

    
            Chapter One 





			The first time Andy drove to the little community outside of Huntsville, she’d gotten hopelessly lost in the backwoods and farmland. Getting lost had surprised her. Andy was accustomed to driving in the metropolitan and downtown areas of Birmingham and had reasoned that country driving couldn’t be more difficult than that. She had been wrong. There were roads that seemingly went to nowhere, roads that ended at pastures, roads that weren’t roads. And very few of the roads had signs.

			She was proud she had found Green Valley much more easily this second go-around. She guided her Mercedes coupe gently over a set of railroad tracks. The pastures and fields rolled past like a vast, green sea. Here and there cows dotted the horizon, but mostly it was corn. So much corn.

			Andy slowed and looked for her turn. It would be on the left past a small, one-lane bridge over a muddy creek. It was easy to miss because of a big tree that nearly blocked the road from view.

			Something caught her attention on her right. It was the figure of a woman with an apron around her waist. She had a straw hat on her head and a crude bag thrown over her shoulder. She was clipping the weedy, white flowers by the side of the road and stuffing them into her bag.

			Andy took another look at the flowers. They were spindly with disc-shaped clusters of flowers on top. They looked like the same weeds that had been growing for miles along the roadways, but this woman was carefully collecting them. Hmm.

			The turn Andy had been searching for suddenly appeared.

			“Shit!” She hit the brakes, but it was too late. Mumbling and glowering at the voluptuous figure of the strange woman behind her, Andy was forced to drive past and look for a suitable place to turn her car around.

			When she came back to the turn, the woman had moved a bit further down the shoulder of the road but looked up with a tilt of her head. Andy couldn’t make out her face beneath the broad brim of her hat, but she could feel the woman’s eyes watching her. Andy kept her own gaze determinedly forward and swung onto the hidden road.

			It was potholed and rough. The road couldn’t have been this rough back in February. It turned to dirt and gravel in another half a mile, but Andy couldn’t remember if that was before or after the road’s fork.

			She slowed for a flock of chickens unhurriedly crossing the road and smiled. The birds were lucky the asphalt was so rough. There was no way to speed, and so the fowl were relatively safe. She pulled forward cautiously lest one of the hens impulsively decide to dive back beneath her car. She continued down the remote, bumpy road.

			She took a right at the fork and, another quarter of a mile on, hit the red mixture of gravel and clay. Dust kicked up behind her, but she looked ahead for the big magnolia trees that flanked the drive of her late great-aunt’s house. Aunt Darcy had passed nearly six months before and had left no children. Her substantial property had been passed to Andy through her father, the son of Darcy’s younger brother.

			After the very high-profile and disastrous Arnold trial of which Andy had been a part, she’d been eager to get out of Birmingham for a while. Her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel as a steaming wave of shame passed over her remembering Benjamin Arnold’s greasy smile. With a deep breath, Andy forced her thoughts from the courtroom and the firm and onto the task at hand.

			It had taken three months to get her realty license. She’d spent another four months learning the ropes from a wizened old man named Calvin Harvey. He’d been mostly deaf but was a good family friend and knew the business backward and forward. She’d got her feet wet in Birmingham but had decided to relocate to Green Valley.

			Huntsville was growing in leaps and bounds, and its borders were constantly stretching. On her first foray to Green Valley, Andy had noticed all the land and, more importantly, all the For Sale signs. There was money to be made out here for a certainty. Andy liked to think she had an eye for good opportunities. That was what success in realty was all about, according to Harvey. She looked forward to setting her own pace away from the rat race of criminal law. Climbing the corporate ladder no longer appealed to her. From now on, she was her own boss.

			Lost as she was in her thoughts, her great-aunt’s house was suddenly upon her, magnolias looming like dark-foliaged sentinels. Andy slowed and took the left turn, crawling slowly up the hill to the two-story, gothic revival home.

			It was clear that in the years of Aunt Darcy’s decline, the house and gardens had gotten away from her. Andy made a note to hire a good yard person in addition to a carpenter. She didn’t think a whole crew would be necessary to return the house to good form. It had been built in the 1920s but had been updated thirty years before to include central heat and air, and a few other staples of modernity.

			She parked her coupe in the rear of the home beneath the carriage house awning and unfolded from the car. With a stretch to the peeling paint of the carriage house’s ceiling and then to the cracked concrete beneath her Italian leather loafers, Andy marveled at the stiffness that had accumulated in her muscles. It was a two-hour drive, after all.

			She retrieved her travel bag from the passenger seat. The car door made a smart, snapping sound as Andy shut it. She gingerly ascended the derelict stairs of the back porch. They seemed sturdy enough for her weight, but they probably needed to be replaced. Andy sighed. With another mental addition to the mounting list of to-dos, Andy unlocked the back door and let herself into her new residence.
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        * * *

      

			Hazel had watched the sweet little coupe approach out of the corner of her eye with interest. She hadn’t recognized the vehicle. When it had missed its turn, presumably because the driver had been staring at her, Hazel had bitten down a grin. The Mercedes had proceeded down the road to the old Jackson store, turned around and come back. She’d been busily gathering the yarrow but had spared a glance long enough to notice it was a blonde driving.

			She tipped back her straw hat and wiped her sweating forehead with the back of her hand. Her bag was full, though she did gaze greedily at the lazily swaying heads of the yarrow blooms stretched before her. Shaking away the impulse to gather more, she cinched her sack and turned to trek back to her green Subaru. Darcy’s voice echoed in her head. Only ever take what you need.

			It was not the first time she had heard her departed friend speak to her. Darcy had passed six months ago at the age of eighty-five, and Hazel missed her fiercely. The elderly woman had been like a grandmother to her, and Hazel felt her loss in a very primitive, physical way. It was Darcy that had taught her how to use herb craft to ease her father’s Parkinson’s symptoms.

			Hazel had heard that Darcy’s property had gone to a distant relative, and the small community had waited for weeks to see what would become of it. Nothing had happened. No one had claimed the estate, and so they had all relaxed.

			Her wandering thoughts snapped back into focus as she tossed her flowers in the back seat of the 1975 4x4 Wagon. She remembered the little coupe and was a bit uneasy. Darcy had lived on the same road the stranger had turned down, right across from Hazel and her father. Surely no one she knew drove a Mercedes C-class. No one in Green Valley, anyway. Most folks in her town drove pickups or SUVs to accommodate the terrain.

			Once she pulled her car across the highway and onto her little country road, Hazel speculated more about the blonde behind the wheel. She really hadn’t gotten a good look. If the woman had pulled into Darcy’s drive, though, her father would notice. He noticed every going and coming of every vehicle that drove past their home. His small, glass greenhouse was conveniently placed to allow him to monitor traffic. And if he didn’t notice, his service dog surely would. Nothing got past Nubi. Hazel smiled. She fiddled with the sweaty hair sticking to her neck and tried to put the worry from her mind as the sun sank lower on the horizon and cast the road in stripes of shadows.
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        * * *

      

			Andy had just finished moving the last box of stuff to the edge of the yard in front of the house. She swiped at a trickle of sweat that rolled down the side of her face and then cringed at the dust on her hands. She had entered the house the day before and found boxes upon boxes of clothes and knick-knacks stacked on the handsome cherrywood table in the formal dining room.

			She hadn’t known her great-aunt that well and didn’t consider herself a sentimental person. The idea of going through everything was exhausting, and so she had opted instead to simply set the boxes out and allow them to be picked up as trash.

			The only things she had saved from the purge were a couple of pairs of old denim, a soft, purple button-down overshirt, and a pair of ancient lace-up boots. After all, if she was going to be working at the house, she would need clothes to work in. All the clothing fit surprisingly well, though it was somewhat strange wearing a dead woman’s wardrobe.

			The ensemble made her feel like an imposter. Glad no one from Birmingham could see her, she turned back to the house and trudged the soft grass of the yard to the porch. She pushed the door open and traipsed through the spacious foyer and other rooms to the back of the house where she entered the kitchen on the right. There, she took down a blue rose-patterned mug and poured herself a steaming cup of coffee from her press.

			Andy leaned on the well-worn wooden butcher block that served as an island and tapped her fingernails on the surface. The clicking sound echoed around the room, reverberating off the glass-front cabinets and making the house seem incredibly empty. Not empty…lonely. The house seems lonely. There was a hollowness to the home as though it was accustomed to bustling, energetic activity. She wondered briefly if houses could mourn. A small, rueful chuckle escaped her lips. Ridiculous. With a shake of her head, Andy pushed the melancholy aside. Certainly, this house was no lonelier than the once well-decorated downtown apartment she’d emptied and left behind.

			The memory of her polished, modern furniture and the stainless-steel kitchen she’d rarely used surged to the surface of her mind. Everything black and white and so very, very clean. It was nothing like this house with its patterned curtains and thick area rugs covering the highly trafficked hardwood floors. But then again, she was looking for a change.

			This move had been the perfect opportunity to reinvent herself. With that opportunity had come the question about what it was that Andy truly wanted. She had never spent much time contemplating what she desired for herself. She’d gone to law school because her father was an attorney, and once in the world of barristers, Andy had wanted what the partners at the law firm had wanted. She’d bought a Mercedes and joined a country club and taken up golf. She bought expensive wine and hosted exclusive, catered parties at her apartment. There was absolutely nothing wrong with any of those things, but she’d never stopped to wonder if those were really her things.

			Andy turned abruptly at a knock at the front door, splashing coffee across her hand.

			“Damn!” She wiped her hand on her jeans before striding through the butler’s pantry, the formal dining room, and out into the foyer once more. She could make out a warped figure through the diamond-patterned glass panes in the front door and opened it without a clue of what to expect.

			There was a curvy brunette on the porch who looked vaguely familiar. The woman smiled and offered her hand.

			“Good morning, I’m Hazel Quinn. My father and I live just across the road.”

			Andy grasped Hazel’s hand and quickly took in her slightly Roman nose and olive skin. Her chestnut hair was pulled half-back, but the rest of it fell in waves down her spine. It was her eyes, however, that were her most striking feature. They were an amber color, like a bird of prey. She wasn’t classically beautiful, but there was something incredibly compelling about her. Andy smiled back, flirtatiously flicking one eyebrow.

			“Good morning, Ms. Quinn. I’m Andy Richter. The late Darcy Richter was my great-aunt.”

			“Yes…You look like her.”

			“Really?” Andy was taken aback. She cast her memory to the little time spent with her aunt and tried to find the resemblance.

			Hazel nodded. “Something about the set of your mouth and jaw looks exactly like Darcy.” Hazel smiled at her again. “I noticed that you put quite a lot of boxes out on the roadside.”

			“Yes. I just didn’t have the fortitude to go through it all.” A thought struck her. “Was there something you were looking for?”

			“No, the only things I wanted were her photo albums, and I got those. Which brings me, actually, to the reason that I came over.” Hazel rummaged in the bag on her shoulder for a moment and then produced a key.

			The way she dug around in the bag… “You were on the roadside yesterday. Picking flowers.”

			“Oh, yes. The yarrow helps with some of the side effects of my father’s medication.”

			“A flower does?” Andy edged back slightly. Hazel was pretty, but Andy had known a lot of pretty women who also happened to be batshit crazy.

			Hazel smiled as though she’d read her mind.

			“Yes, a flower.” She offered the key again. “This is a spare key to the back door that Darcy gave me years ago. I thought the appropriate thing to do would be to give it to you.”

			Andy took it in hand and looked at it thoughtfully.

			“Was my aunt in the habit of giving out keys to random people?” She noticed the color rise in Hazel’s face.

			“I’m hardly a random person. I knew your aunt nearly all my life. We were good friends.”

			“I should probably have the locks changed.” Andy spoke more to herself than to Hazel.

			“These are good people around here. No one would just walk in.”

			“So, you’re saying there are more of these keys floating around out there?” Andy studied Hazel’s face as her amber eyes flashed.

			“The local hardware store would have what you need,” Hazel said in a distinctly cold voice. “Don’t forget to put a padlock on the root cellar.” She turned and stepped off the porch. Andy watched her go. She had a light, flowing gait Andy found incredibly sexy.

			“Padlock on the root cellar,” she mumbled and then also stepped off the porch to circle the house. She didn’t remember there being a root cellar and felt a bit foolish at the thought of Hazel pulling one over on her. However, on the southeast corner of the foundation a pair of doors led under the brickwork that surrounded the house. A rusty latch held the doors closed, but it moved smoothly with the first tug.

			Andy drew back the doors apprehensively and turned on her phone’s flashlight before stepping down the brick stairs and onto a packed earthen floor. She swept the light around to find shelves stacked with jars of what looked like canned goods. Stepping further into the cellar, she noticed something swinging overhead and found bundles of dried herbs and braids of garlic.

			“More stuff?” Andy sighed and circled the shelves as she wondered if her great-aunt had been some sort of doomsday prepper.

			She took down a jar to find snapped green beans with a neatly labeled lid. The date was a year before, and Andy realized she knew nothing about canning or the shelf life of such goods. She would have to throw it all away.

			With the threat of botulism hanging in the air, Andy put the jar back and turned to go. She wouldn’t bother to put a padlock on the cellar door. If anyone had plans to steal any of Aunt Darcy’s canned goods, they were welcome to them.
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        * * *

      

			By the time Hazel walked back across the road to her home, her father had drunk his coffee and was puttering around in his greenhouse. She let herself in and watched him gently touch each plant with his large, calloused hands as he checked them for insects and rot.

			“How did it go?” he asked softly without turning to her. She sat down heavily on an overturned five-gallon bucket.

			“It could have been better.” Nubi, her father’s service dog, came to scoop his nose under her hand. She absently stroked his black fur.

			“Oh?” He did turn to look at her this time over the top of his plain, wire-rimmed glasses. He looked every bit the retired history teacher he was. “How so?”

			Hazel leaned forward, pressing her elbows into her knees.

			“I don’t know, Pops. She’s not like Darcy at all.” Hazel realized that had been her hope. She sighed. Her dear friend had been so warm and gentle, but this Andy woman was neither of those things.

			“What is she like?”

			She thought back over the conversation. “Wary.”

			Her father harrumphed in what Hazel suspected was humor.

			“Of course she is. She doesn’t know us or this community. It’s our job to welcome her. Leviticus says, ‘When a foreigner resides among you in your land, do not mistreat them.’ We are supposed to love them like family.”

			“You’re right, Pops.” Hazel sighed again. She did not generally subscribe to organized religion and specifically had beef with much of how Leviticus was applied, but at least Moses got the bit about strangers right. “But you didn’t see her face. She just knew she was better than me.”

			“You’re saying she’s haughty? Is that the…what’s the word?” He squinted at her for a second. “Is that the vibe you got?”

			Hazel smiled. “Yeah, that’s the vibe I got. And you know I’m rarely wrong about these things.”

			He nodded solemnly. “Your intuition is usually spot-on, Wildflower. All I’m saying is to give her a chance. Make her feel welcome.”

			“Of course.” She rose from the bucket and stretched her spine like a cat. “Just don’t hold your breath on being friendly with her.”

			“I always take it one day at a time.”

			Hazel smiled as her father turned and recommenced the tender ministrations to his seedlings and flowers.

			“I know, Pops. I know.” She meandered back to the house and let herself in the front door, kicking off her sandals by the chest in the foyer. Barefoot, she padded to the kitchen and began tidying to try to keep her mind from how irritated she was with Andy Richter.

			Disdain. The word floated to mind. That was it. There was something in Andy’s manner that had been incredibly dismissive. She hated to admit how disappointed she was that Andy’s resemblance to Darcy was only skin deep. Hazel had been hoping for a friendship. For someone who might help her keep Darcy’s memory alive. She’d clearly been wrong about that.

			Hazel rinsed the coffee pot and rummaged in the freezer for dinner ingredients. Her father typically had friends over for a game of poker on Saturdays, and she made something like nachos or spaghetti that would feed a large quantity of people. Little did they know she used low-sodium recipes and ground turkey meat. It was the least she could do for their cholesterol.

			She didn’t mind the noise or the mess of company. It kept her father in good spirits, which was, in her opinion, just as important as the actual medical treatment he was receiving for the Parkinson’s. That was another gap Darcy left when she passed. She would often bustle in on a weekday with a bouquet of fresh flowers, a question about a potted plant, and something home baked. She would sit with Paddy Quinn for a couple of hours and then breeze away, leaving a glittering aura in her wake.

			Hazel smiled as a wistful feeling filled her chest. The sensation faded abruptly when she thought again of her new neighbor. The only aura Andy Richter seemed to have was cold and frosty. Even her eyes were like ice; a sharp, penetrating, light blue that brought to mind a frozen lake. Her blond hair, cut angularly along her strong jawline, was silvering at the temples, adding to the Ice Queen image. Hazel had noticed the silver in her hair with surprise and wondered if Andy was graying prematurely. By what Hazel could judge, Andy seemed to be around her own age, mid-thirties. Stress could cause that sort of color change, but it was hard to imagine the aloof, mocking Andy Richter being that affected by anything. She cut such a stolid figure. Andy was a bit taller than Hazel and enticingly square across the shoulders. Though it could have simply been Andy’s stiff posture that gave this impression.

			After a moment Hazel realized she had been staring at the wall across the room as she traced her mouth idly. She shook herself from her reverie. Andy was gorgeous, she could admit that much, but Hazel was definitely not interested in a woman who thought herself superior. And Andy clearly did.

			“No, thank you,” she said aloud. She pulled the spread of washed yarrow that had been drying on the island toward her. Bundling and prepping herbs would cool her temper and take her mind off her cold neighbor. She hoped.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			As Hazel sat with her coffee on the porch the next morning, she contemplated the day ahead. She’d received a call from the manager at the Corner Stop and Shop about a leaking pipe. She knew the preparation and repair would take most of the day and require a trip to the hardware store. Hazel dreaded and relished these sorts of projects. They were a lot of work, and labor in July was unbearable in Alabama. On the other hand, she always felt very accomplished after the completion of these tasks.

			As she considered accelerating her biannual check of the utilities and structural soundness of all the Quinn properties, Hazel watched Andy’s coupe pull out from the magnolia-flanked drive and onto the rough road. Andy carefully picked her way around potholes until she was out of sight. Hazel assumed she was headed to her office.

			Despite what Andy had said about having no expectations about their relationship, Hazel mused over her position on it. The sex was undeniably hot. No, more than that. It was the best she’d ever had. She had no problem admitting it. The sex was amazing, in part, because she had come to know Andy. She could also admit she wanted to know Andy more through intimacy. She was eager to see what else Andy was capable of. She just didn’t want other people to know about it.

			Hazel wasn’t quite sure where that left them. As much as Hazel hated labels, she felt the need to name this nebulous thing between them. Are we friends with benefits? She’d had a couple of arrangements like that before, but this didn’t feel the same. Hazel watched a caterpillar squiggle its way down the porch rail like a thick, dirty pipe cleaner. She leaned forward to get a better look, certain not to touch the creature. The long black filaments in the front and back looked like eyelashes. The slow, undulating motion of its body mesmerized her. Pulling herself from the reverie, she finished her coffee, stood, and began getting ready for work.
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        * * *

      

			Hazel pushed her thick braid back over her shoulder from where it was caught in the clasp of her cotton overalls. She was sweating. A lot. The leak began in a small utility closet with no fan or air flow. As soon as she walked in, Hazel realized she was going to need to replace the pipe and determine a way to keep the small closet dry. Maybe a small dehumidifier with a drainage pipe into the floor sink? She scribbled some notes on a flip-pad and tucked it into her pocket as she shouldered her small tool bag and exited the closet.

			She grabbed a chilled lime-flavored sports drink and a protein bar on her way to the counter. Hazel shifted back and forth on the balls of her feet while she waited in line. The men in front of her were talking excitedly about a vehicle outside. She glanced out the glass doors to see a massive work truck rumbling loudly at the single, diesel pump.

			“It’s gotta be the new 3500,” said the taller of the men.

			“GMC?” the other man asked, craning around the spinning rack of sunglasses blocking his view.

			“Naw, look at the dump-bed. It’s definitely a Chevy.”

			“That is a serious work truck. No small-timer could afford that thing.”

			Hazel had not been incredibly interested up until this point. She also scrutinized the vehicle. The printing on the side of the truck said Babcock Construction. It sounded vaguely familiar, but not because she’d worked with them before. The men were right; this was a serious work truck. It wasn’t the sort of thing a local would drive around for home repair or to build a barn. Perhaps the driver is lost or just passing through.

			“Hazel?” The manager behind the counter called her name.

			She blinked. The two men were gone, and she had been standing dreamily as she stared out of the window. With a laugh, she stepped forward.

			“Sorry, Rich, was lost in thought.”

			“That bad, huh?” He gestured to the utility room.

			“Oh, not at all.” Hazel put down her purchases.

			“You know I wouldn’t charge you for your own merchandise.”

			Hazel frowned. “We’ve talked about this before. You charge everybody so that inventory is accurate. Even me.”

			“And Paddy?” The man grinned, knowing her tenderness for her father.

			She laughed. “You charge me for whatever Dad buys, but someone pays nonetheless.”

			He threw up his hands, “I know, I know. You’re such a serious businesswoman.” Rich rang up the snacks and Hazel passed him a ten-dollar bill. He counted out her change and passed it back.

			“That big truck out there, have they come through before?”

			“Them? Oh, yeah, they came through here a couple of days ago.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah, haven’t heard what they’re working on, though.”

			“Hmm.” Hazel put the change in her pocket. “Well, I’ll be back in a couple of hours or so, Rich. The pipe will be fixed today.”

			“Thanks, Hazel.”

			“Don’t thank me until it’s done.” She laughed. “A million things could go wrong.”
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        * * *

      

			Hazel stepped into the hardware store with her notebook of measurements and stopped at the counter. It was a long counter and open on the other end. On the open side, there were a couple of lawn chairs where several older men and an older woman sat. At the tinkle of the bell, everyone turned to the door, but seeing that it was Hazel, no one stood. Amos threw up one hand in greeting and she made her way to the circle of old-timers.

			“Hey there, Sister.” Her uncle greeted her. Hazel kissed him on the cheek and smiled around at the others.

			“Morning, y’all. Been a while, Frankie.” She addressed the lanky old woman with long gray hair and sparkling green eyes.

			“Yes, it has
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