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Prsentation de |'diteurThe Montgomery brothers have been the talk of Boonsboro, ever since they decided to
renovate the old Inn into an intimate and handsome new Bed and Breakfast.Beckett and Owen have both
found love in the process, but what of Ryder, the third Montgomery brother? Can the Inn Boonsboro weave
its magic one more time?Ryder is the hardest Montgomery brother to figure out - with atough-as-nails
outside and possibly nothing too soft underneath. He's surly and unsociable, but when he straps on atool
belt, no woman can resist his sexy swagger. Except, apparently, Hope Beaumont, the innkeeper of his own
Inn BoonsBoro. Hope may not be perfect, but could she be the perfect match for Ryder...? The Inn
BoonsBoro trilogy comes to atriumphant and richly satisfying close in this warm, witty and captivating
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TWENTY EPILOGUESpecia Excerpt from The Next AlwaysWITH A FEW GROANS AND SIGHS, THE
OLD BUILDING settled down for the night. Under the star-washed sky its stone walls glowed, rising up
over Boonsboros Square as they had for more than two centuries. Even the crossroads held quiet now,
stretching out in pools of shadows and light. All the windows and storefronts along Main Street seemed to
sleep, content to doze away in the balm of the summer night.She should do the same, Hope thought. Settle
down, stretch out. Sleep.That would be the sensible thing to do, and she considered herself a sensible
woman. But the long day had |eft her restless, andshe reminded herselfCarolee would arrive bright and early
to start breakfast. The innkeeper could sleep in.In any case, it was barely midnight. When shed lived and
worked in Georgetown, shed rarely managed to settle in for the night this early. Of course, then shed been
managing the Wickham, and if she hadnt been dealing with some small crisis or handling a guest request,
shed been enjoying the nightlife.The town of Boonsboro, tucked into the foothills of Marylands Blue Ridge
Mountains, might have arich and storied history, it certainly had its charmsamong which she counted the
revitalized inn she now managedbut it wasnt famed for its nightlife.That would change a bit when her friend
Avery opened her restaurant and tap house. And wouldnt it be fun to see what the energetic Avery
MacTavish did with her new enterprise right next doorand just across The Square from Averys
pizzeria.Before summer ended, Avery would juggle the running of two restaurants, Hope thought.And
people called her an overachiever.She looked around the kitchenclean, shiny, warm, and welcoming. Shed
already dliced fruit, checked the supplies, restocked the refrigerator. So everything sat ready for Carolee to
prepare breakfast for the guests currently tucked in their rooms.Shed finished her paperwork, checked all the
doors, and made her rounds checking for dishesor anything else out of place. Duties done, she told herself,
and still she wasnt ready to tuck her own self in her third-floor apartment.Instead, she poured an indulgent
glass of wine and did alast circle through The Lobby, switching off the chandelier over the central table
with its showy summer flowers.She moved through the arch, gave the front door one last check before she
turned toward the stairs. Her fingerstrailed lightly over the iron banister.Shed aready checked The Library,
but she checked again. It wasnt anal, she told herself. A guest might have slipped in for aglass of Irish or a
book. But the room was quiet, settled like the rest.She glanced back. She had guests on this floor. Mr. and
Mrs. VargasDonna and Maxmarried twenty-seven years. The night at theinn, in Nick and Nora, had been a
birthday gift for Donna from their daughter. And wasnt that sweet?Her other guests, afloor up in Westley
and Buttercup, chose theinn for their wedding night. She liked to think the newlyweds, April and Troy,
would take lovely, lasting memories with them.She checked the door to the second-level porch, then on
impulse unlocked it and stepped out into the night.With her wine, she crossed the wide wood deck, |eaned
on therail. Across The Square, the apartment above Vesta sat darkand empty now that Avery had moved in
with Owen Montgomery. She could admitto herself anywayshe missed looking over and knowing her friend
was right there, just across Main.But Avery was exactly where she belonged, Hope decided, with Owenher
first and, asit turned out, her last boyfriend. Talk about sweet.And shed help plan aweddingMay bride, May
flowersright there in The Courtyard, just as Clares had been this past spring.Thinking of it, Hope looked
down Main toward the bookstore. Clares Turn The Page had been arisk for ayoung widow with two
children and another on the way. But shed made it work. Clare had a knack for making things work. Now
she was Clare Montgomery, Becketts wife. And when winter came again, theyd welcome a new baby to the
mix.Odd, wasnt it, that her two friends had lived right in Boonsboro for so long, and shed relocated only the
yearnot even afull year yetbefore. The new kid in town.Now, of the three of them, she was the only one still
right here, right in the heart of town.Silly to miss them when she saw them nearly every day, but on restless
nights she could wish, just alittle, they were still close.So much had changed, for all of them, in this past
year.Shed been perfectly content in Georgetown, with her home, her work, her routine. With Jonathan, the
cheating bastard.Shed had good, solid plans, no rush, no hurry, but solid plans. The Wickham had been her
place. Shed known its rhythm, its tones, its needs. And shed done a hell of ajob for the Wickhams, and their
cheating bastard son, Jonathan.Shed planned to marry him. No, thered been no formal engagement, no
concrete promises, but marriage and future had been on the table.She wasnt amoron.And all the timeor at
least in the last several monthstheyd been together, with him sharing her bed, or her sharing his, hed been



seeing someone else. Someone of his more elevated social strata you could say, she mused, with lingering
bitterness. Someone who wouldnt work ten- and twelve-hour days, and often moreto manage the exclusive
hotel, but whod stay there, in its most elaborate suite, of course.No, she wasnt a moron, but shed been far too
trusting and humiliatingly shocked when Jonathan told her he would be announcing his engagementto
someone el sethe next day.Humiliatingly shocked, she thought again, particularly as theyd been naked and in
her bed at the time.Then again, hed been shocked, too, when shed ordered him to get the hell out. He
genuinely hadnt understood why anything between them should change.That single moment ushered in alot
of change.Now she was Inn BoonsBoros innkeeper, living in asmall town in Western Maryland, a good clip
from the bright lights of the big city.She didnt spend what free time she had planning clever little dinner
parties, or shopping in the boutiques for the perfect shoes for the perfect dress for the next event.Did she
miss all that? Her go-to boutique, her favorite lunch spot, the lovely high ceilings and flower-framed little
patio of her own town house? Or the pressure and excitement of preparing the hotel for visits from
dignitaries, celebrities, business moguls?Sometimes, she admitted. But not as often as shed expected to, and
not as much as shed assumed she woul d.Because she had been content in her personal life, challenged in her
professional one, and the Wickham had been her place. But shed discovered something in the last few
months. Here, she wasnt just content, but happy. The inn wasnt just her place, it was home.She had her
friends to thank for that, and the Montgomery brothers along with their mother. Justine Montgomery had
hired her on the spot. At the time Hope hadnt known Justine well enough to be surprised by her quick offer.
But she did know herself, and continued to be surprised at her own fast, impulsive acceptance.Zero to sixty?
More like zero to ninety and still going.She didnt regret the impul se, the decision, the move.Fresh starts
hadnt been in the plan, but she was good at adjusting plans. Thanks to the Montgomerys, the lovinglyand
effortfullyrestored inn was her home and her career.She wandered the porch, checking the hanging planters,
adjustingminutelythe angle of abistro chair.And | love every square inch of it, she murmured.One of the
porch doors leading out from Elizabeth and Darcy opened. The scent of honeysuckle drifted on the night
air.Someone else was restless, Hope thought. Then again, she didnt know if ghosts slept. She doubted if the
spirit Beckett had named Elizabeth for the room she favored would tell her if she asked. Thusfar, Lizzy
hadnt deigned to speak to her inn-mate.Hope smiled at the term, sipped her wine.Lovely night. | was just
thinking how different my lifeisnow, and all things considered, how glad | am it is. She spoke in an easy,
friendly way. After all, the research she and Owen had done so far on their permanent guest had proven
Lizzyor Eliza Ford when shed livedwas one of Hopes ancestors.Family, to Hopes mind, ought to be easy and
friendly.We have newlyweds in WB. They look so happy, so fresh and new somehow. The couplein NN are
here celebrating her fifty-eighth birthday. They dont look new, but they do ook happy, and so nice and
comfortable. | like giving them a specia place to stay, a specia experience. Its what Im good at.Silence held,
but Hope could feel the presence. Companionable, she realized. Oddly companionable. Just a couple of
women up late, looking out at the night.Carolee will be here early. Shes doing breakfast tomorrow, and |
have the morning off. So. She lifted her glass. Some wine, some introspection, some feeling sorry for myself
circling around to realizing | have nothing to feel sorry for myself for. With a smile, Hope sipped again. So,
agood glass of wine.Now that Ive accomplished all that, | should get to bed.Still she lingered alittle longer
in the quiet summer night, with the scent of honeysuckle drifting around her. WHEN HOPE CAME down in
the morning, the scent was fresh coffee, grilled baconand, if her nose didnt deceive her, Carolees apple-
cinnamon pancakes. She heard easy conversation in The Dining Room. Donna and Max, talking about
poking around town before driving home.Hope went down the hall, circled to the kitchen to seeif Carolee
needed a hand. Justines sister had her bright blond hair clipped short for summer, with the addition of flirty
bangs over her cheerful hazel eyes. They beamed at Hope even as she wagged afinger.What are you doing
down here, young lady?Its nearly ten.And your morning off.Which | spentso farsleeping until eight, doing
yoga, and putzing. She helped herself to a mug of coffee, closed her own deep brown eyes as she sipped. My
first cup of the day. Why isit always the best?l wish | knew. Im still trying to switch to tea. My Darlason a
health kick and doing her best to drag me along. Carolee spoke of her daughter with affection laced with
exasperation. | really like our Titania and Oberon blend. But... its not coffee.Nothing is but coffee.Y ou said
it. She cant wait for the new gym to open. She saysif | dont sign up for yoga classes, shes signing me up and
carting me over there.Y oull love yoga. Hope laughed at the doubtand anxietyon Carolees face. Honest. Hmm.
Carolee lifted the dishcloth again, went back to polishing the granite countertop. The Vargases loved the
room, and as usual the bathroomstarring the magic toiletgot raves. | havent heard a peep out of the
newlyweds yet.ld be disappointed in them if you had. Hope brushed at her hair. Unlike Carolee, she was



experimenting with letting it grow out of the short, sharp wedge shed sported the last two years. The dark,
glossy ends hit her jaw now, just in between enough to be annoying.Im going to go check on Donna and
Max, seeif they want anything.Let me do it, Hope said. | want to say good morning anyway, and | think 11|
run down to TTP, say hi to Clare while its still my morning off.l saw her last night at the book club. Shes got
the cutest baby bump. Oh, Ive got plenty of batter if the newlyweds want more pancakes.Ill let them
know.She dlipped into The Dining Room, chatted with the guests while she subtly checked to be sure there
was gtill plenty of fresh summer berries, coffee, juice.Once shed satisfied herself her guests were happy, she
started back upstairsto grab her purseand ran into the newlyweds as they entered from the rear porch.Good
morning.Oh, good morning. The new bride carried the afterglow of a honeymoon morning well spent. Thats
the most beautiful room. | love everything about it. | felt like a princess bride.As you wish, Hope said and
made them both laugh.Its so clever the way each rooms named and decorated for romantic couples.Couples
with happy endings, Troy reminded her, and got a slow, dreamy smile from his bride.Like us. We want to
thank you so much for making our wedding night so special. It was everything | wanted. Just perfect. Thats
what we do here.But... we wondered. We know were supposed to check out soon....If youd like alater
checkout, | can arrangeit... Hope began.Well, actualy...Were hoping we can stay another night. Troy dlid
his arm around Aprils shoulders, drew her close. Wereally love it here. We were going to drive down into
Virginia, just pick our spots as we went, but... werealy like it right here. Well take any room thats available,
if there is one.Wed love to have you, and your rooms open tonight.Really? April bounced on her toes. Oh,
thisis better than perfect. Thank you.lts our pleasure. Im glad youre enjoying your stay.Happy guests made
for happy innkeepers, Hope thought as she dashed upstairs for her bag. She dashed back down again, into
her office to change the reservation, and with the scents and voices behind her, hurried out the back through
Reception.She skirted the side of the building, glancing across the street at Vesta. She knew Averys and
Clares schedules nearly as well as her own. Avery would be prepping for opening this morning, and Clare
should be back from her early doctors appointment.The sonogram. With luck, theyd know by now if Clare
was carrying the girl she hoped for.As she waited for the walk light at the corner, she looked down Main
Street. There Ryder Montgomery stood in front of the building Montgomery Family Contractors was
currently rehabbing. Nearly done, she thought, and soon the town would have a bakery again.He wore jeans
torn at the left knee and splattered with drips of paint or drywall compound or whatever else splattered on
job sites. Histool belt hung low, like an old-time sheriffs gun beltat |east to her eye. Dark hair curled
shaggily from under his ball cap. Sunglasses covered eyes she knew to be a gold-flecked green.He consulted
with a couple of his crew, pointed up, circling afinger, shaking his head, all while he stood in that hip-shot
way of his.Since adull wash of primer currently covered the front of the building, she assumed they
discussed the finish colors.One of the crew let out a bray of laughter, and Ryder responded with aflash of
grin and a shrug.The shrug, like the stance, was another habit of his, she mused.The Montgomery brothers
were an attractive breed, but in her opinion, her two friends had plucked the pick of the crop. She found
Ryder alittle surly, marginally unsociable.And, okay, sexyin a primitive, rough-edged sort of way.Not her
type, not remotely.As she started across the street, along, exaggerated wolf whistle shrilled out. Knowing it
to be ajoke, she tipped her face back toward the bakery, added a smoldering smilethen awave to Jake, one
of the painters. He and the laborer beside him waved back.But not Ryder Montgomery, of course, she
thought. He simply hooked his thumb in his pocket, watched her. Unsociable, she thought again. He couldnt
even stir himself for a casual wave.She accepted the slow kindling in her belly as the natural reaction of a
healthy woman to along, shaded stare delivered by a sexyif surlyman.Particularly a woman who hadnt had
any serious male contact inGoda year. A little more than ayear. But whos counting?Her own fault, her own
choice, so why think about it?She reached the other side of Main Street, turned right toward the bookstore
just as Clare stepped out onto its pretty covered porch.She waved again as Clare stood a moment, one hand
on the baby bump under her breezy summer dress. Clare had her long sunny hair pulled back in atail, with
blue-framed sunglasses softening the glare of the bold morning sun.l was just coming over to check on you,
Hope called out.Clare held up her phone. | was just texting you. She slipped the phone back in her pocket,
left her hand there a moment as she came down the steps to the sidewa k.Well? Hope scanned her friends
face. Everything good?Y eah. Good. We got back just afew minutes ago. Beckett... She glanced over her
shoulder. Hes driving around to the back of the bakery. Hes got histools.Okay. Mildly concerned, Hope laid
ahand on Clares arm. Honey, you had the sonogram, right?Y eah.And?0Oh. Letswalk up to Vesta. 11l tell you
and Avery at the same time. Becketts going to call his mother, tell his brothers. | need to call my parents. The
babys all right?Absolutely. She patted her purse as they walked. | have pictures.l have to see!lll be showing



them off for days. Weeks. Its amazing.Avery popped out the front door of the restaurant, a white bib apron
covering capris and a T-shirt. She bounced on purple Crocs. The sun speared into her Scots warrior-queen
hair, sent the short ends to glimmering.Are we thinking pink?Are you opening alone? Clare countered.Y eah,
itsjust me. Frans not due in for twenty. Are you okay? |'s everything okay ?Everythings absolutely perfectly
wonderfully okay. But | want to sit down.With her friends exchanging looks behind her back, Clare walked
in and went straight to the counter, then dropped onto a stool. Sighed. Its the first time Ive been pregnant
with three boys fresh out of school for the summer. Its challenging.Y oure alittle pale, Avery
commented.Just tired.Want something coldWVith my entire being.As Avery went to the cooler, Hope sat
down, narrowed her eyes at Clares face. Y oure stalling. If nothings wrongNothings wrong, and maybe Im
stalling alittle. Its a big announcement. She laughed to herself, took the chilled ginger ale Avery offered.So
here | am, with my two closest friends, in Averys pretty restaurant that already smells of pizza sauce.Y oull
have thisin a pizzeria. Avery passed Hope a bottle of water. Then she crossed her arms, scanned Clares face.
Itsagirl. Ballet shoes and hair ribbons! Clare shook her head. | appear to specialize in boys. Make that
baseball gloves and action figures.A boy? Hope leaned over, touched Averys hand. Are you
disappointed?Not even the tiniest bit. She opened her purse. Want to see?Are you kidding? Avery made a
grab, but Clare snatched the envel ope out of reach. Does he look like you? Like Beck? Like afish? No
offense, but they always ook like a fish to me.Which oneWhich one what?There are two.Two? Hope
nearly bobbled the water. Twins? Y oure having twins?Two? Avery echoed. Y ou have two fish?Two boys.
Look at my beautiful boys. Clare pulled out the sonogram printout, then burst into tears. Good tears, she
managed. Hormones, but good ones. Oh, God. Look at my babies! Theyre gorgeous! Clare swiped at tears as
she grinned at Avery. Y ou dont see them.No, but theyre gorgeous. Twins. Thatsfive. Y ou did the math,
right? Y oure going to have five boys.We did the math, but its still sinking in. We didnt expectwe never
thoughtmaybe | should have. Im bigger than Ive ever been this early. But when the doctor told us... Beckett
went white.She laughed, even as tears poured. Sheet white. | thought he was going to pass out. Then we just
stared at each other. And then we started to laugh. We laughed like lunatics. | think maybe we were both a
little hysterical. Five. Oh, sweet Jesus. Five boys.Y oull be great. All of you, Hope told her.We will. | know
it. Im so dazzled, so happy, so stunned. | dont know how Beckett drove home. | couldnt tell you if we drove
back from Hagerstown or from California. | was in some sort of shock, | think. Twins.She laid her hands on
her belly. Do you know how there are momentsin your life when you think, thisisit. Il never be happier or
more excited. Il never feel more than | do right now. Just exactly now. Thisis one of those moments for
me.Hope folded her into a hug, and Avery folded them both.Im so happy for you, Hope murmured. Happy,
dazzled, and excited right along with you.The kids are going to get such akick out of this. Avery drew back.
Right?Y eah. And since Liam already made it clear if | had agirl he wouldnt stoop so low asto play with her,
| think hell be especially pleased.What about your due date? Hope asked. Earlier with twins?A little. They
told me November twenty-first. So, Thanksgiving babies instead of Christmas, New Y ears.Gobble, gobble,
Avery said and made Clare laugh again.Y ou have to let us help set up the nursery, Hope began. Planning
was in her blood.Im counting on it. | dont have athing. | gave away all the baby things after Murphy. | never
thought Id fall in love again, or marry again, or have more children.Can we say baby shower? A double-the-
fun theme, Hope decided. Or what comes in pairs, sets of two. Something like that. 111 work on it. We should
scheduleit in early October, just to be safe.Baby shower. Clare sighed. More and more real. | need to call
my parents, and | need to tell the girls, she added, referring to her bookstore staff. She levered herself up.
November babies, she said again. | should have shed the baby weight by May and the wedding.Oh yeah, Im
getting married. Avery held out her hand, admired the diamond that replaced the bubble-gum-machine ring
Owen had put on her finger. Twice.Getting married, and opening a second restaurant, and helping plan a
baby shower, and redecorating the current single guys master suite into a couples master suite. Hope poked
Avery in the arm. We have alot of planning to do.I can take some time tomorrow.Good. Hope took a
moment to flip through her mental list, rearrange tasks, gauge the timing. One oclock. | can clear the time.
Can you make that? she asked Clare. | can fix us alittle lunch and we can get some of the planning worked
out before | have check-ins.One oclock tomorrow. Clare patted her belly. Well be there.lll be over, Avery
promised. If Im alittle later, we had a good lunch rush. But |1l get over.Hope walked out with Clare, grabbed
another hug before separating. And imagined Clare telling her parents the happy news. Imagined, too, Avery
texting Owen. And Beckett slipping off to check on Clare during the day, or just stealing afew minutesto
bask with her.For a moment she wished she had someone to call or text, or slip away to, someone to share
the lovely news with.Instead she went around the back of the inn, up the outside stairs. She let herself in on



the third floor, listening as she walked down to her apartment.Y es, she thought, she could just hear Carolees
voice, and the excitement in it. No doubt Justine Montgomery had already called her sister to share the news
about the twins.Hope closed herself into her apartment. Shed spend a couple hours in the quiet, she decided,
researching their resident ghost, and the man named Billy she waited for.HISMOTHER WAS DRIVING
HIM CRAZY. IF SHE POPPED UP with another project before he finished one of the half dozen currently
on his plate, he might just take his dog and move to Barbados.He could build himself a nice little beach
house. Maybe alanai. He had the skills.Ryder pulled his truck into the lot behind the inn, major project,
finishedthank Godbut never really done because there was always something. The inn shared that lot with
what would be, according to the ever-plotting Justine Montgomery, a pretty, clever, state-of-the-art fitness
center.Right now it was an ugly, green, flat-roofed, leaky lump. And that was just the outside. Inside
currently boasted a rabbit warren of rooms, a basement full of water, staircases out of a horror movie, and
falling-down ceilings. Not to mention the abysmal state of the wiring and plumbing, which he wouldnt since
theyd just gut the whole fucking mess.Part of him wanted to sneak in some night on a giant machine and
bulldoze the whole fugly building. But he knew better, and could admit he enjoyed a challenge.He had
one.Still, as the always reliable Owen had texted him the demo permit wasin, at least they could start tearing
in.Ryder sat a moment with his homely and sweet-natured dog, Dumbass, beside him while Lady Gaga
seduced the edge of glory. Chick was pretty weird, Ryder thought, but she sure had the pipes. Together Ryder
and his dog studied the ugly green lump. He liked demo. Beating the shit out of walls never failed to satisfy.
So that was something. And the work, transforming the ugly bastard, would be interesting.A fitness center.
He didnt understand people who plugged themselves into a machine and went nowhere. Why not do
something constructive that made you sweat? A gym, yeah, he could see a gym with speed bags, a sparring
ring, some serious weights. But fithess center said girly to him. Y oga and that Pilates stuff.And womenin
those snug little outfits, he reminded himself. Y eah, there was that. Like demo, who wouldnt enjoy that”No
point brooding about it anyway, he decided. It was a done deal .He got out of the truck, and D.A. hopped out
faithfully beside him.He couldnt figure out why he was in such a broody mood anyway. The bakery project
was down to punch-out and paint, Averys MacTs was coming right alongand he looked forward to sitting
down on abar stool in her new pub and having a beer.He had a kitchen remodel all but wrapped, and Owen
was handling some built-ins for another client. A lot of work was better than no work. He could build a
beach house in Barbados when he was old.Still, he felt edgy and annoyed, and couldnt quite figure out why.
Until he glanced over at the inn.Hope Beaumont. Y eah, that might account for some edgy.She did a good
job, no question about that. The fact that she was anal, obsessively organized, and a chewer of details didnt
bother him especially. Hed lived and worked with that type all hislife, in the form of his brother Owen.Just
something about her got under his skin, and tended to burn there from time to time since theyd locked lips
on New Y ears Eve.lt had been an accident, he told himself. An impulse. An accidental impulse. He didnt
intend to repeat it.But he could wish she was a plump, homely, middle-aged woman with a couple of
grandkids and a knitting hobby.One day she could be, he muttered to D.A., who obligingly thumped his
tail.With a shrug, he walked down, crossed over, and opened the door of the future MacTs Restaurant and
Tap House for the crew.He liked the space, liked it particularly now that theyd rejoined the two buildings,
opening the wall between with awide doorway so the restaurant and bar patrons, and the staff, could move
from one side to the other.Avery knew what she wanted, and how to make it happen, so he knew MacTs
would be agood place to eat and drink, to socialize if socializing was your thing. Good dining for grown-ups
she called it, as opposed to the casual family style of Vesta.He had a soft spot for Vestaand a softer one for
their Warriors Pizza, but as Avery had been trying out recipes on them for months, he figured hed be ableto
choke down ameal or two in her new place.He crossed over to the opening, studied the bar space. A lot of
work yet, he judged, but he could envision it finished, with the long bar he and his brothers were building in
place. Dark woods, strong colors, some brick on the walls. And all those beers on tap.Y eah, it wouldnt hurt
his feelings to spend some time there, and hoist a beer in satisfaction of ajob well done.When it was
done.He heard voices, crossed back over.Once he got the crew going, he walked down to the bakery to
check on the men there. If hed had a choice, hed have strapped on histool belt, gotten to the real work.But
he had a morning meeting scheduled back at the new job site, and he was already running late.He started
back around, saw both of his brothers trucksin the lot. He assumed Owen had picked up coffee and donuts
aswell as the demo permit. Y ou could count on Owen in the everyday and in a nuclear holocaust.He thought
of Beckett, married to Clare the Fair, instant father of three, and now the expectant father of twins.Jesus,
twins.But maybe the thrill of upcoming twinswould distract their mother from thinking up a new



project.Probably not.He went through the open doors on St. Paul, smelled the coffee.Y eah, you could count
on Owen.He plucked out the single go-cup left, the one with an R written with a Sharpie by his anal brother.
Glugged even as he flipped up the lid on the donuts.His dogs tail immediately sent out a tattoo on the
floor.He heard his brothers voices, somewhere in the rabbit warren, but took his coffee and, after tossing
D.A. achunk of hisjelly-filled donut, walked over to the plans spread out on the plywood and
sawhorses.Hed seen them before, of course, but they knocked him out. Becketts concept gave their mother
everything she wanted, and more. Y eah, he thought, better than bulldozing it. Better to gut what needed
gutting and build on what could be built on.It didnt look like a gym to Ryderat least not the speed-bag, sweat-
soaked locker roomtype he might frequent, but it was a beauty.And enough work, enough complications to
make him curse Becketts name for weeks, months. Possibly years.And still...Lifting and pitching the roof
was practical aswell as aesthetically pleasing. Taking the flat-roofed jut off the parking lot side and making
it into a deck, also smart. Plenty of glass for plenty of light with new windows and doors. God knew the
place needed them, even if it meant cutting into the cinder-block walls.Fancy locker rooms with steam
rooms and saunas. His keep-it-basic mind balked at that, but he had to admit, he liked a good, long steam.He
ate his donut, tossing bits to the tail-thumping D.A., while he studied the first floor, the second floor, the
mechanicals.Beautiful work, he thought. Beckett had the talent and the vision, even if invariably some of the
vision was apain in the ass on a practical work level.He washed down the donut with coffee as his brothers
walked out of the maze.Demo permit.Check, Owen said. Good morning to you, too. His sunglasses hung
from the neck of his spotless white T-shirt. Since Beckett intended for him to join in the demo, the spotless
wouldnt last long.Y ou press those jeans, Sally?No. Owens quiet blue eyes flicked toward the donuts before
he broke a cruller in half. Theyre just clean. | have a couple meetings later.Uh-huh. Hey, Big Daddy.Beckett
grinned, raked fingers through his mop of chestnut brown hair. The boys want to name them Logan and
Luke.Wolverine and Skywalker. Amused, Ryder considered. Melding X-Men and Star Wars. Interesting
choicell likeit. Clare laughed it off at first, then the idea got a hook in. Theyre good names.Good enough for
Wolverine and Skywalker.l think were going with them, which is cool. My ears keep ringing though. Y ou
know, like they do after an explosion. Twos just one more than one, Owen pointed out. Its about planning
and scheduling.Because you have so much experience with rug rats, Ryder said with a snort.Everythings
about planning and scheduling, Owen countered. Speaking of which, lets check the plans and schedules. He
pulled his phone off his belt.Ryder decided on another donut, let the sugar and fat soothe him through the
volley of details. Inspections, permits, material orders and deliveries, rough-ins, finals, shop work, site
work.Ryder kept it al in his head aswell, just maybe not as precisely columned and tallied as Owen. But he
knew what had to be done and when, which men to assign to which job, and how long the steps should take.
On the inside, andgiven the vagaries of constructionthe outside.Moms looking at equipment, Beckett put in
when Owen paused. Y ou know, treadmills and cross-trainers and all that happy shit.Im not going to think
about that. Ryder looked around. Crap walls, he thought, crap floors. Just crap. Cross-trainers and dumbbells
and freaking yoga mats were a hell of along way off.We may want to think about the parking lot.Now
Ryders eyes narrowed on Owen. What about the parking lot?Now that weve got it al, instead of patching we
should tear the bitch up, level it, add drains, resurface.Hell. He wanted to object, just on general principles,
but they needed the damn drainage. Fine. But Im not thinking about that now either.What are you thinking
about?Rather than answer, Ryder just walked out.Is he bitchier than usual? Owen wondered.Hard to tell.
Beckett looked down at the drawings again. Its going to be a pain in the assand mostly in hisbut its going to
work.Ugliest building in town.Y eah, it wins that prize. The good news is anything we dos an improvement.
As soon as the Dumpster gets here, we canHe broke off as Ryder came in with a sledgehammer and a
crowbar.Get your own, Ryder told them and, setting the crowbar aside, chose awall at random. Swung
away. The hard, undeniably satisfying thwack send drywall chips flying.The Dumpster... Owen began.Its on
itsway isnt it? Putting his back into it, Ryder swung again. According to the holy word of your sacred
schedule.We should bring in some of the crew, Beckett considered.Why should they have al the fun? When
the sledgehammer arced again, D.A. crawled under the sawhorses for a nap.Hes got a point. Beckett glanced
at Owen, got a shrug and grin. We ought to start on the second floor.This ones not load-bearing. Another
couple swings and Ryder had the flimsy interior wall in rubble. But yeah. He leaned on the hammer, grinned
back at his brothers. Lets gut thisbitch. AFTER A FEW days of listening to bangs and crashes, Hopes
curiosity won. With Carolee on dutythe honeymooners were now into their fourth day of their wedding-night
stayshe crossed the lot toward the newest Montgomery family project. She had a legitimate reason for
seeking them out, but could admit her primary motive was curiosity.Shed heard plenty of banging



throughout the day, and every glance out the window showed her some grubby guy hauling debris out, and
into a huge green Dumpster.A text from Avery netted her the intel that demolition had begun on the
projected fitness center.She wanted to see for herself. The banging booms increased as she approached, and
she heard a burst of manic male laughter through the open windows. Grinding, guitar-heavy rock rolled out
with it.She walked up to the side entrancewhat was left of itpeeked in.Her eyes widened.Shed never beenin
the building, but shed looked in the windows, and she was pretty sure thered been walls, and ceilings.Now
barely a skeleton remained, along with the tangled wire intestines and massive amounts of gray
dust.Cautious now as the thuds, thumps, and bangs seemed to shake the entire structure, she went around to
the front.The door stood open. To air it out? she wondered. Who knew?Another door, one that led up to what
had been second-level apartments, stood open as well. Music, men, bangs echoed down.She considered the
narrow stairs, the grimy stairwell, the noise. Not that curious, she decided, and backed away.As she circled
back around, two mencoated with gray dust, all but anonymous in their safety goggles, work gloves, and
grimy faces, hauled out another load of what must have once been awall. It landed in the Dumpster with a
muffled thump.Excuse me, she began.She recognized Ryder by the way he turned his head, angled his
body.He shoved up his goggles, aimed one of his mildly annoyed stares with those impatient green eyes.

Y oure going to want to stay back.l can see that. It looks like youre taking the building down to the
shell. Thats about it. Y ou need to stay clear.Y es, so you said.Need something?Actualy, yes. Im having a
problem with some of the lightsthe wall sconces. | thought if your electrician was here, he couldHe left.

Ryder gave his helper a head jerk to send him back inside, then dragged off his safety goggles.Now he
looked alittle like a reverse raccoon, Hope thought, and couldnt quite hold back the smile. Its dirty
work.And alot of it, Ryder replied. What kind of problem?They wont stay on. TheyHave you changed the
bulbs?She just stared at him. Gee, why didnt | think of that?Okay. Somebody will come check it out. Isthat
it?For the moment.He gave her anod, boosted himself back through the opening, and disappeared. Thanks so
much, Hope muttered to empty air, and walked back to the inn.It usually lifted her mood, just walking
inside. The way it looked, the way it smelledespecially now as Carolees chocolate chip cookies sweetened
the air. But she strode straight into the kitchen, irked everywhere.What is that mans problem?Carolee, face
flushed from baking, slid a batch of cookiesin the wall oven. Which man, honey?Ryder Montgomery. Is
rudeness his religion?He can be alittle abrupt, especially when hes working. Which is, | guess, almost
always. What did he do?Nothing. He was just himself. Y ou know how weve had those sconces keep burning
out, or not coming on? | went over to tell himor one of them, and drew him. He actually asked if Id changed
the bulbs. Do | ook like amoronWith a smile, Carolee held out a cookie. No, but they did actually have a
tenant once that reported a problem, and Ry went all the way over to find out the problem with the light was
a burned-out bulb. The woman, and | guess she was a moron, was stunned to realize she had to change the
lightbulb.Hmm. Hope bit into the cookie. Still.So whats going on over there?Banging and crashing and alot
of crazed laughing.Demo. Its fun.l suppose. | didnt realize they were taking the whole place down to the
bones. No great loss, but | didnt realize. And she fretted alittle how the noise factor would affect her
guests.Y ou should see the plans. | got a peek at them. Its going to be wonderful.l dont doubt it. They do
good work.Justines already started looking at light fixtures and sinks.The cookie, and Carolee, shifted Hopes
mood. Shesin heaven.Shes going all modern and sleek and shiny. Lots of chrome, she said. Its one look, you
know, rather than alot of them like here, but its still alot to figure out. Itll be fun to watch it all come
together.1t will. Yes, it would, she realized. She hadnt been in on the renovations here from the start. Now
shed see another building done from beginning to end. Im going to get some work done before check-in.Im
going to run to the market when the cookies are done. Anything you want to add to the list?l think we
covered it. Thanks, Carolee.l love my job.So did she, Hope thought as she settled into her office. One
difficult Montgomery couldnt spoil it.She checked her email, smiled at the thank-you note from a previous
guest, wrote a memo to fulfill an upcoming guests request for a bottle of champagne to surprise his parents
on their visit.She checked reservationsa full house for the weekendreviewed her own personal
calendar.When the florist arrived, she took the fresh arrangements upstairs to Titania and Oberon. Though
shed already done so, she did alast check of the room to make certain everything was perfect for the new
guests.Following habit and routine, she went into The Library, checked the lightsher daily list included
checking all lights and lamps for burned-out bulbs, thank you, Ryder Montgomery. Using her phone, she
emailed herself when she found one, added a directive to bring up more coffee disks for The Librarys
machine.She continued downstairs to run the same check on The Lounge, The Lobby, The Dining Room.
Then she turned into the kitchen, and had to bite back a yelp when she spotted Ryder in the kitchen helping



himself to the cookies.I didnt hear you come in. How did he move that quietly in those big, clunky boots?l
just got here. Good cookies.Carolee just baked them. She must till be at the market.Okay.He just stood,
eating his cookie, staring at her with his dog at his feet, grinning. The doggie grin led her to conclude hed
also enjoyed a cookie. The man had cleaned upmostly. At least he hadnt tracked demolition dust in with
him.Well. Theres one on two, and another on three. She turned away, assuming hed follow.Anybody in the
placeWe have guests in WB, but theyre out, and we have guests coming in for TO. See, now itson. She
gestured toward the second wall sconce when they topped the stairs. | was just up here, and it wasnt.Uh-
huh.Look, you can ask Caroleeif you dont believe me.l didnt say | didnt believe you.Y ou act like you dont.
Fuming alittle, she walked up to three. There! Its off, asyou can see for yourself.Y eah, | can see that. He
went over, lifted off the globe, unscrewed the bulb. Got a fresh one?l keep some in my apartment, but its not
the bulb.She pulled out a key, unlocked her apartment door.Ryder put a hand on it before it could closein
hisface. He stayed out of her space, but hey, he was right here. So he pushed the door all the way open, took
alook inside.Neat and tidy, like the rest of the place. Smelled good, toolike the rest of the place. No clutter.
Not alot of girly fuss either, and hed expected that. A lot of pillows on the sofa, but he knew few women
who wouldnt load a couch and bed with pillows. Strong colors, a couple of plantsin pots, fat candles.She
swung out of her kitchen, stopped short so he knew hed given her another jolt. Then she held out the new
bulb.He strolled down, screwed it in. It burned bright.lts not the bulb, Hope insisted. | put the other in this
morning.Okay.D.A. sat by Ryders feet, eyes on The Penthouse door. His tail wagged.Dont okay me. Im
telling you, itsThere! Her voice held a note of triumph as the bulb went dark. It did it again. There hasto be
ashort, or something wrong with the wiring.No.What do you mean, no? Y ou just saw for yourself. As she
spoke, the door to The Penthouse eased open.Hope barely glanced back. Then it hit her. She smelled the
honeysuckle, of course, but shed gotten so used to it. Why would she play with the lights?How would |
know? His shoulders lifted as his thumbs hooked in his front pockets. Maybe shes bored. Shes been dead
awhile. Or maybe shes pissed at you.She is not. Theres no reason. Hope started to close The Penthouse door,
pushed it open instead. Theres water running.She clipped down the short hall into the big elaborate
bathroom. Water ran into the double vessel sinks on the counter, in the generous jet tub, from the shower and
body jets.Oh, for Gods sake.Does this happen often?Its a first. Come on, Lizzy, she muttered, turning off the
sink faucets. | have guests coming.Ryder opened the glass door, turned off the showerhead, the body jets.Im
doing the research. Impatient now, Hope turned off the tub. I know Owen is, too, but its not exactly a snap to
find someone named Billy who lived, we assume, during the nineteenth century.If your ghost is acting up, |
cant do anything about it. Ryder swiped his wet hand on his jeans.Shes not my ghost. Its your building.Shes
your ancestor. With his habitual shrug, he went out, walked to the parlor door. He tried the knob, glanced
back. How about telling your great-great-whatever to cut it out.Cut what out?He jiggled the knob
again.Thats just She nudged him aside, tried the knob herself. Thisisridiculous. Out of patience entirely,
Hope continued to rattle the knob. Then she threw up her hands, jabbed a finger at it. Do something.Like
what?Take off the knob, or the whole door.With what?She frowned, glanced down. Y ou dont have your
tools? Why dont you have your tools? Y ou aways have your tools.It was a lightbulb. Temper merged with
just atouch of panic. It wasnt alightbulb. | told you it wasnt alightbulb. What are you doing?lm going to sit
down aminute.No!At her near-shout, D.A. moseyed to a corner and curled into it. Out of the line of
fire.Dont you dare sit on that chair. Y oure not clean.Oh, for Christs sake. But he went around the chair,
opened the window. And considered the logistics of the roof.Dont go out there! What am | supposed to do
when you fall?Call nine-one-one.No. Seriously, Ryder. Call one of your brothers, or the fire department,
orlm not calling the fire department because the damn door wont open.She held up her hands, took a breath.
Then sat down herself. Im just going to calm down.Good start. Theres no call to be snotty with me. She
pushed at her hairand yes, the in-between length definitely annoyed. | didnt jam the door.Snotty? It mightve
been a smirk, mightve been a sneer, but it hit just between the two. Im being snotty?Y ou take snotty to a new
level. Y ou dont have to like me, and | keep out of your way as much as possible. But | run thisinn, and
damn well. Our paths have to cross occasionally. Y ou could at |east pretend to be polite.Now he leaned back
against the door. | dont pretend to be anything, and who says | dont like you?Y ou do. Every time youre
snotty.Maybe thats my response to snooty.Snooty! Sincerely insulted, she goggled at him. Im not
snooty.Y ouve got it down to a science. But thats your deal. He moved over, looked out the window
again.Y ouve been rude to me since the first minute I met you. Right in this room, before it was aroom.She
remembered the moment perfectly, the dizziness, the powerful surge inside her body, the way the light had
seemed to burst around him.She didnt want to think about it.Irritated, he turned around. Maybe it had



something to do with you looking at me like Id punched you in the face.l did not. | just had a momentary... |
dont know.Maybe because you charge around on stilts.Seriously? Now youre criticizing my shoes?Just
commenting.She made a sound in her throat that struck him asferal, leaped up, and banged afist on the
door. Open this damn door! Shell open it when shes ready. Y oure just going to hurt yourself.Dont tell me
what to do. She couldnt say why his matter-of-fact reaction increased her own temper, and that hint of panic.
Y ouyou dont even use my name. Its like you dont know it.I know your name. Stop banging on the door.
Hope. See, | know your name. Stop it.He reached up, covered her fisted hand with his. And she felt it again,
that surge, that strange dizziness. Cautiously, she braced against the door, turned her head to ook at
him.Close again, as theyd been on New Y ears. Close enough to see those gold flecks scattered across the
green of his eyes. Close enough to see the heat, and the consideration in them.She didnt think about leaning
in, but her body did. To stop it, she pressed a hand on his chest. Was his heart alittle unsteady? She thought
it might be. Maybe she only hoped it, so she wouldnt be alone.She trapped Owen and Avery in ED, Hope
remembered. She wanted them to... Kiss. To discover each other. Shes aromantic.Ryder stepped back, and
the moment broke like glass. Right now shes a nuisance. The window hed opened closed quietly on its
own.ld say shes making a statement. Calmer now, steadier as he seemed less so, Hope pushed at her hair. Oh
for Gods sake, Ryder, just kiss me. It wont kill you, and then shell let us out of here. Maybe | dont like
having womendead ones or live onesmaneuver me.Believe me, kissing you isnt going to be the highlight of
my day, but | have guests arriving any minute. Or. She pulled out her phone. Im calling Owen.Y oure not
calling Owen.She got him now. Having one of his brothers come over to let them out? Mortifying. Kissing
her, she calculated, was the lesser of two evils. Amused, she smiled at him. Y ou can close your eyes and
think of England.Funny. He stepped over, braced a hand on either side of her head. Thisis because Ive
wasted enough time, and | want a cold beer.Fine.He leaned down, hovered a moment, a breath from her
lips.Dont think, she ordered herself. Dont react. Its nothing.lts nothing.It was heat and light, and oh, that
surge again from the soles of her feet to the crown of her head. He didnt touch her, but for that mouth against
mouth, and she had to curl her hands at her sides to stop herself from reaching out. Grabbing on, dragging
him in.She let herself slide, couldnt resist it, as the kiss spun out.Hed meant to do no more than brush hislips
to hers. As he might to afriend, an aunt, a plump middle-aged woman with a couple of grandkids.But he
sank into it, too deep. The taste of her, the scent, the feel of her lipsyielding to his.Not sweet, not sharp, but
something mysteriously between. Something uniquely Hope.ltshestirred him more than it should. More than
he wanted.Stepping back from her cost brutal effort.He stared back at her for a beat, for two. Then she let
out a breath, uncurled her hand, tried the knob.There. She opened the door. It worked.Get moving before she
changes her mind.The minute they were in the hall, he walked straight to the now cheerfully burning light,
lifted the globe from the floor, fixed it on.Done. He stood where he was, gave her another long look.She
started to speak, and the doorbell pealed.My guests are here. | need toRevue de presse’[An] emotionally
engaging, exceptionally entertaining contemporary trilogy."Booklist "With stellar pacing, humorousflair,
and unerring insight into what makes families tick, Roberts wraps up another winning trilogy."Library
Journal Leaves the reader feeling blissfully satisfied yet wishing this romantically paranormal story would
go on indefinitely.New Y ork Journal of Books



