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CHAPTER ONE: THE INHERITANCE
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The air conditioner wheezed like a dying accordion.

Grace Montgomery pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and counted to ten. Then twenty. Then fifty. The Alabama heat had turned her mother's old Honda Civic into a greenhouse on wheels, and her tank top was plastered to her spine in a way that felt less like weather and more like divine punishment for every sin she'd ever committed.

She lifted her head. The lawyer's letter sat crumpled in the cup holder, the paper soft from her sweaty palms.

Eleanor Montgomery. 1247 Crepe Myrtle Lane. Willow Creek, AL. The cottage is yours if you want it.

She didn't want it.

She didn't want any of it.

She wanted to be someone else. Anyone else. Someone who could drive past a church sign without seeing blood on her jeans.

The sign in question loomed ahead on the right, whitewashed and cheerful, with painted vines curling around the edges like something from a Hallmark movie that made her want to throw up.

Willow Creek Community Church — Where Faith Grows and Neighbors Know Your Name.

Grace let out a sound that wasn't quite a laugh and wasn't quite a sob.

"Faith grew," she muttered, wiping a bead of sweat from her temple. "I just shriveled."

The Honda shuddered beneath her as if agreeing.

She'd been driving for three hours. Three hours of back roads and heat shimmer and the smell of vanilla air freshener—her mother's brand, still hanging from the rearview after all these years. Betty had bought this car when Grace was fifteen. She'd bought it used, with cash, from a man who smelled like cigarettes and regret. Grace had been embarrassed by it then.

Now she was grateful it still ran.

Flashback — Twelve Years Ago

The church parking lot was empty.

Seventeen-year-old Grace sat in the passenger seat—the same seat, same cracked vinyl, same faint smell of mint gum—with her knees pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped tight around herself. Her jeans were stained. There was blood.

She hadn't gone home.

She couldn't.

Her mother's voice still echoed in her ears: "You were drinking. You were dressed like that. What did you expect?"

What did she expect?

She expected her mother to believe her.

She expected someone—anyone—to believe her.

The church sign blinked above her, casting flickers of yellow light across the dashboard. All Are Welcome.

Grace reached for her journal. It was stuffed between the seat and the door, the cover worn soft by school bus rides and whispered prayers scribbled in homeroom. The pen didn't work at first. She shook it twice, drew a shaky line in the corner of the page, and then finally—slowly—wrote:

God, are You even here?

Nothing came after that.

Not because there was nothing else to say.

But because the words wouldn't come.

She didn't cry. Crying felt too human. Too whole. She just sat there, still and small and seventeen, long after the streetlights blinked out, long after the pain settled into a numb throb. She watched the church steeple against the black sky and waited for something to move.

For God to say something.

For herself to come back.

Neither did.

Not that night.

Present Day

The Honda's engine coughed. Grace snapped back to the present, her heart hammering against her ribs like a caged thing.

She was thirty years old. She had survived twelve years of nightmares, three bad therapists, one mother who never really believed her, and a funeral where nobody cried but her. She had driven nine hundred miles to claim a house she didn't want in a town she'd sworn never to return to.

And she was sitting in a parking lot, arguing with a church sign.

"Get it together, Montgomery," she muttered.

She put the car in gear and kept driving.

The road into Willow Creek unspooled like a ribbon she couldn't stop pulling—gravel kicking up behind her, sunlight flashing through the trees in long, golden stripes. The town looked exactly as she remembered it, which was somehow worse than if it had changed.

There was the diner where she'd eaten her first fried green tomato. The library where she'd hidden during lunch period, reading romance novels with covers so ridiculous she'd had to hide them inside her textbook. The drugstore with the old-fashioned soda fountain where she'd had her first kiss—a boy named Tommy something, whose name she couldn't even remember now, just the taste of cherry chapstick and the way her heart had felt impossibly full.

That was before.

Before the party. Before the mask. Before the hands.

Before she learned that hearts didn't stay full. They cracked. And sometimes, they never quite sealed back together.

She drove past the high school. It looked smaller than she remembered. The football field where she'd cheered on Friday nights—pom-poms shaking, skirt too short, smile too bright. She'd been good at pretending. Even then.

The GPS chirped: "Arrived."

Grace killed the engine.

Silence fell, broken only by the ticking of the hot engine and the distant drone of cicadas. She stepped out, and the heat hit her like a slap—thick and wet, pressing against her skin like a hand. The scent of honeysuckle and baked earth wrapped around her, sweet and suffocating.

The house sat at the end of a gravel lane flanked by crepe myrtles in full bloom—explosions of pink that seemed almost obscene in their cheerfulness. The cottage was small, faded yellow, with a wraparound porch that sagged on one side. Paint peeled like sunburnt skin from the shutters, and ivy had begun a slow takeover of the south wall.

And in the window—

A goat.

A white goat with a faint gray patch around one eye stood in the front window, staring at her like she'd just interrupted its afternoon tea. Its mouth chewed lazily, as though unimpressed by her very existence.

Grace blinked.

"You've got to be kidding me."

The goat blinked back.

She grabbed her bag from the passenger seat—a worn canvas tote that held everything she owned, which wasn't much—and marched up the porch steps. Two of them groaned under her weight. One was rotted through. She made a mental note not to step there again.

The key stuck in the lock. She jiggled. It stuck harder. She was about to put her shoulder to the door when a voice floated over from the neighbor's yard.

"Turn it to the left first. Then right. It's ornery. Like everything Eleanor owned."

Grace turned.

An older woman stood at the fence line, wearing a housedress the color of a bruised peach and a sun hat that had seen better decades. Her hands were on her hips. Her eyes—sharp, dark, utterly unapologetic—were fixed on Grace like she was a puzzle being solved.

"I'm Myrtle," the woman said. "You're Eleanor's niece."

"Grace."

"I know." Myrtle didn't smile. She just nodded, once, like a boxer acknowledging an opponent. "You've got her chin. And her stubbornness, I'd wager."

Grace didn't know what to say to that.

Myrtle solved the problem by turning and walking back toward her own house, calling over her shoulder, "I'll bring cobbler later. You look like you haven't eaten a proper meal since 2008."

The door finally gave.

Grace stumbled inside and stood in the dim, dust-scented quiet, her heart pounding for reasons she refused to name.

—-
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THE AIR INSIDE WAS cool and stale, laced with dust, lemon oil, and something faintly sweet—like vanilla and mothballs having a long, complicated marriage.

Grace stood just inside the doorway, letting her eyes adjust. Sunlight filtered through lace curtains, casting dappled patterns across the hardwood floor. Old furniture, well-worn but lovingly kept, lined the living room: a floral armchair, a threadbare green couch, a low coffee table with a stack of cookbooks. A crocheted afghan, slightly askew, still clung to the back of the couch like it was waiting for someone to come home and use it.

The goat, it seemed, had retreated deeper into the house.

Grace closed the door behind her. The soft click echoed louder than expected.

"Home sweet inherited mess," she whispered.

Her sneakers thudded dully against the wooden floor as she crossed to the kitchen. More lace curtains. Yellowing cabinets. A linoleum floor with a faded daisy print. And there, next to the back door, was the goat—now lying on a rag rug like a royal on her throne.

Grace pointed. "You. Out."

The goat yawned.

She sighed and opened the refrigerator. Empty, except for a jar of pickles that had expired in 2019 and a half-stick of butter wrapped in foil. She closed it. Opened the cabinets. Canned goods, mostly—green beans, cream of mushroom soup, something labeled "Pickled Okra — Do Not Open Indoors."

Her aunt Eleanor had been a woman of mystery.

Grace wandered back into the living room, trailing her fingers along the edge of a bookshelf. Romance novels. Dozens of them. The covers were glorious—shirtless men with flowing hair, women in billowy dresses, titles like The Cowboy's Redemption and Her Prairie Preacher's Secret Baby.

She pulled one out and read the back cover aloud to the empty room.

"'He had lost everything in the fire—except his faith. But could he rekindle the flame of love with the feisty midwife who held his past—and their secret son?'"

She snorted.

"Eleanor, what were you reading?"

The goat, inexplicably, bleated from the kitchen.

Grace put the book back and moved down the hallway. It was narrow and dim, lit only by the golden wash of late afternoon light slipping through a small, arched window at the end. There were photos here—most in black and white.

A wedding photo from the sixties. The bride was smiling. The groom looked terrified.

A little boy in suspenders holding a toy airplane. Eleanor's brother, maybe. Grace's uncle, who died before she was born.

A stern-faced woman beside a vegetable garden. Her grandmother, probably. The one who never smiled in photographs.

She didn't see herself in any of them. Not really.

Her own mother had cut ties with Eleanor after a falling out Grace could barely remember—something to do with money, or religion, or stubbornness on both sides. All she knew was that after her father left, and her mother unraveled, Aunt Eleanor was a name only spoken in exasperation.

And yet, here she was.

Grace paused outside the last door on the right. It was slightly ajar.

The guest bedroom was small and tidy. A patchwork quilt covered the bed, sun-faded at the edges. A ceramic lamp with a lace-trimmed shade sat beside a stack of devotionals on the nightstand. A wooden cross hung on the wall above the headboard, slightly crooked.

She crossed to the dresser and opened the top drawer.

Inside was a box.

Small, wooden, with a simple brass clasp and her name scrawled on a sticky note taped to the top.

Grace. If you ever come back.

Her heart caught.

She stared at it for a long moment before lifting the lid.

Inside was a collection of newspaper clippings, old photos, and a letter—folded crisply, yellowed at the edges. She unfolded it carefully, the paper crackling under her fingers. Eleanor's handwriting filled the page, looping and urgent:

My darling Grace,

If you're reading this, I'm gone. And I'm sorry I never said this to your face.

I know what happened to you. I know because the same thing happened to me when I was seventeen. A deacon's son. The church basement. I never told a soul until I was sixty-two, and by then he was dead and I couldn't do a thing about it but scream into a pillow.

You are not what happened to you. I know it feels like it—like the stain goes all the way through, like you'll never be clean again. But that's a lie. The kind of lie the devil tells when he wants to keep you small.

I should have been there for you. I should have fought for you. But I was scared, and I was ashamed, and I let my fear write the story instead of my love.

Please forgive me.

And please—don't let the silence win.

Come home, Grace. Even if it hurts. Especially if it hurts.

The cottage is yours. The goat, too. (His name is Thistle. He bites, but only when you deserve it.)

I love you.

Aunt Eleanor

Grace read the letter twice.

Then she folded it carefully, returned it to the box, and set the box on the nightstand.

She didn't cry.

She hadn't cried in years.

But she sat there, in the fading afternoon light, while dust motes swirled around her like tiny, indifferent angels, and she felt something crack—just a little—in the wall she'd built around her chest.

—-
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SHE WAS ON THE PORCH an hour later, barefoot, trying to reason with Thistle about the superiority of goat feed over her good garden gloves.

"These were a gift," she said, tugging the glove from his mouth. "From a person I don't even like. But still. They have sentimental value."

Thistle chewed.

"They don't have sentimental value," she admitted. "But that's not the point."

The goat bleated.

"The point is—"

A truck turned onto the gravel lane.

Grace froze.

The engine cut. Dust rose in a slow, golden cloud, catching the late afternoon light like something out of a dream. The door opened.

And a man stepped out.

Grace forgot, for one terrible, disorienting moment, how to breathe.

He was tall—six-two, maybe—with shoulders that had done honest work and jeans that had been worn soft in all the right places. His hair was dark blond, sun-streaked, curling just slightly around his ears like he'd been running his hands through it. His jaw was stubbled—not fashionably, but practically, like he'd forgotten to shave because he was thinking about something else.

But his eyes.

His eyes were the color of a winter sky—pale blue, tired, kind. And something else. Something that made her chest tighten.

Haunted.

And familiar.

Flashback — Fifteen Years Ago

Willow Creek High School. The hallway between third and fourth period.

Grace was fifteen, a sophomore, clutching a textbook to her chest like a shield. The crowd parted and there he was—Luke Reynolds. Two years ahead of her. A junior. Tall even then, with that same dark blond hair and those same pale blue eyes.

She'd had a crush on him.

A stupid, embarrassing, teenage crush that she'd never told anyone about.

She used to watch him across the cafeteria. The way he laughed with his friends. The way he walked—like he owned the world but didn't want to brag about it. The way he'd held the door for her once, and she'd said "thank you" in a voice that came out squeaky, and he'd smiled and said "anytime" and she'd thought about it for three weeks.

He was popular. She was... not. She was the quiet one. The one with her nose in a book. The one who cheered at football games because her mother made her, not because she wanted to.

They never spoke. Not really. Just that one time at the door. Just a few glances across crowded rooms.

But she'd noticed him.

And apparently, she still did.

Present Day

He was carrying a cardboard box.

He climbed the porch steps slowly, boots thudding against the wood, and set the box down on the railing. Canned goods. A loaf of bread. A jar of honey that caught the light and glowed like liquid gold.

"You must be Grace," he said.

His voice was low. Gravelly. The kind of voice that belonged in a confessional or a late-night phone call. The kind of voice that made you want to lean closer.

She crossed her arms over her chest, willing her heart to slow down.

"You're Luke Reynolds."

He tilted his head, surprised. "You remember me?"

"Willow Creek is a small town," she said, hoping he couldn't hear the tremor in her voice. "Everyone knows everyone."

He nodded slowly. "I remember you too. You were a sophomore when I was a senior. You used to sit in the library during lunch. Always had a book in your hand."

Something flickered in her chest. He'd noticed her. All those years ago, he'd noticed her.

"That was a long time ago," she said.

"It was."

Silence.

He was still handsome. That was the problem. More handsome than he had any right to be. Age had done something to him—sharpened his jaw, deepened something in his eyes, added lines that made him look like he'd lived. Like he'd been through things. Like he understood.

He extended a hand. His fingers were long, calloused, warm-looking.

"I pastor the church down the road now."

She looked at his hand. Didn't take it.

"I didn't ask for a pastor."

He dropped his hand. Didn't seem offended. "I brought cinnamon rolls, not a sermon."

"That's suspicious."

He laughed. It was loud and unself-conscious, the kind of laugh that came from somewhere deep in his chest. The sound did something to her—something she didn't want to name.

"I've been told I have a trustworthy face," he said.

"That's what untrustworthy people always say."

His smile widened. "Fair point. Miss Myrtle said you might need provisions. She also said the goat is a menace and that you look like you haven't eaten a proper meal since 2008."

"Miss Myrtle talks too much."

"She's been waiting for someone to talk to for about a decade. You're a gift from heaven as far as she's concerned."

Grace looked at the box. At the honey. At the bread. At the man who had noticed her in the library fifteen years ago and somehow looked even better now.

This is ridiculous, she told herself. You're thirty years old. You're not a teenager with a crush. Pull yourself together.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked. "You don't know me. Not really."

Luke leaned against the porch railing, crossing his arms over his chest. The movement stretched his shirt across his shoulders. She definitely didn't notice.

"Because everyone needs someone to show up," he said. "And I've been on the other side of that door—the side where nobody came."

Something in her chest cracked again. Wider this time.

She looked away. At the goat. At the setting sun. At anything but his eyes.

"The faucet leaks," she said finally.

"I know. Myrtle told me."

"The window in the bedroom doesn't close all the way."

"I brought duct tape."

"The goat thinks he owns the place."

Luke glanced at Thistle, who was now sitting on the porch swing like a king surveying his kingdom.

"The goat might be right," Luke said.

Grace almost smiled.

Almost.

Luke pushed off from the railing and picked up the box. He carried it to the front door—her door—and set it inside the entryway. Then he turned back to her, hands on his hips.

"I'll come back tomorrow with my toolbox. Fix the faucet. Take a look at the window. And I'll bring more cinnamon rolls, because you're going to eat those tonight and pretend you don't want more, but you will."

"You're very presumptuous."

"I'm very hopeful."

She didn't know what to say to that.

He walked back down the porch steps, boots crunching on the gravel. At the
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