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        Welcome to Mudville...

      

      

      Within these stories you’ll find nosy neighbors and runaway livestock, big Victorian homes and a small-town coffee shop, contentious village meetings and a muddy river that tends to flood, a vintage diner and a local bar that serves the best wings around, a resale shop run by a feisty redhead where you can get anything from chainsaws to Chanel, a family-owned farm known for its corn (and the brothers who run it), and finally, one misplaced author who came for a visit and never left.

      And now, for the first time ever, the series is compiled into two volumes containing a total of 6 full-length novels, 2 novellas, and 2 bonus short stories.

      There is mystery and humor, history and love, so get your binge on today!

      Contains Kissing Books, Red Hot, Honey Buns, Zero Forks, Mister Naughty, Undercover Santa, Dog Days, Bad Dates, Bad Decisions, and Mabel & Mudd.
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        Piss off the hot farmer ✔

        Learn I’m staying in a funeral home✔

        Meet my new pet pig Petunia ✔

        Day one in town proved one thing . . .

        I'm screwed.
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        Mudville Inquisitor

        1916

        Welcome to the inaugural edition of the Mudville Inquisitor, the first newspaper published in the village of Mudville, New York. We will be located in Dr. Huntington’s old store and will remain neutral in politics.

        ~William Daily, Publisher
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      The black cursor blinked against the white screen. Steady. Relentless. Winking on and off. On and off.

      It might as well have been chanting, loser, loser.

      That’s what I felt like.

      I huffed out a sigh.

      This was ridiculous. This wasn’t my first book. Far from it.

      I had nine novels published. I’d earned those New York Times and USA Today bestseller letters after my name. Or at least author Harper Lowry had.

      Harper Lowinsky—thanks, Dad, for that winner of a last name—was available as a website domain if I’d wanted it. No surprise there. But I decided it was too long and too hard to spell correctly. Hence I made my choice to go with a simpler pen name and Harper Lowry was born.

      But the point was, though this book wasn’t my first, it might be my last if I didn’t get something—anything—down on paper and get it to the editor by the deadline.

      Yes, the procrastination was my fault. I didn’t have to listen to that audiobook by that productivity coach instead of writing, but it might have helped me. It was productivity I was having trouble with. Obviously.

      And cleaning my apartment before I sat down to write couldn’t really be considered procrastinating. Right? It needed to be done eventually. Maybe not right then but . . .

      I was willing to take a certain amount of the blame for not putting my butt in the chair and my fingers on the keyboard, but the writer’s block I was experiencing—that was not my fault.

      It might have taken me awhile to get here but now, I had my butt in the chair and my fingers on the keyboard. Ready.

      Yet still there were no words. Not in my brain. Certainly not on the blank screen.

      So whom could I blame this on?

      My editor seemed like a good choice. She wanted a brand new three-book series and the thought of that, starting at zero, was daunting. Paralyzing.

      Happy with that excuse, I waited for an idea to strike, like it always had during my writing career.

      And I waited.

      Blink-blink. Blink-blink.

      Lo-ser. Lo-ser.

      Ugh!

      “Shit.” I said the word aloud even though there was no one to hear me. Not a cat. Not a goldfish. Not even a houseplant. But saying it made me feel better.

      The four walls of my apartment didn’t care if I talked to myself. It still didn’t help the current word count situation though.

      Oh, there were lots more words running through my brain at the moment. Unfortunately, none of them were appropriate for the page.

      I let a few of those choice words out, in a long colorful string of obscenities worthy of a celebrity caught by the paparazzi on TMZ.

      Was it crazy if no one actually heard me talking to myself? I could probably find the answer to that online . . .

      Maybe there was a plot line in there somewhere. I opened a new browser window and was about to dive head first into the rabbit hole that was the internet when the cell phone on the desk next to my laptop lit with an incoming call.

      I watched the name that appeared on screen with mixed emotions—anticipation and annoyance. At this point any distraction—any excuse to not face that blank page—felt welcome.

      On the other hand, there’d be no written words forthcoming once I answered that call. Maybe not for the rest of the morning. Because I’d be stuck on the phone chatting for at least a solid half an hour if I answered.

      Then, even after I hung up, I’d be too distracted and out of sorts to settle in to write. The mushroom cloud of emotional fallout from my mother’s calls tended to hang around.

      Resigned, I hit the icon to answer and put the call on speaker. “Hello, Mother.”

      “Are you home?” she asked.

      “Yes. Of course, I’m home,” I said, annoyed. Honestly, where else would I be this early in the morning?

      “I don’t know. You could be anywhere as far as I know since you never tell me anything. Aren’t you going on a trip soon?”

      “No. I’m not.”

      She acted like I routinely snuck away without telling her. My damn travel schedule was public. It had its own webpage on my site.

      I consciously pressed my lips together in an effort not to grind my teeth. I couldn’t afford it. I’m self-employed. I don’t have dental insurance.

      “Oh. Well anyway, since you’re home and not busy, you can come with me. I have to drive upstate for the reading of Aunt Agnes’s will today and your father is working.”

      There were so many parts of that one sentence that disturbed me I didn’t know where to start.

      First and foremost, my mother still didn’t get that if I was awake and I was home, it meant I was working. Just because I didn’t put on a business suit and drive to an office to sit at a desk in a cubicle for my job, didn’t mean I wasn’t busy.

      But I’d tilted at that windmill too many times with no results. I knew how it would end so I moved on to my next concern.

      “Great Aunt Agnes died?” I asked.

      “Apparently. Her lawyer called me and asked if I could meet her at her office today. What else could it be about?”

      “Wow. Shouldn’t one of our relatives have told you she died?”

      “Who? She’s got no one. She’s never been married. She has no kids. You should let that serve as a lesson to you, Harper. This is what happens when you die unmarried with no children. The lawyer calls your grieving relatives.”

      Relatives, yes. I’d give my mother that one. But grieving? Yeah, no. I called bullshit on that.

      I ignored the routine slam against my current relationship status. I’d heard that broken record too many times since I’d had the audacity to turn thirty while single. Instead, I moved on to yet another concern.

      “Where is this lawyer’s office located?” I asked.

      “It’s about three hours away. Maybe a little less if we don’t stop.”

      “Three hours? Each way?” My eyes widened.

      “Yes, of course. Aunt Agnes lived way upstate. Remember?”

      Six hours. In the car. With my mother. A trip to Hell held less trepidation for me than this road trip.

      “What’s the name of her town again?” I asked.

      “Mudville.”

      Mudville. I sighed. Lovely. “That’s a long drive, Mom.”

      “It’ll be worth it. She’s got a four thousand square foot, turn of the century Queen Anne Victorian on Main Street. Stained glass windows. Original wood-paneled walls. Fireplaces in almost every room. A gorgeous grand staircase. It’s on a nice big lot too, right in the center of the village.”

      I listened as my mother spewed out the amenities like a real estate agent citing her listing.

      “I can’t even imagine how much it’s worth,” she continued. “I only hope it isn’t a falling down wreck. I mean she was ancient. She wouldn’t be able to maintain it herself. That’s one reason I’m anxious to get right up there, right away. To see what state the house is in. We might have to make repairs before we sell it. And houses move faster in nice weather than they do in winter.”

      So this was what happened when a woman died alone in this family. The one time poor old Great Aunt Agnes’s only living relatives made the effort to visit her home was after she was dead. And then only to see for themselves how much her possessions they were inheriting were worth.

      It was a sad and frankly frightening future. Little did Mom know she was playing the role of the Ghost of Christmas Future to my Ebenezer, showing me what could be my fate if I continued to focus on work and actively shun having a dating life.

      I’d become comfortable with my skewed work-life balance. I whole-heartedly embraced JOMO—the joy of missing out on anything social and not work related.

      But this whole Agnes situation was proving Mom’s case against my remaining single. The fear of dying alone was real.

      I would never tell her that, of course. She didn’t deserve to hear she might be right, for multiple reasons. The least of which was that Mom should be ashamed of how she was acting in the face of a beloved aunt’s death.

      She was one of Agnes’s few living relatives and after ignoring the woman for years, except for an annual Christmas card, she was rushing upstate now—post mortem—for the reading of the will.

      Of course I couldn’t ignore my own guilt and shame in this. I had to include myself in the blame.

      Not the inheritance part—I made a decent living without having to count on my dead relatives leaving me something—but the rest? Yeah, I was guilty.

      I hadn’t bothered to reach out to Great Aunt Agnes while she’d been alive. I could have made the effort to visit while she was still living. I was as culpable as my parents in that respect.

      Living from one deadline to the next, it became easy to put things off. And working from home made it very easy to let work become my whole life.

      I needed to change that . . . as soon as I finished this new three-book series in eighteen months.

      Which brought me full circle to today’s word count. Zero so far. And today’s writing forecast wasn’t looking bright and sunny for that to change.

      “So I figure if you come here, I’ll drive us upstate,” Mom went on. “If we leave by nine-thirty, we can stop for lunch and still be there in plenty of time for the one o’clock meeting with the lawyer.”

      I glanced at the time displayed at the corner of my laptop screen, and then down at myself. I was working—if I could call it that considering I’d produced no actual written work—in the pajama bottoms and T-shirt I’d slept in.

      There was definitely no leeway for me to shower. I’d have just enough time to throw my hair into a ponytail and change into real clothes. “Okay. I’ll be at your house by nine-thirty.”

      “If you get here earlier I can make you breakfast.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was a nice offer. If nothing else, she did like to feed me whenever possible, but the woman had no concept of time and space. “I’ll try, but don’t count on that.”

      If I hit traffic between my apartment and my parents’ house, or got stuck behind a damn garbage truck on their street, there was a chance I wasn’t even going to make nine-thirty.

      “Okay. See you soon,” she said in a sing-song voice, obviously happy with her plan for the day.

      Me, not so much.

      I disconnected the call and sighed as I shut the lid of the laptop. That put an end to the never-ending blinking of the cursor. And an end to today’s writing.

      Hope sprung eternal in the heart of a writer. I’d do better tomorrow.

      I had to.

      Of course, who knew what tomorrow’s call from Mom would bring. I still had a few relatives left to get sick or die.

      And there would be some sort of service for Aunt Agnes, I suppose . . .

      I glanced at the calendar on the wall—a gift from Mom who still believed in paper calendars. I used it to mark off the parade of days marching toward my looming deadline.

      Yeah. I was screwed and today’s little jaunt wouldn’t help.

      A few hours later, the look on my mother’s face as we sat in the lawyer’s office was so priceless I would have sacrificed a half a dozen days of writing just to be able to see it.

      “What are you talking about? Agnes isn’t dead?” Mom’s eyes went comically wide.

      Dee Flanders, Mudville’s resident attorney at law, pressed one hand to her chest. “Oh, goodness no. Why would you think that?”

      “When you asked if we could meet you regarding Agnes, I thought we were here for the reading of the will. We drove three hours to be here.” My mother scowled.

      The older woman’s graying brows drew low. She glanced down at the paper on the desk. “I wasn’t familiar with that area code for the contact number Agnes gave me for you.” She raised her gaze. “I apologize. When you didn’t say anything, I never imagined you weren’t local.”

      My mother pressed her lips together, her displeasure at not inheriting that big Main Street Victorian we’d driven by on the way to the meeting showing clearly.

      She let out a humph. “Well, we’re not local.”

      I decided to get to what I considered more important. The fact Agnes wasn’t dead.

      “So where is Agnes? And why did she ask you to contact us? Is she all right?”

      “Oh, yes. She’s fine. Well, kind of. She’s certainly better than dead, so that’s good news. She’s in Europe,” Dee revealed.

      Mom drew back. “In Europe? What in God’s name is she doing in Europe?”

      “Traveling. Seeing the world. The trip was only scheduled to last a month. But then she broke her leg summer skiing in the Alps, I believe. That’s when she emailed me and asked me to contact you.”

      “What does she need us to do?” I asked.

      “Now that she might not be home for another month, at least, she was hoping you could house sit while she’s stuck there.”

      “Why can't she just fly back with a broken leg?” my mother asked.

      “I’m not really sure.” Dee lifted one shoulder. “I supposed the doctor she’s staying with while she’s recuperating advised against it. His villa looks lovely from the pictures she sent.”

      Summer skiing in the Alps. A mysterious European doctor . . . with a villa. Aunt Agnes lived a life worthy of a romance novel.

      She sounded amazing, and not just for a woman of her advanced age. She was living a better life than I was.

      I turned to my mother. “Mom, why have I never met this woman?"

      “Because your great aunt is a lunatic, as you can see. Who disappears to Europe, breaks a leg, and then shacks up with some foreign doctor?”

      Someone who was a hell of a lot of fun, that’s who.

      “Besides,” Mom continued. “You have met her.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “You were three. We spent the weekend. Don’t you remember?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t remember. I was three. Why haven’t we visited since?”

      “Because she insists on living in the middle of nowhere. That’s why. A three-hour drive is far for a visit, Harper.”

      It hadn’t been too far for my mother to drop everything and high tail it here to see what she would inherit. I kept that thought to myself as my mother turned in her seat to face the lawyer again.

      “Who's been taking care of Agnes’s house until now?” she asked.

      “A local college student is staying there, but she has to be back at school next week. That’s the reason for the rush.”

      “I don’t understand why the house needs taking care of at all. Can't it just be closed up? Drain the water if she's worried about pipes freezing or whatever.” Mom flicked one wrist dismissively.

      “It’s a bit more complicated than—” Dee began.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, loud and clear.

      “What?” my mother exclaimed at the same time the lawyer beamed me a smile.

      “Wonderful. When can you move in?” Dee asked.

      “Give me two days?” I asked.

      “Perfect.” Dee smiled more broadly as my mother scowled.

      “You’re crazy. What you’re going to do up here all by yourself in that big house is beyond me. But it’s your decision, I guess.”

      I might well be crazy, and I wasn’t sure what I was going to do in that big rambling Victorian all by myself, but Mom was right about one thing. It was my decision and I was more determined than ever to make it work.
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        As the war in Europe rages on, Company G left Mudville on the fourth of February for duty to guard the New York City aqueduct.
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      From my vantage point in the back of the Mudville Community House I had a good view of the whole room and everyone in it. But more importantly, standing and leaning against the wall by the exit meant I could make a quick escape once the town meeting was over.

      I had my reasons. Not having to stop and chat with every person in here could get me home a good hour faster. That was especially crucial since I was hungry as fuck. And not giving the town gossip Mary Brimley a chance to catch me might just save my sanity.

      Up in the front row, where he would both be able to hear better and be in the mayor’s face, Old Man Buck raised one hand.

      “Yes, Buck,” the mayor said with such forced patience in his tone no one in that room actually believed he wanted to hear what Buck had to say.

      The old man made the effort to stand. It took him awhile—and both of his hands—to finally hoist his bony body out of the chair.

      Once that was accomplished, he rasped out, “I object.”

      Mayor Fox Pickett visibly sighed. “You can’t object, Buck. It’s already been approved. Besides, this isn’t a courtroom.”

      “I still object,” the old man grumbled.

      The bend of Buck’s spine put him at probably about four and a half feet tall rather than his whopping five foot two. But his attitude far outstripped his physical size.

      “So noted. Any other old business or new business?” Mudville’s mayor asked. The gavel poised in his hand told everyone he was ready to end this thing.

      My middle brother slipped silently through the back door and stood close.

      “Stone,” he greeted.

      “Cashel,” I returned.

      “What did I miss?” he asked.

      Pretty much the whole damn meeting, but as long as one of us was here to represent, I guess that didn’t matter. Except that the one usually was me.

      “Buck just objected to replacing the swing set at the town park,” I told him.

      Cash snorted. “That figures.”

      Agreeing, I sniffed out a laugh. I didn’t know which Buck hated more. The kids in this town, or the town spending his tax dollars on stuff for those kids.

      “Anything about us?” Cash asked.

      “Not yet.” And it was looking good that Morgan Farm might actually escape this meeting without anyone bitching about something we were doing.

      Cash’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “I know. I was shocked too.”

      That someone didn’t have something to complain about was a miracle.

      There was usually something brought up. Our cows were too close to the road. The ear of corn on our painted farm market sign was too big. Or the most surreal from last fall, that our corn maze was too difficult.

      It had been all I could do to not crack up when old lady Trout described how she’d gotten lost in it for hours.

      Apparently she’d wandered in, unseen by anyone, just before we closed up the market. She’d left her cell phone in her car and, sad but true, there was no one around to hear her scream.

      According to her report, she didn’t find her way back out until well after dark. Her husband had been sound asleep in front of the TV and didn’t even notice she was gone.

      My little brother Boone had actually had to leave the community house, because unlike Cash and me, he couldn’t hold the laughter in.

      Boone still got dirty looks from the old lady for that.

      I came to the town meetings as much for the amusement as to be able to defend my family’s business. It was definitely a good day when I could just enjoy the Mudville crazy and not have Morgan Farm in the hot seat.

      “I’d like to complain about the new owner of Hampton house.”

      “Yes, Alice.”

      The eighty-eight year old woman stood, surprisingly having an easier time of it than Buck had even though she was a good ten years older than him.

      “He’s planning to tear down the old carriage house and put up a big modern garage there. Big enough for his boat. It’s a twenty-four footer, you know.”

      Alice Mudd was the lone survivor still in living in town from the original Mudd family who’d founded Mudville back when it had been nothing more than a patch of dirt along the freight train line during the Civil War.

      How she got her information about everything and everybody was still a mystery. Some speculated there was an underground system of tunnels left from the old days that only she still knew about. I had my doubts about that.

      However the sly old gal did it, she was no doubt the keeper of all of this town’s goings on. Her knowledge even extended to the new arrivals and the size of their watercraft, apparently.

      Cash breathed out a curse. “We used to party in the Hampton’s carriage house in high school.”

      “Yup.” What I didn’t add was that I’d lost my virginity in the loft with Emily Pickett during one of the Hampton boys’ legendary parties.

      It was a beautiful old turn of the century structure. Still in good shape too, from what I could see. But apparently it wouldn’t hold the new owner’s twenty-four foot boat.

      “Fucking city folk.” I let out a huff.

      “Yup.” Cash nodded.

      In spite of my often complaining about the things and the people in this town never changing, there was one thing that had started to change around Mudville recently and I didn’t like it one bit. The slow but steady influx of strangers seeing the bargain property prices and scooping up the deals.

      The real estate bubble had burst and with it came the eventual foreclosures. Combine that with the aging of the community—the old Mudville families whose kids didn’t want to live and work here—and there was more for sale than not in some parts of town.

      It was ripe for every lookie-loo in the tri-state area to come looking for a bargain. They’d buy. Then they’d come for the weekend or a few weeks in the summer and leave the properties vacant for the rest of the time.

      Some parts were like a ghost town. Or no, maybe more like one of those Hollywood movie sets. It looked like a normal town from the front, but take a peek behind the façade and nothing. Nobody’s home.

      But having absentee owners was better than having them start knocking down buildings that had been around for a hundred and twenty years or more.

      “Where’s Boone?” Cash asked, obviously moving on from the loss of the Hampton carriage house easier than I was.

      “Don’t know,” I said.

      He smirked. “Bet I know. He put on so much body spray before he left this morning I could barely breathe after he walked through the kitchen.”

      I snorted out a laugh. “And what do you think that means?”

      “Oh, I know exactly what it means. The lovely Mrs. Campisi must have some more odd jobs for him to do. Funny how these jobs only come up during the week when her husband is in the city working on Wall Street and she’s up here alone in that big old house the mister bought her.”

      I raised my brow. “Damn.”

      At least my little brother was taking advantage of the transient city folks in town. Leave it to Boone to make the best of the situation. He was no doubt getting laid and making bank while charging the city folks an arm and a leg for odd jobs.

      The crack of the gavel hitting the table up front had my head whipping up. Cash’s too. The deer in headlights expression on his face would have been comical if I didn’t know there was the same look on mine.

      We both spun toward the exit. He got to the handle first and swung the door wide. I was out on his heels, sprinting for my truck, keys in my hand.

      “Shit!” I skidded to a halt next to my truck.

      I was trapped. So many vehicles were wedged in along Main Street my truck was pinned. Bumper-to-bumper.

      Mother fucker.

      There was no way I was getting the Morgan Farm truck out of a space that tight and I already heard the buzz of chatter closing in behind me as the rest of the attendees spilled out of the door and onto the sidewalk.

      Cash rolled up in a matching truck to mine, blocking one lane of the narrow main road as he stopped.

      He called out the open window, “Leave it! Get in. We’ll come back and get it later.”

      Not about to look that gift horse in the mouth, I took off at a run, flung open the passenger door and jumped in just as I heard, “Stone!”

      “Drive,” I grit out between my teeth, eyes forward as I pretended I didn’t hear town gossip Mary Brimley calling my name from the sidewalk.

      Cash was laughing a little too hard at my desperation as he hit the gas and we peeled down Main Street, but I couldn’t complain.

      “Fuck, that was a close one.” I breathed in relief.

      Another ten seconds and Mary would have had me standing there talking for a solid hour. No exaggeration.

      “No shit.” Cash shot me a glance. “Bro, you gotta park farther down the road. Or in the old diner lot, like I do.”

      There were certain rules one needed to follow to survive in a town this small.

      “Yeah, I hear ya.” When I’d seen the spot right in front of the Community House, I’d wrongly assumed closer was better for my imminent quick getaway.

      Lesson learned. And it was one I wouldn’t soon forget.
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        Mudville was voted “bone dry” at the election held April 16. The ordinance will take effect October 1.
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      “You know, she doesn’t deserve to have you staying there housesitting for free. Agnes should pay you for this. It’s very inconvenient.”

      At this point, I might be willing to pay Agnes to let me stay there, just to be able to put some distance between my ranting mother and myself.

      It was going to be a long drive home if she was going to alternate between her trademark pinch-faced silent treatment and bursts of complaints about my decision.

      “Oh. Look. I want to stop at this farm stand for some corn.”

      Hallelujah. Saved by a giant ear of corn. Or at least a giant corn-shaped wooden sign and an arrow pointing to the Morgan Farm Market.

      There was nothing my mother liked better than stopping to buy stuff along the side of the road.

      As she pulled in and parked on the dirt, I spied something very interesting in the cornfield. And it wasn’t corn.

      The muscled-back glistening with a light sheen of sweat in the sun had to belong to none other than Farmer Morgan himself, or one of his farmhands.

      Holy hell, they sure grew them nice upstate. Big. Shirtless. Just like I liked them.

      At home, for me to see a guy who looked like this I was usually scrolling through stock photo sites online looking for male models for book covers or ad graphics.

      But here was one in living color, live and in person.

      The scenario couldn’t have been more perfect as his back muscles worked when he reached out and snapped off the ears of corn from the stalks. Then he twisted at that narrow waist to toss them into the bushel basket on the ground by his feet.

      I said another silent thank you to the big guy above for the farm stand that provided so much bounty. A distraction for Mom and for me.

      My mother was nuts with all her bitching about this town. By all indications my stay in Mudville wasn’t going to be so bad. The scenery was certainly nice.

      “Harper! Are you coming in?” Mom yelled to me from the stand a good twenty feet away when she realized I had yet to get out of the car where I’d been so entranced by the view.

      I nodded to her through the glass and finally got my head on straight enough to get myself out of my seatbelt.

      By the time I entered the building, I wished I hadn’t.

      “That’s a little pricy for a dozen ears,” Mom said.

      The teenager behind the counter shrugged. This was probably a part time summer job for her. One that would end in a couple of weeks when school started up again. She didn’t set the prices of the corn, but Mom didn’t seem to care about that fact.

      “When was it picked exactly?” Mom asked, looking over the offering critically.

      “I don’t know,” the girl answered. “It was there when I got here.”

      That answer was met with a humph.

      I definitely did not want her in a bad mood over the corn for the whole drive home. I had enough to deal with after the Great Aunt Agnes debacle. You know, with Agnes not being dead and Mom not inheriting the house I’d agreed to housesit for free, and all.

      I stepped up to the counter. “Mom, I’m sure it’s fine.”

      She shook her head. “You know corn is only good the day it’s picked.”

      “Mom, please. Just buy the corn and let’s go. We have a long drive.”

      “But how do I know it’s fresh if she doesn’t know—”

      “It’s fresh.” The deep male voice, heavy with attitude, cut straight through me. Its low growly timbre seemed to settle in and take residence somewhere in the vicinity of my long neglected lady parts.

      I turned at the voice behind us and there he was—my fantasy farmer. Only now I had a front view to go with the back view I’d lusted over.

      The glistening chest. The washboard abs, partially hidden by the bushel basket overflowing with corn. The sun-gilded hair set off by the green and gold-flecked hazel eyes.

      He was perfection. Well, except for his expression of obvious annoyance.

      Not that I could blame him. Mom annoyed me plenty, but she was, after all, a customer and you know what they say. The customer is always right. Maybe that didn’t apply to farmers. I’d never known any personally to ask.

      “I picked that batch this morning,” my bucolic god continued.

      “Can I have those instead?” Mom eyed the bushel in his hands.

      Meanwhile, my own gaze kept straying to the dusting of light hair surrounding his nipples. Damn, I’d love to take a little nibble on one of those.

      Jeez. Where the hell had that thought come from? I needed to get a hold of myself.

      “Sure. Have at it.” He set down the basket heavily on the counter by his lone young employee.

      “I’m sorry about her,” I said, cringing for effect.

      “I’m used to you city people,” he grumbled.

      I frowned, taking insult at his tone even if what he’d said wasn’t a criticism. Though it was inaccurate. “I’m not from the city.”

      He shrugged, apparently not caring about the suburbanite chip on my shoulder.

      “I still think you’d sell a lot more if you lowered the price, but fine I’ll take these dozen. Do you have a bag?” Mom asked.

      As the girl bagged my mother’s carefully chosen corn, the hottie with the attitude hoisted the basket off the counter by the cash register.

      He carried it to the table where the other ears were displayed and started rearranging them. Bringing that morning’s ears to the front. Clearing space in the back for the ears he’d just picked, I assumed.

      I didn’t really care what he was doing or why since his task gave me a nice view of his back muscles again. I could enjoy them without being noticed, because I definitely did not want this guy thinking I thought he was attractive. Particularly since he already hated me on sight for my sin of not being from around here.

      At least that was my guess after his judgmental sounding assumption that I was a city person. As if that would have been so bad?

      So what if I had been from Manhattan? Or even from a smaller city, like New Rochelle or Yonkers. The business people of Mudville could not possibly be so busy they could afford to alienate what few visitors happened to stumble off the highway and into this tiny town.

      “Ready?”

      “Huh?” I turned at the sound of Mom’s voice.

      “I’m done. We can go.” Her purse back on her arm, the bag of her supposedly overpriced corn held tight against her chest, she did indeed look ready to leave.

      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t notice you were done.” Because I’d been too occupied elsewhere.

      The hunky corn handler glanced back. “Thanks for stopping. Enjoy your corn.”

      The hot bastard was taunting me. Being so super nice that his thanks and wish for our future culinary enjoyment sounded as fake as I was sure they were.

      He was hot, but he was starting to piss me off.

      “Oh, I’m sure we will. In fact, I’ll be back this weekend for more.”

      His brows rose. “On vacation around here ’til then?” he asked.

      “No. I’m going to be living here starting Saturday.”

      Ha! That’ll show him.

      I dropped that bomb and spun, stalking to the car before he could comment. But I didn’t miss the surprise on his face.

      Good! I enjoyed that I’d thrown Mr. Confident Corn Peddler into a tizzy.

      To complete my dramatic exit, I reached for the handle of the car door and yanked . . . and nearly ripped off one of my fingernails.

      “Mom. When and why did you lock the car?” I grit between my teeth.

      “I clicked the locks after you finally got out. I didn’t want it to be stolen,” she said, wandering over oh so slowly as she searched for the keys in her big purse while struggling to hold the overflowing brown paper bag of corn.

      So much for my smooth exit. I stood and waited an eternity for my mother to find the key. The whole time proving to the stranger-hating farmer we were indeed city folks. People who locked our vehicles even though we were shopping in a building with an open front and a clear view of the car just a couple of yards away.

      I dared to glance back.

      There he was, grinning wide. Laughing at me and my city folk ways, I dare say.

      I sighed and turned away. At least corn season would be over soon. Then maybe I wouldn’t run into him around town as he went back to doing whatever corn farmers did in the off season.

      I could only hope.
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        The Bauer Chemical Co. capital stock has been sold by a custodian. The manager of the company was a major in the Imperial German Army and a paymaster of all saboteurs across the region, a great concern during the war.
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      I pulled my T-shirt back on over my head as I pushed through the screen door and into the kitchen. “I can’t wait for this fucking summer to be over.”

      “Stone. Language.” My mother’s voice was low with warning as she stirred the pot of boiling corn on the stove.

      I sighed. “Yes, Mom.” It was still fucking true, whether she let me say the word or not.

      “What happened to put you in such a mood, sweetie?” she asked.

      “Customers. City people, obviously. First the woman complains that the corn isn’t fresh, then she wants it for cheaper.”

      “Did you give her a discount?”

      “Hel—heck, no. Five dollars for a dozen. That’s a dang good price. I bet she pays more than that for whatever fancy coffee she drinks everyday.”

      “You should have thrown in some extra ears for free. People like to get a deal,” she said, acting like it was okay.

      People liking a deal was what was ruining Mudville. I kept my feelings on the state of the real estate market in this town to myself and instead asked, “Can I help you with dinner?”

      “No, I’ve got it. Once your father brings in those steaks, we’ll be ready to eat.”

      Humph. I bet hot little miss city girl and her mother would have really freaked out if they saw how much we charged for our steaks. Luckily they didn’t make it over to the freezer unit where they were.

      Morgan Farm raised prize-winning, grass-fed beef cattle. We deserved every dollar we charged for our steaks and ground beef. But I doubted city folk would realize that.

      Oh, they’d pay the big prices at the fancy restaurants or even at those stores that claimed to sell all natural foods, but try to sell actual all natural locally produced food out of a wooden shed along the side of the road and they want it all for next to nothing.

      I realized I was grinding my teeth I was so annoyed.

      “Steaks are ready.” Dad walked in through the door and the smell of the grilled beef alone raised my spirits. “Call your brothers.”

      “Yes, sir.” This was exactly what I needed. Putting some good homegrown food in my belly while being surrounded by my family.

      Then, I’d grab Cash and Boone after dinner and we’d head for the bar.

      It was only two miles away, but it was on the other side of the river and in a different county and a different town. One that allowed bars, unlike Mudville.

      A beer or two and I might actually be able to forget today ever happened—from the bad news at the town meeting to the encounter with the cheap city folks.

      It was a good plan.

      An hour later, I realized it wasn’t such a good plan.

      “Somebody put in an offer on the old silo.”

      “Who?” I asked the bar owner.

      “Don’t know. They’re not from around here.”

      “Mother fucker,” Cash blew out.

      “Language.” Lainey, the bar owner, shot Cash a glare.

      Drinking at the bar owned by a friend of our mother’s had its challenges. But since there was nowhere else to drink nearby, we put up with it.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Cash lowered his gaze.

      I shook my head, not ready to let the subject drop.

      “I just hate all these new people buying up everything,” I continued, more quietly so Lainey wouldn’t lecture us—not for the first time—on how the town could use some new blood.

      New blood I didn’t mind so much. It was the new damn buildings they threw up after they tore down one more piece of our town’s history that I objected to.

      “They’re not all bad.” Boone shrugged.

      Cash and I both spun on our bar stools to face our little brother. And we both knew why he thought that way.

      I cocked one brow high. “Since I’m not screwing one, I reserve the right to disagree.”

      I glanced at Lainey, at the other end of the bar. She was busy pouring a beer. It looked like she hadn’t heard my hissed pseudo-obscenity, so I was good.

      Boone’s eyes widened as he shot Cash a glare. “You told.”

      “Hell yeah, I told. It’s Stone. Jeez. It’s not like I told Mom and Dad.”

      Boone scowled, but not as deeply as I did as I said, “I think, Cash, Boone didn’t want me to know because he knows what he’s doing ain’t right.”

      “Oh, so now you’re Mr. Morality?” Boone asked me.

      “Morals have nothing to do with it. The fact one day her husband is going to find out and come after you is what I’m worried about.”

      Boone, twenty-five and full of piss and vinegar, blew out a derogatory breath. “Let him try to come after me.”

      At six and a half years older than my youngest brother, I’d learned long ago to be cautious about a lot of things. Especially who I screwed. One day the kid would learn. Hopefully sooner rather than later.

      “So, did you hear?” Lainey was back, bar rag in hand as she leaned her forearms against the rail.

      “Hear what?” Cash asked.

      “Agnes got someone to watch her house for her.”

      “Good. Shalene has to get back to school,” I said.

      My little cousin had been living in the old lady’s house and watching her animals. But that was about to come to an end. She was leaving for college soon.

      Agnes still wasn’t back and hadn’t said exactly when she’d be back, except that it wouldn’t be soon.

      Lainey’s news that someone had taken the job was very welcome because I had a bad feeling who would be stuck taking care of Noah’s Ark over at Agnes’s place if she didn’t fine someone else. Me.

      “Who’d she get?” I asked.

      I had dropped a hint about the job with the girl who we’d hired for the farm stand this summer. She wasn’t a real go-getter but I had no doubt she could handle making sure the animals got food and water.

      “Her niece, I think Dee said.” Lainey narrowed her eyes. “Or maybe it’s her great niece. Yeah, because Dee said it was Agnes’s sister’s daughter’s daughter.”

      Something niggled in my brain. The two out of towners. A certain obnoxious woman and her daughter—who’d proclaimed she’d be living here shortly. I’d half believed she was pulling my leg, promising to come back just to annoy me.

      I didn’t think that anymore. I had a sneaking suspicion I’d just met Agnes’s great niece . . . and she was hot as fuck. The problem was, she had a fiery bad attitude to match.

      Well, well, well, little miss city girl was moving to the country for a duration yet to be determined. I had to wonder how that was going to work out.

      It was sure going to be fun to watch.
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      My first thought when I turned my car into Great Aunt Agnes’s driveway and slowly pulled around to the back of the massive old house was that there were a hell of a lot of doors.

      If each one had its own key, I’d be walking around jingling like a janitor.

      Of course, I could just use the back door by where my car was parked. But being in the center of the town, walking distance to everything, I’d probably use the front door a lot as well.

      I’d figure it out. I had time to get into a routine.

      I envisioned how many extra hours I’d have to write here—once I lied and told my Mom I had spotty cell signal and wasn’t getting her calls. It would give me the perfect excuse to turn off my phone while I was working.

      That idea was very appealing and I was still smiling as the back door of Agnes’s house swung open and a girl with mile long legs and pale golden hair down to her butt walked out.

      Was everyone in Mudville blonde? I’d seen a lot of people walking as I’d navigated my way down Main Street and it was possible I was the only brunette in town.

      At least it certainly seemed that way.

      As I cut the engine and swung open the car door, the girl who smiled and delivered me a wave reinforced my theory.

      “Hey. You must be Agnes’s niece.” She bounced down the back stairs toward me.

      I slammed my car door and took my first stiff step after spending the last three hours behind the wheel. “I am. I’m Harper.”

      “I’m Shalene. I’ve been keeping an eye on the place for her while she’s gone.”

      “That’s what I heard. Thanks for doing that, by the way.”

      She waved away my thanks. “Happy to help. Petunia is a sweetheart.”

      I didn’t know who Petunia was and was about to ask when Shalene continued, “So I already moved my stuff out. The sheets are washed and back on the bed in the master bedroom and I left some milk, corn and a steak in the fridge for you. Oh and there’s eggs, of course.”

      “Wow. Thanks.” I’d brought some things with me—coffee, sugar, cans of soup and tuna—but I’d been planning on searching for a grocery store and shopping for perishables when I got here.

      “My pleasure.”

      “Let me reimburse you for the food you bought.” I turned back toward the car and reached through the open window to grab my purse.

      “Nope. No need. It didn’t cost me anything.”

      I tipped my head to the side and cocked up a brow, fishing out my wallet. “I don’t believe you.”

      She laughed. “It’s true. My family owns Morgan Farm. I get all the milk and corn and steaks I want for free.”

      “Oh.” Was this ray of sunshine related somehow to the grumpy corn farmer I’d met with Mom?

      I found that hard to believe. The two were so opposite, they couldn’t be siblings. Of course, as an only child, who was I to judge?

      “And the eggs are yours,” she continued. “I hope you’re a big egg eater. There’s two dozen in the fridge.”

      She kept talking about eggs. Why, I wasn’t sure. But apparently I had a lot of them.

      I guess I could make a quiche since she’d left me milk. That would make a nice breakfast or lunch. Although I’d offered to stay in Agnes’s house to give me more time to write. Not to take up baking.

      “So let me show you around,” Shalene offered. “Do you need help carrying your stuff inside?”

      Again I was struck by how sweet and polite this teenage girl was. And how completely opposite from the cocky corn guy. But I was going to turn down her offer of help.

      I had an embarrassing amount of luggage with me.

      Since I was driving I figured why not over pack? At least that way I knew I’d have whatever I needed. I had no idea what kind of weather I’d encounter during my stay. And my electronics alone filled one whole bag.

      “I’m fine. Thanks.” I stashed my wallet back in my purse and moved away from the car, anxious to see my new home for the near future.

      “Okay.” She nodded.

      I expected her to lead the way back up the stairs and to the house. She didn’t. She started toward the garage. Though it was so big it looked more like a barn than a garage.

      “So the cats will come inside the house and want to cuddle when they feel social but usually they hang out here in the carriage house. I think they’re hunting mice. There’s probably a ton because of all the feed out here.”

      I hadn’t heard anything about Agnes having cats prior to this, but I was happy to hear it. I wasn’t allowed pets in my apartment. It was my one regret about my place. I’d enjoy having the company here.

      “How many cats does she have?” I asked, after taking note Shalene had used the plural.

      “Five.”

      “Oh.” My brows rose. Though I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that Great Aunt Agnes was a cat lady.

      “They’re all fixed though, so no worries there. But be aware strays sometimes wander in and eat the food I put out in their dish and I think one of the strays might be pregnant, by the looks of her.”

      I didn’t know whether to be excited at the prospect of kittens or horrified that the feline population of the carriage house could double shortly.

      “And of course, this is where Petunia lives,” Shalene said.

      I decided I would have to worry about my cat problems later as Shalene slid open the carriage house door and I got my first look at Petunia, who was an honest to goodness pig.

      My mouth dropped open, but Shalene didn’t notice as she continued with her tour of Agnes’s animals.

      “There’s a door with a flap so Petunia can let herself in and out into the pen in the yard. All you have to do is make sure she has food and fresh water. Just don’t feed her too much. She’ll eat everything you put in front of her so you kind of have to make sure not to give her a lot. One scoop of feed in the morning and one scoop for dinner is all she’s supposed to have. Although I’ve been guilty of sneaking her some people food sometimes.”

      Finally, Shalene turned and looked to me expectantly. As if I had some input on the care and feeding of a pig.

      At the moment I had no words. Though I understood more with every passing minute why Agnes needed a house sitter and it had nothing to do with the house.

      The damn woman was running an animal sanctuary, in a Victorian carriage house in the middle of town.

      Petunia let out a snort, her nose shoved between the slats of the wooden enclosure inside the carriage house. I had a feeling it was less that she was greeting me and more that she hoped Shalene had some table scraps.

      “Um . . .” I was still without words.

      Cats were one thing, but this was a pig.

      Shalene was a farm girl, but me? I, when faced with my first pig, was feeling very much like that city girl the hot corn picker had accused me of being.

      I took a step closer and looked into the pen. I had a million questions. It couldn’t be as simple as Shalene made it seem.

      “So she just stays in here or outside?” I asked.

      “Yup. Well, except for Friday nights.”

      I shot Shalene a glance. “What happens Friday nights?”

      “You have to bring her down to the high school for the football game.”

      I eyed the pig. I was no judge of hog flesh but she was a beefy gal. I had a feeling she could top out at close to two hundred pounds. How the hell was I going to get her into my car?

      “Like in my car?” I asked.

      And once she was inside, then what? Did I like seat belt her in and hope for the best? Did she even enjoy being in the car or was she going to fight me?

      I shot a glance at her feet. Her hooves looked like they could do some kind of damage to the upholstery, and to me.

      “Oh, no. Her leash is hanging right inside the back door. You just walk her down to the school before game time. It’s just down the road. But that’s only for home games. When it’s an away game, the team takes her on the team bus, so you have to get her to the school early on those days. The schedule is on the calendar hanging inside the kitchen cabinet. I’ll show you when we go inside. Oh, and make sure you feed her dinner extra early on away game days. You want her to poop before she gets on the bus.”

      I almost laughed. The whole thing was ridiculously comical. But at the same time there was nothing funny about any of this. I’d taken on much more than I’d ever imagined.

      Mom might have been right. This had been an epically bad idea.

      Since I’d rather die than admit that, I nodded. “Okay. I can handle that.”

      Shalene smiled, as if she’d never had any doubt. I had enough doubt for both of us.

      “So, that’s Petunia. Now let me introduce you to the girls.”

      “All right.” I braced myself for pretty much anything as Shalene led me out of the carriage house.

      In my mind I envisioned the girls as a bunch of little old ladies. Great Aunt Agnes’s friends, all clustered around a table in the diner just down the block. Possibly knitting.

      Although the diner had looked empty and kind of closed-up the couple of times I’d driven by it, first with Mom last week and again today.

      If we were going out in town, I hoped it was to somewhere that served booze because I could sure use a drink right about now.

      But Shalene didn’t lead me toward Main Street.

      Nope. She led the way around the back of the carriage house to where I saw a mini replica of the building we’d just left. And surrounding it, as they scratched and pecked at the dirt and grass, were what had to be the girls.

      “Chickens,” I said, resigned.

      “Yup. Six. That’s all you’re allowed in town, but believe me just these six lay more eggs than you’ll be able to keep up with eating alone. Agnes usually gives the extra eggs away.”

      “All right.” I nodded. As this tour progressed, I was beginning to lose the ability to be shocked.

      “They’ll put themselves away at sunset. All you have to do is come out and close and lock the door. Then open it again in the morning. I give them a scoop of feed in the morning and again in the evening when I’m feeding Petunia. Oh, and don’t forget to check the nesting boxes for eggs.”

      “How often do they lay?” I asked, since this was my first chicken experience too.

      “Every day.”

      I did the math. Six chickens. One egg each per day. That was a dozen eggs every two days, which explained the excess of eggs.

      I nodded and drew in a breath. “Okay.”

      “Come on inside and I’ll give you the tour of the house.”

      I nearly laughed at that. I’d been worried about taking care of this big house by myself, but apparently I’d been completely off the mark.

      What was outside was going to be far more challenging than anything inside.

      “So the basement is a little creepy, but I think that’s just because I know this place used to be a funeral home.”

      Or maybe not . . .

      “Funeral home?” I stumbled over my own feet at that news.

      “Just for a few years.” Shalene waved away my concern. “So let’s start with the downstairs bathroom. I can show you the trick to get the toilet to stop running. Oh, and don’t let me forget to show you where in the basement to turn the outside water on and off because the hose leaks. I can show you where the embalming room was while we’re down there.”

      Running toilet. Leaky hose. Embalming room. I was absolutely and completely over my head here.

      My world shifted on its axis at that realization. Up seemed like down. Day might as well have been night and nothing would ever be right again.

      If the four horseman of the apocalypse rode up Main Street and through the backyard past the five cats, six chickens and the pig named Petunia I wouldn’t have batted an eye.

      It felt like it was the end
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