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            Prologue

          

          TARA BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fifteen years ago

      

      

      She had never seen so much stuff in one house. It was a big house, too. Two stories with a big, grand stairway right inside the front door. The kind of staircase in mansions in the movies.

      Grandaunt Gabby, Momma’s aunt actually, lived in this big house all alone. Unless her three cats counted. The cats were the best part of visiting Grandaunt Gabby.

      Ten-year-old Tara Barrett stood looking up at the tall grandfather clock in the foyer. The pendulum moved steadily back and forth, never tiring. Every fifteen minutes it chimed.

      She stared up at the clock face, waiting patiently. Just one more minute until the hour—ten o’clock to be exact. The clock chimed every fifteen minutes, but when it chimed on the hour, it sounded more beautiful than the music box Grandpa had given her when she was eight.

      When the chiming ended, the last notes hanging in the air like mist on an early morning, the pendulum kept steadily swinging, marching in time with the minutes vanishing one by one.

      Even at ten years old, maybe because she was ten years old, Tara had an uncanny awareness of the passing of time.

      Her grandparents had children late in life as did her own parents—waiting until they were forty-something to have their one and only child—making everyone in Tara’s family inherently old. Everyone in her family was old. It didn’t help that her parents were also only children.

      That put Grandaunt Gabby at eighty-three-years-old. Eighty-three. And she still lived alone in this big house with her three cats.

      Momma said that was why she had so much stuff. Old stuff. Like the grandfather clock that Grandaunt Gabby’s grandparents had left behind.

      Somewhere in there, Tara’s ten-year-old brain stopped computing.

      Stepping into Grandaunt Gabby’s house was like stepping back in time. Momma said everyone who ever lived here left something behind.

      Tara adjusted her backpack as she listened to her mother and Grandaunt Gabby having a serious discussion back in the kitchen.

      Tired of watching the clock, Tara went into the parlor and settled on the couch. The parlor was like her family room in Dallas, except that it didn’t have a television.

      It did have a fireplace, but Grandaunt Gabby never used it. She claimed it was too hot. Momma said it was because it was too hard for her to bend down and tend it.

      Momma wanted Grandaunt Gabby to go to a nursing home. Tara didn’t know much about what that meant except that it meant Grandaunt Gabby would have to go away. Momma said a nursing home was a place for old people who couldn’t take care of themselves to go and live.

      Personally, it seemed to me like Grandaunt Gabby was doing a fine job of taking care of herself.

      Momma seemed to think that Grandaunt Gabby was having trouble remembering things, but Tara disagreed. Momma brought her down here to visit every couple of months and Grandaunt Gabby always remembered to have Tara’s favorite chocolate chip cookies. In fact, there were some in the oven right now.

      The scent of the fresh baked cookies blended with a musty scent that lingered in the house. She figured it smelled musty because everything was old.

      Tara used to like coming to Grandaunt Gabby’s house, but the last few times, after discussing—arguing—with her Aunt, Momma would cry when she got in the car. Momma didn’t want Tara to know this, but Tara knew. Even sitting in the back seat, she knew.

      Tara knew that Momma worried about Grandaunt Gabby living out here by herself. There was no doubt that it was out in the country and there were no neighbors. Even though she agreed that Grandaunt Gabby should be able to live out here if she wanted to, she kept it to herself.

      Unzipping her backpack, she pulled out the novel she was in the middle of reading. It was her favorite and it was the third time she had read it. It was what Momma called a romance novel.

      Momma wanted her to read other kinds of books that were age appropriate and Daddy wanted her to read biographies so she could learn about life through the experiences of other.

      Tara thanked them both, took the books they gave her and stashed them on the bookcase in her bedroom. Then she went right back to reading her romance novels.

      She stuffed her AirPods in her ears to block out the voices coming from the kitchen. With the music blaring in her ears, she started reading, quickly getting lost in the words.

      “Tara?” It was Grandaunt Gabby.

      Tara jerked the AirPods from her ears and stuffed her book back into her backpack.

      Grandaunt Gabby always had a smile for Tara and today was no different.

      “Where’s Momma?”

      “She took a walk outside.”

      Tara nodded. What Grandaunt Gabby meant was that Momma went outside because she was crying.

      Grandaunt Gabby was the only relative Momma had left and Momma worried about her.

      “Momma worries about you,” Tara told her.

      “I know,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “But she doesn’t need to worry. I’ve lived here my whole life and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Do you ever get afraid?” Tara asked.

      Grandaunt Gabby waved a hand. “No. I’m not afraid. Nobody’s going to bother an old lady like me.”

      “You’re not old, Grandaunt Gabby. But I think she worried about you falling down or getting sick.”

      “I know.” A shadow crossed her face, but she hid it behind a smile. “Your mother thinks I’m getting old.”

      “She just worries about you. I hear her talking to Daddy sometimes late at night.”

      “You’re young, Tara,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “You shouldn’t be worried about me. Or even your parents. Life goes too fast. You need to do what makes you happy.”

      “Okay.”

      “What makes you happy, Tara?” she asked.

      With a quick glance over my shoulder, I pulled my book back out of my backpack.

      “I like reading,” Tara said.

      “Can I see?”

      I handed Grandaunt Gabby my book.

      “This looks like a good one.”

      “Have you read it?”

      “Not this one. But I read a book every few days.”

      “You read romance?”

      “Oh yes,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “I don’t read anything else.”

      “You can keep that one and read it.”

      “I can’t take your book.” She handed it back.

      “I’ve read it twice already. You can read it and tell me if you like it.”

      “Okay,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “I’ll read it and give it back the next time you come to visit.”

      “Okay. I hope you like it.” Tara handed the book back and as much as she wanted to share with Grandaunt Gabby, she hated giving up her favorite book, even for a little while. It could be two or three months before they came back to visit.

      It would be worth it though to have someone else appreciate her favorite book.

      “I know I will.” Grandaunt Gabby looked at me a moment, her head tilted to one side. “I have something I want to show you.”

      “Okay.” I jumped up and waited for Grandaunt Gabby to stand up. I followed her upstairs and down the long hallway.

      There was a faded painting of a woman there on the wall just outside the room, one I’d never been in.

      “What’s this room?” I asked.

      “I call it the writing room.”

      “The writing room?”

      “Yes. It first belonged to her.” Grandaunt Gabby nodded toward the painting.

      “Who is she?”

      “She was a woman who lived here a very long time ago. My great great… great? Grandmother. Her name was Vaughn and this was her favorite room.”

      My pulse kicked up while she opened the door.

      “I see why it was her favorite,” I said.

      This room was different from the other rooms in the house.

      There was a wall of big floor to ceiling windows letting in soft morning sunlight. Little sparkles floated in the sunlight making the room look like magic.

      This room smelled different, too. It smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, probably coming from the big candle sitting on the table.

      Grandaunt Gabby closed the door. “I don’t let the cats come in here,” she said.

      “What’s that?” I asked walking to where a machine with a keyboard sat on the other side of the desk. But it was not a computer.

      “That’s an Underwood Typewriter,” she said, with a touch of obvious pride.

      “Like a computer?” Tara asked, looking from Grandaunt Gabby back to the typewriter. She looked beneath it. “It’s not plugged in.”

      Grandaunt Gabby laughed. “It doesn’t run on electricity,” she said.

      “Then how does it work?” Tara sat down at the chair front of the desk and studied the keyboard.

      “Let me show you. You take a piece of paper like this.” She picked up a blank sheet of paper and inserted it into the typewriter.

      “Now you type.”

      I looked over my shoulder at her.

      “Go on,” she said, encouragingly. “Think of something and start typing.”

      Tara pressed the “h” key and nothing happened.

      “You have to push down hard.”

      She pressed it again, harder, making a little lever hop out and slap against the paper.

      Tara pulled her hands away and giggled.

      Grandaunt Gabby looked over her shoulder at the letter on the page. “You did it,” she said.

      “Can I do it again?”

      “Go ahead.”

      Tara typed out the word “hello.”

      Grandaunt Gabby showed her how to scoot the carriage back, going to the next line.

      “What now?” Tara asked.

      “Whatever you’re thinking.”

      Tara typed the date with Grandaunt Gabby’s supervision.

      May 3, 2008.

      “Very good.”

      “What is this for?”

      “It was what people used before computers.

      Tara had an involuntary image of dinosaurs.

      “It wasn’t that long ago,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “I used to write letters on it.”

      “Wow.” Tara sat back and tried to imagine typing out a letter on this ancient thing. It seemed like an awful lot of hard work, pressing the keys so hard.

      “Tara. Aunt Gabby.” It was Tara’s mother calling them from downstairs.

      “It’s your mother,” she said. “We should be going.”

      “Does Momma know about this room?” Tara asked as Grandaunt ushered her out of the room and closed the door behind them.

      “No one knows about this room except for you and me.” She placed a finger over lips.

      Tara did the same. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Very good. Let’s see what your mother wants.”

      We made it to the stairs. “I’m sure she wants to pack me up and haul me to the nursing home.”

      “Don’t let her do that, Grandaunt Gabby,” Tara said. “You should be able to stay here for as long as you want to.”

      “You always were my favorite niece.”

      “I’m your only niece,” Tara pointed out.

      “Wouldn’t matter,” Grandaunt Gabby said. “You’ll see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      I powered down my computer, stuffed it in my satchel, and took one last look around the place I had worked for four years.

      The place I had called my own was nothing more than a cubicle. But it had been my cubicle and I had done some good work here.

      My cubicle was next to three others. Vaughn, a girl three years younger who marched to the beat of her own drum. Today her hair was purple with light pink streaks artfully placed here and there, no doubt designed to look random.

      Then there was Charlie. Charlie had been here at the magazine the longest. Once I got past his long hippy hair and the seventies gold chain he always wore around his neck with one too many buttons undone, I found that he was actually a fount of information, not just about the magazine, but about publishing in general. He was the one who had pushed me to submit my manuscript to the editor who had bought it.

      Directly across from me was Syble. Syble and I had become close friends over the years. She and I had come in together, so we’d learned together. But I was the one leaving, she wasn’t. I honestly didn’t know if she would ever leave. She would probably end up being the little old lady who had worked here forever. Maybe a female version of Charlie.

      But today she wasn’t talking to me. She was still mad at me for leaving. She didn’t tell me that, of course. On the surface, she was happy for me and supportive, but deep down she was mad at me for leaving her here.

      It was time for me to move on.

      Everything had come together so perfectly that it was almost eerie.

      I’d gotten the publishing contract. The editor had taken my first book with the promise to buy the next two. Or more accurately, I had promised to write two more for them. Either way, I had a lot of writing ahead of me.

      And then there was my Grandaunt Gabby. Grandaunt Gabby’s real name was Gabriella, but everyone had taken to calling her Gabby when she was a child. Or so they said. I’d never even known her real name was Gabriella until I’d read the paperwork.

      The last time I had visited her house in the country had been fifteen years ago when I was ten years old.

      I hadn’t been back since then.

      Six weeks after that visit, Grandaunt Gabby’d had a stroke and had to go into a nursing home.

      She hadn’t protested it because she hadn’t had the wherewithal to know what was going on.

      I’d been to see her a few times at the nursing home, but it had been too depressing and Momma had stopped taking me with her. On the surface, Grandaunt Gabby was her joyful, talkative self, but beneath that, she was never the same.

      After the stroke, she was never the same.

      Grandaunt Gabby had always liked me. Maybe it was because I was her only niece. Whatever it was, even in her death, she was changing my life.

      She’d left me her house.

      Her big rambling house in the middle of nowhere southwest of Dallas.

      I’d never once imagined myself living in the country. Seriously, there was nothing there.

      But since she’d left the house to me, it was my responsibility to do something with it. I had to go out there, clean it out, and put it on the market.

      It was what some people would call a perfect storm.

      I had books to write and she had given me a house to do it in.

      So I’d quit my job. Probably a bit drastic, but it seemed like the best thing for me to do.

      Balancing my cardboard box filled with my few personal items, I pushed the elevator button and waited.

      There would be no elevators where I was going. If I remembered correctly, there wasn’t even a town near her house.

      I had a lot of adjusting to do.

      Since I was packed already, I decided to go ahead and get on the road tonight.

      It would put me getting to the house after dark, but I had inherited Grandaunt Gabby’s fearlessness.

      The attorney had given me a key and the deed and I was all set.

      Standing at the elevator, I took one more long last look back at my cubicle.

      Syble looked up and raised a hand to tell me bye.

      I raised a hand in return.

      She might be mad at me now, but she and I were too close to let my quitting destroy our friendship.

      I would call her when I got there.

      It was only a three hour drive, maybe two, depending on traffic.

      Finding my SUV parked in my prime parking space—someone was going to be happy to get such a prime parking space.

      Surprisingly, as I climbed into the driver’s seat of my car, I felt nothing but relief.

      I never had to come back here again.

      I wasn’t sure I was going to like living in the country, but I knew I was going to like the long stretches of uninterrupted time to work on my writing.

      No one had lived in the house since Aunt Gabby went to the nursing home back fifteen years ago.

      I didn’t know what to expect, but whatever it was, I was prepared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t prepared.

      Grandaunt Gabby had more stuff than I remembered.

      Practically holding my breath, I walked through the foyer straight across the parlor and raised a window.

      I took a deep breath, as the cool air spilled inside. Much like the musty inside air, the outside air smelled unfamiliar. Instead of the exhaust I was accustomed to, it smelled like vegetation and murky water.

      The steady chirping of crickets mixed with the croaking of frogs in an odd symphony. A dog howled somewhere in the distance like a guest jumping into the mix, but no one seemed to notice. The frogs continued to croak and the crickets continued to chirp.

      When something scurried in the leaves a few feet from the window, I shoved the window down and, grabbing the curtains, pulled them closed.

      Dust from the curtains scattered everywhere.

      I might be brave in the middle of Dallas, but this kind of nightlife was an unknown.

      I turned around and faced the room.

      The attorney had said that a neighbor had been coming in, taking care of little things over the years while the electricity fees had continued to come out of Grandaunt Gabby’s account. The water came from a pump of some kind, so there was no water bill.

      Everything looked almost exactly the way I remembered it from fifteen years ago.

      It was essentially the way Grandaunt Gabby had left it.

      I had some work to do. Lots of work to do.

      But not tonight.

      I’d get up early in the morning and get started.

      Leaving my luggage in the car, I went upstairs, carrying my overnight bag on one shoulder and my computer bag on the other.

      I dropped everything off in the guest room that I had used before and raised the window, just a little. There was a screen, at least. Feeling restless, I walked around, going from room to room, checking doors and windows.

      It was a wonder that the house looked as good as it did after standing empty for so long. I’d always heard that a house that no one lived in would fall apart. A house needed life to keep it from falling in on itself.

      This house, though, had been here for two hundred years. It was strong and sturdy. Not going anywhere anytime soon.

      I stepped into Grandaunt Gabby’s bedroom, pushing past the feeling that I was intruding into her personal space. I’d been in here before, but never without Grandaunt.

      The room felt like her.

      The big four-poster bed had a bright pink, flowered comforter. Had that been a popular color fifteen years ago? The bed had half a dozen throw pillows in addition to the two regular pillows for sleeping. The throw pillows were in all sorts of different colors with little sayings on them like “Home is where my cats are” and the others had embroidered cats and flowers.

      Her dresser was still stacked with some of her personal items like a hair brush and a little box of make-up and cologne. I wondered why Grandaunt Gabby had never gotten married. She’d been an attractive woman who took pains to take care of herself.

      Maybe it had something to do with being out here in the middle of nowhere. She had lived mostly before the age of Internet dating, so she hadn’t really had that many choices.

      Her closet was crammed with clothes, mostly pullover shirts and cotton pants. There were a couple of formal dresses, one with sequins. Where had she worn something like that?

      I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the things on her nightstand.

      The lamp was nice. A Tiffany lamp. I picked up the little stack of books and looked through them. Romance novels.

      I recognized the one on the bottom of the stack.

      It was what had been my favorite book back fifteen years ago. The one I had loaned Grandaunt Gabby. I had all but forgotten about it.

      She was supposed to read it so we could talk about it.

      Blinking back tears, I noticed an envelope tucked inside the pages.

      My name was scrawled on the outside of the envelope.

      My hands trembled as I opened the little card inside.

      It was a typed note. From the uneven letters, I guessed it was typed on the old typewriter.

      
        
        Dear Tara,

        Thank you for loaning me your book. I see why you love it so much. The romance is both heartbreaking and touching. I look forward to our discussion.

        By the way, I used the old typewriter to type this note. I hope you’ll try it sometime.

        Love always,

        Aunt Gabby

      

      

      I put the card back in the envelope.

      Aunt Gabby and I never gotten the chance to talk about the book. After her stroke, she wasn’t the same person, so whatever thoughts she’d had about it were lost. She’d never brought it up after she went to the nursing home and I just assumed that my book had gotten lost or misplaced or thrown out. But apparently no one had thrown out any of her things.

      She’d written the letter on the typewriter. Probably just because it was something we had just shared.

      I’d set my computer up in the writing room.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow I would set everything up.

      Taking the book with the letter inside it with me, I went back downstairs, checked all the doors again, then turned off the lights and went back to my room.

      I put the book on my own nightstand.

      What was I going to do with all of Aunt Gabby’s things?

      If I was going to sell the house, I would have make it presentable.

      And that was going to take a lot of work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          TARA

        

      

    

    
      Things always looked better in the light of day.

      After crawling under the desk and plugging in my computer, I stepped back and studied my new workspace.

      I wasn’t ready to use the big oak desk in the middle of the room. I might not ever be ready.

      It was too large. Too assuming.

      I’d dragged a smaller writing desk over to the tall floor to ceiling window and set up a little workspace there.

      This way I could look outside while I worked.

      After working in a cubicle with three other people for so long, I needed something to look at while I worked besides my computer screen.

      I got a text message from Syble. I had forgotten to text her last night. It had been late and I had been tired.

      
        
          
            
              
        Syble

      

      
        Did you make it okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. I’m here. I have lots of work ahead of me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Syble

      

      
        Let me know if you need any help.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled. I’d known Syble would get over being made at me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Come down whenever you’re ready.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Syble

      

      
        Ha. Ha. I’ll see what I can do.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent her an emoji smiley face and pulled a phone charger out of my bag.

      Back under the desk I went.

      I sat down at the desk and tried it out. I had a good view.

      Half a dozen huge oak trees decorated with gray Spanish moss dotted the back yard. They were old. So old that some of their big heavy limbs dipped down to touch the ground.

      It was March, so the grass hadn’t had time to grow up yet. It would though. And I would have to find someone to mow it.

      These were things I hadn’t had to worry about while I lived in an apartment.

      I would figure it all out. I was confident about that.

      Thinking I would read back through the last couple of chapters, get my mind back into the story, I powered on the computer and started reading.

      I’d only gotten a couple of pages read when someone knocked on the door downstairs. At first I tuned it out. I was used to working in a noisy place, so it didn’t really register.

      But when they knocked again, I realized where I was and got up to answer the door.

      An older man stood there. He was wearing old jeans, a flannel shirt, and a faded baseball cap.

      “Good morning,” the man said, when I opened the door. “I’m Carl Moore. I live about a mile that way.” He pointed back over his shoulder.

      “A mile?” I followed the direction he pointed.

      “Closet neighbor,” he said, hooking his thumbs in his jeans pockets and leaning back on his heels.

      “Then you know that I’m Tara,” I said.

      “Yes ma’am.” He pulled off his hat. “I sure was sad to hear about your aunt. She was a good woman.”

      “Thank you. I agree
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