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July, New York City

Jackie Stone narrowed her eyes to read the sign on the door of Chuck’s Wagon, the steakhouse where she worked as a manager.

SEIZED!

Big black letters on a bright orange piece of paper plastered on the inside of the glass door shouted out. A huge padlock secured the knob and prevented entry. Puzzled, Jackie tugged on it anyway. The door rattled but stayed shut. She shook her head. How stupid. Like the padlock is gonna fall off because you pull on it?

She whipped out her cell phone and dialed her boss, Chuck Gregory.

“Hey, Chuck. What’s going on? The door’s padlocked. There’s a sign saying ‘seized’ in the window. What the hell?”

“Tax man cut us off.”

“What do you mean, the tax man cut us off?”

“I’m a little behind in taxes. So, they took the restaurant.”

“A little behind?” She paced up and down on the sidewalk in front of the big plate glass windows of the empty eatery.

“Okay. Maybe a lot behind.”

“Chuck. You lost the restaurant?” She stopped, her mouth fell open.

“Yeah, so I’m going out west. Sindara’s got a house in Montana. I figure I’ll find a place out there and open another steakhouse.”

“You’re going where?” She fished a bottle of water from her purse.

“Montana. Is there something wrong with your hearing, Jackie?”

“Nothing wrong with my hearing. Just my choice of boyfriends.”

“You and I were never serious.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. How could you let this happen? I told you to put money in a separate account. And then when tax time came around, you’d have it.”

“Yeah, well, Sindara wanted to buy a house. She needed the down payment.”

“You gave your tax money to your other girlfriend?” She shielded her eyes from the sun with her hand.

“It was a good move because now I have a place to go.”

“What about me? And our staff? Have you told anyone else?” The sun beat down on the back of her neck.

“Nope. They’ll find out soon enough. Like you did.”

“I can’t believe this.” She resumed pacing.

“Believe it. Have a good life, Jackie. I’m changing my number, so don’t try to get in touch with me.”

“What about my stuff?” She guzzled water.

“What stuff?”

“Change of clothes, some baking stuff.”

“Sorry. Everything in there belongs to the tax man now. Gotta go. Good luck.”

Her phone went dead. Screwing her face up, her hand drew back as if to throw the phone but stopped. Hell, it was her phone. She’d have to pay to replace it. Pay. Pay with what? She didn’t have any income, as of like ten minutes ago.

She sank down on a nearby stoop. Tears burst forth. Chuck—what a dirty, lowdown bastard. Two-timing her and squandering the restaurant’s money. Leaving her with nothing. Branded a failure. Thirty years old and no job, a small savings account, and no place to go.

Opening her phone again, she scrolled through her contacts. When her father’s name came up, she hesitated for a moment before pressing the button.

“Jackie?” The familiar gruff voice set her on edge.

“Hi, Dad.”

“What’s up? Aren’t you working today?”

“That’s what I’m calling about.”

“Oh?” She could hear her father raise his eyebrows.

“Yeah. See, uh, Chuck...kinda didn’t pay his taxes.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

Silence.

“So the feds shut him down, right?”

Jackie closed her eyes and took a deep breath, preparing herself for the giant “I told you so.”

“Yeah.” Her voice was almost a whisper. She drew her knees up and rested her forearms on them.

“So you’re out of a job?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, then...”

“Aren’t you gonna say it?” Her head bowed.

In a soft tone she’d not heard since she was six, he said, “I’m not gonna say it. Why don’t you come home for a while? You could use a break.”

“Come home?”

“Yeah. I’ll fire up the grill. I’ve got some chops in the freezer.”

“Really?” She sat up straight.

“Sure. You work plenty hard. Take a couple of weeks off. Come out here. We’ll put our heads together and come up with something.”

“Really?”

“Are you hard of hearing or something, Jackie?”

She laughed. “Chuck asked me the same thing.”

“I hope that scoundrel is out of your life now.”

“Oh, he is. Count on it. We’re so done.”

“Every cloud has a silver lining. Hold on a sec.”

Jackie grinned. Could it be true old Cecil Stone would actually come through for her? And without a lecture? Maybe the lecture was yet to come? She’d deal with it.

“Okay. I’m back. The schedule says there’s a three thirty train. Can you be ready in time?”

“I can.”

“Good. I’ll pick you up at the station.”

Her tears returned. “Thanks, Dad. You’re the best. I didn’t think. I just—”

“Oh, hush. That’s what dads are for, see you at four fifteen.” He ended the conversation.

* * * *
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JACKIE SHARED A TWO bedroom with a female graduate student near Columbia University. Jackie’s share of the rent was twelve hundred dollars a month. After dragging herself to her apartment, she dug out her bank statement from her top drawer and checked her savings account balance. A paltry eight grand. Savings gathered over eight years of working—mostly at restaurants.

She couldn’t afford to pay for more than five months without savaging her account. What about food? She dumped a couple of ice cubes in a glass and added water. Plopping down by the window, her mind drifted.

Where would she go? What would she do? Did her father expect her to move back in with him like she was a kid or something? He was seventy and a widower. She figured he had hot-and-cold running widows and divorcees stopping by with casseroles twenty-four seven.

He didn’t need her stepping on his freedom. She could crash in his roomy house in Rye while she figured out her next move. Images of Chuck being burned at the stake flitted through her mind. The snake, the rat, double-dealer—sleeping with two women at the same time. She bet Sindara didn’t know he was messing around with Jackie.

Tempted to tell her and ruin his next move, she bit her lip. She didn’t even know Sindara’s last name. Thus ended the perfect revenge plot. Cecil had hated Chuck on sight. He had some choice words for the man and constantly reminded Jackie she could do better.

It stung to admit he was right. Now a man was the last thing on her list. Maybe getting her life back on track and getting a job should come first? She checked her watch. Almost one. Stephanie, her roommate, would be finishing up her class in five minutes. Jackie needed to tell her she was moving out. Moving to where, she had no idea, however, getting out from under the rent obligation was step one.

Fortunately, Stephanie had been hinting about having her boyfriend move in. Thank God she wouldn’t be leaving Steph in the lurch. Guess the timing might work out.

She picked up her phone and dialed.

“Steph? Hi, yeah, it’s me. Guess what? You know the idea you’ve been talking about...having Ryan move in? Well, I have good news for you.”

Sitting on the three thirty train to Rye, Jackie had slung her enormous duffle bag up on the seat next to her and dumped her backpack on top of it. Yep, she was taking up three seats with her luggage and her butt—too bad. Sure, she hated it when other people did it, but today, she didn’t give a damn. Her whole life had collapsed around her. She simply didn’t have the energy to be nice and unselfish. If someone didn’t like it, they could toss her off the train.

A couple of people shot her nasty looks as they shuffled by. She shot them right back. A woman, with no job, no apartment, who’d been screwed over by her boyfriend, and had to move back in with her father had a right to tell the world to fuck off, didn’t she?

Jackie stared out the window at the familiar sights of leafy trees, manicured lawns, and lovely, neat houses tucked into pristine, dead-end streets in quaint little Westchester towns. She’d grown up in Rye in the home Cecil still occupied. The sleepy bedroom community had the aura of a small town. She’d escaped to college a couple hundred miles away at Kensington State University then found her way to the big city.

Going home at thirty—a failure or for a visit? She could probably get another job as a manager, but did she want it? No. Tired of dancing to the tune of stupid owners, like Chuck, she wanted her own place. She wanted to run things, be in charge, face the challenge.

Right. With what money? Opening a restaurant or bar in New York City would cost a fortune. Even Cecil didn’t have that kind of money, did he? She sighed. Out of ideas herself, she prayed her father would have something in mind. He usually did when it came to running her life.

The conductor poked his head in the car and shouted, “Rye! Next stop, Rye!”

Jackie stood up, grabbed her luggage, and struggled to drag it to the door. When the train stopped, she looked up. There was Cecil, smiling. Tears stung, blurring her vision. She kicked the damn bag out the door and slung the backpack over her shoulder.

“Jackie. Honey.” He yanked the bag up from the platform and opened his arms. She fell into his embrace as tears broke through.

* * * *
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JACKIE SAT BACK IN the comfort of the rich leather seats of her father’s BMW. For forty years, Cecil Stone had been a successful divorce lawyer for the rich and famous. Now retired, he tinkered with his investments and tended a vegetable garden.

Once at the house, Jackie took over, the way she had after her mother died. While Cecil settled himself at the kitchen table, she put the kettle on for tea.

“So what are your plans? A new job?”

Jackie avoided his keen gaze. “Nah. I’m tired of slaving away for other people and making peanuts.” She took out a carton of milk from the refrigerator.

“Oh? I didn’t know you had the entrepreneurial spirit.”

She took down two mugs and faced him. “Lipton, Earl Grey, or Vanilla Chai?”

“Earl Grey. Answer my question.”

“I want to own something.” She put a tea bag in each mug.

“And what will you use for money?”

“Bank loan?” When the kettle gave out a sharp whistle, Jackie turned off the flame and poured the water into the mugs.

The guffaw from her father turned her stomach sour. Was this going to be more than an “I told you so” meeting? Was it going to involve groveling and feeling stupid too?

“I shouldn’t have come here. This was a bad idea,” she mumbled, thinking out loud, then added sugar and milk to the brewing beverage.

“No, no. It was a good idea. The best. You’ve come to the right place. I’ve been wondering when you were going to get your head out of your ass and realize you have the balls to run your own joint.”

“Really?” She brought her eyes to his.

“You know I’m not into flattery. Never have been. However, I’ve watched you take over restaurants losing money and turn them around. You know the business. You’re smart, and you’re not afraid to work hard. You’ve got the makings of success.”

“I had no idea you noticed.”

He stirred milk into his tea and took a sip. “I notice everything and keep my mouth shut until the time is right.”

“And the time is right now?”

“I think I have some of Dora Johnson’s oatmeal cookies somewhere.” Cecil stood up.

“I’ll get ’em.” Jackie put her hand on her father’s shoulder then poked around in the cabinets. She found a metal tin with Christmas trees on it and brought it out. “This it?”

“Yep. She makes the best cookies.”

“Are you dating her, Dad?” Jackie put the tin on the table.

“Me, dating? Is that a joke?” He opened the tin.

“Maybe you should be dating.”

“They broke the mold when they made your mother. A finer woman never took breath. I refuse to bother with anyone less. Did I answer your question?”

“Can’t find someone to put up with your shenanigans, eh?”

Cecil guffawed and pushed the tin toward his daughter. “You always could see through me.”

Jackie bit into a cookie. “You’re right, these are good.”

“Getting back to your situation. I have a proposition for you. You find the right place, the right venue, and I’ll put up the money.”

“A loan?”

Cecil shook his head. “No. A gift. I’m well fixed. Why should I wait to give you my money until I’m dead? Why not give you some now?”

“Really?” Tears threatened. “You’d do that for me?”

“Of course. You’re my daughter. Who do you think I did so much hard work for—working long hours, putting up with asshole clients? It was all for you.”

Jackie bowed her head and swallowed hard. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You might start with thank you.”

“Thank you, Dad. From the bottom of my heart.” She rose from her chair. Standing behind his, she bent down and hugged him. “You’re the best.”

He patted her arms. “Don’t get carried away. You’ll have to convince me it’s the right place, at the right price. You’ll have to submit a marketing plan to me. Treat me like you would a bank. I’m tough. I’m not forking over large amounts of cash for some foolish, fly-by-night scheme. It has to be solid.”

“It will. Oh, yes, it will.” She returned to her seat and took another cookie.

“One more thing. We’re not gonna do this joint venture in New York City.”

Jackie raised her eyebrows. “Not in the city? It’s what I know.”

“The restaurant business is what you know. You can do it anywhere. You need a break from the crummy people you’ve been involved with.”

“You mean Chuck?”

“Bingo.” He finished his tea. “How about a refill?”

Jackie turned on the stove. “Coming right up.” She picked up another tea bag.

Cecil put his hand over the mug. “This one is fine.”

Jackie smiled. “Thrifty as the day is long.”

“Reusing tea bags is how I got to be a rich man.” His dark eyes twinkled.

Jackie refilled both mugs then sat down again.

“So where do you think I should go?”

“Now don’t get mad.”

“Uh oh.”

Cecil placed his hand on hers. “I’ve got a friend, an investment counselor of mine. He lives in the city and has a country house in a small town about two hours from here.”

“A small town?”

“Pine Grove. He’s invited you to come and stay with him and his wife and two kids. They’ve got a big Victorian house there. He says there are lots of opportunities in Pine Grove and the surrounding towns. Maybe you could find something there. It would be cheaper than the city and with fewer restrictions and government crap to cut through.”

“True. But I don’t know those markets.”

“You know food. Drink. And people. You’ll do fine.” He patted her hand and withdrew his.

“Okay. You’re the boss. When do I leave?” She put the top on the cookie tin and replaced it in the cabinet.

“No, Jackie, you’re the boss now. Can you leave tomorrow?”

“I’ll need a car.”

“Oh, sure. My buddy at the BMW dealership might have a second-hand one for you.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Let’s get over there at ten sharp.”

“Good. Now,” she stood up and opened the fridge door, “what do you have in this joint for dinner?”

“Reservations. We’re eating at La Belle France.”

“Ooh. French?”

“You bet. Time for a celebration.”

Jackie raised her mug and Cecil clinked his with hers. “To a new partnership,” he said.

“To Stone and Stone,” she said.

“Stone and Daughter,” he corrected.

They smiled and finished the last of the Earl Grey.

* * * *
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PINE GROVE, NY

The loud, prolonged honking of a car horn assaulted Jeff Barrett’s ears as he pulled away from the curb on Main Street. In a car going the opposite way, a cute woman with short, dark hair and eyes the size of dark chocolate truffles rolled down her window.

“Excuse me. Excuse me!” she called. Her eyebrows came together.

Jeff hit the brakes and faced her. “Me?”

She nodded. “Can you tell me where Maple Street is?”

“Sure. Turn around. Go three lights—” The honking of a car behind him shut Jeff up. Frowning, he motioned. “Pull over.”

Jeff steered his car to the curb again and got out. The woman in the spunky BMW waited for two cars to pass then did a U-turn, parked behind him, and got out.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m looking for the Andrews house. Grey Andrews? Know him?”

“Of course. He’s our town supervisor. He’s got a big Victorian on Maple. Go this way down Main for three lights. Turn left then make the first right. He’s about three houses down.” Jeff gestured as he spoke.

“Great. Thanks. My GPS stopped working.”

“Yeah. If you don’t have the right service, your phone will die in Pine Grove.”

“Swell.” She checked her watch. “Is there some place to eat around here?”

“There’s Homer’s right near the lake.”

“A lake?”

“Cedar Lake. It’s beautiful. I’m going there to meet my mom. Why don’t you follow me?”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“I’m Jeff Barrett by the way.” He offered his hand.

“Jackie Stone.” She took it.

Jeff got into his car and took a long look at her in the rearview mirror. About five foot four, slender, and wow, yeah, where she curved, she curved nicely. Great butt. His phone dinged. It was Leslie.

Sorry to miss your dad’s funeral. Can’t get off Monday. Love, Leslie

He jammed his phone in his pocket. Love? Really? He frowned and turned on the ignition. Grumbling to himself, he pulled out onto Main Street, and Jackie did the same.

What’s a pretty girl like her doing going to the Andrews’ house? Grey was married to a smokin’ hot woman and had two kids. He glanced down at the dashboard. One fifteen, his mom would already be at the restaurant and not happy with his being late. At least he had a good excuse—being “neighborly” to a stranger in town.

Leslie made her lack of commitment to him as clear as glass. If she didn’t care enough to be with him on Monday, then maybe he was free to take another long look at Jackie Stone. He followed Main until it dumped into Cedar and took the road to Homer’s on the lake. He pulled into the parking lot and turned off the motor. Jackie was right behind him. Jeff motioned, and they approached the restaurant together.

He opened the door and allowed her to enter first. Shocked to see the place was packed, he commented, “First nice day we’ve had in two weeks. I guess everyone had the same idea.” Jeff spotted his mother, who was waving at him and sitting at a table for four.

“Food must be good.” Jackie shifted from foot to foot.

“My mom’s already here. She’s got a table for four. Why don’t you join us?”

“Oh, really, I couldn’t barge in. You’re having lunch with your mother.”

A dozen explanations crowded his tongue. “I’m here for my father’s funeral on Monday.”

Jackie’s eyes got even larger, if that was possible. Her stare softened. She grabbed his forearm and squeezed. “Oh, my God! I’m so very sorry! Awful! Did cancer get him?”

“No. Alcohol did.” He put his hand on the small of her back. “Come on. Mom’s waiting.”

“But I...”

“Please, don’t be embarrassed. It would be good for us to have something else to talk about.”

She nodded, and he led the way to the table.

“Who’s this?” Martha Barrett asked, shooting a warm smile at Jackie.

Jeff made the introductions, and they sat down. Homer rushed over with menus.

“I’m sorry. We’re crazy today.”

“It’s okay, Homer. We understand. What’s on special?” Martha turned her brilliant smile to the innkeeper.

After they ordered burgers and fries, since all the specials were already gone, Martha opened the conversation. “What brings you to Pine Grove, Jackie?”
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Chapter Two
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Monday morning.

Jeff Barrett gripped his mother’s hand as his father’s casket was lowered into the ground. Tears ran down Martha Barrett’s cheeks, yet her son’s were dry. Stony-faced, he stood too erect, too stiff. When the undertaker’s men shoveled dirt over the wood box, Jeff and his mother turned away.

“Well, it’s over and done.” Martha wiped her face with a hanky and sighed.

“Yep. One wasted life.” Jeff shook his head.

“Oh no. I wouldn’t say so. He produced you and Becky, a huge contribution to mankind.”

“Not in his book.”

“Well, in my book then.” She patted his hand.

“Thanks, Mom.” Jeff gave her hand one more squeeze before he let go. His sister joined them, and Becky put her arm around her mother.

“I’ll take her.”

Martha stiffened. “I’m perfectly all right. Those were the last few tears I had left to shed for your father. Now I’m done. I believe a delivery from The Cozy Café dropped off Laura Dailey’s fried chicken and a couple of apple pies this morning. I’m starved. Let’s go.” Martha marched out of the cemetery and toward a black SUV.

Becky frowned. “She really doesn’t care, does she?”

“Would you if you lived with a raging alcoholic for twenty-five years? It’s a fucking miracle she didn’t kill him.”

Becky turned damp eyes to her brother. “Are you all right?”

“I’m amazed he lasted this long.”

“He had his moments.” She slipped her arm through his.

“Maybe with you. Never with me.” Jeff pulled away from her.

“Don’t be like that.”

“Like what, Becky? I hated him. I’m glad he’s gone.” Jeff quickened his pace.

“Don’t say that.”

“Afraid of the truth? I’m not.” He turned left.

“Where are you going? The reception is at the house.”

“I’m not going. Eat food and listen to people lie about what a ‘good man’ Chester Barrett was? Bullshit.”

“Then where are you going?”

“I have some unfinished business with The Wonderful.” His hands tightened to fists.

“What are you going to do?”

“Give it the same beating Dad used to give me.”

“Wait.” Becky reached for him, but he eluded her grasp.

“Don’t try to stop me. You might get hurt.” He broke into a sprint, leaving his sister with her mouth open.

He’d arrived at The Wonderful Bar and had never seen it look shabbier. The white paint on the outer walls was flaking off in places, and the wooden front door was out of alignment from being slammed too many times. The windows were so dirty you could barely see inside. The locked front door sported a dog-eared “closed” sign. It had been shut on the day Chester went to the hospital with liver failure.

Jeff then took a detour to the hardware store and bought a sledgehammer. Outside the store, he stood with his arm hanging at his side, and his fist closed around the handle.

“Hey, Jeff. Where you headed?” The familiar voice of his friend Flint McKay drew his eye for a moment.

“Leave me alone.” Jeff strode down the street, avoiding his friends.

“Hi, Jeff. Going home?” The voice on the other side of him was Flint’s brother Marty, who was a high school classmate of Jeff’s.

“None of your business.” Jeff increased his pace.

“Hmm, Marty. I think Jeff’s going to The Wonderful.” Flint kept pace with his friend.

“Are you?” Marty flanked Jeff on the right.

“Get outta here! Both of you.” Jeff’s voice thundered off the stone bank building.

“Nope,” Flint replied.

“Don’t think so,” Marty said.

Before he knew it, someone snatched the sledgehammer out of Jeff’s hand. It was Flint. Stopping near the coffee shop, Java the Hut, Jeff lunged at Flint, and Marty flew into action. What started as an intervention quickly morphed into a free-for-all brawl spilling over into the street. Marty and Flint took turns trying to contain Jeff, who yanked, pulled, and tugged his way free time-after-time.

Marty pushed him down on the concrete, belly first. Flint sat on him, with Marty joining in.

“You’re not going to tear the place down.” Flint fisted the back of the collar of Jeff’s shirt.

“Why not? It’s mine, isn’t it?”

“Is it?” Flint brushed off his pants and stayed down.

“Have they read the will yet?” Marty piped up.

“Tomorrow. Ma said he left it to me.”

“Seems to me he’d leave it to your mother so she could sell it and use the money for retirement.” Flint rubbed the dirt off his palms onto his pants.

“He left it to me. I’m telling you.”

“And what are you gonna do with it?” Marty wiped his hand across his forehead.

“Tear the fuckin’ thing down!”

“You can’t.” Marty got up.

“What do you mean, I can’t? I own it. Or I will.”

“Jess Lennox. She said it’s landmarked.” Flint rose and offered his hand to Jeff.

Jeff rolled sideways, took the help, and pushed to his feet. “Can she do that?”

“Yes, she can. She’s the landmark committee,” Marty said.

“Isn’t there a plaque or something on the side?” Flint picked up the sledgehammer.

“Yeah. It was built in 1918 or something.” Jeff brushed off his pants.

“There you go,” Marty said. “It’s over a hundred years old. Can’t tear it down.”

“This is bullshit.”

“Nope. It’s the law here in Pine Grove. Right, Flint?”

“Right. We need a sledgehammer, don’t we, Marty? I’ll take it. Pay you for it tomorrow.” Flint walked away.

“See ya, Jeff.” Marty trotted along behind his brother.

* * * *
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ANGER BOILED UP INSIDE Jeff until he thought he’d burst. He hurried to the bar and ran around back. Searching the ground, he found a couple of small rocks. He picked up a handful and rifled them, one-at-a-time, at a back window.

The sound of breaking glass brought a smile to his face. He kept throwing, breaking three windows, and grinning like a hyena. Couldn’t remember when he last got so much pleasure from the rundown old gin mill.

His great grandfather built it somewhere around World War I. Figured the returning soldiers would need a watering hole. During prohibition, his grandfather served coffee and tea, some with a shot of bootleg gin. When prohibition ended in 1933, his grandpa renamed it The Wonderful ’cause it was so great to be drinking legally again...and making a good living.

Both his grandfather and his father were alcoholics. Jeff had never touched a drop. Not even a wine spritzer. He figured he’d inherited the alcoholic gene and avoided it at all costs. He’d be damned if he’d drink himself to death like his dad did.

His father’s disease got so bad, he neglected the place. Calling it seedy now would be a compliment. The last thing Jeff wanted to do was fix it up. Burning it to the ground would be more to his liking. The stinking building claimed his father’s life more every day he worked there. Jeff swears his dad matched every patron, drink for drink.

He glanced up at the sign. When his grandmother’s last child was four, she changed the place and called it The Wonderful Bar and Grill. She cooked in the back. When his father took over, he nixed the food. And when his grandparents passed on, Chester pried off the letters “and Grill”. So it became The Wonderful Bar.

“I thought I’d find you here. What did you do to your pants?” His mother’s voice caught his attention.

“Oh this?” He fingered a small rip in the knee. “Nothing.”

“You don’t have to tell me but don’t lie about it. You’re not a teenager anymore. It’s not nothing. People are asking for you at the house. Come on, Jeff.” She held out her hand.

He shot her a lopsided half-grin and fell in step alongside her. “I’m kinda dusty.”

“So what? People won’t care. And if they do, I don’t. If you can’t sit for your dad, then do it for me.”

“I am, Ma. I am.” He took her hand. 

When his mother opened the screen door, Jeff gritted his teeth and plastered a smile on his face.

“Thank you for coming. Thanks.” He nodded to his childhood friends and friends of his mother and father. Although his parents had been divorced for five years, the townsfolk gave her a warm welcome. Hell, she’d lived there for over thirty years with a raving lunatic, she deserved their sympathy and hospitality.

Hunger gripped his belly. He chuckled to himself. Rock-throwing must work up an appetite. Strolling into the dining room, his eyes lit up at the feast spread out on Mom’s old mahogany table.

His eyes stopped at the mound of fried chicken. Damn, his favorite and made by Laura Dailey too. She and Barney raised their nephew Gavin, who was one of Jeff’s oldest friends. He’d eat at Gavin’s house any chance he got. Then he spied the apple pie. His mood took a giant upswing. Two favorites he hadn’t tasted in over five years on one table—and all for him. Well, maybe not all for him but he could have as much as he wanted.

He piled his plate high with chicken and potato salad.

“Pie?” Laura held a pastry server over the confection.

“Are you kidding? Two pieces please.”

“I’m so sorry about your daddy,” Laura said as she sliced two generous pieces.

Jeff had to bite his tongue to keep from replying “That makes one of us,” instead he said, “Thank you, Ms. Laura.”

“Jeff, I think you’re old enough to call me Laura.” She patted his back.

“Thanks. The food looks great.”

“You always were my best audience.”

Jeff settled in his father’s favorite chair by the front window. As he picked up a chicken leg, there was a knock on the door.

“Jeff?” a feminine voice called.

* * * *
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A SLIM WOMAN WITH LONG blonde hair wearing a teal blue pencil skirt opened the screen door. Jeff took a quick bite, put down the leg, then wiped his hands on a napkin and pushed to his feet.

“Leslie. I thought you couldn’t get today off?”

“When you didn’t answer my text, I figured you were mad. So, I called in sick. I have to leave at sunrise tomorrow to get to work by nine. They’ll never buy I’m sick two days in a row.”

He ambled to the door and kissed the woman on the cheek then turned to face his mother.

“Mom, this is Leslie Mueller.”

Martha Barrett spoke. “Nice to meet you. Did you come all the way from New York?”

“Yes, I did. I’m sorry. The traffic was terrible. Did I miss the funeral?”

“You did. It’s okay. You’re here now. Thanks for coming.” Martha picked up a cup of coffee.

“You know I support you, Jeff.”

“Jeff, get Leslie’s luggage and take it up to your room, would you please, dear?” Martha took a sip. 

“Sure, Ma.”

His mother gave a wan smile and returned to her other guests.

He turned to Leslie. “Can it wait until I eat?” He reached for her hand. 

“Sure.”

“There’s some terrific food here. Come on. The fried chicken is amazing.”

She stopped. “Fried? No, no. You know I don’t eat fried food.” 

“Come on.” Jeff took her elbow and led her into the dining room. She rejected everything except the fruit salad.

“Looks good.”

“Fruit salad? That’s all?” His eyebrows rose. 

She shrugged. “I’m not really hungry.” She filled a small bowl with watermelon and blueberries. 

“I’m sitting over here. There’s an empty chair.”  Jeff patted the seat cushion.

Leslie joined him in the corner of the living room. “Do you know all these people?”

“I grew up with these people.” Jeff plopped back down in the comfy chair and eyed his plate.

“Country folks?”

“Good people.” He resumed his attack on the chicken leg.

“Really?”

“Don’t be such a city girl.” He took a big bite.

“You didn’t inherit a house or anything did you?” She poked at the fruit, eyeing each berry carefully.

He chewed and swallowed before answering.

“Nope. Only the town bar. I think. Haven’t had the will read yet.”

“And you’re going to sell it right away and come back to New York, right?” She speared a small piece of watermelon and put it in her mouth.

“I’ll burn it down then return to the city.” He took a forkful of potato salad.

“Oh, good. Because this is not some place I want to live.” Making a face, she put the small bowl on the windowsill.

Jeff eyed her closely. “I don’t remember asking you to live here.”

Flustered, she put her fork in the bowl and twisted her napkin. “I mean, well, we are serious, aren’t we?”

“I don’t know. Are we?” He grabbed a wing.

She mopped her upper lip. “I know you haven’t said anything, and I’ve wondered why. I assumed
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