came last, looking sad, yet peaceful, as if they understood Mary’s suffering was finally over. Grace’s eyes found Drew’s as he came down the aisle. His expression shattered all of her walls.

				He does need me.

			

			
				She walked purposefully from the row of pews she was standing in, took his hand, and joined his family.

				“Thank you.” He leaned his head against hers and kissed her temple softly.

				Ten’s closed for the week of Mary’s death and reopened on the second day of January. A month had passed since, and the town was back to normal.

				“How can they all be so happy?” Valerie asked as they navigated the icy sidewalk leading to the cottage.

				“Life goes on, people would rather forget than be sad.”

				“How’s David doing?”

				“He’s coping. It’s tough. I used to think it would be easier if you could see it coming. I was wrong. It’s just as hard.”


				Both Drew and David were still raw, but healing slowly. Grace, all-too-familiar with grief, tried to be what they each needed. She brought meals to David twice a week and even sat to eat with him every once in a while.

				“How is Drew?” Valerie, observant as ever, clearly knew Drew was more of a challenge.

				“I don’t know how to get through to him.” Grace shook the light snow from her hair as they entered their little house. “He’s so distant. It seems like for every step David makes forward in the healing process, Drew falls further back. He’s angry, but won’t talk about it.”

				“Maybe you need to make him talk. Everyone grieves differently. You can’t expect him to deal the same way you did.”


				Grace opened her laptop and sat at the table, mulling over Valerie’s words.

				“Mmm. Maybe.”

				Grace glanced at the clock as she put the finishing touches on yet another reworked blueprint for the construction crew. It was just after five o’clock, the crew would be packing up to head home for the evening. There was no point in her trudging to the site to give Mick the changes tonight. She would have to do it first thing in the morning.

			

			
				“Changes done?” Valerie asked with a glance at the rolled-up blueprint Grace was sliding into a protective tube.

				“Yes, and I think it’ll be the last of them, actually.”

				“Do you need me to take them over to the crew?”

				“Nope, I’ll do it in the morning. I’m going that way anyway.”


				Valerie cocked her eyebrow. “No, you’re not. I have to see Mick sometime. Things didn’t work out between us. That doesn’t mean I stop doing my job.”

				“If you’re sure. I really don’t have a reason to go that way at all, but I don’t mind taking them.”

				“I’ll make sure they’re there by eight.” Valerie took the tube. “Now, on to other business. Your birthday.”

				“That was a month ago.”

				“Yep, and we went to a funeral. It’s time to celebrate. I’m taking you out for a night in London. We’re going dancing, Grace McConnell. See if Drew wants to come, but either way, this Friday after work we’re heading out.” She turned on her heel and clomped up the stairs to her room. “Wear something hot!” she called down before her door shut.

				Grace’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water for a moment. She actually liked the idea of getting out and playing a little. She loved dancing, even if she was awful at it.


				She pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed Drew’s number, but got no answer. He was probably still at the store. She pulled on her sweater and heavy coat to keep out the frigid January wind.

				Ten’s was quiet, with the exception of a handful of after-work shoppers picking up a few things for their dinner. Henry, the sole cashier, looked bored, ready to close up. Grace smiled to herself as she thought of the remaining three hours he had left until closing time.

			

			
				When he saw her, he waved and smiled. “Hi ya, Grace. Drew’s upstairs.”


				“Thanks, Henry. Is it all right if I go on up?”

				“Should be fine.”

				She walked up the flight of stairs to the business office and rapped on the door.

				“What?” Drew shouted from inside the office.

				She opened the door and stepped inside. “Drew? Is this a bad time?”


				He peered up at her over his computer. He was wearing his black-rimmed glasses and his hair stuck out wildly. His face softened when he saw her. “Did I forget we had plans?”

				“No. I was actually hoping to make some.”

				“Really? What do you have in mind?”

				“Well, Valerie wants to take me to London on Friday night to go dancing for my birthday.”

				Drew’s brow furrowed. “Your birthday? Oh, Christ, Grace! I’m such a tosser. Of course we should celebrate. I’m not much of a dancer, though.”

				“That’s fine, you can watch,” she said, with a wicked gleam in her eyes.

				He closed the distance between them, pulling her into his embrace. “I’m sorry I forgot.”

				“Are you kidding? It was your mother’s funeral. I really didn’t think you needed to worry about me.”

				He quickly pulled away from her. “Wait right here.” He strode quickly to his desk and pulled open the bottom drawer. He produced a simply wrapped present and handed it to her with a sheepish grin. “I didn’t completely forget.”

				As she opened the small package, excitement bubbled inside her. The box was small with a tartan lid. She lifted the top and saw a beautiful pendant of sterling silver designed in the style of the Scottish thistle emblem. She ran her fingers lightly over it and pulled the chain and pendant out of the box. She slipped the necklace over her head and smiled up at him.


			

			
				“It’s the thistle, the flower of Scotland. I thought it could be a reminder of our trip.”

				“I love it . . . so much, Drew.”

				She pulled him down for a kiss, their lips brushing softly at first. A spark ignited as they touched and it grew before they could contain it. They hadn’t been together since Mary’s death and the tension built quickly between them. She moaned against his mouth and pressed forward, but his glasses bumped her nose.

				“Oh, bloody hell!” he exclaimed, pulling back and ripping his glasses off his face.

				His hands went around her waist and he pushed her to his desk. She obliged by hopping up to sit on top of it, twining her fingers in his hair.

				“I’m not used to the glasses. You don’t wear them much.”

				“I’ve not gotten my new lenses ordered. Things have been busy.”

				She reached around and pulled him down for another kiss. His hands ran up her sweater and under the cups of her bra. The phone on the desk rang, interrupting the passion that was just beginning to build into something more.

				Drew gave her an apologetic look and reached to answer. When he laid the phone back down, a disappointed frown colored his features. “There’s a problem with a delivery I need to tend to. Can we pick this up again soon?”

				“Definitely.”

				“I’ll ring you when I’ve got it sorted.”

				She kissed him and slid off the desk, smoothing her sweater and readjusting her bra. “You’d better.”

				Things with Drew turned around after Grace’s visit to Ten’s. The last few days had felt normal, steady, and she thought he was truly on the road to recovering from the loss of his mother. It was late in the afternoon and she was preparing to finish up her last project. Drew was set to pick them up in just a few hours and as she looked at the clock for the third time in five minutes, she felt a twinge of nervousness.

			

			
				What if it’s too soon for him? I don’t want him to feel guilty for having fun.

				She remembered the sharp stabs of pain she’d endured in the months after John’s death. Each time she laughed or even smiled, her subconscious would rear its ugly head and shame her for thinking about being happy. Why should she be happy when John couldn’t be anything anymore?

				As the clock slowly crept toward the final moments of their workday, Valerie and Grace were both restless. When all of Grace’s urgent items had been checked off the to-do list, she closed her laptop and looked at her friend.

				“That’s it for the day. Time to get ready.”

				Valerie smiled and jumped up from her seat. “Yes! I’m so excited! I’ve wanted to take you to London since we got here.”


				“We’ve got two hours. I’m going to take a nice hot bath, have a pre-party glass of wine, and relax.”

				Grace padded into her bathroom, wine glass in hand, and found the bottle of Jasmine Essential oil she’d stashed away for just such an occasion. The oil mixed with the hot water and filled the room with the beautiful scent. She piled her hair on top of her head and sank into the steaming water. She noticed her legs needed shaving, as the rough spikes of emerging hair stood up with the temperature change. When she was finished, her legs were smooth and her skin soft from the jasmine. She smelled faintly of the sensual flower and as she breathed in the scent, she felt her shoulders relax and her mind become more peaceful.

				A knock on her door brought her attention to the time. She’d spent an hour soaking in the bath and was still not sure what she was going to wear.

				“Are you alive in there? I need help with my necklace,” Valerie called.


			

			
				Grace put on her soft terrycloth robe and opened the door to see Valerie the super tramp standing before her.

				“What are you wearing?”

				“Too much?” she asked, going pink at the cheeks.

				Grace took in her thigh-high black stiletto boots, skin-tight mini, and deep V-neck top. “Too little. You look like Julia Roberts and not in a good way,” she said, trying to be kind. “Maybe a longer skirt?”

				“Yeah, you’re right.” A deep flush colored her cheeks. “Let me go change, I’ll be right back.”

				Grace padded into her bedroom and pulled out a few prospective outfits. Some were too businesslike, others not dressy enough. She finally settled on a deep wine-colored dress that fell a few inches above her knees. It had a slight cowl neckline and a plunging low back. She added a backdrop necklace, with two strands of fine beads that trailed down to the middle of her exposed back, while her gift from Drew nestled itself in the valley between her breasts.

				“Wow! That dress is amazing,” Valerie said from the doorway, her new wardrobe choice a relief.

				Black leggings replaced the micro mini and while still showing a generous amount of cleavage, she’d ditched the ridiculous hooker-boots. “You look great, too. That’s much better.”


				All Grace needed to take care of was her hair and makeup in the forty-five minutes before Drew arrived. She settled on a loose braid that fell to one side and light makeup with eye shadow that made her eyes pop.

				There was a knock at the door as she applied a light layer of finishing powder and a quick spray of her favorite perfume. She turned to see Drew standing at the door to her room.


				“What do you think?” she asked, doing a slow turn so he could take in the low back of her dress.

				“I think we’re not going anywhere tonight.”

				“What?”

			

			
				“In that dress? I can barely keep from shagging you right here. There’s no bleeding way I’ll make it all night with you looking like that.”


				She fought to control her breath as a delicious heat pooled between her legs. She moved to gather her purse and coat from her bed. He walked slowly behind her and slid his hand up her back with a feather-light touch. She shivered and her skin broke out in goosebumps.

				The tinny beep of the cab’s horn interrupted their intimate moment.

				“Come on guys! Let’s go,” Valerie yelled from the entryway.


				The ride into London was torture for Grace. During the entire journey, Drew ran his fingers up and down her exposed skin, while Valerie, sitting opposite them, remained engrossed with an app on her phone. Grace’s skin was heated. With each pass of his hand, he delved farther into the back of her dress, eventually brushing the outline of her breast. She said a silent prayer of thanks when the cab arrived at their destination.


				The club was filled with patrons, even though it was still early in the evening. Valerie led them to a corner booth she’d reserved. As soon as they sat down, Valerie saw someone she knew and ran off to join the undulating crowd. The music was good and Grace was already itching to dance.

				Drew smiled at her and leaned in close. “You do realize I’m planning on getting you right pissed? What’s your pleasure?”


				“Are you planning on taking advantage of me, Tensley?”

				“Quite right and snog you senseless.”

				 A thrill ran through her. “Hmm, in that case, I guess I’ll have a nice big vodka-tonic.”

				Drew returned with a shot and a drink for each of them. “God bless the English transportation system,” he said as he downed his shot.


				She laughed and gingerly drank hers as well. “Ugh, tequila.” She made a face and shook her head, raising the cocktail to her lips to wash away the dry taste.

			

			
				She leaned forward and pressed her palm on Drew’s inner thigh. “You know, I’d much rather a shag than a snog.”

				Drew choked on his drink.

				The music changed and she visibly tensed as she recognized the song.

				“Go on. I’ll catch up. I just need a little more liquid courage,” Drew said, obviously adjusting himself.

				Excitement ran through her as she hopped up and moved toward Valerie in the center of the dance floor. She let her hips sway back and forth as she became more confident. The song was high-energy and she and Valerie were smiling as they jumped up and down during the chorus. Soon the song ended and morphed into a more sensual rhythm.

				She felt Drew’s hands move around her hips and pull her into his chest. His fingers spread wide as he ground into her rear.


				“Oi, mate! I’ll thank you to keep your hands off.” Drew’s angry voice shocked her and she turned to see that it was a stranger holding her close.

				“She doesn’t seem to mind,” the man said.

				“Yes, I do mind,” Grace added as she squirmed away from his grip.

				“She minds.” Drew pushed at the man. “Shove off.”

				“Bloody hell. I’m leaving, all right?” The man backed away, hands in the air.

				Drew looked down into her eyes, his face stony.

				“I’m sorry, I thought it was you.”

				“I thought I’d murder him, Grace. And you, rubbing against him like that, it almost killed me.” He pulled her to him. “I can’t think of you with anyone else. I need to know you’re mine.”


				His hand trailed down her back and he dropped his lips to her shoulder, nipping at it with his teeth.

				“I don’t want anyone, but you.” Her voice caught as he pulled her against his apparent arousal.

				“I told you this dress was going to be a problem for me.”

			

			
				His breath on her skin made her knees tremble as they danced. She didn’t need any more alcohol to make her head swim; Drew’s hands and mouth were doing a fine job on their own. The music changed and Drew took her hand. He led her back to the booth and her waiting drink.

				“All right, birthday girl. Drink up. I’ve got a long night ahead of me until I can get you home.”

				Drew watched as Grace fiddled nervously with the hem of her dress. She was sitting on the rear-facing bench of the cab, her feet bare, free of the heels she’d been teetering in all night. Her eyes caught his gaze and she flushed.

				“Stop looking at me like that,” she muttered, clearly embarrassed by the lascivious glint in his eyes.

				He held his hands up in protest. “What?”

				The cab swayed and screeched, swerving to avoid a cyclist who’d darted into the street and Grace fell forward into his arms. He inhaled deeply and was filled with the scent of her perfume. Something about it made him think of the warm sands of a Hawaiian beach. He couldn’t place it, but he’d come to crave it.

				“God, you smell good,” he whispered against her hair.

				“So do you.”

				He pressed his forehead against hers and pulled her onto his lap. “I don’t think I can wait until I get you home, love.”

				His fingers traced the smooth skin of her thigh, slowly creeping under the hem of her dress. He could feel the sharp intake of her breath against his lips as he closed the distance to his goal. Her mouth crushed against his to stifle the moan that poured from her. A thrill ran through him, making his scalp tingle. At that moment, he needed nothing more than her skin against his.

				“Drew, we can’t.” Her words were breathy and filled with excitement.

			

			
				“Why can’t we?” he whispered.

				She pulled away and his desire to close the distance and reclaim her came boiling to the surface. “The driver. He’ll see us.”


				“Well then, it’s a good thing I slipped him fifty quid to keep his eyes on the road.”

				“You didn’t?”

				“Oh, yes. Yes, I did.” He pulled her against him and pushed his hand past the lace covering her. Her skin was hot and already wet for him. “Oh, God. You are so sexy.”

				As his fingers worked, she fought for control. He could feel her tense against him, over and over, biting back the noises he loved to hear her make.

				“Let it go, love. Kiss me and let it go.” He increased the tempo of his stroke and she wrapped her fingers in his hair, kissing him deeply.

				As she came apart, pride flowed through him. This beautiful creature was with him, needed him, and only he could make her react this way.

				Her breath shuddered as she pulled away from him. “I can’t believe we just did that in a moving cab.”

				“That’s nothing compared to what I plan to do when we get to a proper bed.”

				He watched her cheeks redden and her tongue dart out to wet her lips. The cab rolled to a stop in front of his house.

				The driver cleared his throat. “All right?”

				Drew helped Grace adjust her clothing and stepped out into the cool night air, holding the door for her. His keys jingled as he handed them to her.

				“Go on inside. I’ll catch up.”

				While Grace ran barefoot up the walkway, he leaned into the open window of the cab and paid.

				“All right, mate. Off you pop. Seems to me like you’ve got business inside.” The driver winked and took his money.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 16


				“Good, God! Start a fire down there, please! I’m freezing,” Valerie pleaded from the top of the stairs.

				Grace rolled her eyes from her crouched position at the fireplace. “Already on it!”

				“I hate winter. Literally, hate it.”

				Grace chuckled softly as Valerie stomped down the stairs. She was wrapped in her duvet, her face barely peeking out from the cocoon she’d created.

				“Why are you already dressed?” Valerie asked through a yawn.


				“I have to go talk with the crew today, remember?”

				“Oh, right. Too many accidents, not enough progress.”

				“Exactly.” Grace chewed on her lip. “I’ve been . . . distracted lately. They need to know I’m involved.”

				“How is your distraction doing?”

				“If you mean Drew, he’s getting better. He’s been spending time with people again, seeing friends.”

				Grace wrapped herself in a thick wool scarf he’d given her.


				“Where is he, anyway? I haven’t seen him much.”

				“Oh, he’s visiting family in Surrey. He should be back at the end of the week.”

				Valerie arched a brow. “So, that’s why you’re so cranky. I hope he gets back sooner, rather than later.”

				“I do miss him.”

				“You more than miss him.”

				She shot Valerie a glare and grabbed her coat.

				“I’ll be back.”

				Valerie gave her a mock salute. “Aye-aye.”

			

			
				As Grace walked the short distance to the job site, she shivered. The cold morning air sank into her bones and had her picking up the pace just to keep warm.

				She thought about what Valerie said. You more than miss him. Their relationship had turned a corner and she knew she was walking a fine line. She was in love with him, head over heels, but couldn’t bring herself to tell him the truth about John. His heart had been crushed by his ex-wife and it was easy to see the effect her affair still had on him. Until she was sure about his relationship to John, she still held tight to her convictions. It wasn’t the right time to tell him.

				Snow was in the forecast for the next few weeks and construction was moving slowly on the restoration. She was diligent about ensuring all safety measures were being adhered to and stood waiting at the site for all of her workers to assemble. As they slowly arrived—chattering amongst themselves and drinking tea from thermoses and paper cups—the unwelcome tingle of nerves fluttered in her belly.

				She cleared her throat to gain their attention.

				“Thank you all for being here. I wanted to address everyone and say what a wonderful job you’ve been doing over the last five months. Restorations are tedious and can be tiresome. Now that the weather has turned, we all need to change our habits. Working in freezing temperatures has a multitude of risks. Falls are the biggest danger, but there’s also a high risk of frostbite due to prolonged exposure to cold temperatures. Please make sure you’re wearing appropriate clothes, gloves and hats, use the hand and foot warmers we’ve provided, and take frequent breaks. Again, thank you and continue the good work.”

				Her hands shook as she walked back to her cottage. She hated public speaking and hoped desperately that Mick was able to keep the workers safe. The building was tall and required a lot of scaffolding. Mick assured her that they were following safety regulations to the letter.

			

			
				Valerie had a pot of coffee waiting in the kitchen when she walked through the door. The aroma was heavenly and she headed straight to the kitchen for a dose of caffeine.

				“I’m never letting you go. As far as I’m concerned, your job is secure until the end of time.” Grace inhaled the rich scent as she brought the cup to her lips.

				“I’ll remember you said that.”

				“So, what’s on the agenda for today?” Grace asked.

				Valerie flipped through her emails. “Let’s see, Bidwell is putting out feelers to the town council about restoring the church next. Then, oh, this’ll be good.” A note of sarcasm colored her words. “There’s a severe weather advisory for tomorrow morning, ice and snow, as well as high winds.”

				“That sounds like the makings of a blizzard.” She worried at her bottom lip.

				“I’ll call Mick. He’d better give the crew time off tomorrow,” Valerie said.

				Grace nodded. “Good idea. Tell them we’ll keep them posted about when it’s safe to return to work.”

				“They won’t be happy about not getting the hours.”

				“I’d rather they be safe and angry, than hurt and suing us.”


				The storm hit earlier than expected, knocking down power lines and causing traffic accidents everywhere in the area. The workers were sent home as the wind picked up and the site became unsafe.

				Grace and Valerie built up their fire, set out candles, and planned for a long night with no power and howling wind outside.


				“I’m not going to get any sleep tonight,” Grace muttered.

				“Nope. Me neither.”

				“I’m in love with him.” Grace’s eyes focused on the flickering shadows cast on the floor by the candlelight.

				“I know.”

				“How do you know?” She was flabbergasted.

			

			
				“You’re the same as you were with John, only . . .” she trailed off.


				“Only?”

				“You’re actually you.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“Well, when you were with John, you only did things he liked, were only friends with his friends, and didn’t have your own interests.”

				Grace could tell Valerie was trying to choose her words carefully.


				“Now, you and Drew are together, but separate. You both do your own things, but make time to be together. The way you guys look at each other, it’s so obvious.”

				“Hmm. I guess I never really thought about that. Now that you mention it though, you’re right.”

				She thought back on her years with John and realized what an all-encompassing force he’d been in her life. She’d made friends in college, but never really kept in touch with anyone. John’s friends became her friends. After John died, people paid their respects and checked in on her for the first few months, but then gradually disappeared into their own lives. She loved reading, music, art, and could tour historic sites all day. John liked amusement parks with thrill rides and found her job boring. He wanted to climb mountains, be a daredevil, and most of all, he always wanted to be the hero.

				Even after a year, she still felt a wave of guilt wash over her any time she had a negative thought about him. She pushed the feeling away and focused on Drew. He’d taken the time to befriend Valerie. He’d introduced her to his friends, but hadn’t pushed them on her. And he’d taken her to Scotland to see some of the most beautiful historic sites the country had to offer, simply because he thought she’d love it.


				“It’s so odd. I remember feeling like I would never stop being sad. Like John was it for me.” She snuggled up under her duvet. “I was wrong.”

			

			
				The storm rattled the windows as she slowly fell asleep on her end of the couch. The sound of the power cutting back on woke her during the early hours of the morning. The fire had burned itself out and the faint smell of wood smoke filled the room. It was ice cold when she lifted her blanket from her body.


				“Did we make it?” Valerie’s sleepy voice croaked from under her blanket.


				“Yep. Power’s back on, too.”

				“Thank God! I hate a cold shower.”

				Grace laughed as she got the fire going again and Valerie rose and stretched, stifling a yawn.

				“Coffee?” she asked.

				“Definitely. What time is it, anyway?” Her eyes were still heavy with sleep.

				“Five-forty-five. Ugh!”

				“Wimp,” Grace chided.

				“Look, some of us like sleep. We covet it, actually. You are some kind of super human who can run on barely five hours of rest.”


				“Like I said. Wimp.”

				The town was blanketed in heavy snow as Grace walked her usual running route. Her feet, snug in high rain boots and thick wool socks, slipped occasionally as she made slow progress through the town. The cold bit at her skin and her cheeks were already burning.

				A tree had fallen down in the town square during the night and had sadly landed on top of the wooden gazebo in its path. The roots of the tree were raised out of the ground, gnarled and twisted with clumps of dirt still holding on.

				 As she continued through town, she grew increasingly worried about the state of her project. There were many cold-sensitive points during the rebuilding process and the last thing they needed was another delay. She rounded the corner and caught sight of the manor house. The scaffolding was still standing and the structure looked sound.

			

			
				They were just a few months away from their goal and most of the exterior work was finished. Optimism crept in that they were actually going to finish on time. The roof was going to be the most challenging aspect, and work had already begun on it.

				Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her coat while she walked back to the cottage. She used her teeth to remove one glove while she pulled the phone free.

				“Hello?”

				“Grace, is everything all right there? I saw there was a terrible storm.” Drew’s voice was full of concern, causing a warm feeling to spread through her.

				“We made it just fine. Cold, but safe. What about you?”

				“Just some flurries here. I think they’ve closed the motorway, though. I don’t know when we’ll be able to get back.”


				“Just be careful. Come back when it’s safe to travel.”

				“Will do, Miss McConnell.”

				The weather remained below freezing for most of the week, causing major transportation delays. Another heavy snow was in the forecast for Monday afternoon and Grace’s stress level increased with every day that passed.

				Due to traffic problems and poor conditions, work on the project was going slowly. Many workers just couldn’t make it in or didn’t want to even try. She spoke to Mick multiple times throughout the weekend to nail down the timeline on the roof project. He assured her that they could get a large amount of work done before the next snowfall on Monday.

				An unexpected accumulation of snow fell on Sunday night and when she woke Monday morning, she expected more bad news from Mick about the crew. Surprisingly, however, he had ten workers already at the site. He was confident they’d meet their goal before lunch when the next snowfall was expected to begin.

			

			
				With Drew stuck in Surrey until the end of the week, she needed something to distract her. Hoping the Braley church project would be clinched soon, she began preliminary research. As she ate her lunch, the sound of sirens wailing in the distance registered dimly in her brain.

				“Grace?” Valerie’s voice pulled her attention from the research she was trying to engross herself in.

				She raised her eyes from her laptop screen to see Valerie’s ashen face.

				“What’s wrong?”

				“There’s been an accident at the site. The roof collapsed.”

				“Was anyone hurt?”

				“I think so. Mick said there were five guys on the roof and three inside when it happened. They’re looking for them now. So far, no one’s been recovered.”

				An icy pit formed in Grace’s stomach. She needed to get to the site immediately. Her heart raced as she pulled on her boots and slipped on her coat. She rushed as fast as her feet could go on the slick pavement. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, causing her to shake involuntarily.

				The site was a disaster. The flashing lights of emergency responders filled the street and reflected off the snow, red then white. As Grace got closer, she saw two men being carried out on stretchers, awake and talking, but bloodied and battered. She breathed a sigh of relief seeing they were alive, but her heart dropped as she caught sight of another stretcher with a full body bag being loaded into an ambulance.

				“Oh, God,” she whispered. Her knees trembled and felt like they were about to give out.

				“Grace!” Valerie called out as she made her way toward her.


				Grace connected with Valerie and they walked closer to the destruction.


			

			
				“Someone is dead.”

				“Who?”

				“I don’t know.”

				Mark Ringstad. His name turned over and over in Grace’s head as she waited for Bidwell to call her back. He was in a meeting when she’d made the international call and his assistant refused to interrupt him.

				Mark Ringstad. He had three children under the age of seven. His wife was named Angela.

				Mark Ringstad. He was only thirty years old and now he was dead because of her.

				Her phone rang, the shrill sound causing her to nearly jump out of her skin.

				“Grace McConnell.”

				“Grace, what is this emergency?” Bidwell sounded irritated.


				“Mr. Bidwell, there’s been an accident on site. The roof collapsed after a heavy snow. One worker is dead and two are seriously injured.”

				She waited on the line, listening to his heavy breathing.

				“Shut down the project immediately. This is bad. Very bad.”


				“I’m sorry.”

				“Let’s wait to assign blame until we know why this happened. In the meantime, you should know that the town will want us gone until this is cleared up. You and Valerie had better plan on returning ASAP.”

				“You sound like you’ve been through this before?”

				“Accidents happen, Grace. I’ve been doing this a long time. People get hurt and the first ones to get blamed for something like this are the overseeing architect and the construction foreman. He’s a local guy and you’re the foreigner. Which one of you is easier to get rid of?”

				A lump formed in her throat and she had to cough to get the words out. “When do we need to be back?”

			

			
				“Next week at the latest. Grace, this will all turn out fine but it might be a rough few months.”

				“Wh . . . What about criminal charges?”

				“There’s no way for them to bring you up on charges right now. They’re just going to want our presence gone for a while and I can’t pay you if you’re not working.”

				“Yes, sir. I’ll get Valerie on it.”

				She sat in silence, staring out the window, shocked. Her life seemed to be constantly in flux. Just when she was really starting something good, moving past all the pain of the last year-and-a-half, her world quite literally came crashing down.


				Tears swelled in her eyes, threatening to spill at the slightest movement. She took a deep breath and wiped the moisture away as she picked up her phone to deliver the news to Drew.


				The line rang twice before he answered and the sound of his soft voice in her ear brought on a fresh wave of sadness.

				“Hello, love. Miss me already?”

				“Drew . . . there’s been an accident.”

				“What? Are you hurt? Where are you?”

				“I’m fine, it’s the site. Part of the roof collapsed. Mark Ringstad died.” She worked to control the emotion in her voice.


				“Good lord. I went to primary school with him.”

				“I’ve got to go back to Virginia. There’s going to be an investigation and my boss wants me home so he’s not paying for time I’m not working.”

				Drew cleared his throat. “Right, when?”

				“Val booked tickets for Friday morning.” Her lower lip trembled as she spoke and her voice began to shake.

				“I’ll be there as soon as I can, love.”

				“Mm-hmm.”

				“Grace? It’ll be all right.”

				She nodded her head and whispered, “I hope so.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 17


				Grace packed her last bag and set it by the front door with a heavy heart. Her flight was in nineteen hours and every time she thought about the situation, panic rose in her chest. Drew was on his way back through the slow moving, snarled commuter traffic. He’d kept in contact with her throughout the week and planned on returning as soon as possible, but storms kept rolling in all over the country.

				The sun rose high in the sky, rapidly melting the snow, causing it to run in rivulets down the street. She was tired of waiting for what she knew would be one of the most difficult days of her life here in Braley.

				The streets and sidewalks were too slushy with snow for a run, so she pulled on her boots and decided to go for one last walk around the town she’d grown to love. As she looked around the quaint village, guilt washed over her. This beautiful little place didn’t deserve to feel such loss. She’d wracked her brain for anything that could’ve been done differently and the only solution she’d come up with was that there shouldn’t have been anyone on that roof.

				There were a few cars on the road while she walked her usual route and headed for the footpath. People still waved at her when they passed, smiled and said hello, but she felt their hesitance keenly.

				An approaching car slowed and beeped its horn. Eyeing the car suspiciously, she looked around to see who the driver was honking at. She stifled a sob as Drew threw open the door and sprinted toward her, leaving the vehicle still running in the street. Her heart was in her throat as she saw his tortured face.


			

			
				“Drew . . .” She started to speak, but his lips on hers quieted the rest of the words.

				His hand wrapped around the back of her neck, deepening the kiss as his fingers tangled in her thick hair. The kiss was fueled by fear and she held on for dear life. She could feel his hands trembling as she clutched his shoulders and pushed her tongue past his lips. He groaned and opened for her, the passion boiling over right there in the middle of the street. Awareness built slowly. The sounds of the town invaded her mind and she pulled away from him gently.

				“We should get inside.”

				He nodded and wrapped his arm around her as they turned to walk back to her cottage.

				“Where’s your car?” she asked, looking back to the street where it had been.

				“Dad took the wheel when I got out.”

				“Oh, I guess I didn’t see him.” She blushed at the thought of David witnessing their passionate exchange.

				“You mean you’re embarrassed that we were snogging in the middle of town?” 

				“A little. Aren’t you?”

				“Nope,” he said with a smile on his face. He squeezed her tighter as they walked up to her door.

				They shared lunch together in her kitchen, while Valerie finished her last-minute packing. Grace was thankful Drew avoided the subject of the roof collapse. Her stomach was in knots as the day turned to night and her hours left with him spilled through her fingers like sand.

				They lay together in her bed, her head resting on his chest, his arms around her waist, pulling her as close as possible. The sound of his rhythmic breathing, deep and soothing, calmed her and she edged toward sleep herself.

				“I love you, Drew,” she whispered, her cheek against the dark hair on his chest.

			

			
				He tensed and his breathing stuttered, but regulated back to the deep restful rhythm. Her heart beat against her ribcage as panic that she was caught took hold. She let out a sigh and snuggled closer to the warmth of his body and the steady thump of his heart. Somehow, saying the words out loud made her feel better, like she was finally being honest with him about something even if he didn’t hear her.

				The alarm woke them both at four-thirty the next morning. Her nerves were rattled and caused her to be a shaky and cranky mess. Drew quietly dressed and helped her and Valerie make sure they had everything they needed, his face grim and lips tight. By the time the cab pulled up to their door, her heart felt like it was in a vise. Drew wrapped his arms around her and held on tightly, his chin on the top of her head.


				“Don’t go,” he whispered. “Please.”

				She took a shuddering breath, trying to contain her emotions. “I have to. I’ve got no choice.”

				“I can’t bear it. Not knowing when I’ll see you again.”

				She looked up at him, his eyes brimming with unshed tears. “I’ve got to go. Please don’t make this harder.”

				Drew sniffed and ran his fingers through his hair. “Fine, right. Go on, then. Let me know you’ve arrived safely.”

				She kissed him, deeply, trying to tell him how she loved him without using the words. Her lips trembled on his as she fought back the urge to cry.

				Before she let herself break down, she pulled away and dashed to the waiting cab. She cried silently as they pulled away and she watched Drew stand at her doorway until the road took them out of sight.

				The family home was quiet when Grace let herself in. Thankfully, her parents were away for the weekend and she was alone. It was completely dark outside and bitterly cold, but still early evening. Her body ached with the heaviness of fatigue only associated with the stress of travel.

			

			
				She switched on the light in the living room, or great room as her mother so grandly called it. She inhaled deeply and took in the familiar scents of her childhood home. Her mother was addicted to wax melts and the house always smelled delicious.


				She walked slowly around the house she hadn’t seen for six months. Everything was exactly the same, down to the throw placed across one arm of the leather couch, just so. Her mother was a neat-freak and spent more time straightening things during parties than actually socializing. She reached for a picture frame on the mantle to move it slightly just to annoy her mom and paused as she caught sight of John’s face.


				The photo was from her parents’ last anniversary celebration. They’d all gone out for dinner at a fancy steakhouse and taken a group photo before dinner. John’s face was beaming, smiling brightly with his arm around her.

				Her stomach clenched as she looked around at all the pictures in the room. John was in almost all of them. He’d been such an integral part of their family, there was no way to erase him.


				Looking at John’s face made her think of Drew and what she’d left behind. She sank into the chair next to the fireplace and put her head in her hands. Her phone buzzed against her hip and she reached to pull it out. Drew’s name flashed on her screen, alerting her that she had a new message.

				All right, love?

				She took a breath and laughed a little hysterically.

				Alive. Been better.

				She pressed send and waited, half wanting him to stop texting.


				Get some rest. Glad you arrived safely.

				XO - Grace

				She spent much of her evening looking through old photos from her childhood. John was even present in school pictures, and she eventually found a scrapbook her mom had made from all the years she and John dated. There were pictures from their weekend trips to the Carolinas, their trip to Washington D.C. during spring when the cherry blossoms were in full bloom, and a plethora of family dinner pictures. She realized, as she looked through her past, how much she’d been avoiding her memories of John.

			

			
				She spent the next day unpacking and adjusting to the time change, throwing herself a pity party. She caught up on some of her favorite TV shows and binged on ice cream and cookie dough until she felt sick. She only had this one day to be alone in her misery. Her parents were due home the next morning and she knew her mom would read her like a book and the inquisition would start.

				Sunday morning greeted her like a fist to the face. The sound of her parents pulling their car into the garage was the first thing she was conscious of. She groaned and rolled over in her bed, stuffing the pillow on her face and trying to go back to sleep.


				“Gracie? Gracie, are you up there?” her mother called.

				Grace lay perfectly still, trying to decide if it was worth it to try and ignore her.

				“Grace Annabelle McConnell . . . you’d better answer me!”


				She whipped the covers off and got up, throwing on a robe and slippers. “Mom, I’m here. I’m coming.”

				She trudged down the stairs loudly, her night of self-pity had taken its toll on her social graces.

				“Goodness, what happened to you?” her mother exclaimed when she caught sight of her.

				“I was sleeping.”

				“You look like a homeless person.” She sniffed. “You smell like one, too.”

				“Gee, thanks, Mom. It’s good to see you, too,” Grace said, the sarcasm thick in her voice. “Is there coffee?”

			

			
				“I just put some on, Gracie Belle.” Her dad patted her on the shoulder.


				She walked to the coffee maker and pulled a mug from the cupboard. Without waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, she pulled the carafe out and held her mug under the filter, collecting the coffee fresh from the drip.

				“Grace, I wish you wouldn’t do that. It leaves a mess on the hot plate,” her mother said, a slight note of exasperation in her voice.


				“Sorry.”

				She grabbed a bowl of cereal and sat at the kitchen table with her parents.


				“How was your trip?” she asked between bites.

				“Lovely. Your Aunt Martha’s doing well and was asking about you. Your cousin Breanne is pregnant! She broke the news at dinner yesterday. It’s about time. She’s already past thirty-five.”


				“Wow . . . good for her,” Grace said half-heartedly, hearing the unspoken statement on her own age.

				“So, big meeting with Bidwell tomorrow?” her dad asked.


				Her stomach dropped in anticipation. “Yep.”

				“You ready?”

				“I guess so.”

				“I’m sure it wasn’t your fault. This is just temporary, honey.”


				“Dad, someone died on my crew. I was responsible for him.”


				Her dad shook his head. “No, the foreman was responsible. He’s the one who makes the calls and staffs the jobs.”


				She was embarrassed to feel tears prick the corners of her eyes. “I hope you’re right. Even still, I can’t help but feel responsible. He had a wife and three little kids.”

				He reached his hand out and placed it over hers. “I know. You probably always will. I can’t help you with that.”

				She took a deep breath and held it for a moment. Nodding her head, she finished her cereal and stood. “Well, I’d better check my messages and get my data in order for tomorrow. Thanks for letting me stay here on such short notice.”

			

			
				“Honey, you never have to ask. That’s why you’ve still got a key.” Her mom sent a smile her way.

				“I’m going to go for a run on the beach in a bit. Can I take one of your cars?”

				Her dad nodded. “Take the truck.”

				He pulled the keys out of his pocket and threw them to her.


				“Thanks.”

				The old truck sputtered to life, died, then came back twice before Grace was able to pull it out of the driveway. She hadn’t driven it in at least ten years and the feel of its huge steering wheel and overly springy seats made her nostalgic.


				She had so many memories of riding to the beach for picnics in this old monster, smelling of bug spray and sunscreen. She would usually fall asleep on the way home, her energy zapped by hours in the sun and sand, lulled by the rumbling of the truck’s diesel engine. Her dad had taught her to drive in this beast. The clutch was touchy and there was no power steering, but because she’d learned in it, she could back around a corner and parallel park in any car thrown at her.


				She drove the ten minutes to her favorite running spot, along the beach where she and John used to race. Parking was easy this time of year. Only the most dedicated runners would be seen on the beach in the middle of winter. As she tightened her shoelaces, she let her mind drift back to one of her favorite memories of John.

				They’d been running on the beach in early summer and the tide was beginning to rush in on them. Instead of running away from the water, John had taken her hand and pulled her into the surf, soaking her entirely. Her initial reaction was one of frustrated anger at being soaking wet with no change of clothes. As they stood waist deep in the blue-green beauty of the ocean, she’d looked into his eyes, laughing in the sunlight, and found herself without a care for anything but him.


			

			
				The water was gray this morning, reflecting the overcast clouds full of potential snow. She ran slowly at first, building a solid rhythm and steadying her breathing. The sandy beach was long and seemed never-ending. As her feet sank into the sand, she tried to start her usual process of working things out and thinking through her problems, but she couldn’t get herself to focus. All she could think about was Drew. She wanted to see him come around the bend on the beach, or feel him brush against her as he passed by.

				Her legs were tired by the time she finished and was walking back to the truck. She wasn’t used to running in the sand anymore and the changes in her gait made the run more challenging.


				Her mother’s silhouette darkened the window of the living room as she pulled the truck into the driveway. She sighed inwardly and opened the door, bracing herself for the interrogation.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 18


				Take leave. Sick, vacation, unpaid. These were Grace’s only options until the investigation was over and the project was either reinstated to the firm or given to a different architect. Bidwell told her that because of the fatality, there would be a longer delay while the investigation ran. In order to show that the firm was cooperative, she had to be placed on leave. Her heart almost stopped when she heard the time frame: two to three months.

				She only had a few weeks of vacation saved up and about the same for sick leave. That meant at best one month unpaid, but probably two. At least she was rent-free at her parents’ house for as long as she needed.

				Over the next two weeks, her mood went from bad to worse. Tendrils of depression began taking hold almost without her awareness. It started with excessive sleeping, then graduated to long days of TV and junk food in her pajamas. Her company-issued international phone was disconnected and without contact to the outside world, she rapidly became a hermit.

				Back to a regular stateside phone plan, she and Drew kept in contact using Skype and social media, but it just wasn’t the same as being able to touch him, feel the scratch of his stubble on her skin, or run her fingers through his hair.

				“Mark, I’m telling you, something isn’t right.” She overheard her parents whispering in the kitchen.

				“Of course something’s wrong, Abby. She just lost the biggest project of her career.”

			

			
				“No, this is different. It’s worse than when John died. She’s practically comatose.”

				“Leave her alone. She’ll come out of it.”

				“I don’t know. I think there’s more going on here.”

				Lifting herself from the couch, she walked to the kitchen for a glass of water. As her parents caught sight of her, they immediately clammed up and focused on arbitrary chores.

				“I’m going to shower and go to the store. What do you want for dinner?” she asked pointedly.

				“Um . . . Well, honey, I guess whatever you want,” her mom said.


				“I’ll figure something out. Lasagna, maybe.”

				Her shower was quick and she was back downstairs, grabbing the keys to the old truck in fifteen minutes flat. As she picked up her purse, her mom rushed into the room, purse and keys already in hand.

				“Come on, I’m driving.”

				Grace rolled her eyes.

				“I’m not taking no for an answer, Grace.”

				Feeling like a petulant child, she trudged along behind her mother. They didn’t head to the store as she’d planned; her mom drove them to a small bistro called The Lighthouse for lunch.


				“I haven’t been here in years,” Grace said as she looked around the familiar sea-inspired decor.

				Fishing nets were artfully displayed, along with bulbs from old lighthouses. The bistro was warm with the fireplace blazing and the windows closed. Her mother led them to the same cozy and worn leather chairs they always sat in and immediately ordered a glass of wine, an antipasto plate, and a chicken salad for each of them.

				“Mother, it’s only a little after noon.”

				“It’s five o’clock somewhere, darling, and we’re going to be here for a while. I’ve got to pull you out of whatever this is.” She motioned in Grace’s direction.

			

			
				“I’m fine.”

				Her mother leveled her eyes on her. “Bull-shit.”

				“Mom!” Grace coughed on her water.

				“Well, it is. Something big is bothering you and it’s not work.”


				The waitress arrived with their wine and antipasto. She gingerly set the items on the coffee table in front of them. They ate and drank in silence, Grace picking at her food and her mom casting concerned glances in her direction.

				“All right. Who is he?”

				Grace took a deep breath. She wondered how to tell her mom about Drew without sounding like a complete crazy person.


				“His name is Drew.”

				Her mom nodded and settled in for the story.

				“Mom, there’s something about him that makes this all very . . . different.”


				“Was he formerly a woman?”

				“No! No, nothing like that. It’s just, well . . .” She fished her phone out of her purse and pulled up a picture. “Here.”

				“Grace? This is John. Oh, honey.” She had a look of pity and worry on her face.

				“No, Mom. That is Drew. They’re identical. I . . . I think they might be twins.”

				“Really?” She took a drink of her wine and frowned. “But I never heard John was adopted and I can’t imagine Marianne ever giving up a child.”

				“Drew was adopted at two months old. They’ve also got the same birthday.”

				Her mom chewed on a torn cuticle. “Have you talked to Marianne?”


				She shook her head. “Not yet. I think I will soon, though.”

				“Are you in love with him?”

				“I am.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “Oh, Mom, what is wrong with me? Why can’t I move on?”

				“Why do you love him?”

				“What?”

			

			
				“Tell me why? Is it because he looks like John?”

				“No. I mean, it started that way. That’s why I noticed him.” She took a shuddering breath. “Drew’s so different, though. He cares about me, what happens to me, the things I like. He wants me to be part of his whole life. He’s open and honest. He doesn’t need to be everyone’s hero.”

				Before long, she’d told her mom all about Drew, his family, his mother’s death, the grocery deliveries, and the trip to Edinburgh.


				“All right, then. I’m pretty sure you have moved on, Gracie.”


				Grace started crying, her face contorting into an ugly mask. 


				“Honey?”

				“I’m . . . I didn’t tell him.”

				“What?”

				“About John. That they’re the same.”

				“I see.” Her mom looked down at the floor. “Honey, that’s a big secret to keep from someone.”

				“I know. I kept telling myself I needed to wait until I was sure . . . sure they were related. But I think I was really just afraid he’d reject me.”

				“Well, that’s sort of the point. Honesty is scary, but if you really love someone, you have to take the risk. What were you going to do? Avoid all of us forever?”

				“I don’t know, Mom.” She put her head in her hands. “Maybe.”


				“Honey, you’ve got to tell him. If you love him, you can’t build a life with something as big as this looming.”

				Grace raised watery eyes to her mother’s face. “Thanks, Mom.”


				“Finish up and let’s go.” She smiled and patted her gently. “It’ll be all right.”

				After lunch with her mom, she felt better—physically and mentally. As the weeks passed, she set a routine for herself; running, reading, and planning her next move at the firm. She decided to continue her preliminary plans for the church in Braley. She wanted to be prepared with good work to present when Bidwell put her back on the project. The idea that she might not return to Braley wasn’t acceptable and every time she thought about it a sense of anxiety took hold.


			

			
				She and Valerie were making a habit of having casual lunch meetings. Valerie was still working, having been assigned to another architect at the firm, so her availability was slim. Most days consisted of research and chit-chat over lunch, occasionally Valerie mentioned Drew.

				“Thank you.”

				Valerie raised her eyes from her lunch. “For what?”

				“Everything. This . . .” Grace motioned to the work they were doing. “Drew and John . . . you’re always there to pick me up when I need it.”

				“I don’t know why you still haven’t told him.”

				“I’m working on that. I just need a little more time.”

				Grace’s fingers itched as she picked up the phone and dialed the familiar number for the Oliver household. It rang once before Marianne’s voice came over the line, still authoritative and demanding.

				“Oliver residence, can I help you?”

				“Mari? It’s Grace.”

				“Gracie? Oh, my. I can’t believe it’s you! How are you? How’s London?”

				“Actually, I’m home for a while. There was an accident at the site and we had to shut down for a few months.”

				“Well, why are you calling me? You should have just stopped by.”

				“Can I? I’ve got some questions for you.”

				“Of course. I’m just staying around here for the day. Come when you’re ready.” Grace could hear the excitement in the woman’s voice and immediately felt guilty, knowing she would be treading on sensitive ground.

			

			
				Dressed in a pair of comfy old jeans and a light purple sweater, she headed out to the Oliver’s house. Her hair was loose and flowing down her back, but without Drew there to tangle his fingers in it or tell her how much he loved it, the fierce wind only made her wish for a haircut. John’s parents lived three short blocks away from her own family home, but the cold weather made her think she should have driven. She was shivering in her heavy coat by the time she rang their bell.


				The door opened to reveal Marianne looking healthier and happier than she had in the last year and a half.

				“Gracie!” She enveloped her in a bone-crushing hug and pulled her into the living room. “Sit, sit. I’ve made tea, although I’m sure it’s not up to par with what you’re used to.”


				Grace eyed the tea tray placed just so on the coffee table and smiled.


				“That was sweet of you, Mari,” she said as she lowered herself onto one of the overstuffed chairs.

				“So, tell me, what’s been going on? I didn’t know you were back.”


				Grace reached to pour some tea and noticed the distinctive pattern of roses and thistle. “Where did you get this teapot?”


				“Oh, I think I must have had this for over thirty years now. We lived in Scotland when the boys were little.”

				“Really? Was John born there?”

				Marianne took a sip of her tea and nodded. “Mm-hm. He lived there for just a few months before we came back to the States. We were there for two years before he was born.”

				“Mari, was John adopted?”

				Marianne coughed and spluttered on her tea. “Wh . . . Who . . . Why would you ask that?”

				“Something I came across while I was gone.”

				“We never told him or the boys.” Her face was ashen. “I couldn’t have any more babies after Michael. I think Alex remembers when John came home but he . . . he was only four at the time and Michael was practically a baby himself.”

			

			
				Grace’s heart flipped in both excitement and terror. “He never said anything to me about it. I don’t think he suspected.”


				“Oh, we went through those times. Every kid thinks they might be adopted at one point or another in their lives. We decided to lie rather than deal with his questions. Worst mistake of my life.”

				Grace reached out her hand. “He loved you. You did what you thought was right.”

				Marianne nodded and stood, gathering the tea tray. “I hope he thought so. Please don’t tell the boys.”

				Grace shook her head. “It’s not my story to tell.”

				Marianne looked at her watch uncomfortably and Grace took that as a cue to leave.

				“Well, I suppose I’ve taken up enough of your time,” she said, reaching to help her with the tea tray. “I want to do some digging about John’s ancestry. Would I be able to see his birth certificate or at least know his surname at birth?”

				“I . . . I only have the birth certificate that lists his adopted name. The original is sealed and can’t be accessed without a court order. I do remember his name at birth was Baby Boy McDonald, in Edinburgh.”

				“Thanks, Mari,” she said as she hugged her tight, then turned to head home, ready to begin her research.

				The process of unearthing birth records in Scotland was easier than she expected. She had to sign up and pay to view the records, but once she typed in the year and surname, there it was. Proof. Baby Boy McDonald and Baby Boy McDonald stacked on top of each other on her computer screen. The records didn’t show the exact date, but this was enough information for her to make an educated guess. She knew they shared a birthday, they were both adopted, both born in Scotland.


				She picked up the phone and dialed Valerie.

				“Grace? It’s two o’clock in the morning.” Valerie’s sleepy voice was thin over the phone.

				“They’re twins. I’ve just confirmed it.”

			

			
				“What? How?”

				“Marianne told me everything. She gave me the name he was born with, so I searched, and there he was. Both of them.”


				“Wow.” Valerie was silent for a moment. “What are you going to do now?”

				“I’ve got to tell Drew. I can’t do it over the phone, though.”


				“Back to Braley, then?”

				“Back to Braley.”

				“Grace? Can I go back to sleep now?” Valerie yawned over the phone.


				“Oh, sorry. Yeah. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

				She was awake bright and early the next morning, planning for the conversation with Drew that loomed. She pulled on her running clothes and grabbed her earbuds before heading downstairs to greet her parents. Her mom was still in her robe, reaching for a mug from the cabinet.

				“Morning, honey. Do you want some coffee?”

				“No, thanks. I’m heading out for a run.”

				“You seem like you’re in a good mood.”

				“I know now, Mom. I found it all last night. They’re twins. I’m going to fly back and tell Drew. I just have to get a ticket.”


				Before her mom could say anything, she waved and dashed out, keys in hand, to the beach. Her heart was filled with a different kind of anxiety as she ran. The weather was turning from a grim February to a beautiful March, the slightly warmer temperatures bringing early blooms of star-shaped blue and pink clusters.

				Grace set her phone on silent while she ran, wanting no interruptions. Her pace was easy and the muscles in her legs stretched smoothly. She let her fantasies run away with her. Her thoughts were of Drew greeting her at the airport. Reuniting was always the best part of any absence. But most of all, she thought of finally telling him the truth about John and how she felt. Before long, she found herself on the tail end of a five-mile run, sweaty, breathing heavily, and happy.

			

			
				In the distance she saw another figure running toward her, moving at break-neck speed. This early in the morning, it was uncommon to see many runners out. Most people were getting ready for work or enjoying breakfast with their families.


				She raised a hand to wave as he approached and stopped dead in her tracks. Dark, unkempt hair and a tall, thin frame.

				“Drew?” she called, breaking back into a run.

				His arms went around her as they reached each other. He crushed her to him, breathing hard.

				“What are you doing here?” she asked.

				“I tried, but I can’t be without you.”

				Her eyes widened. “You came all the way here? Why?”

				Drew ran a hand through his already wind-blown hair. “Bloody hell, Grace. I came here because I love you.”

				Her heart felt like it was going to beat right out of her chest. She had to clear her throat to get past the lump of emotion. “I love you, too.”

				Their lips met in a flurry of emotion. She poured all of her pent-up fears and insecurities into the kiss; trying to tell him everything she felt without using words.

				She pulled away and stared at him square in the face.

				“When did you get here?”

				“About an hour ago. I’m staying at the hotel just down the beach there. I saw you run past my window.”

				She smiled, her heart feeling lighter than it had in a long time. Taking his hand, they walked back to his hotel room.

				“I’m so glad you’re here.”

				“Quite right,” he said, dropping a kiss on her forehead.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 19


				Grace woke, feeling a warm body pressed up against her. She sighed and rolled over to see Drew, still asleep, a smile ghosting across his lips. She leaned in and closed the distance between them, softly applying pressure to his gorgeous mouth, memorizing the feel of his smooth lips mixed with heavy stubble. The shadow across his jaw indicated at least three days without shaving. Her gaze ran over his jawline and down toward his chest. His throat moved as he swallowed and began to stir. Her eyes flitted up to his as they opened, blinking slowly and sleepily.

				“Hello, my love.” Drew smiled and reached a hand up to brush a stray piece of hair behind her ear.

				“Hello, sleepyhead.”

				He stretched and stifled a yawn. “What time is it?”

				She reached for her phone. “One-thirty.” Her stomach gurgled. “We should eat. Lunch?”

				Drew nodded. “Shall we eat in or go out?”

				Panic rose in her throat at the thought of taking him out in a town that was so familiar with John.

				“Why don’t I order us a pizza? We can spend the day catching up on each other.”

				“In bed?” He waggled his eyebrows.

				She blushed at the lascivious look in his eyes. “If you want.”


				“I always want you.”

				She pulled on her clothes and dialed the number for her favorite pizza place. “Pepperoni with olives and pepperoncini good?”


				Drew nodded enthusiastically. “Sounds fantastic.”

			

			
				The pizza took forty-five minutes to arrive. While they waited, Drew entertained her, making up for all the time they’d lost since she’d left.

				As they sat on the bed, the pizza box between them, Drew looked giddy, waiting to dive in and grab a slice. He graciously offered the first piece to her and as soon as she had it in hand, he grabbed his own.

				“Real American pizza! This is delicious,” Drew said in between mouthfuls.


				“Come on, pizza isn’t that different in Braley.”

				“Maybe not, but this is the best I’ve had in ages.”

				“It’s my favorite place for pizza. We used to go there all the time.”


				“We? As in John?”

				“Yeah. We were regulars.”

				“And you didn’t want them to see you with a new bloke?” Drew’s gaze fell to the pizza box on the bed between them.

				“No . . . No . . . That’s not it. I just wanted to keep you to myself.”


				Drew nodded.

				“In fact, why don’t we go do something touristy before we make the rounds and do the awkward introduction-thing? This place was attached to John and I, it might be best if we ease them into us. I need to prepare them for you.”

				“I see.” He licked his lips. “I suppose that makes sense. Where do you fancy going?”

				“Well, there’s Colonial Williamsburg, that’s a big part of your country’s history, too. We could also go to D.C. for a few days and see the sights there.”

				“Can we do both?”

				“Yes, yeah, it’s only three or four hours to get to D.C. from here. We can stop in Williamsburg for lunch and tour Jamestown, and still make it to D.C. by dinner.”

				“Brilliant! Tomorrow, then?”

			

			
				“Tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at ten o’clock . . . notice that’s an actual time, not a random half-descriptive timeframe.”

				She quickly dodged the pillow that came flying through the air at her head. She giggled and closed the box of half-eaten pizza before it got all over them. Drew reached out to her and took the box, setting it aside on the floor. He suddenly grew serious as his eyes, dark and endlessly deep, locked onto hers.


				“Come back with me?” he asked.

				“I can’t, Drew.”

				“Please? We can make it work. I’m sure you can find a new job in Braley.”


				“There’s a very real possibility that I’ll get called back to Braley in the next month. I’ve got to wait this out.”

				He nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “Right, right. I’m sorry, it’s just driving me mad not being with you. I feel like our time’s being wasted.”

				His statement struck a chord deep inside her. She wondered what she was doing and if she was wasting her life, waiting for something to happen. She could just go with Drew and be happy with him. Could she be happy without a job? A career? She wasn’t sure if that was something she could just give up.

				“Drew, I love you. But I can’t give up my career. I’ve worked so hard for this.”

				He tugged at his earlobe. “I’m sorry. I’m a git for even asking you. I’ve just never felt this way about anyone. Not even Sarah.”


				Her heart flipped at the admission. She reached out and took the hand worrying at his ear. “I feel the same. We just need to wait this out. Soon, we’ll know one way or the other what’s happening.”


				She kissed him then, a light brush of lips at first, then a teasing of her tongue just along his lower lip. He reached his hand around to cup the back of her head and pull her closer to him, his answering roughness making her eager for more.

			

			
				As their tongues entwined, she became aware of his free hand deftly unbuttoning her shirt. She arched into him in encouragement, her hand snaking down to his hips. Her phone buzzed annoyingly on the nightstand, but she actively ignored it, consciously increasing her focus on Drew. It buzzed again, and again, and again. The incessant blinking screen and clattering continually diverted her focus.

				“Do you need to get that?” he asked softly, his forehead pressed against hers.

				She heaved a sigh. “Yes. No one knows where I am. I might be thirty-three years old, but don’t tell my mother that.”


				Drew’s smile was weak and didn’t reach his eyes.

				“Oh, Drew. I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to say.”

				“Don’t be daft. Go on, call your mum.”

				Her mom answered in the middle of the first ring. Grace rolled her eyes and laughed inwardly.


				“Grace? What happened?”

				“Mom, calm down. I’m fine.”

				Her mom breathed an obvious sigh of relief. “Where have you been? You went for a run and didn’t come back. I thought something must have happened to you!”

				“I ran into someone I know. We’ve been spending some time together.”


				“You should have at least called me,” she huffed.

				“I’m a grown up.”

				“I don’t care. You’re living in my house. I need to know if you’re going to be gone.”

				“All right, I’m sorry. I’m coming home soon, but we’re going to D.C. for a few days. We’ll be leaving in the morning.”


				“Who is we?”

				“Drew. He surprised me with a visit.”

				Her mom inhaled sharply. “I see.”

				“I’ll be home soon.”

				“I think you’d better bring him to the house for dinner.”

			

			
				“What?”

				“Yes. Six o’clock?”

				“Um, I guess. I’ll check.”

				“See you both then.”

				The line clicked as her mother hung up the phone. She winced and her heart flipped at the look on Drew’s face.

				“All right?” He eyed her suspiciously.

				“How do you feel about meeting my parents?”

				Drew raised his eyebrows in surprise.

				She rushed around the room gathering her belongings with her heart pounding in her chest. Her plan to get Drew away from her hometown and out of sight of curious eyes was quickly unraveling.

				“I’ll pick you up at five-thirty?” she asked, pressing a kiss to his lips as she glanced at the clock. “I’ve got a few things to take care of before dinner.”

				Drew’s expression was full of amusement at her fluttering and distracted actions. He chuckled lightly as she waved to him from the door to his room.

				Dinner was in just under two hours and Grace was stressed. Her mom was calm—cool as a cucumber in fact—and Grace resented her for it. She’d spent the last hour scouring the house for anything that depicted John.

				Five years would accumulate a lot of pictures in any family, but in her mom’s case, there were hundreds all over the house. The mantle was practically a Grace shrine; growing up, school dances, and then John. She collected all the pictures she was able to find and put them away in the hall closet.


				As she surveyed the house, she noticed with a pang how barren it looked in comparison to what she was used to seeing. John’s smiling face, so like Drew’s, was the bright spot in every picture that featured him.

			

			
				“Grace, will you please calm down?” Her mom chastised her as she put her world-famous lasagna in the oven. “You got everything. I’ll explain to Dad while you go get Drew.”

				“I’m just so worried he’s going to find out about John somehow,” Grace said, worry creasing her brow and causing her to pick her cuticles.

				Her mom slapped at her hand. “Stop that! I know you want to tell him on your own, but the longer he’s here, the greater the risk.”


				She nodded and stepped around her mom to help her with the peach cobbler she was planning for dessert.

				“John loved your cobbler.”

				“Of course he did, it’s delicious.”

				“Remember that time you made a pear one? He was so annoyed! He hated pears.”

				Her mom laughed at the memory. “His face was priceless.”


				“I thought he was going to throw up.”

				“You should’ve told me he hated pears.”

				“You’d never make anything but peach, so I didn’t think about it.”


				They laughed together, the atmosphere of the room lightening as they relived some of the best memories with John. Before long, it was time to pick up Drew. Butterflies danced in her stomach as she walked to the car. Her mom promised her she would warn her dad off of the John-topic and she sincerely hoped that he’d get the message. The last thing she wanted was for him to find out from someone else. She knew her mom was right; the longer she waited, the greater the risk of being ousted.

				The old truck rumbled steadily as she drove to the hotel. Her stomach clenched at the thought of telling Drew everything. She went over various scenarios in her head; over dinner in the nation’s capital, in the car on the way back, tonight after dinner. None of the situations were exceptionally unrealistic, but she couldn’t bring herself to choose. She was so afraid he would run from her, be disgusted with the massive amount of messed-up baggage she brought with her. She decided to wait until after their D.C. visit to tell him. That would give her more time to figure out what to say and how to do it. It would also help her prove just how much she loved him.


			

			
				He was waiting outside when she pulled up and her heart stuttered at the sight of him. Leaning casually against the door to his room, he looked up from under the fringe of hair falling into his eyes. A deep-blue sweater showed from under his heavy military-style pea coat, which he wore unbuttoned despite the chill in the air. Her gaze couldn’t help but drift to his hips where his relaxed jeans rested comfortably. She let out a sigh, recalling the feel of those jeans on her fingers as she’d worked her way under the waistband and into his boxers earlier that day.

				His eyes connected with hers and she felt a thrill of anticipation shoot through her. He grinned as he pushed off the door and came around to the passenger side of the truck.

				“Look at this bloody great thing!” he exclaimed, taking in the truck.


				“It’s my dad’s.”

				“It’s a monster. I’d never picture you driving something like this, but you look so sexy behind the wheel.” He leaned in and cupped her cheek with his large palm. “Come here to me,” he whispered as he drew close and crushed his lips to hers.


				His thumb moved gently against her cheek as he pulled her closer to him. She sighed against his mouth and opened to his tongue, the fire between them building from a slow burn to a bright and strong flame.

				“Drew, we need to go.”

				“Mmm, I think we need to stay.” He nuzzled into her neck and traced his tongue over the hollow at her throat.

				“I’ve only been gone a few hours.” She blushed as she pushed him away half-heartedly.

			

			
				“As far as I’m concerned, Miss McConnell, that’s time wasted.”


				He leaned in and pressed his forehead to hers. “I need you. Every part of you. I don’t want to be away from you any longer.”


				Tingles raced up and down her body at the roughness in his voice. There was an urgency—a need, laced with desperation. She wanted to wrap up in him and forget everything else. Forget the accident at the site, forget that her parents were waiting for them, and forget the people in this town who wouldn’t understand Drew’s resemblance to John.

				His lips burned a trail across her jaw, landing just below her ear. He lingered there, tasting her, letting his breath feather over her sensitive skin.

				A knock on her window jolted her focus from Drew’s busy lips.

				“Shit!” she swore as Drew sat up and composed himself.

				She rolled down her window to see Marcus Dawson, an old friend from high school, staring slack-jawed at her.

				“Grace? I thought that was you. You doing all right?” He eyed Drew suspiciously and did a double take as he recognized him. “What the fuck?”

				“I’m fine, Marcus. Thanks. Gotta go.” She rolled up the window and started the truck. It roared to life and she backed out of the parking lot without another word.

				The drive was awkward and silent. She was nervous and tense as she rounded the corner to her parents’ neighborhood.

				“This is nice,” Drew said as he looked around at the manicured lawns and large lots of the gated community.

				“Definitely different from Braley,” she said with a chuckle.


				“Completely.”

				She pulled into the driveway and killed the engine, taking Drew’s hand in hers and squeezing.

				“I’m sorry for my mom. She’s . . . inquisitive.”

				Drew raised an eyebrow.

				“Ready?”

			

			
				“Let’s go,” he said, grinning at her.

				The door opened before they reached the top step, revealing the beatific face of Grace’s mother. Her eyes widened as she took in Drew’s features and she shot Grace a look that said Oh, my God!


				“Mom, this is Drew Tensley. Drew, my mom, Abby McConnell.”

				Drew offered his hand to her mother. “It’s a pleasure, Mrs. McConnell.”

				“Oh, my. Just call me Abby, young man,” she spluttered as she shook his hand. “Come . . . Come on in. Dinner will be served soon.”


				As Drew walked into her house, Grace leaned into her mother and hissed, “Keep it together, Mom!”

				Her mom looked pale. “I just can’t believe it. Gracie, you’ve got to tell him soon. Once people around here start seeing him, it’ll be a disaster.”

				They sat around her old family dining table, her parents in their usual spots at the ends and Grace sitting across from Drew. His feet touched hers occasionally under the cover of the tablecloth, gentle and reassuring.

				“So, um, Drew. What do you do for a living?” her dad asked, visibly uncomfortable as he added dressing to his salad.


				“I own a shop in town. It’s a grocery, actually. My dad passed it on to me five years back.” He speared a leaf of lettuce and a tomato.

				“Mmm, how long has the shop been in your family?”

				“Oh, ages. My great-granddad started it before World War II. We just missed the London Blitz. Apparently, the villages surrounding us weren’t so lucky. The shop was able to supply neighboring villages with food and such. We’ve been there ever since.”

				Her dad raised his eyebrows. WWII was as interesting to him as the Tudors were to Grace.

			

			
				“Don’t get him started on World War II Jo- . . . Drew. He’ll never stop,” her mom interjected.

				Grace winced as she caught her mom’s slip. Please don’t let him notice. She sent up a silent prayer and jumped as Drew’s foot nudged her ankle. His gaze caught hers, a questioning look on his face. She smiled weakly and leaned to serve herself a square of lasagna. She watched as his attention drifted from her face and down the V of her sweater’s neck, into her cleavage. His ears went pink at the tips when she cleared her throat.

				“Drew’s store only sells organic produce and uses local farms for milk and eggs. The quality is excellent,” Grace offered.


				“I’ve also heard you do special deliveries at all hours,” her mom said over the rim of her wine glass.

				Drew choked on his wine at her mother’s insinuation. “We do deliver, yes.”

				“And your parents? Do they still live close by?”

				Drew focused on his plate. “Dad is just a few houses down from the shop. We lost my mum just before Christmas.”

				“Oh. I’m sorry.” Her mom’s face was soft and full of pity.


				“It was a long, hard fight. She was ill for several months. I’m just glad she got to know Grace. She was very fond of her.”


				“Of course she was. Mothers always love Gracie. She’s the best thing I ever did!” Her eyes were trained on Drew. “Don’t let her get away, young man.”

				Drew coughed and tried to cover his amusement. “No, no. I don’t plan to, Abby.”

				“Mom, this lasagna is probably your best yet. Did you do something different with it?” Grace rushed to change the subject, mortified by her mother’s meddling.

				“No, it’s just the same.”

				“Hmm.” Grace shoveled in a mouthful.

				The quartet ate the rest of their meal in silence. Drew occasionally made eye contact with Grace, clearly sensing the tension.


			

			
				“Grace, will you help me clear the table?” Her mom gave her a pointed look and began clearing away the dishes. “Why don’t you two head into the great room for a drink? We’ll join you in a minute.”

				“Mom! What are you doing? That was embarrassing,” Grace hissed at her mother, who was calmly scraping food off the dishes into the trash.

				“Nothing, Gracie. Just making sure he knows what a catch you are.”

				“Thanks, but I’m pretty sure that’s not the case.”

				Her mom stopped and turned to face her. “What on earth do you mean?”


				“Really, Mom? Look at him. He’s a carbon copy with a different personality. When he finds out, he’ll think I’m a nut-job and this will all be over.”

				“I think you’re wrong, honey.”

				“I hope so.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 20


				Grace was exhausted when she woke the next morning. She’d dropped Drew off at the hotel and bolted home under the guise of needing to pack. Her bag took all of five minutes to sort out. She really needed time to figure out what she was going to say when she finally explained everything to him. Each hour that he was there posed a greater risk and her anxiety became a gnawing ache in her stomach.

				She spent most of the night and early hours of the morning wide awake, going over what she would say. At nine o’clock, she finally headed downstairs to fill her travel mug with strong coffee.


				“Good morning, sunshine.” Her dad peered at her over his tablet.


				“Hmph,” she grunted.

				“Didn’t sleep much?”

				She shook her head as she poured coffee into her travel mug first, then filled a ceramic cup and headed to the table.

				“Gracie, your mother told me not to talk to you about this, but Drew, if he really is John’s twin, needs to know. He’s in love with you.”

				Tears came to her eyes. “Me, too.”

				“He’s a good man, from what I can tell. He deserves to love all of you, not just the parts you want him to see.”

				She nodded and took a sip of her coffee. Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

				Ready and waiting, love.

				She smiled and texted back quickly.

				On my way XOXO

			

			
				“Gotta go, Dad. Wish me luck.”

				The drive to Colonial Williamsburg was easy and soothing with Drew’s mellow voice distracting her from her worries. The cadence was almost musical and she loved hearing the animated way he talked about his football team and their latest practice. The season ran from August through May and although he’d said he was terrible, she hoped to see him in action when she got back to Braley. He smiled as he spoke and the lines at the corners of his eyes deepened as his grin broadened. She found herself smiling along with him; his happiness infectious.

				They spent a few hours exploring Williamsburg. Drew was entertained by the reenactments going on around him and enjoyed being surrounded by all the people in period costumes. They ate lunch at a little tavern in town and even found Williamsburg’s own Edinburgh Castle. It wasn’t really much of a castle, but a thrill rushed through her at the memory of their trip to Scotland.

				“So, this is really something people do here? Dress up and pretend they’re colonials?”

				“Well, they’re paid. It’s a job for them, and I think they’re a little crazy.” She smiled and elbowed him. “I mean, who would want to pretend to be . . . English?”

				“Oi, watch it, you.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. “I’ll teach you not to be so cheeky.”

				“Really? Promise?”

				Drew lowered his lips to hers in a searing kiss. His hand pressed against her lower back and pulled her to him.

				“Promise,” he whispered with heat in his voice.

				Her heart sped up as his breath feathered across her neck. “Let’s go.”

				She wiggled away from him, a heated blush creeping up her cheeks as she noticed the few people on the street who’d stopped to watch them.

				“How long until we’re somewhere private, love?”

			

			
				“A few hours at least, depending on traffic.”

				He groaned. “I don’t think I can wait that long.”

				She tried to hide her smile of satisfaction at his professed need. “We could always go back to the hotel. If you don’t want to see our display of independence from English dominance and tyranny.”

				“Oh, I’ll give you plenty of English dominance and tyranny. In fact, I’m reasonably sure you’re going to quite enjoy it.”


				Heat rushed to her center at the feral glow in his eyes. She liked this playful side of him and knowing he needed her as much as she did him caused a bolt of lust to run screaming through her.


				As she drove, her hands were tight on the wheel while Drew’s were busy, stroking up and down her thigh, running along the inseam of her jeans and around her kneecap. He continued gripping and massaging her inner thigh and tracing small patterns on her arm until she turned off the freeway at a rest stop and parked.

				“If you insist on continuing to torture me, I’m not going to be able to drive us.”

				She looked around the rest stop, empty and quiet; it was the middle of the week and the least popular season for tourists. Drew laced his hands on his lap.

				“Sorry, love.”

				She smiled, giving him a wicked grin. “Don’t be sorry, just do something about it to get me through the next forty minutes.”


				His eyebrows shot up in surprise and he sucked in a sharp breath as he reached for her. He pulled her across the bench seat of the truck and sat her astride him. Thank God this truck is so big. Her hands went to his hair immediately, tangling in its unruly locks. She pulled lightly and crushed her lips to his. His answering moan under her mouth fueled her passion further.

				“Grace, I love you. God, how I love you.”

			

			
				She moaned, feeling the tension, the need to be connected completely, coil inside her. “I need you.”

				He suddenly stilled. “Not here, love.” He pulled his face away from hers and motioned toward the security cameras in the parking lot.


				“Damn.”

				“Quite right.”

				The remaining forty-minute drive was excruciatingly slow. Grace needed to be with him in every possible way, so much that she was squirming in her seat, trying to ignore the growing desire.


				As soon as they pulled into the parking lot of his hotel, he was on her. Lips, teeth, and hands were everywhere at once. He pulled her out of the truck and into his room, leaving their bags behind. He closed the door and pressed her against it, holding her hands above her head when she tried to unbuckle his belt.

				“Tsk, tsk. English dominance and tyranny . . . or don’t you recall?”


				The look in his eyes caused a tremble to rattle through her.


				“I’m going to release your hands now, but you mustn’t touch.”


				She nodded, rubbing her legs together in a desperate attempt for some friction.

				Drew ran his hand through his disheveled hair and knelt down in front of her, placing his forehead against her midsection. He lifted the hem of her sweater and kissed the skin of her stomach while pulling at her belt. His hands slid her jeans and panties off, while he replaced the missing clothing with continued kisses on her hips and down her thigh.


				One finger ran up her inner thigh and slipped inside. “God, Grace.” He looked up at her with reverent eyes.

				“Please, Drew. Let me touch you.” Her hands were itching to bury themselves in his thick hair, run over the planes of his chest, and finally reach his arousal.

			

			
				“Not just yet, love,” he said as he pulled off her sweater and unclasped her bra. “On the bed, if you please.”

				She lay across the bed as he removed her shoes and took her jeans the rest of the way off. Aching to have him, she reached to pull him to her.

				“No. Close your eyes.”

				She didn’t like being denied, but closed her eyes anyway. His breath against her made her jump. Without warning his tongue was on her and she was overcome with sensation. His shoulders pushed at her thighs and his hands kneaded her hips.


				“Oh, God, Drew.” She squirmed and bucked as she spiraled toward oblivion, but he held her in place and just as she began to crest-

				He was gone.

				She opened her eyes and groaned in protest.

				“I want to feel you explode around me. I don’t want anything between us.” He began shucking his clothes and she felt a tremor of excitement pass through her.

				She nodded and pulled him to her.

				His face was serious. “Nothing between us, Grace. No condom.”


				“On. The. Pill,” she said around kisses to his chest.

				“Bloody brilliant you are!”

				Staring as he began to move, she lifted her hips to meet his. Her breath caught as she looked into his eyes. The irises were so deep they were almost bottomless. Full of emotion, love, and complete adoration. Her heart swelled and tears threatened to spill as realization hit home.

				Nobody has ever loved me this way. This is where I’m supposed to be.


				They moved in tandem, creating that delicious friction both of them so desperately needed. Waves of pleasure built and she clung to him. His rhythm became more erratic; less controlled and a fresh rush of lust hit her as she realized he was as close as she.

			

			
				Her lips locked onto his nipple and she swirled her tongue around the pebbled tip. He hissed in a breath and groaned softly against her hair. Her pleasure crested and the waves crashed through her. His heart pounded against her and he cried out his own release a moment later.

				“Drew?”

				He stilled, breaths harsh as he tried to control himself. “Yes, love?”


				“I love you.”

				His smile was all consuming. “Quite right, too.”

				The afternoon quickly edged into evening as Drew and Grace walked hand-in-hand along the beach. The sun was a sliver of orange on the horizon, casting a red glow across the sky. The chill of early spring was still present and she shivered through her heavy sweater.

				“All right, love?” he asked, wrapping his arms around her from behind.


				She nodded. “Just chilled.”

				They stood together, his chin resting on the crown of her head, watching the waves crash against the beach.

				“I love the ocean. So many possibilities from one thing.”

				“Really? How do you mean?” His question was simple, but caught her off guard.

				“Well, it’s always different. Different colors, shapes, moods. The water can go almost anywhere, carve out its own path. It can be destructive, but it can also be peaceful. I just love to watch it move.”

				“I imagine you’ve spent loads of time out here.”

				She leaned back against his chest. “Yep. When I was a kid, I’d come out here every day after school. I’d study, read, draw what I saw. It was my peaceful place.”

				He placed a light kiss on top of her head. “Even still? You run here for the same reason—escape?”

			

			
				She nodded. “This was where they found me the day after John died. I ran until I couldn’t move anymore. That was the only moment this place didn’t work its magic. I don’t even know how far I ran. I was so angry that he was gone. Angry that he felt he needed to save everyone else and in the end, he left me alone. My dad found me curled up under the boardwalk. My feet were so sore, covered in blisters, that I couldn’t walk. He carried me to the car. I’d—”

				“Christ, Grace.”

				“I know. It was a bad time for me. I’d loved him for so long. When he died, we were getting ready to finally move in together. Our life was really starting. I felt like it stopped before it could actually get going. Truthfully I still feel that way. I was robbed of him, of what we were supposed to have. My life that was so full was suddenly empty and aching.”

				Drew’s hands stiffened around her. “I’m so sorry, love.”

				She swiped at a stray tear. “It is what it is.” Turning in Drew’s arms, she faced him, ready to tell him the truth. “I thought I’d never love anyone else.”

				The light behind his eyes faded at the admission. “I’m not trying to replace him. I know I can’t.”

				She shook her head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. You took me completely by surprise. I didn’t think this was possible. You fixed me. I was so broken and I couldn’t even see it.”


				She kissed him gently then, raising herself on her toes to reach. Drew’s lips were soft on hers and he threaded his fingers through the hair that tumbled down her back.

				“Marry me, Grace?” Just a whisper against her lips. “Let me love you forever.”


				Her heart jumped into her throat. “What?”

				“Will you marry me? I know it hasn’t been long and it might feel too soon, but I also had someone I thought was forever and I was wrong. This is completely different. This is right. You’re the one meant for me.”

			

			
				She took a step back from him. Her vision swam and she had to sit on a nearby piece of driftwood to get her bearings.

				Marry him?


				She wanted to scream Yes and wrap up in this wonderful moment with him, but she had to tell him the truth about John. It could change everything.

				She knew she had to answer him somehow. He wasn’t going to stand there and wait forever. Her stomach churned and she swallowed back the bile that threatened to rise. He wants to marry me and I want to throw up?


				“I need to think. I need some time.”

				His face crumpled, the hopeful expression dashed and replaced by a cold mask of disappointment. “Why is it always this way with you? One minute we’re happy, the next you’re pushing me away.”

				“Drew, it’s not . . . I’m just so—”

				“Right. Ring when you’ve made up your mind about me then, will you?” He turned on his heel and walked back to his room.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 21


				Grace sat with her head in her hands. Her heart ached to run after Drew and she had to hold her feet down while she breathed slowly, trying to control the panic that was setting in. She sat there as the stars twinkled into visibility, staring at the darkened sky, shivering and trying to figure out what to do. Her legs were numb by the time she stood and began her purposeful walk to his hotel.

				Tell him the truth, give it your best shot, trust that he’ll understand. Oh, God, what if he doesn’t? She knew if things were different, if he didn’t look like John, wasn’t connected to him, she’d be celebrating right now—happily engaged to the man she loved.


				I could always say yes and run off to Braley with him and never come back. He’d never have to know.


				She laughed bitterly at her own idiocy and cowardice. She’d always been good at running away from her problems.

				His room was dark when she reached it and knocked on the door. There was no answer, as she’d suspected, and her heart sank. Looking up and down the boardwalk, panic gripped her. He was out in town, probably at a bar somewhere close. She debated searching for him, dragging him back and getting him out of sight. By now, the damage had probably already been done. The bars were busy this time on a Friday, and he would have been recognized immediately. She began a slow walk to the truck parked back at the beach, her chest hurting.


				As she approached her old beat-up truck—the lone vehicle in the boardwalk parking lot—she caught sight of him sitting on the open tailgate. His expression was tortured, face contorted into a mask of anger, betrayal, and hurt. He held an open container of whisky, wrapped haphazardly in a brown bag. He brought it to his lips and took a long pull, wincing as it went down.

			

			
				“I met a new friend. Well, he thought I looked remarkably like one of his old friends. I’m reasonably sure you knew him.” His eyes were glazed and his words faintly slurred. He set the bottle on the truck and stood slowly. “So, that’s what this is, then? I’m your replacement? I look like him?” His hands were balled up in fists, the knuckles showing white under the skin. “Do I fuck like him, too, Grace? Do you see him when you come apart under me?” His voice was low and controlled, but the anger behind it was apparent.

				His words stung her, but she stood her ground, taking what she knew she deserved.

				“Do you see him when you kiss me? Who are you thinking of when I touch you? When you say you love me, who is it you’re talking to? Me . . . or him?” His voice broke on the last word, letting the angry mask slip and the raw hurt come spilling out. “How many times have you almost called me by his name, Grace? I can think of at least one. This makes it burn so much brighter though. Now I know, it wasn’t just habit, it was confusion. You well and truly forgot who I was for just a second, didn’t you?”

				“Drew. I . . . I’m so sorry.”

				“Oh, that’s brilliant, that is. You’re sorry? Which part exactly are you sorry about? Lying to me or using me? Or maybe it was forgetting who you had inside you.”

				“I wanted to tell you. So many times. I . . . I was so afraid.”


				“Afraid of what? Being honest? Christ almighty, Grace! I saw a picture of him. He’s my double. What were you thinking? Didn’t you think I deserved to know? I had to leave the bar because no one would let me be. They just kept coming up to me and telling me how much I looked just like him. I’m such a stupid arse. What kills me is your parents. They lied for you. And Valerie, too? How long were you going to use me?”


			

			
				She blinked back the tears that threatened to betray her. “This is what I was afraid of.” She motioned to him. “They all told me to tell you. I knew I needed to. Things got out of control. At first it was easy to like you. I found myself slipping into the same level of comfort I had with . . .” She could barely speak his name.” . . . John. My guard was down because you look so much like him. I tried to push you away because it was too hard, seeing him in you. I stopped thinking of you as his double as things moved deeper with us. I fell in love with you, Drew. Not because you have the same face. But in spite of it.” She picked at her cuticles and winced when one started to bleed.

				“Lies. All of this. I should’ve bloody well known. I’m not important here. It’s not enough that you’ve lied to me since the moment we met, you have to tell me that my face is not my own. I look like him, move like him, but you love me anyway? In spite of it? That’s rich.”

				Tears fell freely from her eyes and ran in streaks down her face. “No. None of it was a lie.”

				“Grace, I am not John. I can’t be him for you.” His gaze fell to the pavement. “I told you before. I won’t stand in his shadow.”


				“I’m not asking you to.” Her eyes were set on his and she took a deep breath. “You don’t just look like him, Drew.” She hesitated. “You’re twins.”

				He let out a breath and raked his fingers through his hair, swaying on his feet. “What?”

				She nodded, shivering from a mixture of cold and adrenaline. “I’ve been researching and . . .”

				Drew reached a hand out to the truck. When he was steady again, he closed the tailgate with more force than necessary. Without a word, he stalked back to his room. She followed behind, hoping she could get him to listen.

			

			
				“Twins?” Drew’s eyes widened. He sat on the bed, his fingers worrying at his ear. “How long have you known? Since we met? Since Edinburgh?”

				“No, it wasn’t like that. I suspected before Edinburgh. After you told me you were adopted, things started making sense. Then you told me your birthday and I knew it had to be something like this.” She went over the details of John’s unknown adoption, her discovery of his Scottish origins, and the birth records.


				“So you didn’t know before?” His gaze dropped to the laces on his shoes. “The first time we were together? Were you thinking of him?”

				She shook her head. “Drew, I was struggling with it. That first kiss in my kitchen almost broke me. The first time I saw you I thought I’d gone insane.” She bit her quivering lower lip. “I wanted to tell you. I just didn’t know how.”

				He stood and paced the floor like a caged animal, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. “I . . . I just don’t know. This is mad. Why would we be separated? It makes no sense. How does that even happen?”

				“I don’t know, but it seems likely that your biological mother gave up each of you to separate agencies. All I know is that John’s parents had no idea you existed.” She fought the urge to touch him, to still him. “They still don’t, actually.”

				Drew returned to sit on the bed, a look of pure disbelief on his face. “You mean to tell me I’m sitting here, a carbon copy of their dead son, and they don’t know about me? Grace, what if they see me?”

				Her lips were tight as she tried to come up with something to tell him that wouldn’t sound crazy.

				“Oh, I see. That’s why the trip out of town, and the ordering in, never leaving the room. You didn’t want to risk it. Here I was thinking you just wanted me. I’m such a stupid arse. Damn it, Grace, this is bollocks! I don’t even know who you are. Bloody fucking hell, I don’t even know who I am anymore.”


			

			
				“Drew.”

				“No, Grace. I need to think. You should understand that.” He picked up her purse and handed it to her. “I’ll phone when I’m ready.”


				Her heart sank and tears threatened to fall as she took her purse from him. She gave him a slight nod and walked out the door without looking back.

				The tears came in deep sobs as soon as she was safely inside the confines of her dad’s old truck.

				It was after ten o’clock when Grace walked in the door to her parents’ house. Her eyes were tired from crying and her head pounded. How had she gone from an offer of marriage to a probable breakup in such a short time?

				Because you’re a cowardly, lying, selfish idiot. She fell onto her bed fully clothed and aching for Drew’s arms. Then her dreams were plagued with memories of John, burning in a fire, begging her to save him.

				She woke the next morning with a renewed purpose. As she made her coffee, she dialed Marianne Oliver’s home number.


				“Hello?” Marianne’s sleepy voice came over the line, causing Grace to check the clock.

				She winced as she realized it was still an ungodly early hour. “Hi, Mari. Sorry to wake you.”

				“Gracie, honey, it’s four-thirty in the morning. What’s wrong?”


				“I know, I’m sorry. But I need to tell you something. It’s really important.”


				“Go ahead.”

				“You know that thing that happened that made me wonder if John was adopted?”

				“Yes.”

				“Well, it was actually someone. Someone I met in England.” She took a deep breath and willed herself to form the words she desperately needed to say. “Mari, John has a twin brother. His name is Drew Tensley. He lives in the town I’ve been working in near London.”

			

			
				Marianne sucked in a breath. “What? Are you sure?”

				“He’s identical to John. They’ve got the same birthday and both of them were adopted in Scotland. That’s as sure as I can be without a DNA test.”

				“Oh!”

				“That’s not all, Mari.” She braced herself. “He’s here in Virginia now.”


				“What? Does he know about us? Why is he here?” Marianne’s voice was strangled and full of emotion.

				“He came here to see me.”

				“Are you and he . . .” She let the unsaid words hang in the air.


				“Yes, no, I don’t know.” Grace pushed away the thought that they might not be anymore. “He just found out last night about his relationship to John. Needless to say, he didn’t take it well.”


				“Does he want to meet us?”

				“I don’t know. I just wanted to tell you before you ran into him somewhere.” She fought back the hysterics that started to bubble up. She loved Marianne and thought of her as a second mother. Not being able to share this aching hurt, to talk it through, killed her.

				“Thank you, Grace.”

				“Bye—”

				“Grace? If he wants,” Marianne said softly. “I’d love to meet him.”


				“Okay.”

				Carrying a hot cup of tea and a caramel macchiato, Grace walked with determination to Drew’s hotel room and knocked. When there was no answer, she knocked again, this time harder.


			

			
				“All right, all right, bloody hell.” Drew’s muffled and annoyed voice came from the other side of the door. “It’s five o’clock in the bleeding morning, you daft cow of a housekeeper!”


				He opened the door and appeared bleary-eyed, sleep rumpled, and absolutely gorgeous. She shoved her way past him and set the drinks on the small table.

				“Grace?” His eyes were wide and bloodshot; the aftereffects of his night with a whisky bottle, no doubt.

				“It’s your turn to listen to me. Drink your damn tea and sit down.”


				Drew’s eyebrows shot up and he accepted the tea. “Speak softer, please,” he whispered, holding the heel of his hand against one temple as he sat on the bed.

				“I’m not replacing John with you. I’m completely in love with you, all the things you are. Yes, you look like him. You even like some of the same things and have the same mannerisms and honestly, I’d be lying if I said that I never think about him when you do those things. But Drew, you are also completely different from him. You are more open and caring than he ever was. You think of me and the things I love. You respect my thoughts and my desires. You want to be with me completely after less than a year together. It took John five years to open up enough for me to even move in with him.”


				“I don’t know if I can do this. How can I be with you when I’ll always wonder if it’s me or him you’re thinking of?”


				Tears spilled down her cheeks at the truth in his words.

				How do I fix this?

				She turned her back and walked to the door.

				“Grace.” His voice was hoarse and laced with pain.

				That one moment, him calling to her even through the hurt he felt, stopped her. She turned, hand on the doorknob, to meet his desperate eyes. He was standing mere inches from her. His arms went around her, frantically pulling at her clothes. She opened his robe and ran her hands up his naked chest.


			

			
				“I have to have you. I still need you.” He wrapped his hand in her hair and pulled her closer. “I need you to know who makes you feel this way. I need you to know it’s only me.”


				He was rough, frenzied, and she didn’t care. She needed him, too. Her heart beat frantically as he raised her naked body and pressed her against the wall. She wrapped her legs around his hips and opened for him, needing the connection.

				“It’s only you, Drew.”

				He growled low in his throat as he entered her, pushing hard and fast with an almost punishing rhythm, slightly painful. She knew this wasn’t for her, that he needed to possess her in this moment. His pace faltered and he tensed, controlling his breaths to try and contain himself.

				“This isn’t working for you, is it?” he asked, resting his head on her breast.

				“It’s not about me.”

				“Bollocks! This is all about you, love.” He lifted her and placed her on the bed, her legs up on his shoulders. “This should do it.”


				As he moved inside her, deeper than she thought possible, she let out a keening cry.

				“Right. There it is,” he said, a vicious gleam in his eye.

				She began to come apart around him while he moved and he changed to a maddeningly slow pace. “Not yet, love.”

				“Drew, please.”

				He shook his head and looked down at her. Behind his eyes, she saw pain and anger, but she also saw love.

				He increased the tempo and his breaths became shallow and fast. She exploded around him, a thready cry escaping her as he followed, pouring himself into her.

				“Grace, what you do to me.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 22


				Grace knew she was dreaming, this was how it always started.


				The sand was warm beneath her feet. She dug her toes in deeper, relishing the feel of each granule. Everything else was numb.


				John was dead. The words kept repeating over and over in her head. So she concentrated on the feel of the sand and her toes as she ran down the beach.

				August heat permeated everything around her, but her body was chilled. The morning was filled with disbelief, pain, and a feeling of complete emptiness. As if a part of her had been surgically removed. Phantom limbs. The words flashed in her memory and she realized that John was now like her phantom. She wondered if it would always feel like he was there, with her, watching her.

				Her heart lurched and she ran harder, faster. Her legs were on the verge of collapse as she finally stopped. Flashes of the night before streamed past her each time she closed her eyes. His parents, grief-stricken and pale, Captain Roman holding her back, away from the destroyed body of-.

				“Grace? Grace, love. Wake up!” Drew shook her from her dream.


				Her face was wet with tears and her cheeks ached as though she’d been crying for hours.

				“Are you all right? You were crying in your sleep.” Drew’s eyes were full of guarded concern.

				“Just a bad dream.”

				“You were calling out for John.”

				Her heart fell. “I was dreaming about the day after he died.”


			

			
				Drew traced circles on her back. “I see.” He pulled her tight against his chest and sighed. “It’s all right. You’re fine now.”


				“Am I?”

				The answering silence weighed heavily on her as she pulled from his arms and dressed.

				“I’ll try, Grace. This is all so strange, but I’ll try to understand. I want this to work.”

				She turned sad eyes on him. “Are you sure?”

				“I can’t promise it will be perfect. All I can promise is that I’ll do my best. No more secrets and no more hiding.”

				She nodded and pulled on her shoes. “I’ve got to go. Valerie and I have a meeting later. I need to eat something, get a run in, and shower.”

				Drew checked the clock on his phone. “Quarter past nine, just in time for breakfast, then. Come along, let’s eat.”

				The restaurant was packed with the Saturday morning breakfast crowd. When Drew walked through the door, Grace could actually feel the oxygen leave the room as people gasped in recognition. The chatter eventually subsided, casting an eerie silence across most of the dining room. She took his hand and they sat together in a small booth.

				Drew shifted uncomfortably as he glanced around and caught the eyes of the curious onlookers.

				“I’m sorry about this,” Grace said as their waitress, a perky twenty-something with a trainee badge, brought them menus.


				“Hi there, welcome to the Windsurfer. My name’s Missy and I’ll be your waitress today. What would you all like to drink?” The waitress brought her attention up from the pen and pad she had poised and ready.

				“Hi, Missy.”

				“Oh, my God, Grace! What are you doing back?” She lit up with excitement, then her face softened and she reached a hand out to touch her arm. “How have you been? You holding up?”


				“Just some problems on the work site. I hope to head back soon.” She smiled at Drew. “I’ll take some coffee.”

			

			
				“Sure thing.” Missy turned to Drew. “And what about you?” She did a double take when she looked up from her notepad. “John?” It was almost a whisper.

				A look of hurt passed over Drew’s face and was quickly masked by an apologetic smile. “It’s Drew, actually. I’ll take some tea if you have it.”

				Missy nodded, dumbfounded, and walked back to the kitchen.


				Aside from uncomfortable stares and sidelong glances from the other patrons in the restaurant, breakfast was pleasant. The pair ate in a comfortable silence, eyes occasionally meeting and dropping back to their plates.

				Heat crept up her cheeks at the whispers she heard as they left the Windsurfer and headed down the boardwalk hand-in-hand. The weather was warmer than it had been since she’d first arrived back in her hometown. She still needed a jacket, but wasn’t feeling the bone-numbing chill of winter anymore.

				Drew laced his fingers with hers as they strolled, taking in the town she’d grown up in.

				“There’s the tree I hit when my dad tried to teach me to drive for the first time. It’s grown taller, but you can still see the scar from the old truck.” She pointed at a line of trees in front of a parking lot.

				“How on earth did you wind up hitting that tree? You must’ve gone completely over the curb.”

				“Yep. He told me we were in reverse. Obviously, we weren’t. I panicked and hit the gas instead of the brake. Not my finest moment.”

				Drew pasted a solemn look on his face as he nodded. “Nor the tree’s, I’d wager.”

				She laughed and hooked her arm through his. “Nope.”

				They continued down the boardwalk. Most of the shops were just opening for the day, running on winter seasonal hours. Her steps faltered when she saw three figures in the familiar shade of blue that signified a fireman’s uniform. They were standing outside a coffee shop, paper cups in hand.


			

			
				“Crap . . . oh, crap,” she muttered under her breath when she realized they’d caught sight of her as they gestured in her direction.


				“Grace? What the hell is going on here? Who is this?” Donovan Miller, one of John’s closest friends and co-workers, approached her with a hostile look carved into his face.


				“Donovan, this is Drew Tensley. We met in Braley, the town I’m working in near London.”

				“What the fuck, Grace? This is too much. Roman said John’s ghost was here. How could you do this? Replace him with a cheap copy. I bet you’re fucking him, too.”

				Drew stiffened at the insult. “Oi, watch it, mate.”

				“This is sick, Grace. You know how much this town loved him. And now you’re parading around your new boy-toy like John never existed. Does Marianne know about this?” He motioned to Drew.

				The venom in his voice cut her. She squared her shoulders and stared him straight in the face. “I told her this morning, Donovan. I think you need to leave now.”

				“You’re seriously fucked up. Get some help. What would John think?”

				“All right, mate, time to shove off.” Drew pushed between them and leveled his eyes on Donovan’s face.

				“Grace, seriously? You need to talk to someone.”

				Donovan turned and walked back to the two other firefighters and they headed out of sight. Grace let out a shaky breath.

				“All right?” Drew asked, his hand a gentle weight on her lower back.


				“Not really. I will be, though.” She turned to him. “Can you handle going to John’s old house? I think Marianne needs to see you before Donovan makes his rounds and beats us there.”


			

			
				He swallowed. “Well, I suppose I can. Grace, it’s a little weird.”


				“He was your brother. You should know about him.”

				He nodded his head in assent. “You’re right. I just don’t want to cause more hurt.”

				“She wants to see you for herself. I think it’ll be cathartic for her. Closure, you know? You’re her connection to John, even though you didn’t know him.”

				He blew out a breath. “All right. Shall we ring her up, then?”


				Marianne was waiting on the front steps as they pulled into the driveway. She’d sounded anxious over the phone, but willing to meet with them. Drew’s jaw clenched when he saw the matriarch of John’s family sitting there, waiting. Grace steeled herself as she put up a wall against the tide of grief rushing in. She hurt for Marianne while she watched the myriad of emotions cross her face as he walked up to her, the spitting image of the son she loved so much. Marianne’s features softened from tense and stern to achingly heartbroken.

				Grace walked behind Drew as he approached the woman who’d raised his brother. Tears swam in Marianne’s eyes. She was clearly moved while taking in his familiar features, but she held them in check, ever the strong and resilient mother.


				Grace could feel the tension coming off Drew in waves. His jaw remained clenched and his hands were stiff at his sides.


				“Mari, this is Drew Tensley.”

				“My God, you’re the spitting image of him.” She reached her hand out to touch his cheek and he visibly stiffened. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that.”

				“Mrs. Oliver, it’s a pleasure. A weird one, but I’m glad I could meet you.” Drew offered a hand to her.

				She nodded and shook his hand, all the while her gaze remained glued to his face.

			

			
				“Let’s go inside, I’ve made some tea. Drew, I assume you drink tea?”

				He smiled and nodded. “I’m as British as they come.”

				The trio made their way into the Oliver family living room. The place was practically a shrine to John. Pictures graced every surface, mementos of his life, and of course, his time with Grace.

				In the center of the room’s main wall was the shadowbox Marianne’s kids had made to commemorate him. His badge from the fire department, pictures of him in uniform, and his nameplate were displayed with pride in the box, along with photos from his childhood and a picture of him and Grace, dressed for a charity function. Placed next to the picture was the engagement ring John was never able to give her. Above the shadowbox, hung John’s helmet, still bearing scorch marks from the final time he’d worn it.

				Drew’s eyes fixed on the photos of Grace and John, smiling, kissing, holding each other tightly. A pained look crossed his face when he saw the engagement ring. She couldn’t help but notice the tightness around his eyes and the thin line of his mouth as he tried to contain his own feelings for the sake of Marianne.

				“John loved tea. He never drank coffee. I got used to making tea when we lived in Scotland,” Mari said as she brought out the tea tray.

				“Mari, I know this is strange . . .” Grace began.

				“It’s amazing. I feel like you’ve given me a chance to look at him again.” She turned her face to Drew. “I know this must be surreal for you, but I just can’t ignore what a blessing you are. I lost my sweet boy and every day I’ve prayed for a way to see his face again.”

				“I, um. I’m sorry. I’ve got to . . .” Drew’s swift departure startled her as he rushed out the door.

				She gave Marianne an apologetic glance before going after him. “Mari, I’m sorry.”

			

			
				Tears pooled in the woman’s eyes as she nodded. Grace followed Drew’s path and found him seated on the back of the truck.


				“Grace, that was . . . I’m sorry for being a git. I can’t do this.”


				She placed a light hand on his arm, worried about his reaction. “I’m sorry. This was too much. Mari is still grieving.”


				“No, it’s not her. It’s you.”

				She was taken aback. “Me? What did I do?”

				“You’re everywhere in that house. It was filled with you and the happiness the two of you had. There was a bloody great engagement ring next to a picture of you two!” His hands clenched on his knees as he avoided her eyes. “All I could think of was how much I wanted that to be me in those photos. How much you had with him that I will never get to share for the first time with you. How we can never go anywhere without people wondering if you’re just using me to replace him.”


				A lump formed in her throat as his words sunk in. “You’re right,” she said softly, eyes trained on the scuff marks scraped into the toes of her boots. “Come on, let’s go.”

				She drove in silence back to the hotel. Drew stared out the window, one hand worrying at his ear, knees bouncing in agitation. When they arrived, she followed him to his room, heart aching with what she was about to do. She set her purse on the small table and collected her small personal items that had been forgotten over the few days of his stay.

				“You need to go, Drew.” Her voice was flat and controlled.


				“What?”

				“I said go. Go home to Braley. This . . .” She motioned between them. “This doesn’t work. It’s too much.”

				His mouth fell open as he tried to come up with something to say.

				“I’m done. I need you to go.” Her voice quavered, but she managed to get the words out.

				“Grace, if this is about what I said earlier I . . .” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Jesus. I’m sorry.”

			

			
				As she turned to gather her purse, he grabbed her arm. “Don’t run away from me.” He pulled her close. “I’ve seen you do this before. I know now what it really was. Fear. Guilt. I’m real and I’m here right now, before your eyes, wanting to love you.”

				She steeled herself against him. She knew what she needed to do, but the words didn’t want to come. She pushed out of his embrace and stood tall. She took a deep breath, strengthening her resolve.

				“I don’t want you to love me, Drew. I want you to go. Maybe they’re right, maybe I am using you to replace John.”

				He blanched at the words and she knew they’d hit their mark. She hated herself for it. She took that moment to head out the door and out of his life. As she drove away, she glanced in her rearview mirror hoping to see him—hoping he wouldn’t appear—she wasn’t sure which.

				The mirror reflected only her eyes and the empty doorway to his room.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 23


				Grace sat alone in the restaurant where she and Valerie usually had their lunch meetings. She was waiting for her friend, who was caught up with a project she was working on.


				She pushed the contents of her salad around on her plate while she waited, nerves getting the better of her. She knew Valerie was furious over what she’d done. Her heart began to race as she saw the familiar curtain of translucent blond hair swinging through the door.

				Valerie had blossomed in the last few months. Unlike Grace’s experience in Braley, Valerie had flourished. She’d come out of her shell and changed from a mousy assistant, without her own opinion, to a self-assured and strong-minded woman. She was also Grace’s closest friend.

				“What did you do to him?” Valerie’s words were laced with contempt as she seated herself across from her.

				“I had to let him go. It was the right thing for him.”

				“Really? Your mom told me he’s been by the house every day to talk to you. I saw him yesterday and he’s broken, completely broken.”


				Her heart lurched as Valerie leveled a calculating gaze on her. “He deserves so much more than me. I’m still too messed up to be with anyone. Donovan was right, I’m sick. What kind of person falls in love with their dead boyfriend’s twin brother?” Even saying the words made her feel sick to her stomach.


				“Donovan’s an ass. Drew deserves a chance. He came all the way here for you.”

			

			
				“You should’ve seen him at Marianne’s. He flipped out. He can’t handle the fact that I was so connected with John.”

				“I’m not saying he’s perfect. He needs to work this out, too. He needs your help.”

				“I can’t help him. I can’t even help myself.” Her hands flailed in the air. “I’m a mess.”

				“Bullshit. You’ve been helping yourself your whole life. You’re afraid.”

				“I’m not afraid.” She bristled at the words. “It isn’t fair to him. He’s been hurt, badly, and I don’t want to make him feel like he comes second to anyone. John will always be this . . . this presence in our lives. He’ll always wonder if I’m thinking of John when he kisses me, when we have sex. That’s not any way to share a life.”

				“I don’t think you’re seeing the real situation here. He’s breaking apart and trying desperately to show you he loves you. You’re killing him.”

				“He needs someone he can be sure of. Someone who doesn’t carry this kind of baggage around. And me? I need to get my head together and focus on work. Bidwell called yesterday and has me starting a few new projects in Jamestown. I’ve got to get started on those and Drew needs to move on.”


				“For someone who’s usually so smart, you sure can be stupid.” Valerie looked at her watch and rose from her seat. “I’ve got to get back to the office. He’s leaving today. Talk to him.”


				She shook her head and stared at her untouched salad. “He needs to go. A clean break is best. I have to move on, too.”


				“Fine, whatever, Grace. I guess I’ll see you at work.”

				Drew was waiting for her when she arrived back at her parents’ house. He looked terrible, his eyes tired and his face drawn. He met her glance from behind the steering wheel and stood as she put the truck in park. Her heart pounded against her chest as she closed the truck’s heavy door and turned to face him.


			

			
				Before she could get her key out, his lips were on hers, hands cupping each side of her face while he ran his thumbs along her cheeks. The pressure of his mouth waged a war on her resolve and when his tongue traced her bottom lip, she momentarily forgot all the reasons for letting him go.

				He released her from his grasp and stepped away, his eyes fierce and burning. “I’m saying this once more. Once, Grace. I love you. I want you. But I’m not perfect and I need time to sort this mess out, too. Don’t run from me.”

				Her heart hurt. Physically hurt. And she fought down the urge to give in to him—to accept his love.

				You’re sick Grace, you need help. Donovan’s hateful words barreled through her memory like a steamroller. How could you do this to John? She shook her head and had to clear the lump that gathered in her throat.

				“No, Drew. I’m saying no.”

				“Why are you doing this?” His face was heartbreakingly beautiful, even as she could see the hurt coursing through him.


				“Please, just go.” It was barely a whisper.

				“Don’t do this.”

				“Drew. I realized something the other day when you met Marianne. You are just a replacement for John. He’s the one I want, but can’t be with. I was using you and I need to stop. Now you should go and I have to get help.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue.


				His face fell as she said it, however untrue it might have been. She could see him fighting the words that were bubbling to his lips.


				“Right. Thanks for that.” His eyes met hers, anger and frustration plain. “I guess you’ve put me in my place. I’ll let you alone then. Goodbye, Grace.”

				With that, he walked past her and out of her life.

				As soon as he was out of sight, she let her trembling limbs take over and slid down the side of the truck to the ground. Her chest felt tight and her throat burned with unshed tears. She pressed the heel of her hand to her heart, trying to keep the invisible wound closed.

			

			
				Drew’s ears must have been lying to him. She wasn’t saying these words after everything they’d been to one another. Anger filled his heart as he heard her.

				“You are just a replacement for John, he’s the one I want but can’t be with. I was using you and I need to stop.”

				He shook his head, trying to contain the pain that radiated from his chest. Not again. Not again. This can’t be happening again. His worst fear was coming true. He was being used and tossed away like rubbish all over again.

				“Right. Thanks for that.” He heard himself say the words, but felt as though he was on the outside, looking in on this painstaking exchange. “I guess you’ve put me in my place. I’ll let you alone, then. Goodbye, Grace.”

				He turned and walked away, but had to ball his hands up in fists to fight the urge to grab her and shake her. The last thing he wanted was to let her go, but at this point he didn’t trust himself. Her choice of words stung more than anything she could have said and he was plainly aware she knew just what she was doing.


				If she wants me gone, then that’s what I need to do. I can’t believe she’d do this to me. He felt the embarrassing heat of tears burn the corners of his eyes and fought to control his lower lip as it began to tremble.

				His breath came out in a harsh cough as he pushed the flood of despair away. The walk back to his hotel was long, cold, and miserable. He felt foolish for coming all the way out here, flying to America to propose to this woman who only saw him as a copy. A copy of his twin brother whom he’d never known even existed.

			

			
				His mind flitted back to the first night they’d had sex. He remembered thinking she’d said John just as they’d fallen asleep. Shame and anger burned as that name took on a whole new meaning.


				“Fuck!” he yelled as he rounded the corner to his hotel. A woman with a young child in his path shot him a wary look and crossed the street to avoid him.

				“Sorry, sorry.”

				He was losing it. He shoved his hands into his pockets and focused on the ground under his feet as he closed the distance to his hotel, his waiting luggage, and his plane ticket. A cab arrived within ten minutes, ready to take him to the airport and away from this disaster. He needed to get home, back to his quiet, normal life, and away from Grace.

				As he sat on the plane, he stared in silence at the seat in front of him. He hated the people next to him, behind him, in front of him. Oblivious in their own bubbles of happiness. 

				He took a shuddering breath, trying to will away the thoughts of his Grace. Her green eyes flashing with disgust when she’d ripped his heart out and stomped on it; her lips, parting in pleasure as he made love to her. No! No! Stop it. She said it herself, you’re just a numpty she used to replace John.


				He felt the pressure of little feet kicking his seatback and turned to peer at the culprit. A little girl with dark curly hair looked up from her coloring book.

				“Are you okay, mister?” she asked, taking in his haggard appearance. She turned to face her mother. “Mommy, that man has sad eyes.”


				He shook his head, embarrassed that this little person was so perceptive. He heard the girl’s mother murmur under her breath for her to leave him be as he turned back in his seat. Moments later, the rhythmic thumping of little feet resumed and he sighed, pushing down the annoyance as he heard the mother reprimand the little girl once again. He eventually drifted off to sleep, the sonorous sounds of circulating air somehow lulling him.


			

			
				“Mister? Mister?” He was awakened to the sight of a plush bunny being wagged in his face.

				“Hello, what’s this?” he questioned, taking the soft toy in his hands.


				“It’s my bunny. You can hold it. It’ll make you feel better.” Her little face was pressed against the space between the seats. “But you gotta give it back.”

				He nodded, his face a serious mask as he fought off a smile. “Thank you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 24


				Drew was gone. And true to his word, he’d left Grace alone in her misery. It had been weeks since he’d left and the ache was still there—still raw and ragged around the edges. Her intent was to cut him out of her heart and move on; instead, she’d caused more damage to herself. Nightmares were plaguing her again and her jaw ached from the constant clenching of her teeth.


				Work was her only solace. Since being reinstated at the firm, she was working harder than ever. Her Jamestown project was moving forward and the mild spring weather brought progress ahead of schedule. She spent ten to twelve hours each day in her office, avoiding real life.

				Valerie seemed happy to be working as her assistant again, bringing a new facet to their working relationship. After Drew had left, she’d offered to let Grace move in with her and Lena, Valerie’s close friend, until they knew where the Braley project stood. Grace was more than happy to get away from the constant scrutiny of her mother.

				Now that their relationship had changed into a stronger friendship, they worked together in a more seamless way. Valerie could read her like a book and was constantly bringing her snacks, encouraging her to take breaks, and trying to get her to talk about what was going on in her head.

				“I’ve brought you lunch. You need to eat something before you pass out.” Valerie stood in the doorway of Grace’s office, a sandwich and a protein smoothie in her hands.

				“I’m not hungry.”

			

			
				“Grace, you’re not eating enough and you’re running too much. Have you looked at yourself lately? Your clothes are hanging off of you.”

				She rolled her eyes at Valerie’s overdramatic attitude. “I’m fine.”

				“No. You are the opposite of fine. This is worse than when John died.”

				She felt a pang at the mention of John, but pushed it away before the ache could take hold. “All right, give me the smoothie.” She reached her hand out for the Styrofoam cup.


				“You need both of these. I’m sure you haven’t eaten since yesterday and how many miles was it this morning?” She cocked an eyebrow.

				“Only nine.” She rubbed at a knot that was forming in her shoulder.


				“Eat it all.”

				“Fine,” Grace said, aware of the petulant note in her voice as she removed the sandwich from its wax paper wrapping. The food tasted like ashes in her mouth, nauseating her, but she dutifully swallowed it down and drank her smoothie.

				“So, what’s next on the agenda for Jamestown? Bidwell mentioned something about a chapel and looking at some houses that need exterior work?”

				“Yes, that should keep us busy for most of this week. I hope.”


				Grace spent the rest of the day working with Valerie on the Jamestown project. Her anxiety began to build as five o’clock approached.

				Night was the hardest time for her; that was when the memories turned into nightmares and held her hostage. John and Drew haunted her dreams, begging to be saved, hating her for leaving. There’d been many sleepless nights since Drew left.


			

			
				Her dreams kept her from the much-needed healing only rest could give.


				The clock read two-fifteen when Grace woke with a pounding head and aching jaw. Her breathing was erratic and she was coated in a fine sheen of sweat, palms clammy and cold. Her stomach roiled, sending her running for the bathroom. She kneeled on the cold tile floor, holding her hair back and waiting for the contents of her stomach to upset. Her breaths were deep and controlled while she willed the nausea to abate.


				“Grace?” Valerie’s soft voice came from the other side of the bathroom door.

				“Mm-hmm.”

				“Are you sick?”

				“I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” She swallowed and felt the nausea begin to recede. “Just a nightmare.”

				She heard Valerie pad down the hall and into the kitchen. She was back a moment later with a cold, wet towel and pressed it against the back of her neck. She handed her a glass of water.


				“You need to see someone. This is unhealthy. You’re a mess.”


				Grace took a small sip of the water and stood, then looked Valerie square in the face. “I’m fine. Drop it.”

				Valerie put up her hands. “Yeah. If fine is sitting on the floor of the bathroom trying not to puke because you’re practically anorexic. You need to start taking care of yourself. Stop wallowing. You made your choice.”

				“I know.” Her vision swam with tears. “I think I made a mistake, Val.” Her voice was trembling as she finally admitted the truth.

				Valerie nodded. “Hallelujah!” She walked her back to her room and set the water on the bedside table. “Get some sleep. We’ll call him in the morning.”

			

			
				“He’s not going to want to talk to me. I said terrible things to him. I hurt him so badly.”

				“We’ll see.”

				The sun peeked through Grace’s closed blinds, its rays landing on her face in thin lines. She woke feeling more rested than she had for the last month. Her stomach knotted immediately at the thought of calling Drew, but she got up, got dressed in her running clothes, and headed out the door after a drink of water and a cheery hello to Valerie.

				As she ran, she thought of all the things she wanted to say to him. How she was stupid and scared. That she loved him more than she’d ever loved anyone. How it killed her every time she thought of watching him walk away. That she ached to feel him moving inside her, making her come apart.

				Her feet hit the pavement hard, but she was distracted and couldn’t get a good rhythm. Her back was aching and her hips felt tight and uncomfortable. That’s what happens when you don’t take care of yourself, but insist on running six miles a day. She chastised herself for not seeing the warning signs. She was falling back into the cycle of grief she’d been stuck in before Braley.

				Valerie was right. She’d lost weight and her skin was a disaster; dark circles framed her usually bright eyes. Dehydration made her nauseated most days and she was constantly exhausted from lack of sleep. She knew she needed to change her behavior.

				Starting now, with the call to Drew. I’ll be better.


				When she got back to the apartment, there was coffee ready and a plate of bacon and eggs covered with a paper towel setting on the small dining table. God bless her.


				As she ate the still-warm food, her fingers itched to pick up her phone. Her stomach grumbled as the first bite of bacon hit her lips and she gave in to her appetite, finishing the whole plate. She looked at her phone setting on the table next to her plate.


			

			
				Pick it up and do it. Stop being such a chicken.


				She swiped through her contacts until she found Drew and pressed call; to hell with international charges.

				“We’re sorry, this user’s mailbox is full,” came the tinny voice of a recorded message.

				Her heart sank. She found the number for David’s home and debated dialing. She didn’t know how much he knew about the situation between them. Probably every last detail. He probably hates me. She took a breath and scrolled through her contacts until she found Ten’s.

				As it rang, her pulse pounded in her ears and her hands trembled.


				“Ten’s, can I help ya?” a woman’s voice answered.

				“Um, hello. I’m looking for Drew Tensley. Is he in?”

				“No.”

				“Can you tell me when he’ll be back?”

				“I don’t know. He and Sarah are in Surrey for the wedding. He didn’t say when he’d be back.”

				“Sarah?” Her stomach dropped. Wedding? Sarah, his ex-wife?


				“I can leave a message for you if you’d like.”

				“No. Thank you.”

				Grace hung up, feeling numb.

				Oh, my bloody head! Where am I? What in hell did I do last night?


				Drew was catapulted from sleep by the blaring alarm on his phone. His head felt like it’d been crushed by a steamroller and was currently under assault by a thousand jackhammers. His eyes felt sticky and dry, like there was sand gumming them up.

				Fuck all! Contact lenses.

			

			
				He blinked, trying to add moisture to his blurry vision and rose, stumbling to the bathroom and fumbling blindly for his toiletry bag where he kept his lens solution. After the painful process of peeling a dry contact off each eye, his head pounded with a ferocity that sent waves of nausea rolling through him. He breathed slow and steady through his nose, trying to squash the sick feeling twisting his stomach.


				The wedding . . . Surrey.

				I’m in a hotel in bleeding Surrey.

				His glasses sat atop the counter, disregarded in a moment of stupidity, the level of which was only increased as his eyes continued to itch and burn. As he perched his black-rimmed glasses on his nose, the room came into focus. It looked like Hell, with a capital H. Clothes strewn about haphazardly, beer bottles lined the dresser, and the room held the faint scent of cigarette smoke. His brain hurt from the effort of recalling the damaged cells that held the contents of the evening.


				What had happened?

				His eyes drifted around the room, where he quickly realized he wasn’t alone. Icy tendrils of dread crept through him as his eyes ran up the sleeping form of Sarah in his bed. Her blond hair fanned across the pillow. Panic bloomed in his chest, causing his knees to buckle. He landed in the chair at the corner of the hotel room.

				Bloody fucking hell!

				His eyes scanned the room for any clue of what had happened. He was completely dressed, his clothes from the previous day rumpled from sleep. Sarah’s, however, were in a neat pile on the floor; her black lace bra and panties lay on top of the dress she’d worn the night before.

				He pressed the heel of his hand to his throbbing forehead. Think! Think! Think! His mind swam as his eyes landed on her long tanned leg peeking out from under the bedclothes. Nausea overtook him and he ran for the toilet.

			

			
				Sarah found him, his face pressed against the cool tile of the bathroom floor. “All right, lover?”

				He cringed at the implied endearment, the unearned familiarity. Then he realized she was still naked. “Get out.”

				“I’m sorry? What did you just say to me?”

				“I said get out. And don’t call me lover.”

				Her face, the one he used to equate with that of a carved angel, twisted into a stony mask of fury.

				“You bloody great wanker!” she screeched and slammed the door, leaving him alone in his misery.

				As soon as she was gone from the room, he pulled himself up and fell to the bed, aching from a night spent sleeping in an armchair. He was chilled and miserable, with a hangover that rivaled some of his days at University. He scoured his brain for any memory of the night before.

				What he remembered came in bits and pieces. His cousin Briony’s wedding and being reminded of Grace at every turn. Watching Briony come down the aisle on her father’s arm had cut deep. He couldn’t help but picture Grace, walking to him, smiling and happy. The things he wanted and the things he had differed so much that it physically hurt. The reception was the tipping point, where he’d lost it all. He’d watched the happy couple, dancing, drinking, in love and together. Their hands stayed linked every moment they were next to each other and he couldn’t stand it. The bar had been open and liquor flowed freely. By the time Sarah had started circling, his head was swimming in self-pity and scotch.

				He remembered her smelling delicious and familiar. She looked like sin itself, wearing a fire-engine-red dress, cut low in the front, exposing the valley between her breasts. Her angel’s face pulling him in with promises of things to come—things that were sure to take away all of his pain if he’d let them. Flashes of her lips on his and the utter wrongness he’d felt as she’d raked her nails over his chest hit him. He shook his head, sickened by the memory. He also recalled pushing her away, telling her no, and when she refused to leave, finally passing out in the armchair he’d woken in.


			

			
				He needed to sort things out in the worst way. He’d been present in his life since returning from Virginia, but not an active participant; simply living, while covered in a veil of hurt pride and anger. He didn’t even know what he was angry about anymore. Was it his loss of Grace, her lies about how she felt, the loss of a brother he hadn’t known existed? Or all of it combined?

				The only person he’d shared the details with was his dad, who could always be trusted to listen, sound off on the topic, then leave it to get sorted. The words his dad shared with him still rang loud.

				“You need to let the girl be, son. She’s got to sort it for herself. Put yourself in her shoes for a minute. How would you feel if you lost the person you loved most in this world, only to find someone who looks just like her?” His eyes had filled with tears. “I’d give anything to have your mum back, but I don’t know how I’d handle something like that.”

				Drew nodded and his breath caught in his throat. “I won’t give up on her. I can’t.”

				“I didn’t say give up. Give her some time to realize she was wrong. She’s running from her own demons. She’ll come round.”


				The memory was vivid and he was once again lost in guilt. He’d followed his dad’s advice, given her space, taken time to try and move past his own issues. How could he have been so weak and selfish to push her the way he had? He knew Grace needed space to see how she truly felt.

				His head rested in his hands as he tried to bring back some version of himself he could relate to.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 25


				“Did you call him?” Valerie asked, coming out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her tiny frame.

				“Yep.” Grace’s chest tightened and she began pacing the living room in effort to push back her anxiety.

				“And?”

				“He’s in Surrey. With Sarah. For the wedding,” she said pointedly.


				“What?”

				“That’s what the girl at Ten’s said. His cell went straight to voicemail and the mailbox is full, so I called the grocery. She said he’s in Surrey with Sarah for the wedding. She didn’t know when he’d be back.”

				“Who is Sarah?” Valerie said the name with a sneer of dislike.


				“His ex-wife.”

				Valerie’s eyes widened. “He was married?”

				Grace nodded. “Yeah. Five years ago. He told me she was out of his life. He caught her cheating on him with his co-worker in London. I guess she really did a number on him, according to Annette.”

				Her mind went back to her tea with the Braley librarian. The sweet old woman who’d lived in Braley longer than almost anyone else there. She knew every family and had watched most of the kids grow up over the years. Grace could recall the cozy sitting room of Annette’s house, warm and inviting. She’d enjoyed her tea and biscuits, while Annette told her stories about the town.

			

			
				“What about you and young Mr. Tensley? He’s been taking you round quite a lot. You know …” her eyes twinkled with mischief. “He’s the marrying sort.”

				Grace had snorted in her teacup.

				“Be careful with that one. He’s had a hard road. First that awful Sarah breaks his heart and then his Mum gets sick.”

				“He told me Sarah was out of the picture.”

				Annette took a sip of her tea. “Oh, she is. Until she isn’t. That girl is like quicksand for him. As long as she stays away, he’ll be fine. She’s the kind that gets her hooks in and never really lets go.”

				“What do you mean?” Her interest was piqued.

				“She’s got some kind of hold on him. I don’t understand it myself, but she’s got a power over that boy. He’s better when he’s not with her, happier, but somehow she comes back round and he can’t stay away, no matter what. I don’t think I’ve seen him with a girl more than once since he came back. In fact, I think you’re the first one he’s been regular with. Drew’s not the sort to fanny about with a girl. He’s either with her or he isn’t.”

				“Hmm.” Grace had sipped the rest of her tea in silence.

				Valerie clicked her tongue, bringing Grace back to the moment. “You don’t think he . . . wedding?”

				“Oh, God. No, I really don’t think so. At least I hope not. It would serve me right, I guess.” She dropped her head into her hands. “He sort of hates her. Annette told me she’s a problem, though.”

				“What should we do?”

				“What can we do? I can’t leave. The project’s in critical stages and I have to be here for them. If he’s back with her, there’s nothing to do anyway.”

				“I’m so sorry.”

				Grace shook her head. “It’s nothing I don’t deserve. I told him he was a replacement, that I was using him. I wanted him to move on, away from me because I was so messed up. I just didn’t think he’d do it so quickly.” She wiped a tear from her cheek and sniffed.

			

			
				Valerie’s eyes were sad. “I’m so . . . It’s just not fair.”

				“It’s fine. Now I know he’s not suffering without me. I need to move past this.” She took a deep breath and plastered an overly bright smile on her face. “Let’s get ready for work, huh?”


				The week passed quickly and Grace felt better than she had in almost a month. Even though the thought of Drew still felt like a knife in her heart, she was able to move through the pain and be productive. She was eating again, making sure to drink lots of water, and running to be healthy, not to punish herself. Aside from a lingering ache in her hips when she ran, she was feeling back to her normal self. The project was being extended and she had her hands full. She liked being busy. It made her feel less inconsequential and kept her mind clear.


				The firefighters from John’s station had begun reaching out to her, inviting her to functions, treating her like she’d never left, but she couldn’t face them. Donovan’s criticism and harsh words still made her cringe and flush in shame. She felt like her emotions were stuck in a blender going at high speed.


				She couldn’t win. She thought of Drew and felt guilty for loving John’s brother; she tried not to think of Drew and felt guilty for hurting him. When she wasn’t filled with self-loathing, she was gripped with the fear that she’d sent him on a path of self-destructive behavior. All the while, she was still trying to staunch the aching deep hole in her chest where her heart should’ve been.

				“God! Get a grip, Grace!” She launched her stapler at the closed door of her office, which nailed its target with a satisfying thump.


				She blushed in embarrassment when Valerie opened the door and popped her head in. “What’s going on in here?”

			

			
				She nodded and waved her in. “Sorry. I just . . . sometimes the frustration is too much.”

				“Yeah, I get it. I really do. Maybe you should try calling him again? See if you can get the details?” The phone on her hip buzzed. “Hold on, email from Bidwell.” Grace waited while Valerie read the message. “He wants us in his office.”

				George Bidwell had the appearance of a formidable man; dominating the room in every setting, with his large boisterous personality and assertive attitude. Grace knew the truth about him. He was a softy. She’d known him since childhood when her father and he worked for the same firm. They’d played golf together weekly and he and his late wife were regular dinner guests at the McConnell home. He and his wife hadn’t had children, but had always treated her like their own daughter. Working for him was a privilege and in this line of work she was lucky to get in at such a prestigious firm.


				“Grace, Valerie. Please, have a seat.” His face was a stoic mask as he came around to the front of his desk and leaned against it.


				The chairs were polished leather that smelled delicious and felt buttery smooth. She almost sighed as she sank back onto the cushion.


				“We’re sending you two back to Braley.”

				Her stomach jumped into her throat. “Wh . . . What? When?”


				“Probably not for another month, the weather’s been unseasonably cold and snowy still. Things should clear up by the middle of April, then you can get back to work. We’ve been picked up to restore the church and the town square. I’ll need you to hire a new foreman, though. You can pass your Jamestown project on to Ingram. He’s already been briefed on the situation and will be working with you for the next two weeks.”


				“But the investigation? The accident?”

			

			
				Bidwell waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Ruled to be completely the fault of the foreman . . . Mickey or Rickey . . . something. He was negligent and kept the workers too long as well as ordered an unsafe amount of weight on an already unstable roof. The idiot.”


				“So, what about our living arrangements?”

				“I spoke with Mary Kinton personally. The cottage you were in is still available and will be waiting for you when you arrive. Apparently, your lease was paid even after you left. I’ll have to check with accounting and see what happened there.”


				She was speechless. Ever since leaving Braley, she’d wanted to go back. But now that Drew was out of her life, she wasn’t sure how she felt.

				“Any questions, ladies?” Bidwell leveled his gaze on them.


				“No. Thank you, Mr. Bidwell.” Valerie spoke up for both of them.

				“Grace? Are you all right? You look pale.”

				She fought off the sudden wave of nausea. “Fine, fine. I just need to eat something.”

				She ran for the bathroom with Valerie hot on her heels. She’d already eaten lunch and was grateful for Valerie’s silence on the subject. As soon as the door was closed, she fell to her knees and was violently ill.

				“Grace? Oh, my God, are you all right?”

				Her forehead was beaded with sweat and her stomach quivered, but was beginning to calm. She dabbed her mouth with a square of toilet paper.

				“Fine. Better now.”

				“Something you ate?” Valerie’s voice was suspicious.

				“No. I’m sure it’s nerves. I probably have an ulcer or something. God, I’m a mess.”

				“Maybe you should take the rest of the day off? Get yourself together?”

				“No. Get me some antacids and let’s pull up our plans for the Braley church so Bidwell can see what we’ve already done.”


			

			
				She needed to focus on her career right now. Drew was just one person in a sea of millions. Billions even. She wasn’t going to let one person keep her from the biggest project she’d ever worked on.

				Preparing to move back to Braley this time around was different for Grace. She’d done the excited thing last time and now that she knew what she was going back to, or not going back to as the case may be, her mind was focused elsewhere. She spent considerable hours on the project, enjoyed spending time with her parents and John’s family, and tried to come to terms with the fact that Drew wouldn’t be waiting for her when she returned.

				Spring was in full force in Virginia now that April was in its beginning days. She enjoyed the fresh smell of the beach after the rain and the feel of the salty sea air without the bitter cold that accompanied winter.

				Her runs gave way to more leisurely strolls as the days went by and her move date approached. She wasn’t as able to focus on her stride due to the nagging pain in her hips, now regular and consistent. Her energy level dwindled as her stress increased and her stomach issues were becoming a daily problem. She’d cut caffeine and acidic foods and drinks out of her diet, but couldn’t seem to keep her stomach calm.

				Valerie encouraged her to see a doctor before they left to rule out an ulcer and after two weeks of stomach-related problems getting in the way of work, she’d made an appointment.


				Her visit was scheduled for a week before the move and she felt nervous and frightened that there might be something more sinister lurking. Her grandmother had died at the young age of forty, complications from cancer of the stomach. She’d never had the chance to know her mother’s mother, but heard the story every year on the anniversary of her death.


			

			
				“She was fine, no problems at all. Then one day she started getting sick. Throwing up all the time, no energy, she couldn’t even drink water. By the time the doctors found the cancer, she had just a few weeks left. It was horrible.” Her mother relayed the story of her childhood trauma to anyone who would listen.


				Cancer? Oh, Jesus, please don’t let it be cancer. She crossed her fingers and munched on the Goldfish crackers she’d started stashing in her purse. They were the only thing she could eat without feeling sick.

				Her phone buzzed as she made the turn back to the boardwalk and off the beach.


				Phone me please - D

				Her heart skipped a beat. She sent a quick response back.

				Why? Seems like you’ve moved on.

				She waited for a response with baited breath.

				Needed to think things through. Please ring? 

				He needed time to think. She couldn’t help the jealousy that crept in at the thought of what he’d been doing while thinking.


				I’m busy. Getting ready to move. Tell Sarah I say Hi.

				She turned off her phone without waiting for a response, knowing fully that she was the one responsible for their damaged relationship. The fact that he was reaching out to her after over a month made her wonder just how involved he was with Sarah. You’ll be there in a few weeks and then you can see for yourself.


				She ached to see his face; those eyebrows that moved with a life of their own, showing every little thing he was feeling. She missed his smile. The one that was so infectious you couldn’t help but cheer up at the sight of it. She missed so many things about him; everything really. But the feeling of his lips on hers, his body connected to her—that was a deep and painful ache. Seeing him, being near him, was going to be a test of her resolve.

			

			
				She fished the keys to her dad’s truck out of her purse as she rounded the corner to the boardwalk parking lot. She had a few things to take care of at the firm, then was off to a girl’s night with Valerie.

				“Grace! Grace!” a masculine voice called from the other end of the boardwalk.


				She turned to see Donovan, the man who’d berated her, humiliated and shamed her, walking toward the parking lot.

				“Go away, Donovan. I don’t need any more abuse from you.”


				He hung his head in shame at her words, but continued on his path.


				“Listen, I’m so sorry. I fucked up. I’ve been thinking about it, going over it in my head. I shouldn’t have talked to you like that. You should be happy, however you can.”

				Her heart squeezed. “Too late for that.”

				“Marianne came to the firehouse to see us a few days ago. She still makes us meals sometimes, ya know?” He scuffed the toe of his boot on the gravel and grabbed the back of his neck with one hand. “Anyway, she told us that guy was John’s brother. That you’d found him by sheer chance. Gracie, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said what I said. It’s not sick, it’s a miracle.”

				Tears came to her eyes and she nodded at him. “Thanks,” she whispered as she turned to get in the truck.

				“Grace? You’re gonna go back for him, right?”

				“I have to,” she said.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 26


				Tell Sarah I say Hi?

				Drew’s heart lurched as he read the words. He couldn’t understand why she would say that. How could she know he’d even seen Sarah? The only people who knew were in Braley.


				He felt the all-too-familiar tingles of fear on his scalp as he thought about what would happen if Grace knew about his weak moment with Sarah. Even though he hadn’t slept with her, the guilt that he’d considered it weighed on him.

				Since he’d been back from the disaster that was Briony’s wedding, he’d worked hard to move forward, making the difficult choice to seek out his birth parents. Hours of phone calls, letters, emails, and searches through Scotland’s adoption registry finally resulted in a potential lead. His travel plans were finalized and he was ready to find out who he really was. Ten’s was practically running itself in his absence and he thanked his lucky stars that his employees were so fantastic. Never before had he been so absent from a job for personal reasons.

				He looked around his kitchen and living room and breathed a sigh of relief. His house was finally tidy again. A month of ordering in and leaving boxes strewn about, not caring for anything but his own misery, had resulted in an absolutely disgusting mess.

				He ran a hand over his beard, growing back fully after his recent family obligation. He’d finally picked up his razor to shave before the wedding, his mum’s usual scolding ringing in his ear as if she were there.

			

			
				You’ll be there in front of God and everyone, Drew. No son of mine is gonna appear at (insert family function here) looking like a homeless person.


				 As he packed his bag for the trip to Edinburgh, he felt excitement and anxiety all at once. He wanted to call Grace, tell her he was actually going to do it. He needed to talk to her, to hear her sweet voice in his ear again, even if it was just so she could break his heart all over.

				Tell Sarah I say Hi.

				He winced in confusion as he read the text again. Even through his misery of missing Grace, he’d rather be alone than let Sarah back into his life.

				The train jostled him as he stared out the window, thoughts of Grace refusing to leave his head. He went over their conversations with a fine-toothed comb and was only able to reach one conclusion. She was fooling herself and afraid. He saw now how wrapped up in his own hurt he’d been. She was meant for him and he for her; that was the only thing that mattered.

				He was resolved by the time the train reached Edinburgh. After he saw this through, he was going back for her. There was nothing that could keep him from her, not his brother’s ghost and not her ridiculous notion that she’d been using him.


				Grace hated doctor’s offices. They smelled weird, that sterile but slightly musty scent, sort of like the taste of a Popsicle stick after all the goodness was gone. She almost gagged at the thought and had to pop a mint into her mouth to knock back the rising nausea. Her knees bounced continually while she flipped through an old issue of People magazine, catching up on the celebrity gossip from six months ago.

				“Grace McConnell?” a matronly, yet kind-faced nurse called from the door.

			

			
				She followed, the nurse’s shoes squeaking on the shiny tile floor. “Don’t be nervous, honey. Room three, please.”

				They went through the typical triage and the nurse noted her blood pressure was higher than normal, but nothing to worry about. She attributed it to the stress of moving and everything else going on in her life. The doctor came in after a short wait and introduced herself.

				“I’m Dr. Anderson.” She shook Grace’s hand and turned kind eyes from the chart to look at her. “Tell me what’s going on.”


				She relayed her stress level and her symptoms, as well as her family history.

				Dr. Anderson nodded and checked the chart for something. Her brow creased. “Looks like we missed something when we took your information. When was your last menstrual period?”

				Grace thought back and couldn’t remember. “Um . . . I’m not sure. I mean, it must have been a few weeks ago. Maybe a month. The last time I really remember was in February.”

				Dr. Anderson’s eyebrows rose in question. “Okay then, let’s get you a quick pregnancy test. Just to rule that out first.”

				Grace’s heart sped up, butterflies fluttering in her stomach. Pregnant?


				She saw the packet of birth control sitting in the drawer of her vanity at her parents’ house, used for a few days and then forgotten. Oh, God.

				The doctor came back with a clear plastic cup and handed it to her.

				“Fill this and write your name on the top. There’s a receptacle in the bathroom wall. We’ll run it as quick as we can. I’ll rush it so we’ll know before you leave here.”

				She took the cup with shaking hands and nodded to Dr. Anderson. Her heart pounded in her chest as she opened the door to the bathroom. She awkwardly positioned the cup and filled it, a delicate balance between peeing all over herself and actually hitting the target. She stared down at the full cup, wondering exactly what she wanted the results to be.

			

			
				A baby wasn’t even near her radar, but Drew’s baby? She couldn’t deny the excitement that little possibility brought her. Her hand trembled as she opened the small square door in the wall and placed the cup in the receptacle. She washed her hands and went back to the examination room.

				The wait was excruciating. Her stomach turned in knots and her pulse pounded in her ears. She tried to occupy her mind by checking emails on her phone, but wasn’t able to focus for longer than a minute. She switched gears and decided to waste time on her rarely-used social media account.


				Once there, she was inundated with a backlog of friend requests from random people she’d stopped talking to after high school, messages from strangers, and a few years’ worth of birthday wishes and condolences from right after John had died. She rolled her eyes and began shooting down the friend requests and deleting messages.

				As the list cleared, she saw Drew’s picture appear in a chat window.


				Grace? Are you actually online?

				Yes.

				Please talk to me.

				Can’t right now. I’m at the doctor’s office.

				Are you ill?

				Yes, but I’ll be fine.

				She wanted to touch him, to hold his hand while she waited for the results of her test. She needed his comforting presence. Then she thought about Sarah.

				She flipped to his profile and saw posts by Sarah Tensley. Great time in Surrey w/u Drews. Never forget it. Followed by a picture of them together, smiling over a pint.


				Her chat screen pinged.

				Grace, we need to fix this. Us.

			

			
				Not right now, Drew. You want to talk to someone, go talk to Sarah. Looks like you’ve been doing just fine without me.


				She switched off her phone as the door opened and Dr. Anderson came in.


				“Well, Grace, it looks like you’re pregnant. Which explains all of your symptoms.”

				“Pregnant?” Her mouth was dry and she felt sick.

				Dr. Anderson nodded. “We’ll need to do a quick ultrasound to see how far along you are since we don’t know your last cycle date. Can you lie down on the table for me and scoot down your pants?”

				Her stomach dropped and she felt faint as she moved, feeling like she was underwater. The paper that covered the table made a loud rustling noise as she reclined and moved her clothes to accommodate the ultrasound. She lifted her shirt and flinched when the cold gel hit the skin of her still flat belly.


				“So, this will give us a more accurate picture of your baby and where we’re at.”

				She moved the wand around on her belly and the picture was there, black and white and kind of fuzzy, but Grace could clearly see a heart beating. Tears pooled in her eyes and she wiped them away with a quick flick of her fingers. Overwhelmed with love for the little being growing inside her, she knew she couldn’t contain her tears for long.

				“Looks like you’re about nine weeks, Grace. That puts conception sometime in late February or early March. Sound about right?”


				She nodded. Her throat was swollen with unshed tears and she couldn’t speak.

				“I take it this wasn’t planned?”

				She shook her head. “No, I thought I had stomach cancer.”


				Dr. Anderson smiled with a gentleness reserved for mothers and kindergarten teachers. “No, not cancer. Do we need to talk about other options? Adoption? Termination?”

			

			
				“No. No. I’m keeping this baby.” The words left her mouth before she could even think about it.

				“Congratulations, then. I’ll print some pictures for you and get you a prescription for prenatal vitamins. The nausea should start to subside in the next few weeks. Make sure you keep something in your stomach. As for the fatigue, that’s par for the course. You can see a chiropractor to help with your hips, but take it easy, rest your body if it’s hurting. You can keep running just as long as you listen to what your body’s telling you.”


				She nodded. “Thank you, Dr. Anderson.”

				She walked to the elevator, cradling the pictures of her baby. My baby. I’m having a baby. A wide grin spread across her face and as the elevator doors closed she laughed, a little hysterically, at the massive curveball life had just thrown her.

				The tears flowed freely as the elevator descended into the parking garage.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 27


				Drew breathed in the spring air, clean and crisp, as he walked along the royal mile in Edinburgh. His meeting with a potential aunt was in an hour and he was tense, his stomach tied in knots. As he passed the familiar shops and cafés, he felt a pang of longing for Grace. She’d been the one to break them apart, who’d said those terribly hurtful things, but he still couldn’t let her go. As much as she didn’t want him to, he loved her and he wished she was with him.The streets were busy this time of day, lunchtime for most and the beginning of tourist season. People were taking advantage of the beautiful weather and heading out for long family weekends and romantic mini-breaks. He walked past a family taking a photo with Edinburgh castle in the background and he chuckled as the littlest member of the family, a small corgi, dutifully raised his leg and did his business all over the father’s shoe.

				His body was on high alert as he approached the potentially life-changing meeting spot. A woman stood on the steps near the Scott monument; tall like him, with the same dark hair and eyes. She looked to be about fifty years old. Her hair was long and straight, blowing in the wind and scattered with gray.


				“Andrew?” she called out, a slight quaver in her voice. Her Scottish accent strong even through the single word.

				“Breanna.” He nodded and reached out to shake her hand.


				“God, I don’t know why I thought you’d be just a wee lad. I know you’re grown.” She had tears in her eyes as she looked at him.


			

			
				“So, um. You said you might be my Aunt?” He was uncomfortable with her level of familiarity.

				“Yes. I’m your mum’s sister. Before I say anything else, I want you to know that she wanted you so badly, both of you—”


				“Hold on. Are you sure we’re related?”

				“Sweetheart, you’re her spitting image.” She rifled through her handbag and produced a photo of a young woman—a girl really—with a bright smile on her face.

				Breanna was right; her smile was huge, just like his, and utterly infectious, causing him to break out in a small grin at the sight. He’d always thought of his own smile as too wide and obnoxious, almost maniacal.

				“You said she wanted us?”

				Breanna dropped her eyes to the photo and ran her fingers lovingly over her sister’s face. “Oh, yes, but she was only a wee girl herself, you know. Our parents made her give you both up for her own future and yours. She wouldn’t tell us who the father was.”

				“Where is she now?”

				“I’m sorry to have to tell you this. Maggie married and moved to the States twenty years back. She won’t have anything to do with us. Being forced to give you up cut our family apart.”


				His hope fell. Everyone was gone. He wished he hadn’t even tried to find his parents. Now that he knew she was unreachable, he felt lost. He’d finally found his blood kin and they were all gone, except for Breanna.

				“Does she want to meet me? Does she know I met you?”

				“I’m sorry, love. She’s completely lost to us. Maybe one day her heart will change. She’s just been through so much. Perhaps if you try to contact her? I’ve got her last known address. You could send something by post.”

				They sat together and got to know each other a little over tea and scones. He could see his own features in her strong face and it was eerie. She’d been married for fifteen years and had two young children, which he realized were his cousins. He wanted to know this part of his family, but didn’t want to overwhelm her.

			

			
				They decided on meetings twice a month to ease into their journey toward connecting and he already felt excited about learning more of his roots, ancestors, and background.

				“How’d it go with the doctor? Are you all fixed?” Valerie asked as they ate lunch together in Grace’s near-empty office.

				“Yep, it’s nothing I can’t manage. She gave me some vitamin supplements and a little advice to take it easier. I need to change my diet a bit, but it should clear up in a few months.”


				“Good. See, I told you everything would be fine.” Valerie peeked at her over the rim of her diet soda. “Drew’s been trying to get info from me about you.”

				Grace looked down at the carpet and fought through a wave of nausea. The morning sickness was easing a little each day and she hoped it would be gone by the time they arrived in Braley.


				“Hmm. Yeah, he and I chatted a little online the other day while I was waiting for the doctor.”

				“And?”

				“Nothing, really. He wants to talk. I don’t.”

				“Grace? Why don’t you?”

				She sighed, embarrassed. “I was trolling his profile online and saw a post from Sarah and a picture of them together in Surrey. I’m not going to get involved in that mess.”

				“Jealous?”

				“Yes.” She took a drink of her smoothie and looked up at Valerie’s luminous blue eyes. “I don’t have any right to be, but I’m so jealous I can barely see straight. I’m the one who pushed him away. I don’t get to be jealous.”

				“Yeah, you do. You pushed him away because you thought you were doing the right thing for him. Besides, if he’s really with her again, then you know his head’s in a bad place.”


			

			
				Grace raised a quizzical brow. “How did you get so smart?”


				“Good genes.”

				As she said goodbye to her colleagues for the last time before leaving for Braley, Grace felt excited. Just as she had before, she could see a new life ahead of her. This time, she was going back to so much more. Even if Drew was with Sarah, she knew he would want to be involved with his baby, knew that he would be there for her, whatever their situation. He’d already lost enough in his life.

				She decided not to tell anyone about the baby until he knew. He was the one she’d kept things from before and knew it had caused their rift. This time, he would be the first to know.


				She was hoping to see him as soon as they got into Braley and had plans to break the news gently, maybe over tea. He didn’t know she was returning, but she didn’t see any problem there. She’d arrive in three days, eleven weeks pregnant and ready to start a whole new life. Her hand rested on her belly, which somehow felt fuller than it had just a week ago.


				“What are you doing?” Valerie’s voice was full of concern and her eyes were trained on Grace’s hand, resting protectively on her non-existent bump. “Oh, my God. You . . . It’ll clear up in a few months? Are you kidding me, Grace?”

				So much for telling Drew first.


				She thought seriously about offering Valerie a denial, but knew from the look on her face that she was caught.

				“Close the damn door,” Grace hissed, not wanting anyone else to hear their conversation. “It’s why I’ve been so sick.”


				“When? Aren’t you on the pill?”

				She blushed. “When he was here to visit. I think I just forgot about the pills when things got so out of hand. I’ve never been good with medication and John and I always used condoms. Drew’s the only guy I’ve ever not used protection with.”


			

			
				“So, how far along are you?”

				“Almost eleven weeks.”

				“You’re going to tell him, right? Like as soon as you can?”


				Grace nodded and smiled. “Yes. As soon as I see him. This isn’t something I want to do on the phone.” She leveled her gaze on Valerie. “I don’t want anyone else to know. Not my parents, not Bidwell, no one.”

				“Your secret’s safe here.” She smiled. “This is so exciting!”


				Valerie wrapped her in a tight hug. The smell of her perfume wafting into her sensitive nostrils. Nausea rose without warning and she pushed Valerie away, running for the trash can. The feel of Valerie’s small, warm hand rubbing circles on her back eased her.

				“Sorry. Perfume?”

				“Yeah, how’d you know?” she asked, dabbing at her mouth with a tissue.

				“I’ve got five younger siblings. My mom couldn’t stand strong scents for most of my adolescence.”

				“It’s been pretty brutal. I thought the morning sickness was getting better, but lately I’ve just felt terrible. So tired, my back hurts, my chest is achy, and I’m already feeling squeezed into my pants. I thought it was supposed to take a while before things stopped fitting.”

				Valerie shrugged. “I think it’s different for everyone. Maybe it’s twins?”

				Grace shook her head. “Nope, ultrasound showed one and one only.”


				Valerie nodded and gave her a solemn glance. “What if he’s moved on? Are you going to do it by yourself?”

				A deep sadness settled over her and her eyes burned. “If I have to, yes. But he’ll want to be involved with the baby, even if he doesn’t want me anymore.” Her hand reached up to worry at the thistle pendant he’d given her for her birthday. “I’m not going to trap him with this baby, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m going to tell him I was wrong, that I acted like an idiot, and I love him. After he makes his choice about me, that’s when I’ll tell him.”

			

			
				Valerie’s face took on an expression of surprise. “You know, for once, I actually agree with your plan.”

				Grace smiled, feeling melancholy as she tried to push away the niggling thread of doubt worming its way into her mind.


				He’s not with her, he still loves me.


				She kept telling herself over and over that no matter what happens, she’ll be at peace with it and move forward.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 28


				The plane ride was much more uncomfortable this time around. Grace’s bladder needed to be emptied every half-hour and her morning sickness was exacerbated by the close quarters and overwhelming scent of people and airline food. Valerie watched with sympathetic eyes and had a steady supply of ginger drops, mints, gum, and Goldfish crackers at the ready.

				“Oh, Val, I’m sorry. This is so embarrassing,” she said, hand on her lower belly.

				Valerie shook her head. “Remember, oldest of six kids. I’ve seen it all.” She smiled and handed Grace a ginger drop. “Try to sleep. We’ve got about four hours left before we land.”

				She nodded and tried to settle in for the rest of the ride. Her stomach was still queasy, but manageable, while the ginger drop lasted. She slept fitfully, her hips ached in the seat and she couldn’t keep her dreams from focusing on Drew and all of the ways he could reject her.

				Valerie shook her awake as the plane began to descend.

				“We’re landing.” Valerie looked as nervous as Grace felt. “You doing all right?”

				She nodded, her nausea was just a thin veil at the moment. “I can’t wait to get to Braley. Then at least I can be sick in my own bathroom.” She offered a lighthearted laugh.

				Valerie chuckled. “It should get better soon.” She looked down at the slight swell of her belly. “You won’t be able to hide it much longer.”

			

			
				Her heart flipped as her excitement grew. “I know. I can’t wait, honestly.”

				Baggage claim was a nightmare; of their four bags, only one made it onto the connecting flight. Grace filled out the delivery forms for each piece of lost luggage and asked for a taxi to be called.


				“They said they’ll get our stuff to us as soon as possible,” she grumbled to Valerie as they walked to the taxi stand.

				“Ugh, all of my stuff. I only have one change of clothes in my carry on!”


				Grace stifled a giggle. “At least yours still fit you! I’m going to have to buy a brand new wardrobe soon.”

				“True, fatty.” Valerie elbowed her in the ribs.

				“Hey!” Grace smiled and pushed her toward the waiting taxi.


				“Where to, ladies?” the driver asked, his cockney accent strong.


				“We’re heading to Braley. Here’s the address.” Valerie handed him a slip of paper.

				The taxi pulled into the line of traffic and headed toward Braley, the project, and Drew. Grace picked at her cuticles and remained tense for the entire forty-minute ride to the town she’d come to love.

				As the steeple of the church appeared on the horizon, she felt the butterflies in her stomach increase the beating of their wings. She sucked in a sharp breath when the town came into full view. The town square was full of spring blooms, happy daffodils and tulips sprouted near the benches and along the borders of the paths around town. Cheerful potted pansies were placed under windows and next to entryways of the shops and homes. The driver let them out at the site, still blocked off with police tape and No Entry signs.

				She felt sick as she observed the damage and said a silent prayer for the family of Mark Ringstad. Thankfully, Mark had a sizable life insurance policy in case of accidental death and the construction company also carried insurance. She felt callous thinking about money, but was happy to know that Mark was able to care for his family even after death.

			

			
				“God, what a mess,” Valerie said, shoulders slumped.

				“Yep. It’s going to take a lot of work to get us back on track here.”


				“Good thing we’ve got time.”

				They walked around town and made their way to the cozy cottage they’d grown so comfortable in. Mary Kinton was waiting with keys and a welcome basket.

				“Oi, you two. Get over here and let me get a good look at ya,” she called from the porch.

				Grace smiled, but took pains to cover her middle with her oversized sweater just in case Mary’s shrewd eyes caught sight of the tiny bulge.

				“Mary,” Grace said in greeting.

				“Terrible business, that.” She gestured in the direction of the site. “I can’t imagine what that poor Ringstad family went through. I’m sorry you had to be gone so long. Weren’t the same round here without you two Yanks.”

				“It’s good to see you, too,” Grace said, taking the keys and basket.


				“Been keeping the place up for ya. The cleaning lady came by yesterday and the basket’s got some teas and a bit of bread and biscuits. Not much, but it should serve for teatime today until you can get by Ten’s.”

				Her heart lurched at the mention of Drew’s store. She knew she needed to see him, talk to him, but her anxiety over the prospect was rising each moment.

				“Thanks, Mary. That was sweet of you,” Valerie said.

				The cottage looked exactly the same. Doilies still littered every free surface, the afghan Grace routinely wrapped up in while reading late at night was in its usual place over the arm of the cozy chair.

				She sighed in relief. “For some reason, I thought it was going to be different.”

			

			
				“Me, too,” Valerie agreed through a yawn. “I’m going up to my room for a nap. You going to Ten’s?”

				“In a bit. I’ve got to work up to it.”

				Valerie nodded and headed up the stairs.

				Grace took off her boots and padded down the familiar hallway to the kitchen where she set about making some tea. She opened the cupboard and her sweeping gaze locked on the Likes Time Lords mug in the front.

				She picked it up and remembered the first time Drew had kissed her. His lips on hers, the feel of his breath against her skin, his hands in her hair. A wave of lust crashed over her and almost buckled her knees. Who am I kidding? I’m not going to be okay if he doesn’t want me. Crap.


				All the strong statements she’d been making about her future were crushed with this one memory.

				“Val? I’m going to Ten’s,” she shouted up the stairs and left the tea forgotten on the counter while she pulled on her boots.


				The walk to Ten’s was short and invigorating. Grace’s pounding pulse set the pace for her feet and adrenaline bolstered her courage. The front of the store was flanked by two large hanging baskets, dripping with blooms of all different colors. She reached up to finger the delicate white flowers that cascaded over and down the side of the large basket. Taking a steadying breath, she walked into the store, ready to face Drew; ready to fight for him.

				“Grace?” David Tensley’s face was a mixture of shock and pleasure.


				“Hi, David.”

				“I didn’t know you were coming back.” His eyes were bright. “Drew didn’t say anything.”

				“I haven’t told him yet. We’ve . . . things are . . .” she faltered, unable to find the words she needed.

			

			
				“You hurt him. He told me about your young man, John. His brother, I suppose.”

				She felt the familiar sting of tears. “I know.” She sniffed and met his eyes. “I need to see him. I need to tell him I was wrong.”


				David’s face softened. “He’s gone, love. I don’t know when we’ll see him again.”

				Her stomach dropped. “Where? Where did he go?”

				“He’s determined to find his birth family. Said he had to set himself right.”


				A tear slipped past her carefully constructed mask of control. “Well, that’s . . . that’s great. I hope we can still be friends, David. Even if Drew and I aren’t.”

				“Dear girl, of course we are. He’ll come round. Sooner or later.”


				“What about Sarah?” she asked, afraid of the answer.

				“Sarah?”

				“He’s with her, isn’t he?”

				“Good lord, I hope not! She came round a month or so ago, trying to get her hooks in him at his cousin’s wedding in Surrey. He gave her the boot before she knew what happened.”


				A thrill raced through her at his words. “Really? Good.”

				She couldn’t help the smile that crossed her lips.

				“Don’t lose heart. He’ll come home if he knows what’s good for him.”


				She placed the bags of groceries on the kitchen counter and marveled at how her situation had changed. She was a self-dependent thirty-three-year-old woman, with a blossoming career and a baby on the way.

				As much as her heart ached to be with Drew, she realized how far she’d come from her co-dependent relationship with John. She smiled as pride bubbled inside her. I can do this. I can do this. She repeated the mantra in her head several times as she put away the groceries. Her body ached with fatigue from pregnancy and travel combined. She trudged to her room and fell into bed, sleep crashing over her almost immediately.


			

			
				“Grace? Grace? Wake up.” Valerie’s voice was distant and muffled.


				Grace blinked her eyes open and pulled the pillow off of her head. “What?”


				“It’s six o’clock in the evening. You’ve been sleeping for five hours.”

				She yawned and stretched her arms above her head. Her stomach grumbled. “Mmm, I need to eat.”

				“I ordered a pizza. Is that all right with you?”

				“Yes! That sounds amazing.”

				She stood and was surprised at the absence of the nausea that had become her constant companion. She padded into the kitchen and tore open the package of crackers she’d bought at Ten’s earlier. As she munched on one with care, Valerie observed her with a cautious look on her face.

				“So?”

				“So, what?”

				“Ten’s? Drew? What happened?”

				Grace sat at the table, crackers in hand. “He wasn’t there. His dad was, though. Drew’s gone searching for his birth parents. David has no idea when he’ll come back.”

				“Oh, Grace.”

				She shook her head. “It’s fine. He’ll be here eventually. The good news is, he’s not with Sarah, never was, according to David. When he does come home, I’m ready to fight for him.”


				While they waited for the pizza to be delivered, they flipped through the channels on TV and chatted about mundane things like celebrity gossip. Grace caught sight of her old copy of Pride and Prejudice on the bookshelf.

			

			
				“Hey! I can’t believe I left this here.” She grabbed it and flipped through it. “I haven’t read this in a while. Usually, I reread it every year. John always teased me—” She stopped when an envelope fell out of the middle of the book.

				“What’s that?” Valerie asked, interest piqued.

				“It’s John’s note. I forgot I put it in here when we moved for safe keeping.” She ran her fingers across the scrawl of her name in John’s handwriting.

				“Haven’t you read it?”

				She shook her head. “I haven’t been ready.” She sat on the overstuffed chair by the fireplace and stared down at this last link to the man she’d loved so deeply.

				“Give me a minute?” she asked, her eyes pleading.

				“Yep, sure. I’ll um, go check on the pizza outside. Maybe he got lost.”


				Her fingers shook as she tore open the envelope. She forced herself to breathe long and slow as she pulled the single sheet of paper out.

				Her eyes filled with tears as she began reading.

				My Grace,

				I know it might seem dark and dreary of me to write a letter to you in case I die. I hope you never have to read this, but I need to make sure that should something happen to me, you don’t go your whole life without knowing this.

				I love you. Now and always. No matter what our situation. I’ve never been very good at telling you that. You’re the one person who’s always been honest with me and loved me openly. I know I sometimes seem closed off and uninterested, but believe me, that’s not the case. I don’t tell you enough, but I love you more than any single person in this world.


				If you’re reading this letter, I’m gone. (What a cliché, right?) I hope that by now I’ve gotten the courage to get over myself and marry you and start a family. I hope our kids are grown and we’re old and had a long life together. No matter what, I want you to do me a favor. Find someone to love you.

			

			
				You deserve to be loved and loved well. I count myself lucky that I got to be the one to love you for as long as I did. If I know you, and I think I do, you’ll box up your heart and feel guilty any time you look at another man. Don’t do that. You need to give me up. Move on with your life and be the person you’re supposed to be.

				Find someone to give you the love you deserve for the rest of your days.

				Loving you always,

				John

				She pressed her fingers to her lips in an attempt to stop their trembling. Why did you wait? Why didn’t you just tell me this? Her heart ached for what she didn’t get to have with John, for all the things she’d missed, and for the truth in his words. She wished she’d read this letter before Drew, before Braley.


				Maybe things wouldn’t be such a colossal mess now.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 29


				It was getting harder to hide her growing belly and Grace sighed as she squeezed herself into a pair of yoga pants and a loose top. She was twelve weeks along and her stomach had the beginnings of a baby bump rather than mere bloat.

				Now that her morning sickness had abated, she was able to continue her runs, just as long as there was a bathroom easily accessible at all times. She checked her reflection in the mirror and was satisfied at the camouflage her baggy top afforded before she headed out for a morning jog.

				With her earbuds in place and hair swinging in a high ponytail, she jogged along her usual path. Her playlist was happy, positive, and fun to run to. It put a smile on her face as she soaked up the sun of late spring. The sun was rising earlier each day, but she didn’t race to meet it as she used to.

				It was still early, six-fifteen, the sky was clear and blue with a bright crispness to it. The town looked so beautiful in the early morning, quiet with the exception of the delivery trucks making rounds to local businesses and the beginnings of people heading off to their offices. A few smiled and waved as she passed by.

				Her hips had loosened up due to the prenatal yoga videos she’d started doing daily and she felt good. The honeymoon period of pregnancy. She remembered reading about the second trimester and was happy to have finally turned that corner.


				She took a deep breath and pushed her speed a little, getting a steady stride that tested her endurance, but didn’t push too far. Her feet hit the pavement in a satisfying and steady rhythm, sending little jolts up her legs. She was easing into her second mile, the path that took her past Drew’s house. It was hard for her to pass by each day and see the dark windows.


			

			
				A scraping sound brought her attention to an untied shoelace just as she rounded the corner to his street. She bent to tie her shoe and took the opportunity to stretch her hamstrings as she rose.

				That was when she saw him.

				She had to blink hard and look again to make sure he was really there. He was standing outside, a large suitcase on the sidewalk next to him. He looked tired, scruffy, and incredibly sexy. Her hormones on overdrive, she felt a wave of lust wash over her and the heat of a blush rise in her cheeks.


				He was dressed in a hooded sweatshirt of midnight blue and faded jeans that fit just right. His Converse tennis shoes were old and scuffed; she remembered they were his favorite. She stood, watching him as he raked his fingers through his unkempt hair and took his bag in hand. She wanted to call out, but the lump that had formed in her throat wouldn’t let her.


				His eyes fixed on her at that moment, as if he’d heard her unspoken words. He dropped his hand from the suitcase and raised it to run across his face. He stared at her in disbelief for what seemed like an eternity.

				She didn’t know what to do. Her carefully laid-out scenarios hadn’t included this one. What to say, do, or even think completely escaped her as she held her ground, twenty feet away from the man she loved so desperately.

				She lifted a hand and offered a weak wave. A ghost of a smile showed on his lips as he returned the awkward gesture. His face was just as she’d remembered it, causing a bittersweet ache in her chest.

				“Hi,” she said as she began to close the distance between them.


				“Hi.” His eyes were guarded.

			

			
				“So, I’m back.”

				“I can see that.”

				“I’ve got so much I need to say to you.”

				“Not now.” His glare was hard.

				She dropped her eyes to his scuffed shoes, fighting back tears of disappointment. “I’m so . . . so—”

				Before she could finish her apology, his lips were on hers, urgent and demanding. He moaned, a sound so raw her heart hurt. His hand wrapped around the back of her neck, holding her to him. She consciously kept her body away from his, not wanting him to find out her secret accidentally in the middle of the street. He pulled away and stared into her eyes.


				“I’m still angry, but God help me, I need you so much.”

				“Drew, I need to tell you—” 

				He put a finger to her lips. “Come with me.”

				He took her hand and led her inside, leaving his luggage sitting on the sidewalk. His house smelled of stale air and the emptiness of long-term absence. A thin coating of dust covered the coffee table and entertainment center and there was a tidy pile of mail sitting on the kitchen counter.

				David must have come and collected his mail. Her thoughts drifted to the mundane details of the situation, while she should have been planning just how she was going to tell Drew all she needed to say.

				“God, Grace. I can’t be without you, no matter how you hurt me.”


				“I’m so sorry. I can’t even explain why I did it. I think I thought I was saving you from me. I let my fear take over. You . . . You deserve so much more than me.”

				His hands cupped her face. “You daft woman. You are the greatest thing that has ever happened to me. I’ve told you and told you. Why won’t you hear me?”

				Tears fell from her eyes as her fears were beaten into submission at his words. “I love you, Drew. You. No one else.”


			

			
				His lips crushed against hers. His need was apparent as she pressed her body to his. Drew’s hands roamed along her sides, down her torso to cup her breasts, heavy and tender.

				He murmured against her neck in appreciation. “You’re so beautiful.”


				His hands fell to her hips and massaged gently, fingers trailing under the hem of her shirt. Her eyes flew open in alarm as his hands covered the gentle swell of her belly. She stepped away on reflex.

				“Grace?” He pulled back, questioning eyes connecting with hers.


				“I’ve got some news,” she said, placing a hand on her belly. She took in the widening of his eyes as he realized what she was about to say. “It was when you came to see me. After everything, I forgot my pills. It was stupid. I’m sorry.”

				“Sorry?” His hands cupped her barely-there belly, a look of reverence crossing his features.

				“I’m not trying to trap you. If this . . . us, isn’t going to work, I’ll understand. I just, I don’t want this baby to be without its father.”


				“Oh, Grace.” He smiled, a real and true smile, filled with joy and so infectious that her lips lifted along with his. “This is brilliant.”


				He dropped to his knees and hugged her to him, his arms around her hips and his lips pressed to her belly. She threaded her fingers through his thick hair and felt hope for the first time in a long time.

				Pregnant.

				Grace was pregnant.

				He was meant to be a father. His heart swelled, filled with emotions. Drew took a deep breath as he looked at Grace sleeping soundly in his bed, one hand resting lightly on the small swell of her belly. Her words, I’m not trying to trap you. I don’t want this baby to be without its father, ran through his head. How could she think I wouldn’t want her? She made a soft noise as she shifted in her sleep and he felt an uncontrollable desire to run his fingers through her silky hair.


			

			
				He’d been holding her just a few minutes before, sleeping curled up against her soft body. Being with her felt right, good, and natural. Being without her had felt like a part of him was missing.

				She sighed then and opened her beautiful green eyes.

				“Morning,” she said, through a stretch.

				“Hello, there.”

				“What are you doing?”

				“Admiring the view. You make a pretty picture in my bed.”


				She giggled and covered her face with one hand, making his breath catch. “No, I don’t. I’m always a mess in the mornings.”


				He sat next to her and finally gave in to the urge to touch her hair. “I’m so glad you’re back. I’m . . .” He took a deep breath. “I know we’ve both said and done things we can’t take back now.”


				“You didn’t do anything. Stop being so diplomatic. It was me, all of it. I’m sorry for how I treated you. I was wrong and stupid. I said so many awful things.”

				He lowered his eyes to his bare feet on the hardwood floor. Could he tell her about the days after she’d ripped his heart out? The time he spent in this very bed replaying the scene over and over, or the endless unanswered phone calls from his dad, Sarah, and even Annette Tilly. Friends from his football team had tried stopping by to see him, bringing take-out, movies to watch, and beer; but they couldn’t get him to budge. He was living in a pit of misery and nothing was going to bring him out of it. The one person who’d forced him from his miserable state was his dad. When his phone calls had gone unanswered, his dad had pushed his way through the stacks of pizza boxes and take-out containers to find him.


			

			
				“Boy, get your sorry arse up and out of this house and get moving,” he’d boomed from across the room.

				“Oi, Dad! Leave me be.”

				“The hell I will. What are you doing in here all day? You come back from America and stick your head in the sand.”

				He’d turned his face to his father, his eyes burning. “She’s chucked me. Never really fancied me, anyway.” He took a deep breath and swiped his hand across his unshaven face. “Did you know I had a twin?”

				David’s eyes went wide as he took a seat next to his son, ready to listen.


				“Drew? Are you okay?” Grace’s voice was soft in his ear.


				She brought his focus back to the present, to happier times.


				“Yes, love. I’m fantastic.”

				Her answering smile pushed away all of his memories from the last few months. The hurt and heartache boxed up and filed away to be forgotten. It seemed strange to forget so quickly the deep wound she’d willingly dealt him.

				When Sarah had crushed him, the feeling had been so different. Their relationship had been built on a foundation of anger and betrayal, but not entirely unexpected. He’d always known deep down that Sarah wasn’t forever, that she’d eventually find someone better. Losing her was like going off cigarettes. It was hard, he craved her attentions, but he knew she was bad for him.

				Grace’s rejection had been a deeper blow. The air around him was a crushing weight and his need for her was more than just a craving. It didn’t matter what she’d said, he couldn’t remove her from his heart no matter how he tried. The minute he saw her, standing on the footpath outside his house, her face bright, eyes shining, the hurtful moments of the past suddenly disappeared. He needed her.

				They shared a late breakfast at his kitchen table. Both sat silently, observing the other. He was bursting with questions about the baby; how long she would be here and what her plans were for the future. He was afraid to overwhelm her with his manic-loaded questions, but he had to know the answers.


			

			
				“Twelve weeks.”

				He raised his eyebrows in question. “I’m sorry?”

				“That’s how far along I am. Twelve weeks.”

				Pride bubbled up in his chest. “When will the baby arrive?”


				Baby. The baby. My baby. A slight knot of panic began worming its way between his shoulders.

				“My official due date is November twenty-sixth.” She laid a hand against the small bump. “Right around Thanksgiving.”


				“Have you told anyone yet?” He held his breath, hoping desperately that she hadn’t.

				“No. Val knows, but she figured it out on her own. She’s got lots of brothers and sisters, so she spotted it pretty easily. Now that I look back on it, I can’t believe I didn’t know.”

				“Were you very sick?”

				“Almost daily. I thought I was dying, that I had stomach cancer like my grandma. I felt like such an idiot when the doctor asked me if I might be pregnant.”

				She laughed and he reached over to run his fingers along the fine bones in her wrist. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

				Grace met his eyes. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m sorry my stupid self-obsession kept you from being there.” She laughed.


				“What’s funny?”

				“We’re both sad that you missed out on seeing me sicker than I’ve ever been. That’s just weird.” She continued laughing until tears sprang to her eyes.

				“You’re a loon.” He stood and pulled her to him.

				“Might be, but I think you fancy me.” She cocked one eyebrow, her beautiful eyes all he could see.

				“You might be right, Miss McConnell.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 30


				Grace was happy. She and Drew were back together, her project was in full swing, and she was feeling more like herself than she had in weeks. In the few days they’d been reconciled, Drew had already integrated himself into her daily life. Any free time was spent with each other and she smiled at the thought of seeing him for lunch today. As she rounded the corner, headed to her cottage, she grinned to herself. I can’t believe I’m here.


				Her runs were getting slower as the days passed, giving her more time to ponder and worry over the future. She’d been so prepared for rejection, that she wasn’t ready for acceptance. She was ready for Drew to have moved on, chosen to keep her at arms’ length, or to be hateful and angry. He’d surprised her, as he always did.

				John wouldn’t have been so accepting. He would have run the other way if she’d been pregnant, until he thought about it and realized that a baby wasn’t a bad thing. John was the type of person who cringed at the domestic life, always the thrill-seeker and adventure-lover. Settling down, having kids, and keeping house was his definition of killing an adventurous life.


				“What are we doing today?” she asked Drew from behind his seat at the kitchen table. She poured herself a cup of herbal tea and sat next to him.

				He raised his eyebrows and chewed on his lip in thought. “Well, I’ve got a football match today. Would you like to come?”


			

			
				“Yes!” The thought of watching him play football, no matter how terrible he said he was, made her eager and more than a little turned on.

				“Really?” His eyebrows rose and his face split into a wide grin. “I didn’t think you’d be likely to waste your time watching a bunch of nutters run around chasing a ball.”

				“What can I say? I have a thing for soccer players.”

				“I thought you fancied Scots.” He dipped his head for a kiss.


				“Scottish soccer players. Even better.”

				The field was still wet with dew as they walked hand-in-hand to where Drew’s team was gathered. He dropped a light kiss on her forehead and jogged off to take his place. While she watched him move and stretch before the match started, she felt peaceful. She marveled at the fact that her life had changed more than she’d ever imagined it could in a little less than a year. She’d lost her love—the person she thought she would grow old with—moved across the world, then found love again. She’d found the person she was truly meant to be with.


				Tears burned her throat as she was overcome with the realization that John had been the path leading her to Drew. Without loving and losing John, she never would have found Drew.


				The match was a humiliating loss for Drew’s team. He played goalie and was definitely not lying when he said he was terrible. They all were. She didn’t care one bit. Watching him, engaged in the game, laughing and happy, made her smile and forget about everything else going on in her life. In that moment, there was no looming deadline, no devastating losses, no waiting emails from Bidwell. There was just Drew.

				He smiled up at her from his bench as he removed his cleats. While she waited for him to finish saying his goodbyes and gathering his stuff, a shadow fell over her.

			

			
				“Well, well. You must be Grace.” A woman’s husky, seductive voice came from behind.

				Grace turned to find an angelic beauty. She shook her head and raised her eyebrows in question. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”


				“I’m sure Drews has told you.”

				Drews? Who was this woman?

				“Sarah Tensley. Drew’s wife, of course.” She reached her hand out in greeting with a wicked smile on her face.

				“I think you mean ex-wife.” Grace crossed her arms over her chest to conceal the trembling of her hands.

				“Drew hasn’t ever truly given me up. He may push me away, but he always comes crawling back. This time might have taken him a bit longer to come round, but he did. I have you to thank for that one.”

				“What do you mean?” A sick feeling took hold at Sarah’s words.


				“After you broke his heart, we had quite the wild time of it in Surrey.” Her face was smug and prideful.

				Grace snuck a glance at Drew, who was walking toward them, his face burning with anger.

				“Hello, lover,” Sarah purred as he approached.

				“I told you, Sarah, I’m not your lover,” he snarled, his eyes not meeting Grace’s.

				Sarah handed him an envelope and turned on her heel, calling out a taunting, “Ta-ra!” over her shoulder.

				Grace turned her eyes on Drew and searched his face for enlightenment. She watched as he turned the envelope over and over in his hands.

				“What is that?” she asked, not wanting to know the answer.


				“I’ve no idea.”

				Drew’s heart hammered in his ears as he looked over the envelope.


				“What is it?” Grace asked him for the second time.

			

			
				His stomach twisted and churned as he sat on the bench and shook his head, worrying about the potential bomb Sarah had just dropped.


				“Grace. There’s something . . . I don’t-”

				“You spent the night with her while we were apart.” It was a statement. Clear, clean, and painful.

				He looked down at his shoes, trying to focus on the scuffs marring the white ends of his old trainers. “I did. But it’s not what you think.”

				She sucked in a sharp breath and sat on the bench next to him. “Okay.”


				He raised his eyes to hers, searching their depths for her true feelings. “Okay? I know you’re thinking the worst of me, but all you have to say is, okay?”

				“I don’t like it. I hate it, actually. I hate her.” She let out a breath, as if trying to release her frustration. “I’m the one that broke things off. Whatever happened is my fault. Just promise me she’s out of your life now. As long as you’re with me, she’s not anywhere near us.”

				“I promise, Grace. She’s gone. I let her get to me, but I shut her down. You’d just sent me home and I was a right mess. I drank too much, Sarah started circling, and I woke up with her naked in the bed.” Her expression darkened at his last words. “Nothing happened. I couldn’t go through with it. She wasn’t you.”


				He stared down at his hands. “But I know she’s up to something.”


				Grace trained her gaze on the still unopened envelope. “So? What’s in there?”

				He tore open the seal and pulled out a sheet of paper. His eyes widened at the familiar legal jargon and he cursed under his breath.

				“She’s suing me for sexual harassment.” He didn’t know whether to be angry or laugh at the ridiculousness of the situation.


				“What? How can she do that?”

			

			
				“She says I was giving her legal counsel and took advantage of her.”

				He watched Grace’s reaction with caution. “Can she do that?”


				He shook his head. “She hasn’t got a leg to stand on. This will never see a courtroom and she knows it. She’s hoping I’ll give her money to settle.”

				“Why would you settle?” she asked. “You don’t have that much money to give.”

				“Well . . . actually, I do. I’ve had a trust since childhood. Ten’s has been successful and my dad made a lot of smart investments over the years. Sarah didn’t get anything in the divorce. You know, adultery and what not.”

				Her eyes went wide. “You’re not going to settle, are you?”


				He ran his hands over his face and sighed. “Nah. She’ll never get anywhere with it. I know her too well. She’s desperate for money, never wanted to earn her own. I should’ve been more wary when she started phoning me all the time after her latest breakup.”

				“So, what are we going to do?”

				He grinned as he put the envelope in his duffel bag. “You, dear girl, aren’t going to do a thing. I’ll take care of Sarah.”


				He gingerly placed an arm around her waist, worried she’d be hesitant to let him touch her in light of Sarah’s visit.

				“Are we good, love?”

				She snuggled into his side and wrapped her own arm around him.

				“Yes, love. We’re good.”

				Grace rolled her shoulders to rid herself of the knot forming on her right side, a constant reminder of the extra weight she now carried. Her running form was suffering and causing more muscle issues than she was used to. The thought of Drew with Sarah weighed heavy on her mind. She knew the truth of the situation. And despite what did or didn’t transpire in Surrey, they’d been separated at the time. It still made her burn to even think of him with anyone else. His eyes continually searched hers, obviously wondering if she believed his side of the story. And she did.

			

			
				When she reached her porch, she stopped and leaned into a deep calf stretch, feeling the muscle pull and burn. Her belly had been bothering her with a faint ache all morning, but now a sharp twinge accompanied it. She frowned at the feeling of wetness and stood, alarm bells ringing in her head. Her hands shook as she unlocked the door to the house and ran for the bathroom.

				Bright red blood swirled in the toilet bowl and stained her panties.


				“Oh . . . Oh, no. No-no-no.”

				Panic took hold in her chest and she reached for her phone, tears beginning to stream down her face.

				“Grace?” Valerie popped her head into the bathroom. “What’s wrong?”

				Grace lifted a tear-stained face to meet Valerie’s questioning eyes.

				“The baby.” 

				Valerie took in the scene and jumped into action. “Get up, let’s go. I’ll call Drew when we get to the hospital.”

				The hospital room was stark, brightly lit, and smelled of antiseptic. Grace sat on the uncomfortable bed, her belly cramping and her heart breaking. She knew she was having a miscarriage. After all the excitement about the baby, after finally fixing things with Drew, after losing John, this wasn’t fair.


				Drew was coming. Valerie had tried to call him three times on the way to the hospital and ended up having to leave a cryptic message on his voicemail. He’d been in London tying up loose ends, and was now driving to meet her at the hospital.


			

			
				She heard him before she saw him, running down the hallway and yelling her name. He skidded past the room and turned, almost falling before he made it to her.

				“Oh Grace, I’m so sorry it took me so long to come to you. What’s happened? Valerie only said you were ill and in the hospital.”


				She wanted to cry, his face was so open, expectant. “Drew. I . . . I’m losing the baby.” She worked hard to keep her composure. Her chest burned and her throat tightened as she tried to keep the sob at bay.

				The light left his eyes as comprehension took hold; the clenching of his stubbled jaw a dead giveaway. He frowned, his eyebrows knitting together and his lips forming a tight line.


				“No.” It was just a whisper. He took her hand, so gentle it was as if he thought she’d break, and brought it to his lips.

				“I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I did.” She was crying again and hated herself for it.

				He took her head in his hands and pressed a fierce kiss to her lips to stop her speaking. “Don’t you dare apologize for this. It isn’t your fault. Where’s the bloody doctor gone?”

				“He’ll be back soon. They want to do an ultrasound.” Her voice sounded hollow as she recited the doctor’s words.

				Drew clenched his jaw and pulled on his ear in frustration. “How long are we meant to be waiting here?”

				The doctor chose that moment to come in. He was a pretentious man, tall and balding, with sharp features and an unfriendly expression on his face. He consulted her chart and raised his eyes to meet Drew’s.

				“Are you the father, then?”

				Drew nodded.

				“Right, then, have a seat.” He motioned Drew to the chair by her bed.

				“Ms. McConnell, as you are aware, you were admitted with a threatened miscarriage. We completed a pelvic examination and concluded that there was indeed dilation of the cervical tissue, which is indicative of miscarriage. I’m sorry for your loss.”

			

			
				She was silent.

				“Thank you,” Drew said to the doctor. “When can we leave?”


				“I’d like to keep an eye on her for a couple of hours. If everything goes well, I’ll sign her discharge papers by early afternoon.”


				Drew nodded and the doctor left them alone. His hands were clenched at his sides, shoulders rigid, and face grim.

				“I’m so sorry, love.”

				“I’ll be fine.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 31


				The baby was lost. Drew didn’t know what to do that could possibly help Grace. He couldn’t come close to understanding how she felt. How could he? Their child was dead and she still had to feel the physical pain of losing it. Anger bubbled inside him as he remembered losing his mum. It wasn’t fair. How could it be fair for them to find each other, go through so much together, then lose their baby?

				He sat in the waiting room as the doctor completed his final examination. His hands pulled at the roots of his hair and he thought back to the day his mum had been placed in Hospice care. He’d been shattered. The thought of losing her so soon made his knees weak and his chest tight. Grace had come to him with no questions.

				She’d shown up with beer and tacos, ready to do whatever he needed.

				“Tacos?” he’d asked, his mouth quirking up in the first smile he’d felt all day.

				“Tacos. They’re a way of life. Any time there’s a problem at my house, we have tacos.”

				“You daft woman,” he’d said, shaking his head in amusement, but taking the bag off her hands.

				He’d taken the food to the kitchen and brought out two plates while she’d shucked off her coat and boots. Her hair was loose, the way he liked it, wild and floating around her face. He’d lowered his eyes to avoid the guilt he felt for lusting after her while his mum lay dying. She’d padded into the kitchen with the beer and set about getting glasses and filling each one.


			

			
				“You don’t even drink beer, Grace.”

				“I’m not going to let you drink alone. What kind of girlfriend would I be?”

				She’d gone silent then and his heart beat faster at the word. They’d never labeled their relationship, but he’d known what he wanted—no, needed—from her. He’d taken the beer and drank down a long swallow. It was lukewarm and tasted like bitter water laced with piss. He’d grimaced and she’d laughed.

				“I don’t know, but I’ll tell you what. You’re the only girlfriend I could ever want. Even if you’ve crap taste in beer.”


				She’d smiled at him, bright and happy, but still tinged with sorrow. “I’m so sorry about your mom.”

				He’d pulled her to him, needing to hold her tight to keep himself together. “Thank you for coming.”

				“Of course. I’ll always be here when you need me.”

				He shook his head. “No, thank you for coming here, to Braley. Thank you for crashing into my life.”

				He sat up, smiling at the memory. She’d been so strong for him through his mum’s illness. She’d forced him to deal with the loss, pushed him to move past it and grow into the person his mum wanted him to be. Now it was his turn to support her, to be rock she needed.

				Just as he was getting up to ask the charge nurse for an update, he heard the squeak of shoes on the floor coming toward him.


				“Mr. Tensley? Grace is all set. She’s asking for you.”

				He snapped to attention and started firing off questions at the young nurse. “When can we leave? Is she in pain? What can I do for her?”

				She held up a hand to calm him.

				“She’s getting dressed now. She’s been prescribed Paracetamol to manage the pain.”

				He let out a breath and walked the rest of the distance in silence. He knocked on the door and moved cautiously into the room. Grace smiled at him, a slight, watery smile.

			

			
				“All set?” he asked.

				She nodded and wiped away the tears that were pooling in her eyes.


				“Right, let’s go home and get some tacos.”

				Grace wasn’t fine and Drew knew it. His heart hurt for the baby they would never get to know, but he couldn’t comprehend how she must be feeling. In the weeks since the miscarriage, she’d been engrossed in work, hesitant to let him touch her, and distant. He knew it was part of the grieving process, thanks to his Google research on miscarriage. All he could do was be there for her and refuse to give up. He remembered when his mum had died and how raw everything felt for weeks, until one day the pain was different, less sharp. Grace hadn’t given up on him then and he wasn’t going to give up on her now.

				Hello, love. Fancy a tea break?

				Sure.

				Her replies were becoming terser as his messages increased in frequency, but he couldn’t leave her alone. Not when he’d just gotten her back. The weather was warm and sunny, the birds chirped happily in the trees, and the slight breeze kept the air fresh and clean. He packed his rucksack full of biscuits, jam, honey, and hot tea in a thermos.

				When he arrived at her house, he was surprised to feel butterflies in his stomach and his heart pounding in his chest. She was so breathtaking as the door swung open. Her hair, swept halfway up, away from her face, and trailing down her back brought her eyes into sharper focus. As if that’s even fair. Her lips were plump and pink and he struggled to control his desperate need to press himself against her, to feel her hands tugging on his hair, and her breath ghosting along the skin of his neck.


			

			
				“Hi. Come on in.” She looked down at her bare feet, her toes painted bright red.

				“Nope, come along. We’re going for a picnic.”

				She started to protest, and he chuckled as he watched her think better of it, slipping her feet into a pair of shoes.

				He directed her to a beautiful spot on a hillside behind the church. It overlooked the whole town and he hoped giving her some perspective would help bring her around. As he set the blanket out on the soft grass, he watched her absorb the scene in front of her. She was standing with her arms crossed over her middle, her typical posture since the miscarriage. His chest tightened and he walked up to her.

				“I love you, Grace,” he said as he wrapped his arms around her waist.

				He felt her stiffen, but didn’t let go. Instead, he buried his face in the curve of her neck. She raised her arm and ran her fingers through his hair, sending tingles down his spine. He turned her to face him and searched her eyes for anything other than grief.


				“I love you, too.”

				The words gave him the courage to deepen their connection and he lowered his face. His lips touched hers, testing her mood. Before he was able to judge her reaction, she pressed against him and moaned into his mouth.

				“God, Drew, just kiss me. I’m not made of glass.”

				He didn’t need her to tell him twice and cupped the back of her head in one hand, while pulling her against him with the other. The kiss was deep and passionate; something they’d been missing since they’d lost the baby. When they pulled away from each other, they were both breathing heavily; her eyes were bright, face flushed.

				“I’ve missed that.” He felt a smile pull at the corners of his mouth.


				“Me, too. What took you so long?” Grace quirked her mouth, teasing him.


			

			
				“Are you having me on? I’ve been waiting on you to come round.”

				“Drew, I’m fine. It’s hard to think of it, but it’s been three weeks now. I’ve come to terms. I still love you. I still want you. You can’t keep pulling away anytime something goes wrong.”


				He was flabbergasted. “Me, pull away? Me? Grace, you’re the queen of pulling away!”

				“Once, Drew. That was once.”

				“Please don’t make me list the number of occasions you’ve left me arse-over-tea-kettle.”

				“What do you mean?” She looked well and truly offended at this point and he knew he should stop. Unfortunately, the words just kept coming.

				“Well, for starters there was our first kiss, then the first time we slept together, then Edinburgh, and of course let us not forget the worst time in my life, eh? I’m sure you remember it. I ask you to bloody marry me and you said you needed to think. Then I find out it wasn’t because you weren’t sure of me, it was because you’d been deeply in love with my identical twin brother who died! God, it sounds ridiculous even now. You ripped out my heart and crushed it under your pretty little foot. Oh no, you never run from problems!”


				He was breathing hard and he could feel his pulse pounding through his veins. He was finally angry. His emotions had bubbled over and were uncontrollable. Everything he’d felt over the last year was finally out in the open.


				She stood there, mouth agape. “Drew.” She whispered his name as she reached up to brush some of his fringe out of his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

				They sat together and ate their biscuits with the tea that was now barely lukewarm. A weight finally lifted off his chest after his admission. He looked at her as she snuggled into his side and munched on her favorite chocolate biscuits, and felt like he was finally home.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 32


				The morning light streamed in through the window, bathing the kitchen in a soft golden glow. Grace leaned against the counter as she waited for the kettle to boil. Saturday mornings were her favorite. Nothing to do, just quiet and peaceful. Valerie couldn’t understand why she always got up so early, even on her days off. Grace enjoyed the time before the rest of the world was awake and bustling. The calm before the storm of weekend shoppers and errand-runners.


				Her heart gave a little squeeze when she spotted Drew coming out of her bedroom, rumpled and sleepy. He padded into the kitchen, eyes squinting as he fumbled for his glasses on the table.


				After their fight on the hill, she felt like things with Drew were finally solid and strong again. Her relationship with him began to build and stayed steady rather than continually crumbling as it had seemed to do before all of their issues were out in the open.

				He knew about John, about everything, and she knew how he truly felt about her. He was being honest about his hurt feelings. The truth set them on a path toward forever together. Losing the baby was a terrible blow and she’d probably been cold and distant, but not for the reasons he assumed. She felt guilty. She had the chance to give him someone to love, to try and fill the void of the people he’d lost. Instead, their baby had died, too. Possibly because of something she did or didn’t do.

				She’d read all about how a miscarriage is usually not the mother’s fault, there’s nothing she could’ve done, and she should try again. It was hard not to scoff at the positive, uplifting articles. They tried to show how commonplace a miscarriage was and even stated most women miscarry without even knowing they’re pregnant. That only made her feel worse.


			

			
				She wondered how many other babies she’d lost without knowing it. At this point, she wasn’t grieving for her loss of this baby, at least not wholly. She was grieving for Drew.

				His picnic had been just the thing they needed to repair their relationship. The fight was the turning point for them. She now fully grasped how her actions affected him and he saw how strong she really was. As she filled the French press with water and turned to pass the kettle to Drew, she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have turned such a corner in her life.


				“Morning, love. Back on the sludge I see?” He eyed her French press dubiously.

				“I couldn’t stay away.”

				“I know the feeling,” he murmured, his gaze locking on hers. “Sleep well?”


				She nodded as she pressed the plunger down and reached for a cup. “Mm-hm. You?”

				“Oh, yes. I always sleep better with you.”

				The dark liquid spilled into her mug, leaving a plume of deliciously scented steam rising from the top. She leaned in and inhaled the rich smell. “Mm. Hello, old friend.”

				Drew chuckled as he watched her take a tentative sip, still cautious of the hot liquid. She sighed in relief as the coffee hit her tongue.

				“All better, then?”

				She nodded, a grin on her lips. “So, Tensley, any updates on the Sarah situation?” she asked, eyes on her coffee.

				Drew stiffened. “She’s not returning my calls. Apparently, she’s officially acquired a solicitor, although God knows who would willingly represent such a ridiculous client. She’ll be filtering all future correspondence through him.”


			

			
				She could tell he was starting to feel anxious about dealing with his ex-wife again. The whole thing was so transparent. Sarah was desperate to have him entangled with her in some way and she needed money.

				“I’ve got an initial mediation meeting in a week’s time. This should be pretty cut and dry really.”

				She watched as his distracted gaze traveled across the room, never making contact with her own. “Do you want me to go with you?”


				He popped a piece of bread into the toaster and shook his head. “Nah, it’ll be boring. We’ll be done in an hour. Sarah won’t know what hit her.”

				She tried to contain her disappointment, to keep herself from pouting at the thought of him meeting with Sarah. “Oh, sure. I’ve got lots of work to do anyway. We’re about to start preliminary work on the church.”

				He cocked an eyebrow. “Are you, then? Too busy for a mini-break next weekend? I thought we’d go up to Edinburgh. I’ve got some people I’d like you to meet.”

				“Edinburgh! I’d love to go back. Who am I meeting?”

				Drew buttered his toast and added a dollop of raspberry jam. “My Aunt and cousins.”

				“I thought they lived in Surrey.”

				“These are my biological family, love.”

				Her mouth gaped open for a moment as she processed his words. “What do you mean? You found them? When? Why didn’t you tell me?”

				He held his hands up to stop her. “Whoa, there. One at a time, Miss McConnell. I found them after I came home from Virginia. They’re just outside Edinburgh. We’ve seen each other twice. My aunt’s name is Breanna.”

				“What about your mother?”

				He looked down at his shoes. “She’s gone. Moved away to the States twenty years back and won’t contact anyone from her past. Apparently, she didn’t want to give us up. Her parents—my grandparents, I suppose—forced it on her and she never forgave them. I’ve got her post address, though.”

			

			
				She nodded, feeling a mixture of elation and sadness for him. “I don’t know what to say. It’s amazing that you found your aunt. Are you going to contact your mother?”

				“I’ve come this far, but I don’t know. She doesn’t want anything to do with her family.”

				She took his hand, silently vowing to help him find her. “I’m so proud of you. This is amazing. Are you sure you want me to meet them so soon?”

				He kissed her tenderly, his lips applying a firm pressure that hinted at the passion bubbling close to the surface. “I love you.”


				It was simple and direct, saying everything she needed to hear. She knew they were forever, this was just one more way he’d proven it. As she leaned into him and threaded her fingers through his hair, she smiled.

				“I love you, too.”

				The hearing was over. Drew walked out of the room, fuming at Sarah. She’d done nothing but waste his time, his life, and his energy. It went exactly as he knew it would. Sarah started off crying, playing the innocent victim. As soon as he pulled out a list of people willing to testify in support of his character and against hers, she changed her tune, became volatile, and her words were venom-laced. Before long, her solicitor realized there was absolutely no case to be had and told her just that.

				Drew rose with a quick, “Are we done here?” and headed out the door without looking at anyone.

				“Drews! Drews, love, please wait!” Sarah’s voice made him cringe.


				He turned to face her, jaw clenched and blood boiling. “Sarah, enough. We’re finished! You’ve done nothing but ruin my life since the moment you set foot in it.”

			

			
				She put her hand on his arm and he fought the rage bubbling so close to the surface. “Please, Drew. I’m sorry. I need you.”


				He ran his fingers through his hair, frustrated beyond belief. “Sarah, I don’t need you. Not anymore. Get out of my way and out of my life.”

				He turned and walked away from her, hands balled into fists and breathing heavily.

				“She’s not meant for you, Drew. She’ll leave just like I did, just like she already has once.”

				He spun on his heel then, his temper getting the better of him.


				“Don’t speak about her. She’s more than you’ll ever hope to be. Now pick yourself up and go crawling off like the cockroach you are. Find yourself another willing idiot to support your ridiculous idea of a life. As far as I’m concerned, we’re sorted.”


				Her eyes blazed and her mouth opened as if she would speak, but instead, she closed it and turned away from him. Without another word, he walked away, leaving behind a toxic part of his life.


				He smiled to himself as he pulled out his phone and sent a quick text to Grace. He felt giddy and nervous, his emotions all over the place as he wandered down the London streets. He had a few errands to take care of before heading back to Braley and one in particular made his heart race and his palms unnervingly sweaty.

				Shift it, man. You’ll be in and out in a few minutes. Back to Grace. The promise of what was waiting for him in Braley bolstered his courage and he stepped through the entryway, one step closer to the woman he loved.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 33


				Grace sat at her table and fired off several emails, busying herself by finalizing the last few preliminary plans for the church. Her fingers drummed anxiously on the tabletop as she waited for word from Drew. As much as she trusted him, she also knew Sarah was manipulative and pushed all of his buttons.


				She jumped when her phone vibrated.

				Done and sorted. Pack your bags, we’re on holiday in two days.


				She smiled at his message, glad to see things had gone his way. The stress of the hearing had been bearing down on both of them.


				Slow down speedy. Dinner with your dad first, remember? XO


				That’s tomorrow. I plan on keeping you busy from the time I return until we leave. Better pack now, love.

				Sounds wonderful. See you soon.

				A rush of warmth colored her face at the not-so-subtle insinuation of his plans for the evening. She jumped up from the table and made her way into her bedroom. One glance in the mirror showed her that a shower and a change of clothes were on the top of the list of things to get done before he arrived. Her hair was greasy and tangled, face bare of makeup, and she was still wearing her favorite careworn sweats and college T-shirt.

				She started pulling out clothes to pack for the weekend away. She heard the front door open and let out a little squeak of surprise at the sound, worrying that Drew had somehow gotten back early.

			

			
				“Grace? Grace, are you here?” Valerie called from the entryway.


				She slumped in relief at the sound of Valerie’s voice. “In here,” she called.

				Valerie breezed into the room, her smile bright. “I brought sandwiches!”

				She glanced at the clock on her bedside table. “Wow, it’s after two already. I forgot to eat.”

				Valerie rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know what you’re going to do without me.”

				“What do you mean?” She stopped packing.

				Valerie plopped onto Grace’s bed. “I’ve got to go home. I miss my family, I miss American food, my friends, everything. I don’t think I’m cut out to live abroad.”

				Her heart sank at the thought of not seeing Valerie each day. “Well, um . . . wow. I don’t know what to say.”

				“I’ll stay to finish the church and then I’m going home. I know you want to stay here. I just can’t anymore.”

				“I guess I understand. I’ll miss you so much.” Grace hugged her friend.

				Valerie pulled away and smiled. “Getting ready for your trip? Are you nervous?”

				She went back to packing. “Not nervous, kind of excited, actually. Meeting Breanna is just one part of this weekend. Last time was so clouded with my John-issues. I want to really be with him, no distractions.”

				“He’s coming back from London soon? Should I make myself scarce for a few hours?”

				She felt the heat crawl up her neck. “Probably.”

				“No problem. I’m sure there’s something I can do. You guys need to just move in together, seriously.”

				“Maybe.” She folded a plum-colored shirt and tucked it into the recesses of her bag. “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

			

			
				“Well, don’t push him away when you get there. You two need each other.”

				“I’m done walking away. He knows everything, I’ve come to grips with the fact that it’s him and no one else. We just need to figure out exactly where this is going.”

				Valerie rolled her eyes. “I know where it’s going. I told you before, it’s going down the aisle. You’ll be married by the end of this year. I’d put money on it.”

				Her stomach flipped, but she laughed it off. “Well, I guess we’ll see.”

				“Yes, we will.” Valerie smirked as she turned on her heel and marched into the kitchen.

				It was after six o’clock when Drew knocked on Grace’s door. She was packed, showered, and sitting on the couch nursing a large glass of red wine. As soon as she opened the door, he was on her. His mouth moved on hers as though he thought she’d disappear if he released her. She gave into the sensations of his hands in her hair, caressing her face, pulling her into him.

				Dimly, she thought of Valerie, holed up in her room with a bottle of wine and a book. She’d said she wouldn’t head downstairs unless the house was on fire, but the idea of getting caught again wormed its way into her brain.

				“Bedroom?” she whispered against his lips.

				“Yes,” he said, pulling off his shirt and leading her into the dark room.


				The only light coming in was from the rays of dwindling sun that snuck around the edges of the closed shades. She watched the lines of his face as he made quick work of her long tunic and leggings. She fumbled with his belt and jeans, taking her time and enjoying his expressions. The denim was rough on her fingers as she pulled the button free and lowered the zipper.

			

			
				His breath was harsh and held a hint of frustration. He’d barreled in and taken her, clearly illustrating his need, but she was slow, savoring the moment. His hands tangled in her hair as she lowered his jeans, placing a kiss on his stomach, where it was lightly dusted with dark hair that trailed downward.

				“Grace,” he said. It was almost a plea.

				“Patience, love.” She tried to hide her amusement at her terrible British accent by pulling down his boxers and nibbling his hip. Her distraction tactic worked. Drew sucked in a sharp breath and pulled her up to him. His eyes burned brightly. Without a word, she jumped up and wrapped her legs around his waist. He groaned against her mouth and pressed her down onto the bed.

				“I need you. I can’t wait any longer.”

				His jaw was set and he looked into her eyes, asking permission. She nodded and crushed her lips to his as he pushed forward, giving her that exquisite blend of pleasure and pain the sudden fullness brought.

				She cried out softly and he stilled.

				“All right, love?” His eyes were filled with worry.

				“God, yes, don’t stop.”

				They moved together, slow and smooth, while the sun set behind the shades, bathing the room in slivers of golden light. Her heart pounded in her ears as she felt the beginnings of her release. She gripped his shoulders, urging him to quicken his tempo, begging him to usher her over the crest.

				“Don’t close your eyes. I want to see you,” he breathed in her ear.


				She trained her gaze on his, feeling warmth in those dark irises. As her release built, she saw in him such passion and love. He groaned deep in his throat and cried out her name. That was the moment she lost it. Her lips went to his neck, licking and nibbling, as they both reached the pinnacle of their pleasure.


			

			
				They lay together in the quiet for a while, a light sheen of sweat coating their bodies. Drew traced a pattern of circles along her arm until she turned to face him.

				“Drew?”

				His expression was so sated, she held back a laugh. “Mm-hm?”

				“The hearing?”

				“Nope. Sarah’s gone, love. Gone. I don’t want to spoil this with talk of her.”

				She snuggled into his body. “As long as you’re all right.”

				“I’m so much more than all right.”

				They slept together on her bed, the night passing, bringing with it the promise of a day filled with plans for the future and a romantic weekend.

				The next morning over coffee and tea, Drew and Grace made their plans for heading off to Edinburgh. The day passed quickly. She had a few last minute details to finalize for the church and he had to pick up one of his delivery trucks from the repair shop. They’d planned to meet outside of Ten’s and walk to David’s for dinner that evening.

				Drew was standing next to the display of fresh cut flowers at the facade of his family grocery when she rounded the corner.


				“So, we’re taking dinner to your dad, right? He’s not cooking for us again is he?” she asked, remembering all-too-clearly the charred pot roast she’d had to choke down the last time they joined him for dinner.

				“I ordered take away from Nirvana. Butter chicken, lamb vindaloo, curry, naan, all the best. Should arrive within an hour.”


				“Samosas?” she asked, hopeful.

				“Of course.”

			

			
				She nodded and linked her arm in his as they walked in the direction of David’s house. It had been a while since she last saw him. David had been spending a large amount of time visiting with his siblings in Surrey and Drew honestly thought he might end up retiring there.

				David was sitting in front of the television watching old episodes of a mystery show when they arrived and a sad smile found its way to her lips. The house just wasn’t the same after Mary died. There was a noticeable emptiness caused by her absence.

				“Hi ya, Dad.” Drew greeted his father, crossing the living room and taking a seat next to him.

				David switched off the television and smiled at the both of them. “Hello, there. Blimey, is that the time? Sorry, I got caught up.”


				“Hi, David,” she said.

				David rose from his seat and pulled Grace into a strong hug. “Hello, lovely. I’m glad to see you.”

				David always made her feel like part of the family. From the first moment she’d met him, there was a layer of familiarity between them. She smiled, happy to be back in this town with people she loved.

				“I called for some takeaway, Dad. It should be here shortly.”


				David looked crestfallen. “I was gonna do bangers.”

				Grace worked hard to control her grimace. She could almost taste the burned meat on her tongue.

				“I wanted to make it easy on us all. It’s Indian. You like Indian.”


				David’s eyebrows rose. “Samosas?”

				That made her laugh. “Oh, yes, definitely samosas.”

				“All right then. Anybody fancy a drink? I’ve got beer and wine in.”


				“I’ll have some wine,” she said.

				“Beer for me.”

				“Right, me, too. Grace, love, I’ve got white or red.”

			

			
				She thought for a moment and chose white, thinking it would go best with the bold flavors of the Indian food.

				Drinks in hand, they all sat around the dining table, catching up and telling stories. Drew’s face brightened as he told a story of a hiking trip he’d gone on in high school. He was so animated and expressive it was hard to stop staring at him. She found a smile spreading across her face as she looked at him, almost unable to focus on the words he was saying. The bell rang as dinner was delivered and Drew hopped up to get it.

				“I’m so glad it’s you, love,” David said.

				“What?”

				“I’m glad it’s you that loves him. I know you had your troubles, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this happy.”

				She worked to control her blush. “I . . . thank you.” She didn’t really know what to say.

				Drew returned, bringing the strong scents of Indian food with him and her stomach rumbled.

				“Right, then. Here we are.” Drew smiled at her as he placed the brown paper sack on the table. “Dad, what’ve you been doing to make Grace blush?”

				“Me? Oh nothing, lad. I’m sure it’s just hot in here,” he said, feigning ignorance.

				As they ate, the conversation shifted away from the happy memories of childhood and focused on the future. David was beginning the process of putting the family home up for sale so he could make the move to Surrey. Drew’s weekends were rapidly being confiscated by his father, and Grace couldn’t help but smile at his willingness to help.

				“Sorry, Grace, I’ll be occupying him for a bit.”

				“It’s fine. Mind if I come help out, too?”

				David’s face broke out in a wide grin. “Drew, you’d better marry this one. She’s a keeper.”

				Silence fell thick in the room. She looked at Drew, who was studying his empty plate seriously.

			

			
				“Another beer, David? Drew?” She faltered as she reached to pour herself a second glass of wine.

				“Yeah, that’d be great,” Drew said. “I’ll get them.”

				David shot her an apologetic glance as he followed his son into the kitchen.

				While she sipped at her wine, she tried to tune them out, but couldn’t help overhearing the hushed conversation.

				“Drew, I’m sorry.”

				“It’s fine, really. Let’s just have a nice night.”

				“Did you get it picked up yesterday?”

				“Yes.”

				“And, how is it?”

				“Perfect.”

				“All right, mum’s the word from me.”

				“Thanks.”

				The exchange confused her, and left a twinge of suspicion in her thoughts. She knew Drew had errands to run after the hearing yesterday, but he hadn’t mentioned having anything special to pick up. The men came back from the kitchen with fresh pints and easygoing expressions. Her shoulders released some of the tension that had begun to build. Their almost-engagement was still a sore topic for both of them, and now it was clear that Drew had not shared that particular tidbit with anyone else.

				She needed to change the mood of the room, and fast.

				“So boys, who’s up for a little Texas hold ‘em?”

				Drew grinned. “I’m in. Dad?”

				“Can we play for biscuits? I don’t want to lose all my money to you, love.”


				She laughed. “Biscuits it is.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 34


				“Grace, I need you to approve these plans for the church exterior before you go. Can I come in?” Valerie called to her from outside the bathroom.

				“Yeah, hold on a sec.”

				She finished buttoning the bodice of her chambray shirtdress, nerves making her fumble with the buttons. Her makeup was light and her hair was pulled back in a low tail, curling off to one side. She smiled, filled with excitement, and a little nervous to see Drew and start their holiday together. The weather was warm, the sights would be different, and there was a music festival happening while they were there.

				The door opened and Valerie smiled at her. “You look fantastic. I’m so excited for you!” She was practically bouncing.


				“Val, we’ve been there before.”

				Valerie controlled herself. “I know, but never during this time of year. And you’re meeting his family, and it’s just, so . . . I’m just happy for you.” Her voice cracked and she tried to cough to cover her emotions.


				“Val, what’s wrong with you?”

				“I’m just hormonal or something. I think I need a date. I’m living vicariously through you.”

				Grace chuckled and shook her head. “Let me see these plans so I can get on the road.”

				Drew picked her up promptly after breakfast and they headed off on the familiar trail to King’s Cross Station. In the taxi he was quiet, constantly checking his pockets to make sure he had everything he needed.

			

			
				“You feeling all right?”

				“What? Oh, me? Yeah. I’m great.” He grinned and kissed the tips of her fingers. “How are you? Excited to see Edinburgh in the warm weather?”

				She nodded with enthusiasm. “I can’t wait to see the flowers and trees all in bloom. It was lovely last time, but spring and summer are my favorites.”

				“You’ll love it. Cherry blossoms, flowers everywhere, and loads of people out and about.”

				She put her hand in his and looked at him in profile. His face was tense; eyes tight and lips set in a slight frown. “Drew, what’s wrong?”

				He blinked, bringing himself out of whatever funk he was in. “Nothing, love. I’m fine.”

				“You seem tense. Are you nervous about me meeting your family? I can wait at the hotel if you aren’t ready.”

				He turned and looked at her and stated firmly, without question, “No. You have to meet them. I want you to be there. It’s just big. It’s a big deal.”

				She kissed him and he squeezed her hand as the taxi pulled up to the station.

				Drew was surprisingly distracted during their journey. She’d expected more chatter between them as the train barreled forward on the way to Scotland. Instead, she was greeted with short replies and quick glances up from his phone. Halfway through the ride, an annoyed breath escaped her and she kicked him in the shin.

				“Oi! What was that for?” he asked through a grimace, clearly irritated.

				“Give me your phone.” She snatched the distraction from his hand.

				“Grace, I need that.”

				“Uh-uh, no you don’t, Tensley. I turned mine off as soon as you picked me up so we could go without interruptions. You’ve been ignoring me ever since we got to our seats.” She turned off his phone and handed it back to him.

			

			
				His face was red with embarrassment. “Fine, fine. I’m just waiting for an important call. Breanna said she’d phone me when she and the boys get home from school.”

				Grace arched an eyebrow. “It’s ten in the morning. I’m pretty sure they’re still in school.”

				“Right, right. Sorry. I’m just excited for you to meet them.”

				“How about we talk? You didn’t really tell me about the hearing. Did it end civilly?”

				“Hmm, civil isn’t the word I’d use. Suffice it to say, Sarah won’t be coming round anymore. Things went our way. She was cross and nasty. I got angry and said some harsh things. She’s gone.”

				She could tell he didn’t want to talk about the hearing anymore. The set of his shoulders and jaw made that clear.

				“So, we’ll be finishing the church in a few months. Bidwell wants to partner with a London-based firm and extend the company permanently. If that goes through, he may want a more senior architect taking over for me. He’ll want me to go back.”

				Drew’s eyes went wide. “Already? Grace, I just got you back.”

				“We’ll see. It’s still months away. We can figure it out. I don’t want to go.”

				“We need to talk about it, make a plan. I don’t want to be an ocean apart.”

				“I don’t want that either.”

				“Stay here. Stay with me. I’m sure there are loads of firms that would want to take you on. Bidwell would have to be a stupid arse to give the job to anyone but you.”

				She smiled and took his hands in hers. “I’ll think about that. I miss my family, too, though. I love your dad and the people here, but my parents are important to me.”

			

			
				“You can visit them whenever you like, love. We’ll bring them out to stay with us. We can build a bloody house with an apartment for them if you like.” He raked his fingers through his hair and blew out a breath.

				“Whoa, slow down.” She smiled, her heart swelling at his words.

				So, we are on the same page, this is forever talk.


				She leaned forward and placed a light kiss on his lips. “I’m right here in front of you. Let’s start there and figure the rest out as we go.”

				Drew shifted in his seat and took his hands back. “Right, then. I’m knackered. I think I’ll try and get a nap in. Busy day and all.”

				She could tell he was disappointed that she didn’t jump at his suggestions. He didn’t understand that she wasn’t used to having someone so willing to share a life with her.

				Her life with John had been so centered on him, on not making him uncomfortable, not pushing too hard, or asking too much. She’d walked on eggshells around John for most of their relationship, afraid of saying something that might spook him. It had taken him five years to ask her to move in with him, and here was Drew, ready to give himself completely. The staggering differences in the two men gave her pause.

				How could this man—damaged and broken by an unfaithful spouse—be willing to live a life with her after less than a year? John had never known heartbreak like Drew’s and yet he was the closed-off one, afraid to commit.

				The train rocked them as Edinburgh neared and she found herself dozing, her head propped up against the cool glass of the window.

				After a strange and tense trip to Edinburgh, Grace was thankful for the walk to their hotel. They were due to meet Breanna and her boys in two hours and she was hoping to have some time to enjoy the sights with Drew.

			

			
				The weather was warm and beautiful, the cherry blossoms were just about to finish their blooms for the season and the apple blossoms were peeking out of their buds. Clouds of pink and white flowers filled the streets with fallen petals carpeting the walkways. Drew took her hand as they walked up the road under the blossoms.

				“So beautiful,” she murmured.

				He looked at her and then took his phone from his pocket. “Hold on, right there. The light is so perfect.”

				He snapped a picture of her with the blossoms in the background, light filtering through the spaces between the petals. “Wow, that’s an amazing picture.”

				“Nah, just a beautiful sight.” She warmed at his comment and elbowed him in the ribs.

				“In a better mood?”

				He nodded. “I’m sorry. I guess I’ve been more stressed than I’d like to admit.”

				Leaning into his side, she breathed in his comforting scent “It’s fine. I love you anyway.”

				They distracted themselves in the hotel for an hour, then began the stroll up the royal mile to their meeting place. Grace saw them and knew immediately who they were. Breanna was long-limbed and bore a strong resemblance to both Drew and John.

				She sat at a café, sipping a cup of tea, while two small boys played in the grassy area nearby. They both had unruly dark hair like Drew’s and strong, angular features.

				“Drew?” she questioned, it was almost a whisper.

				“Yep, that’s her.”

				“Wow.”

				Breanna stood, smiling when they approached. Her eyes were sparkling with excitement. When Drew introduced them, Breanna enveloped Grace in a hug, rather than offering a handshake.

			

			
				“It’s so good to meet you, Grace. I’ve only known Drew a few weeks, but he speaks about you more than anything else.”

				The two boys were wrestling in the grass and ran into a woman who was walking her dog.

				“Boys! Get up here. I’ve got someone for you to meet.” Breanna called.

				The two boys walked back up the slight hill, pushing each other occasionally on the way.

				“Grace, this is Callum.” She pointed to the taller of the two. “And this wee beastie is Duncan.”

				Grace knelt down in front of them. “It’s very nice to meet you both.”

				The boys looked at each other and then at their mother. “Is she an American? That’s wicked!” Callum said with enthusiasm.

				“Yes, she’s an American. Now pipe down or you’ll frighten her away. You boys remember your cousin Drew?” They nodded and smiled shyly at him. “Grace is his special friend. He wanted you to meet her.”

				Duncan wrinkled his nose. “What’d ya want that for?”

				Breanna gave him a light swat on the shoulder. “Hush up, Duncan. Come on then, we’re going for a walk along the trees.”

				Both boys groaned in annoyance, but followed along and soon forgot their bother as they started a race game with Drew. They were no match for his long legs, but somehow they both beat him every time. Drew’s face was a constant smile, filled with an easy joy that lifted her heart as she watched him.

				“I’m so glad we’ve found each other,” Breanna said as they walked together.

			

			
				“I know he’s glad, too.”

				“It took a long time for my Dad to see the mistake he’d made. By the time he realized it, we’d lost them, and their mother.”

				“He still wants to find her.”

				Breanna nodded. “And I hope he does. I’ll do what I can from my side. Maybe she’ll come round now that Dad’s gone.”

				“I hope she does. She needs to know about John, too.”

				“I can’t believe he’s lost to us. He was special to you? Drew said you were to be married.”

				Grace shook her head. “It was headed that way. We were together five years. I loved him for a long time.” She blinked away the tears pooling in her eyes. “He died a hero. For what it’s worth.”

				“Such a tragedy. It’s something special that you found Drew. What are the chances?”

				“I know.”

				The boys ran until Drew couldn’t go any farther. He’d won them over fully by this point, and they were hanging on like barnacles to his legs. He lifted Duncan and placed him high on his shoulders while he walked next to Callum. They were red-faced and out of breath by the time they reached Breanna and Grace.

				“I think they’re done for, Breanna.”

				“No! We’re not tired. I’ve got loads of energy!” protested Duncan through an enormous yawn.

				“Boy’s, it’s almost time for tea. I’ve got to get set for when your dad gets back.”

				Both boys whined for a moment, but then said goodbye and headed off to where Breanna had parked the car.

				“It was lovely to meet you, Grace. I hope to be seeing more of you.”

			

			
				She hugged Breanna then, feeling so connected to the woman. “You, too. See you soon.”

				Drew said his goodbyes, then took Grace’s arm. “Something to eat, love?”

				Her stomach rumbled as if in answer.

				“Definitely.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 35


				Drew and Grace walked along the royal mile, hands clasped together, fingers intertwined. His heart fluttered erratically each time he thought of what he was about to do.

				“Oh, I’m so full!” she exclaimed.

				They’d eaten at a romantic restaurant serving traditional Scottish food, rich and delicious.

				“Shall we take in the view of Edinburgh from atop Arthur’s seat?” He gestured toward the massive cliff that overlooked the city.

				Grace pursed her lips as she followed his hand. “The weather’s amazing.” She grinned. “I could use the exercise. Great idea, let’s do it.”

				He checked the time and smiled. Just right. He picked up the pace, pulling her along behind him.

				“If we hurry, we should catch the sunset.”

				Grace smiled. Her eyes shone in excitement.

				The hike was steep, but manageable, reminding him of their last trip to Edinburgh. The sight of Grace coming in from her run, the exertion of jogging up Arthur’s seat showing itself on her cheeks, still burned bright in his memory. She’d been so beautiful to him then, but still only partially his. Something had been missing between them. Now that he knew the truth, what she’d been dealing with, those memories took on a whole new layer for him. He understood why she’d pulled away, what she’d been so worried about.

				His phone buzzed in his pocket, a reminder of the time. He patted his pockets for what seemed like the millionth time since they’d set off on their holiday.

			

			
				A steady wind blew, whipping Grace’s loose hair around her face. He smiled as she batted it away and moved to pull it into a quick knot.

				“Leave it, love.” He wanted to remember how she looked just then, windblown and wild.

				Finding his favorite spot at the top of the cliff, he stopped, holding her next to him. He found a clear place to sit and laid out his jacket.

				“Shall we?”

				“Yes, please.”

				She sat on one side of his offered jacket while he snuggled in next to her. His arm went around her instinctively, pulling her close to him.

				On cue, he heard the bright strains of a violin floating down the path. He smiled, but kept his face forward, staying out of her view. Soon, the violin was joined by a second, then the richer tones of a viola and cello.

				“Do you hear that?” Grace turned in his arms to look behind him.

				“Should we go see what it is?” He cocked one eyebrow.

				As they rounded the bend, the string quartet came into view, seated and playing a beautiful arrangement of a Grieg piece.

				“I love Solveig’s Song,” Grace mused. Smiling and closing her eyes, she hummed along. “You don’t hear this one a lot.”

				She looked around, finding no one but them. “Is there a wedding or something?”

				Next to the musicians was a small table with a card propped against a vase full of deep-pink peony blossoms.

				“What’s that, just there?” he asked, barely able to contain himself as he ushered her to the table.

				She sucked in a sharp breath as she saw the card was labeled with her name.

			

			
				“Drew?”

				“Go on, then.”

				He worked to contain his excitement, unable to stand the anticipation. He felt as though he might burst as she turned away from him.

				The music swirled in Grace’s head as she held the card, her hands trembling. The cream-colored paper was thick and rustled as she slid the card from the envelope.

				I love you. Turn around.

				Her heart raced as she turned to face him, but he was gone. Instead, the smiling faces of her parents, Valerie, David, and even John’s parents greeted her.

				“Mom? Dad? What are you doing here?” She was sure her face registered her shock.

				Her mom wrapped her in a tight hug. “Gracie.” She smiled, tears shining in her eyes.

				“What’s going on?” Her heart hammered in her chest as she looked from one face to another. “Where’s Drew?”

				“I’m here, love.” He walked up from behind the crowd of her family.

				“Did you bring them all here?” Her smile was uncontrollable.

				“I know how important they are to you. I know you miss them all. This is a special day in our lives and I’m not taking anything other than yes for an answer.”

				She watched as he pulled a black velvet box from his pocket and knelt down on one knee. Her mother sobbed without abandon into her dad’s shoulder.

				“Grace, I’ve been in love with you from the moment we first met. Our circumstances are strange. Our history is confusing. We’ve been through more together in less than a year than most couples experience in a lifetime. I need to tell you how much I adore you, how much you mean to me. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want a family with you. I want to spend every day I have on this earth showing you how important you are to me. Marry me, Grace.”

			

			
				Tears flooded her eyes and spilled down her cheeks at his earnest expression. His eyes revealed the vulnerability at the surface of his words. She looked from him to the expectant crowd.

				Her mom had a hopeful look on her face, laced with desperation that made her laugh. The challenges she’d faced over the last two years all came rushing back. Losing John, the horror of having the person she loved most in this world ripped from her, was something she thought she’d never recover from. Until she’d met Drew, she thought her heart could never be healed. There’d been so many obstacles between them, so many confusing roadblocks, but he’d kept barreling through.

				She’d come to Braley to restore the town and instead, Drew had restored her. He’d helped put her heart back together. She smiled at the thought of forever, at the irony of it all.

				Her hands trembled and she took a shaky breath.

				“Yes, Drew. I’ll marry you.”

				He blew out a relieved breath and placed the ring on her finger. “I love you so bloody much, Grace.”

				“I love you, too.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Epilogue


				Grace sat in the sunlight that streamed through the window of the sunroom. Her feet were propped up on a plush ottoman while she took in the beautiful English garden outside her window. An intense tickling sensation took her by surprise as her swollen belly danced under her hand.

				“Restless are we?” she asked, laughing and rubbing the hard bulge that pressed outward on her right side.

				She stretched her toes and sat up a little straighter. Breathing while sitting was challenging at thirty-six weeks. She pulled up her shirt and examined the skin on her belly. It was stretched so tightly that it itched and felt like it would burst at times. Long purple marks streaked across her skin where it couldn’t hold her belly any longer. She ran her fingers over the marks, feeling self-conscious about their ugliness and frowned.

				“You’re beautiful, love. Stop it.” Drew’s voice came from behind her and she turned to face him.

				He was standing in the doorway, freshly dressed and showered, his thick hair still wet. He smelled of soap and clean linen, making her wish for the days when she could run and crush herself to him without knocking him over.

				He sauntered over to her, taking in her enormous form as he approached. He always said she was beautiful, but at this point, she just felt like a blimp. His palm ran along the tightly stretched skin over her womb and he smiled.

				“How are they today?”

				She sighed. “Running out of room and just about ready to meet us.”

			

			
				“And you, love? How are you feeling?” His eyes were full of concern.

				Twin pregnancies were high risk, in general, but her elevated blood pressure was cause for concern. She’d been on bed rest since twenty weeks, only able to get up to go to the bathroom and shower. Her doctor gave her the go-ahead for sitting as long as her feet remained elevated.

				“Huge. I’m feeling huge.”

				He smirked and knelt next to her. “Not for much longer.”

				Butterflies beat against her chest when she thought of the upcoming induction. She and her doctor had been at odds about the birth. She wanted to labor naturally and try to bring their babies into the world on her own; he wanted to do a C-section. They compromised with an induction that would be closely monitored for any complications.

				“I feel like we aren’t ready. How are we going to do this?”


				He looked at her then, his face full of determination and resolve. “Grace, love. We’ll do it the same way we’ve done everything. We’ll make mistakes and have hard times, but we’ll love each other and we’ll love these two miracles. That’s the best part. We’ll learn as we go.”

				She pulled him to her, and pressed a fierce kiss on his lips. “If I didn’t know better, Mr. Tensley, I’d say you fancy me.”


				“Quite right, Mrs. Tensley. Quite right.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Renovation


				A Golden Beach Novel, Book #2

				Valerie Peters stood on the familiar shore of her hometown; Golden Beach, a safe place, a soft landing. Home. She kicked off her sandals and dug her toes into the sand, feeling the warmth of the sunbaked grains radiate into her feet. She’d been back less than twenty-four hours after a tearful goodbye to Grace and Drew and a promise to return for their wedding. Already, the weight of her fear—her anxiety—had begun to lessen. This had been the right decision.

				A good-looking, shirtless guy, with tanned skin and sexy stubble ran past her and grinned. Six months ago, she’d have followed his form with her eyes. Now, she dropped her gaze as a thin coating of panic covered her. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, working to push away the icy cold tendrils of fear that crept back.

				“Mick isn’t here. He can’t hurt me.” She repeated the words, fighting away the memory. No one else knew the real reason she’d left Braley. No one needed to. This was where she belonged; home, family, and no more bad boys. Bad boys hurt you. And all boys could be bad.
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