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	PREVIOUSLY. . .

	 

	RILEY

	My name is Riley Malloy. I’m a vet tech, and I understand what animals tell me, which must be why people call me a “dog whisperer.” When the clinic where I was working in my hometown abruptly closed, Toby, my five-year-old black and brown German Shepherd-Labrador Retriever mix, and I moved to Barton to live in my Grandma’s old cabin. I found a new job at a fantastic animal hospital with wonderful people, but best of all, I met Ben Carter, a cute, tall deputy sheriff with brown hair, greenish hazel eyes, and a smile that melted my heart. 

	Not that we’re competitive or anything, but I enjoy reminding Ben that I love him more. Did I mention we are married? 

	Ben’s in training with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation; our original plan was that while he was in training, Toby and I would stay with his parents, Jake and Melissa Carter; I looked forward to working with his uncle, Doc Seth, a veterinarian who specializes in farm visits, but it didn’t work out as well in real life as it did on paper. Ben was miserable being away from me five and sometimes six days a week, and I wasn’t all that crazy about it either.

	My mother-in-law’s friend, Mugsy, who owns the Big Mug Coffee Shop in Carson, found a house for us to rent only twenty minutes from Ben’s classes, and we moved two weeks ago. Ben said the house was creepy outside because of the peeling paint and overgrown yard; he wasn’t wrong, but it feels like home inside. 

	 

	BEN

	Riley is brilliant, has a remarkable talent for communicating with animals, has fiery red hair, and is the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. Her talent is a little more than dog whisperer; she talks to animals and understands what they are telling her when they respond. I know it’s a stretch to believe, but I’ve seen her in action, and it’s true. I thought she should become a veterinarian, but she is burned out by classes, loves being a vet tech, and sees no reason to change. I respect her wishes, but I do wish she’d stop being the target of murderers. 

	Mom said some people hinted to her that we rushed into marriage too quickly, but they abruptly changed the subject when Mom dared them to tell Riley. In case it comes up, I loved her first. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Ben kissed Riley as she handed him his lunch for the day. “Keep dancing, babe; I wish I’d known your grandmother.”

	 Riley leaned against his chest while he hugged her. “She would have loved you. Grandma said the best advice she could ever give me was to keep dancing, so I’d remember to study my enemies, watch for trouble, and protect myself.”

	Ben hugged her. “Still goes.”

	After he left, Riley said, “Let’s go outside, Toby, and check the yard for any downed branches after last night’s windstorm.”

	Toby trotted alongside her as she strolled around the back part of the property until he dashed into the woods after a squirrel. 

	Riley dragged small branches to a central location then took a break as she put her hands on her hips and examined her growing pile of branches. “I’m not sure if this is useful or not, but I’m outside and getting some exercise, so I guess it is.” 

	As she struggled to pull a large, downed limb away from a stand of trees, Toby yipped then barked. She rushed to see what he’d found.

	Her eyes widened at the dirt that clung to his paws and face. “Did you find an armadillo hole? I’ll bet the armadillo escaped by its back door and is long gone.”

	  Riley examined the spot where Toby had been digging. “That’s flat in the middle. Did you hit a rock?”

	She knelt in the dirt and tried to clear away enough soil to see how deep the hole was, but the rock was larger than she thought. “I need a shovel to dig around this rock, but I don’t think this is an armadillo hole; maybe you found a rodent like a woodland vole that Grandma called a field mouse.” 

	Riley hurried to the barn to see if she could find a shovel, but it was empty. 

	“I need gardening tools,” she grumbled. “I might want to plant geraniums or jalapeno peppers.”

	She returned to her struggle with the heavy limb but was interrupted when her phone rang. 

	“Are you in the middle of anything?” Seth asked.

	“Just dragging branches; it’s my excuse to be outside.”

	“Good. I heard from an old friend, Ned Halsey, who provides veterinary services for farmers and ranchers Tuesdays through Thursdays and has office hours the other two days. He’s approaching eighty but is as strong and sharp as he ever was. When he called me, he told me his partner heard that you had moved close to their office, so he checked around then asked me if you would be interested in farm visits.” 

	“You know I love farm visits, and three days a week would be ideal; I wouldn’t mind talking with him to see what we could work out.” 

	“I thought you’d say that. I gave him your number, so he could call you, but he might call you from the end of your driveway to ask if he can drop by.” Seth chuckled. “Let me know how it goes.” 

	When Riley headed toward the house, Toby trotted to join her. 

	“If I’m going to be working three days a week, I’ll have to think about meals that don’t take a lot of time. I’ll talk to Mom.”

	Riley heated a pot of water for tea, but before her tea finished steeping, her phone rang. Mugsy.

	“How are you doing, Short-stuff? You aren’t having any trouble with creepy house vibes or anything are you?”

	“Not at all; the house is homey inside; I think the rough exterior is to scare away any bad guys.” 

	“Whatever works.” Mugsy snorted. “Melissa and I thought we might come see you for lunch. Melissa’s already preparing a basket to bring, so don’t think you have to scramble to fix anything. An ambulance is transporting Ryan from the trauma center in Atlanta to the hospital in Carson this afternoon, and I’m too antsy to be nice to customers more than another hour.”

	“I’d love to see you two,” Riley said. 

	Toby yipped. 

	“Toby wants to know if Duffy, Finn, and Cookie are coming too.”

	“Cookie wants to come, but she gets carsick. As far as Duffy and Finn are concerned, it depends on whether Melissa can sneak out without them noticing.”

	After Mugsy hung up, Riley removed her tea bag from her cup and sipped her tea. “A little bitter, but it’s still warmish tea.” 

	Toby flopped down on the floor, and a few tufts of dog hair rolled away from him. She frowned at the kitchen floor then left her tea on the table while she hurried to the living room; Toby followed her. 

	“It looks fine, except I need to sweep, dust, and maybe rearrange the furniture a bit.” 

	Toby growled. 

	“I’m not anxious; I’d just like for the house to look nice, but if I do too much, Mom will notice and her feelings will be hurt because I’d be treating her like company, not family.”

	Toby snorted then returned to the kitchen and lay down next to the back door. 

	Riley pulled out her dust mop and ran it across the wood floors in the living room then took the mop outside and shook it out. Toby stayed in the yard when she went back in the house. 

	“The kitchen floor looks bad now.” Riley swept the floor and chased dust bunnies to a corner with the broom then picked them up with her hands and slowly walked to the trash can. When she opened the lid and dropped the dust balls, half of them floated to the floor instead of into the can. She exhaled, picked up the can, and kicked the fluff before she set the can on top of the errant, flyaway dog hair.

	She put away her broom and poured out her tea. I’m driving myself crazy. I’ll just peek at the bathroom then go outside and plan where I’ll plant geraniums. 

	She replaced the hand towel with a fresh one and reached for Ben’s towel he had hung on his towel rack then pulled back her hand.  “Geraniums.”

	Riley tossed the hand towel into the washer and rushed to the back door. When she went outside, she breathed in the fresh air. “I was making myself crazy.”

	Toby grinned, beelined to his hole to sniff for any new clues of the invader in his territory then wandered around the yard while Riley furrowed her brow. Maybe I’d rather have the geraniums in large pots. 

	When she heard her phone ring, Riley raced into the house and was out of breath when she answered.

	“This is Ralph Wagner; did I call at a bad time?” 

	“Not at all; I was out back picking up some limbs from the storm,” Riley said. 

	“I was contacted by a guy who was interested in buying the barn then dismantling it for building material, but then one of my customers introduced me to an investor who is interested in helping me with the house. I haven’t signed a contract yet, but I talked to the investor, and he agreed the old barn might be fine with just a little work. I talked to an old friend who offered to work on it with me on the weekends, if that won’t be too disruptive. I’d like to come by on Saturday to see how much we’d have to do, and my potential investor said he’d like to see the house too.” 

	“I agree with you, but that might be because I love barns.”

	“As far as the barn’s concerned, you wouldn’t have to be home on Saturday if you have something planned because I wouldn’t have any reason to go in the house. If Saturday isn’t convenient, let me know, and we’ll make it another time. I’d like to bring my tractor on Saturday too, so I can mow around the house; I’ll bet the weeds are worse than I remember from the rain we’ve had the past few days.” 

	“I like the natural look of the yard, but the tall weeds don’t add much,” Riley said.

	Ralph chuckled. “That’s what I was thinking too. Another fella called me and said he heard I was fixing up this old house; he told me he had a way for me to take advantage of the equity I have in the house from the updates I’ve done, so I wouldn’t have to wait until I could afford to upgrade the exterior. He made it sound like it was free money, so I’m a little skeptical. He said it was like an equity conversion loan except it was a grant with the money held in escrow, so I could withdraw funds when I needed them. Have you ever heard of a reverse mortgage? That’s what it sounded like to me,” Ralph said.

	“I always thought a reverse mortgage was a loan for retired people to access the equity they had in their home without having to move out; when they die, I think the heirs can pay off the loan balance, but they don’t have to, and the lender then sells the property. I probably have some of the details wrong because I’m not an expert at all.” 

	 “The more he talked, the more complicated it sounded to me, so I told him I wasn’t interested, but he was in a selling frame of mind and told me he’d check back with me later. I better let you go before you start thinking I’m a persistent sales guy too.” 

	“I did have a question for you. Toby was digging in the yard and came across something flat and hard, like a rock.”

	“Really? I’d heard the property had a koi pond on it somewhere, but no one seemed to know where it was, and I couldn’t find it, so I decided it must have just been another story to add to the mystique of an old house. Are you interested in raising koi? I could dig it out for you and have it tested to see if it still holds water.” 

	“Oh, no. I can just see Toby jumping into the pond with his koi friends then coming into the house.”

	Ralph chuckled. “You have a point there. Let me know if you change your mind.” 

	After he disconnected, Riley called Claire, her closest friend and confidante and the office manager at Doc Julie Rae’s clinic. 

	Claire answered on the first ring. “Are you okay? Did you shoot somebody? I’ll be your alibi and swear you were with me the entire time.”

	Riley smiled. “I needed a breath of fresh air, and you never fail me. What’s going on there?”

	“Zach still hasn’t proposed. We’re thinking about disinheriting him and finding Kayla a new boyfriend. How’s the new house? Do you have a job yet? I knew you wouldn’t last a month without finding the perfect vet tech position for you. What is it? Farm visits?” 

	“You’re good. How did you know?” 

	“Doc Julie Rae keeps her veterinarian radar on at all times. She knows the vet who works with Doc Halsey, and he told her Doc Halsey was going to talk to you. Doc Julie Rae said Doc Halsey is highly respected in the veterinary field and loves to teach, so tell me about the house.” 

	“The exterior paint is peeling, and the yard is overgrown with weeds…”

	Claire interrupted. “And you love it, don’t you?”

	“I do; it’s homey inside and the outside is like an old-time southern belle who pines for the long-lost love from her youth.”

	“I’m fanning my face with a folder and pretending to clutch my pearls in sympathy with your house. How does Ben like it?”

	“We could be living in a tent on the property, and Ben would be perfectly happy because he has only a twenty-minute drive home at the end of the day.”

	“Thad and I had a bet that Ben wouldn’t last the entire sixteen weeks being so far away from you, but we had to declare a tie because we forgot who said what, just like we always do. Now, tell me why you called me.” 

	“Ben’s mother is coming here for lunch, and this is the first time she’s been here. What if she hates the house?” 

	“You collapse into soul-searing sobs, clutch your bosom since you don’t have any pearls, and come back to Barton until Ben finds a new mother. You can live with Zach and Kayla.”  

	“Clutch my bosom?” Riley snorted. “Your plan makes as much sense as my panic over Ben’s mother coming here.”

	“Thank you,” Claire said. “Happy to help.”

	After they hung up, Riley smiled. I can always count on Claire to set me straight.

	Riley’s phone buzzed a text. 

	Mugsy: “We’re five minutes away.”

	Riley hurried to the front porch and listened. When a car turned from the road to the driveway, she grinned. Almost here.

	Melissa parked, and Riley ran out to greet them.

	“Oh my gosh, I love your house, Riley.” Melissa hugged her while Mugsy groaned as she lifted out a large box from the back seat. 

	“I’ll carry that,” Melissa said. 

	“I’ve got it,” Mugsy said. “Open the door, Short-stuff, and I’ll set what Melissa called a little nosh on your kitchen table.” 

	After Mugsy set the heavy box on the table, Melissa pulled out plastic containers and handed them to Riley. “All the meals are four portions, so you can have leftovers for your next meal; these two containers of chicken noodle casserole go into the freezer. This is Greek chicken pasta; put it in the refrigerator and warm up half of it tonight and the rest tomorrow night.”

	When Riley put the last container in the freezer, she said, “I hope this is it because the freezer is full.”

	“Here’s a list of what you have in the freezer, and I’ll send you the recipes for everything later this week.” Melissa pulled out a folded sheet of paper from her purse then smoothed it out on the table. 

	Mugsy snorted. “You’re lucky I was driving because she wanted to stop and pick up a gallon of ice cream.”

	“I have sandwiches for lunch.” Melissa sniffed at Mugsy then handed a large lunch bag to Riley. “We made sure we’d have time for a house tour and lunch before we have to leave, but we need to talk first. Let’s sit.”

	After they sat at the kitchen table, Mugsy said, “We stopped for gas in town and heard very disturbing news.”

	“A farmer near a town south of here has been struggling with his debt, and evidently was approved for a loan or grant, the details weren’t clear, but something must have gone wrong because he sent his wife and children to visit her parents who live in Alabama. A week later, in the middle of the night, he took a neighbor’s boat and rowed out to the deepest part of the lake.” Melissa bit her lip. 

	“They found him at the bottom of the lake with an anchor tied to his legs,” Mugsy said. “I guess a lot of farms in this area are having financial difficulty, and everyone at the gas station was shaken by the news.” 

	“That is terrible. I feel so sorry for his wife and children,” Riley said.

	Melissa nodded then cleared her throat. “We wanted to tell you before you overheard people talking in town.” 

	As they strolled through the house, Melissa said, “The wooden floors are beautiful; the owner has put a lot of work into the house, hasn’t he?”

	“It’s not all cosmetic, though,” Mugsy said. “My friend told me Ralph updated the electrical and plumbing systems to bring them up to code.”

	When they went upstairs, Melissa peered into two bedrooms. “I’d be tempted to tell him to leave the upstairs alone because there is so much old charm in these bedrooms.”

	“I told him I loved them the way they are, so he’s not going to touch them while we’re here.”

	“Good because I want the bedroom next to the upstairs bathroom as our guest room when we come to visit. We’ll bring a bed,” Melissa said.

	“Jake and Ben will have a fit if you try to furnish all the bedrooms because they’ll have to lug the furniture upstairs then back down four months later,” Mugsy said.

	“You’re right; I’ll have to rein in my decorator side.” Melissa’s eyes crinkled as she smiled. “Does this mean I should cancel my trip tomorrow to the antique store?”

	Riley giggled as Mugsy groaned. “You’re incorrigible.”

	When they went to the backyard, Toby rose from his sunbeam spot in the kitchen to follow them. 

	“You have a decent pile of branches and limbs for a bonfire,” Melissa said. 

	“I started with clearing the backyard then decided it was a great excuse to be outside and moved to clearing the woods,” Riley said. 

	“I’m starving,” Mugsy said. 

	While they ate lunch, Riley told them what she knew about Doc Halsey. “I haven’t talked to him yet, but I talked to Claire earlier, and she told me that Doc Julie Rae said Doc Halsey is highly regarded by other veterinarians, and he loves to teach.” 

	“That’s good; I’ll check with Seth to see what he thinks,” Melissa said. 

	After they ate, the three of them strolled around the house to the front porch while Toby trailed along. 

	“It’s so peaceful here, Short-stuff; I’m sorry we can’t stay longer. We’ll wear out our welcome next time.” 

	Melissa smiled. “Absolutely.”

	Riley and Toby stayed on the porch and waved until Mugsy’s car disappeared down the lane. 

	“The visit was too short, wasn’t it?” Riley scratched Toby’s ears, and he moaned.

	“I’ll remind Mom to bring Duffy and Finn next time. I talked to Ralph, and that rock you found buried in the backyard is actually part of a fish pond.”

	Toby whined. 

	“No, we’re not going to have a pond in the back yard.” 

	Toby hung his head and returned to the porch then flopped down with his back to Riley.

	While she pulled more branches to her burn pile, her phone rang.

	“This is Ned Halsey; is this Riley Carter?” a man asked.

	“Sure is, Doc Halsey; Doc Seth told me you’d be calling.”

	“Good; then you know I’m looking for a vet tech like you to help me with farm visits on Tuesday through Thursday every week. My last appointment in the office is at three today; I’ll pick up my wife, and we’ll come see you around five. Will that work for you?” 

	“That’s perfect. My husband may be home about that time, and I know he’d be interested in meeting you too.”

	“I met Seth’s nephew one time, but that was ten or fifteen years ago. I look forward to seeing both of you.”

	After Doc Halsey hung up, Riley sent Ben a text. “Quick question but not urgent. What’s your schedule this evening?”

	Ben replied. “Home by five thirty.”

	Riley smiled. Perfect. “See you then.”  

	“Ben will be home early today, Toby.” 

	Toby wagged his tail and waited for Riley on the porch.

	When they went into the house, Riley said, “I’ll make a big pitcher of sweet tea. Should I make something for a snack? Grandma and I made crackers one time, and it wasn’t that hard. I could make crackers real quick and see if I have some cream cheese I could spread on the crackers; maybe Mom snuck some smoked summer sausage into the refrigerator when I wasn’t looking. I could…”

	Toby interrupted her with a howl. 

	“Fine; just sweet tea,” Riley grumbled. “After I put it in the refrigerator, I’ll read a book.”

	Riley woke when Toby nudged her elbow. 

	She stretched then spotted her book that had dropped to the floor. “I guess I needed a nap.” 

	As she picked up the book, Toby quietly woofed. “Somebody’s here?”

	She and Toby hurried to the front porch as an old white pickup rolled to a stop then parked near the barn. Doc Halsey, a spry man with thinning, gray hair, hopped out and assisted a woman out of the passenger’s side of the truck. 

	Riley returned their waves as they strolled together to join her and Toby on the porch. Toby sat patiently next to Riley; she smiled at his furiously wagging tail that sent the dust on the porch flying. Both of us are excited about meeting new people. 

	When they reached the porch, Doc Halsey said, “Riley, this is my wife, Lizzie.”

	“It’s so nice to meet another shorty.” Lizzie, who had silver streaks in her brown hair and was curvy just like Riley, beamed as she held Riley’s outstretched hand with two hands. 

	“Come inside,” Riley said. 

	Lizzie glanced around the living room. “Ralph has done a great job on this old house, hasn’t he?”

	“I love it; I’m kind of hoping he leaves the exterior alone, though.”

	“I agree completely; it definitely gives the house a sense of character, doesn’t it?”

	“Would you like some sweet tea?” Riley asked. 

	“I’m fine,” Lizzie said. “I heard this old house has a back porch.”

	Riley led the way through the kitchen to the back.

	“That was Lizzie’s sneaky way to see the kitchen too.” Doc Halsey chuckled. 

	When they sat on the back porch, Lizzie said, “This is nice. You two can talk business now; I’ve finished my home inspection, and it’s lovely.”

	“I heard you have a way with animals,” Doc Halsey said. “Tell me a little bit about yourself.”

	Riley told him about her first job as a vet tech then moving to Barton with Toby. She talked about different cases and going to Lindsey’s horse farm with Doc Julie Rae. 

	“That Julie Rae is a crackerjack vet, isn’t she? Some of her classmates thought she was crazy to open her business in a small town in south Georgia because she could have opened one of those boutique practices in Atlanta and raked in a lot more money with minimal effort, but all us old country vets understood why she did: her boys will grow up surrounded by nature not concrete.”  

	Lizzie stroked Toby’s face while Doc Halsey talked about his practice. 

	“You carry, right?” Doc Halsey asked. “I keep my deer rifle and my concealed with me at all times, and I know Seth does the same.”

	Riley nodded then smiled when Lizzie said, “Of course she carries; she’s a country girl.”

	Toby yipped then jumped off the porch and headed to the front of the house. 

	“Ben’s home,” Riley said. “I’ll bring him out here.”

	Riley hurried through the house and met Ben at the front door. 

	He hugged her. “Who’s our company?”

	“Doc Ned and Lizzie Halsey; they’re out back on the porch. He’s looking for a vet tech to help him with his farm visits three days a week.”

	Ben chuckled as they headed through the house toward the back. “Word gets around fast, doesn’t it? I think I met Doc Halsey a long time ago.”

	“Ben Carter,” Doc Halsey said when Riley and Ben came outside, “you look just the same as the last time I saw you, except just a little taller.” 

	As the two men shook hands, Ben said, “You haven’t changed a bit, Doc. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Halsey.”

	“Please call me Lizzie, Ben. Your wife is delightful; I’m so happy for both of you.” 

	“Riley and I were just finishing up our chat,” Doc Halsey said. “Riley, can you start tomorrow, or do you need a little time to think about it?”

	Riley smiled when Ben chuckled. “Ben knows I’m ready to work; tomorrow is great.”

	“I can pick you up or meet you at the office; we’ll use my old truck to visit the farms. I heard Toby went to work with you at Julie Rae’s; do you suppose he’d like to hang out with the office staff?”

	“What do you think, Toby?” Riley asked. 

	Toby grinned, and Lizzie laughed. “I’ve never been accused of being a dog whisperer like they say you are, Riley, but I feel comfortable saying that Toby loves the idea.” 

	“Is eight too early for us to meet at the office?” Doc Halsey asked. 

	“Not at all,” Riley said. 

	“Pack a lunch because we’re not always close to anywhere to pick up a bite to eat.” Doc Halsey rose from his chair and helped Lizzie to her feet. 

	“Do you think Riley and Ben would be interested in the meeting this evening?” Lizzie asked as the four of them walked around the house, and Toby stayed behind.

	“I didn’t think of that,” Doc said. “Riley, I realize it’s short notice, but Lizzie and I are going to a meeting this evening at seven thirty at the Baptist church in town. There’s a presentation for farmers that’s sponsored by several of the farm organizations. It would be a good opportunity for you to meet some of our clients.”

	Riley glanced at Ben, and he gave a slight nod. 

	“We could do that,” Riley said. 

	“We’ll save you seats next to us,” Lizzie said. “I like to sit near the back.”

	Doc helped her into the truck. “We arrive early whenever we attend any functions because Lizzie likes having her escape route in case she gets bored, which is fairly often.” 

	After the Halseys left, and they strolled to the house, Ben asked, “How was your day?”

	 “Mom and Mugsy dropped by for lunch. Ryan was supposed to be transferred to the hospital in Carson, so Mom rode with Mugsy to Atlanta. He’ll travel by ambulance, and I think they’ll follow the ambulance. I didn’t understand why Mugsy wanted to go to Atlanta instead of waiting in Carson for him, but our bonus was that Mom filled our refrigerator and freezer.”

	“I’m not a bit surprised; I’ve been wondering how Mom was going to find a way to bring us meals,” Ben said. 

	Riley furrowed her brow. “Do you suppose going to Atlanta was their cover story, and they returned to Carson from here?”

	Ben snorted. “I wouldn’t put it past Mom at all.”

	Riley chuckled. “Mugsy would be happy to have a way to do something for the day besides stew about Ryan, and she’d love a good conspiracy.”

	“Neither one of them will ever admit to it, will they?” 

	Riley shook her head. “We’re having Greek chicken pasta for dinner tonight and tomorrow night. Mom packed four portions of a meal in each container, so we can have leftovers the second day. Mom promised to send the recipes later this week.” Riley opened the refrigerator and pulled out the container with the Greek chicken pasta. 

	“Do I have time for a quick shower?” Ben asked. 

	“Go right ahead.” 

	While the pasta dish warmed, Riley fed Toby, set the table, and poured sweet tea. 

	“Supper smells great,” Ben called out while he dressed. 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	When Ben came into the kitchen, he picked up his glass of sweet tea and downed half of it. “I was dry because I didn’t slow down long enough to refill my water bottle. I need to remember to hydrate better than I did today.” 

	He refilled his glass then talked about the class and the upcoming field work while Riley dished up their servings. 

	After they ate, Ben said, “I’ll do the dishes if you’ll put away the leftovers.”

	When the dishwasher was loaded, Riley said, “Come see my burn pile.”

	As they stood with their arms around each other and admired the huge mound of branches, Ben asked, “You did all this today?” 

	“It was a good excuse to be outside, and I enjoyed the exercise,” Riley said.  

	Ben rolled his eyes. “I’m glad you’ll be working with Doc Halsey, so I don’t have to worry about you taking a chain saw to the woods. Uncle Seth and I used to visit Doc Halsey when Uncle Seth had a particularly complex problem he wanted to discuss. Mom didn’t understand why Uncle Seth didn’t just pick up the phone and call Doc Halsey, but Dad told me she always gave Uncle Seth two or three jars of her jam for the Halseys. Mrs. Halsey was a nurse and didn’t have time to can in those days. I remember how happy Doc Halsey was to get his favorite jam. I always thought Uncle Seth was paying for Doc Halsey’s time with jam.”

	After they went inside, Riley asked, “Don’t you have homework?”

	“I worked on it during lunch; I could finish it after we return home from the meeting, but maybe it would be better if I finish it up before we leave.”

	“Good; otherwise, I’d worry the entire time and keep asking you if we needed to use Miz Lizzie’s escape route.” 

	Ben opened his laptop and focused on his homework while Riley made their lunches for the next day then hurried to their bedroom and packed a backpack with what she’d need in the field.  

	As she carried her work backpack into the living room, Ben grinned then snapped his laptop closed. 

	“I’m done; what have you been doing?” he asked.

	“Our lunches are in the refrigerator, and I packed a farm visit backpack with your old butcher’s apron, my rain gear, and a change of clothes.” 

	“What about a warm coat and extra ammo?”

	“I included extra ammo; be right back.” Riley returned with her heavy coat and dropped it on top of the backpack. “Done.” 

	Ben stared at his laptop. “I might want to take notes.”

	“Why don’t I take a notepad and take notes?”

	“That’s a much better idea; I got stuck in my student lane, but people might get the impression that I’m surfing the internet if I’m on my laptop. Do we have a second notepad for me?” 

	“I’m sure we do; we can write notes during the meeting.” Riley checked their closet and returned with a notepad in a black portfolio. 

	“This is nice; why don’t you take it?”

	“It goes with your student-self. According to Miz Lizzie, I’m a country girl; I wouldn’t have any use for a fancy folder.” 

	As they headed toward the door, Riley said, “We won’t be gone long.” 

	Toby padded to the kitchen, flopped down near the stove, and closed his eyes. 

	On their way into town, Riley asked, “Do you know where the Baptist church is?”

	“No, but I know how to find it; we’ll follow the pickups.”

	After Ben parked his truck next to another truck, they strolled into the church and were greeted by a low rumble of voices at the end of a hall to their right. 

	“I know where the meeting is,” Riley whispered. 

	“Now you’re catching on, babe.” Ben winked. 

	When they went into the large meeting room, Lizzie motioned to them from the back row near the exit door.

	“I’m glad to see you,” Lizzie said when they joined her. “Ned’s up front talking to a couple of farmers. He’d like to introduce you two around. Put your notebooks on your seats, and I’ll put my purse on Ned’s seat.”

	As they headed toward the front, Doc Halsey met them halfway. “I have some people for you to meet, but no one expects you to remember names.” 

	After Ned introduced them to the farmers in the small group, the men’s wives joined them to meet Riley and Ben. 

	“We didn’t want to mob you right away…” one of the women said. 

	Another woman continued, “…which is why we’re mobbing you now.” 

	Her husband stared at her then chuckled when another woman elbowed her and snickered.

	A woman introduced herself and invited Riley to visit her anytime then carefully explained how to get to her farm, complete with the instructions to turn left at the white house with the red barn. Riley blinked then covered her face with her forearm as she faked a cough to keep from laughing. 

	Ben put his arm around her. “We might want to take our seats and get settled, babe,” Ben said.

	Riley nodded. As they headed toward Lizzie, he whispered, “What was so funny?”

	“When I moved to Barton, Aunt Millie told me that the driveway to Grandma’s cabin was right after a white house with a red barn, and I spent almost the entire afternoon driving all over two counties trying to find the right white house with a red barn.”

	Ben chuckled. “I’d forgotten all about that, and I’m glad I did because I’m not certain I could have been as restrained as you were.”

	Before they reached Lizzie and their seats, Ben peered at the entrance. “The sheriff just came in, and I’d like to talk to him. I won’t be long.” 

	After Riley sat next to her, Lizzie said, “It seems to me the whole town is here, not just the farmers. I had heard the farm organizations were sponsoring it, but one of my friends who is on the board of directors of one of them told me that the farm organizations weren’t invited to attend and aren’t sponsoring it at all, so it’s not quite as well-supported as we all originally thought.” 

	 As more people poured into the room, everyone spoke louder to be heard over others. A woman carried in a large tray of cookies and placed them on a table that stood against the back wall; another woman behind her rolled a utility cart with a large coffee pot, cups, and packets of sweetener on it and placed it next to the table.

	 The excitement in the conversations and the noise level grew as people lined up for coffee and cookies. 

	Lizzie leaned closer to Riley. “I wondered if there were going to be refreshments. Do you care for any coffee?”         

	“No, thank you.” 

	“I’m in awe of those people who can drink coffee in the evening; I’d be awake all night if I tried that.”  

	When a man in a dark gray suit and two men in jeans and long-sleeved plaid Western shirts came into the room, Riley said, “I think the presenters are here.”

	Lizzie glanced at the men. “That one definitely has the banker look, doesn’t he? They’re obviously not from around here because I don’t think there are many local men who own suits, including our local banker, and those that do probably can’t fit into them anymore, and those Western shirts are straight off the rack because they’ve never been washed.” 

	“You can tell their clothes haven’t been washed just by looking at them?” Riley squinted at the men.

	“Well, I cheated. That one guy still has one of those clear, long stickers with XLs running down the front right side of his shirt. See it?”

	Riley raised her eyebrows. “I do now that you’ve pointed it out.” 

	A woman in her early thirties with pale skin, hazel eyes, tattoos on her neck and arms, and dark-brown, purple and green-streaked hair sat in front of them then turned sideways in her seat. “Hi, Riley, I’m Hope, but you can call me Toby’s best friend. I’m Doc Ned’s office manager, and Doc told me Toby will spend the day with me. I’m excited because I’ll finally have someone to walk with me at lunchtime. Does he walk with a leash or without?” 

	“Without; if you want him to carry his leash for appearances, he’d love to show off.” 

	“Ooo, he sounds like my kind of guy. My friend’s sitting close to the front, but I wanted to say hello before the program starts; see you tomorrow.”

	After Hope left, Lizzie chuckled. “Hope loves animals; she told me once that she can’t believe she spends her days bossing people around and doting on dogs and cats and is paid money to do what she loves.”

	The three men strode to the front of the room and sat at the table, facing the crowd. As people noticed them, more people drifted to seats and the level of noise slightly decreased. 

	Riley shifted to have a better view of the men at the table, and Ben sat next to her. One of the men in jeans made his way to the podium and clutched it with both hands before he leaned close to the microphone and spoke, but the microphone screeched from the feedback. He backed away from the microphone and swallowed hard as he stared at the man in the suit. 

	“Can you fix it?” The man in the suit spoke in a loud voice to the young audio tech who sat at a table behind Riley’s row.

	“Working on it, bud,” the audio tech mumbled. 

	“Try it now, sir, but not so close,” she called out. 

	The man near the podium exhaled, then he approached the microphone. “Let’s try this again.”

	Everyone applauded, and the man’s face reddened. 

	“Good evening,” he said. 

	“Good evening.” Almost everyone in the room automatically responded, and the man’s face paled. 

	“Definitely not a public speaker,” Lizzie said. 

	He pulled out a sheet of paper from his back pocket and unfolded it then stared at it so long that chairs creaked as people shifted in their seats. 

	He cleared his throat then quickly read aloud in a monotone. “We’ll start the evening off with a prayer. Lord, lead your people to do what is right. Amen.”

	“Amen,” a few in the audience responded.

	Lizzie whispered, “Very odd and two big mistakes: he didn’t give the men in the room enough time to remove their ball caps before the prayer, and he should have asked the Baptist minister to pray for the meeting.” 

	Riley nodded and glanced at Ben who frowned at the speaker.

	When the man at the microphone exhaled, the microphone amplified his breath to mimic the whoosh of a gust of wind. Riley glanced back at the audio tech who rolled her eyes. 

	“I’m not a public speaker…” 

	Lizzie elbowed Riley, and a few men and women chuckled. 

	When he glanced up at the audience, the man forced a smile. 

	Painful to watch this. 

	“I’m John, and I’ve been a farmer my entire life.” He followed the words with his finger as he read. “I always knew I’d die happy working in my cotton field.” He cleared his throat. “Until last year when the bank threatened to foreclose on my farm and take away all my machinery. My farm has been in the family for generations. Mr. Clausen, here…” John turned toward the front table and motioned; the man in the suit nodded. 

	John furrowed his brow then ran his finger down the sheet until he found the place where he had paused. “Mr. Clausen came to our church and told us he could help us pay off our loans, so we weren’t obli…um…” He bit his lip then improvised. “bound to the bank no more.”

	Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead as he stared at the paper, then he abruptly said, “Mr. Clausen.” 

	He hurried to his seat at the front table. 

	The room was quiet until Mr. Clausen began applauding, and the people near the front joined in. Riley glanced at Ben, and he shrugged.

	Mr. Clausen continued applauding as he approached the podium. He smiled and nodded at the audience before he turned to the table. “Thank you, John. We all appreciated hearing your first-hand experience; I’m certain it’s still painful for you to discuss.” 

	John stared at his hands on the table. 

	Mr. Clausen gazed at the first row. “Pastor, we appreciate the use of your fine building for our meeting, and we particularly enjoyed the surprise of delicious refreshments provided by the best cooks in the state. Thank you so much for your kind hospitality.”

	Pastor rose from his seat in the first row. “It’s our honor to serve the people of our county.” 

	Ben leaned close to Riley. “Quite the contrast, isn’t it?”

	She nodded. Seems overly contrived to me. 

	After Pastor resumed his seat, Mr. Clausen’s smile disappeared, and his face became solemn as he slowly scanned the room before he spoke. 

	“Two years ago, my brother was in the same situation that John just described for you, but my brother was fragile and didn’t survive the stress of losing his farm. I vowed at his funeral in front of his young, grieving widow and my three young, fatherless nephews that I would make it my life’s calling to never see another man suffer from that desperate situation of fear for his family’s future like my brother did.”

	Mr. Clausen paused then wiped near the outer corner of one   eye with two fingers before he cleared his throat. “Sorry; it’s still painful.”

	He shook his head then continued, “I gathered my closest friends, and we talked to the smartest people we knew who cared about keeping farmers in business. With their help, we created a foundation and developed a simplified process that didn’t rely on the government.”

	He paused and smiled as a few men murmured their assent and nodded. 

	His voice rose in emphasis. “Our goal is to help farmers tap into their equity that has been lying fallow for so many years to pay off the large, institutional banks and to remove that crushing stress that no man should bear. We’re calling the program Step Up because you are stepping up to reclaim what is rightfully yours.”

	Riley raised her eyebrows as the sound of the affirmative murmurs and the number of nodding heads increased. 

	“My good friend and associate, Jim; stand up, Jim.”

	The third man at the table rose, smiled, and waved then remained standing.

	“Give Jim your name, address, and phone number if you would like to hear more about Step Up and the possibilities the program has for you. We’ll stay here this evening as late as Pastor allows to answer questions and to chat with you.”

	“Take all the time you need,” Pastor said. 

	“Thank you, Pastor. John has my business cards; please take one and call me anytime you have a question. Thank you for coming tonight, and thank you for your kind attention. God bless.”

	Mr. Clausen beamed and turned off the microphone, and the applause was deafening. As men and women filed to the front of the room, a few men and women gathered separately in small groups. 

	“I want to pick up a business card,” Ned said. 

	“I’ll go with you.” Ben rose from his seat and strolled with Ned to the front.

	After John gave Ned a card, Ben shook John’s hand and asked John a question; John set the stack of business cards on the table, and his face relaxed as the two of them moved away from the table for a conversation. 

	“Your husband must be a most talented interrogator. Did you see how quickly he put John at ease? He’ll be a great GBI agent,” Lizzie said. 

	When Riley side-glanced Lizzie in surprise, Lizzie smiled. “Noticing details was a valuable skill in my career as a nurse, and since I’ve retired, I’ve found watching people is actually very entertaining sometimes. Ned told me you’re a dog whisperer; I think your Ben is a people whisperer. Try looking at the individuals up front instead of seeing the group.” 

	Riley exhaled then concentrated on examining each person in the group that surrounded Mr. Clausen. “I didn’t notice the sheriff until now. He’s standing partially removed from the group and is closely observing Mr. Clausen and listening carefully to the conversations.” 

	“Fascinating, isn’t it? Do you think Ben and our sheriff are conspiring to work together?” Lizzie asked.

	“Just like you and me?” Riley giggled. 

	A woman strolled to their aisle of chairs and stood next to Lizzie.  “Excuse me for butting in, Riley, I’m Madge. Everybody knows your name, and we’re all excited that you’ll be working with Ned. What did you think, Lizzie? My husband is seriously considering the offer. He signed up for more information; after all, like Jim said, it doesn’t cost us anything to learn more about the program, and our farm has been in my family for over fifty years.” 

	“What would you do with the money?” Lizzie asked. “You don’t owe anything on the farm, do you?”

	“No, but we’d like to have the equipment to
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