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Dear Reader,


Thank you for retuning with me to Ironwood. You might find it interesting to know that I actually wrote Heir of Hope (not the original title) before I wrote The Whistle Walk. However, I soon realized that Lydia and Ruth’s story could not be contained only in the diary. Technically, these books can be read in either order. For those of you who have already read The Whistle Walk, I hope you enjoy seeing Lydia’s perspective on some of the scenes from the first book.

For those of you who are new to Ironwood, the town of Oakville is fictional as is the Ironwood plantation. However, the name “Ironwood” came from my own family’s estate and I used actual names from my ancestry chart for many of the characters. The inside of the Ironwood house (as well as the descriptions used for the potato house and kitchen) is based on Cedarwycke which is located in Hamilton, MS. I’d like to say a special thank you to Ms. Susie Wright for allowing me to use Cedarwycke as an inspiration for Ironwood. I even used the unique plantation name for Lydia’s family home.

The outside descriptions of the mansion (as well as the photo of the house on the cover) are based on the Herron House, located in Oakland, MS. Although the house was technically built in 1907, the outside still looked like a perfect Ironwood to me. At the time of this writing, it was a lovely bed and breakfast run by Sam and Flora Vance. Thank you both for your wonderful hospitality and for allowing me to use pictures of your home for my Ironwood.

I hope you enjoy Emily’s story and a new chapter in Ironwood’s history.

Happy reading!


For Momma


For all that He’s brought us through,

For all that we share, and

For all that exists beneath the veneer.


“To understand the world, you must first understand a place like Mississippi.”


William Faulkner
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My name is Emily Burns, and this is the story I never intended to write.

Back when my life made sense, I dreamed of being the next breakout novelist. But this isn’t the masterpiece I visualized presenting to publishers. Nonetheless, perhaps if I put it on paper it will stop burning in my mind and cease pushing its way into my dreams.

Maybe if I get it out I will finally have some peace.

So, where to start? When writing fiction, they say the proper thing to do is to drop the reader somewhere in the middle of the action and let them figure out what’s going on. That’s called a hook. Well, since this isn’t fiction, I’m going to commit a cardinal sin and do something entirely different. I’m going to start at the beginning—the time at which my very predictable, ordinary life got turned upside down.

It began just one day after I first ventured south of the Mason-Dixon Line, at the start of a relaxing retreat full of writing and the long anticipated chance to start my novel. That’s where life handed me something far more interesting than even my overactive imagination could have produced.

My thirtieth birthday found me alone, overworked, and generally fed up with my life, and I needed out. No more excuses. Time to get serious about that book. So despite my boss’s protests, I cashed in my vacation time and packed my bags for two gloriously free weeks.

Fast-forward a few phone calls and a short flight later, and I’d settled into a remote cabin nestled in the towering pines blanketing the northern Georgia mountains. I’ve always loved the mountains. I still remember camping once when I was a kid. That summer held the last good memories of my parents. Anyway, I’d taken the first step and gone to a happy place. Then came the most important of all moments in writing: starting.

I stared at my computer for a good twenty minutes before I took a break and checked e-mail, played games, and posted results to stupid quizzes on Facebook. Okay, so maybe the cabin wasn’t that remote. But, I couldn’t get too far from civilization, because, seriously, every writer needs the Internet. You know, for research.

I took a deep breath. Time to get to work. Put the proverbial pen to page, or, rather, fingers to keyboard. The blank page stared back at me. I drummed my fingers and narrowed my eyes at the flashing cursor’s impatience. I’d taken three classes and read all kinds of How To Write and Sell Your Novel books. I could spout all the rules on point of view, creating tension, and developing plot. I knew the fundamentals. How, after all that, could my computer screen still be blank?

Nevertheless, there I was, angrily tapping the backspace key because yet another opening line just wasn’t enough of a “zinger” to make my book the next best seller. And then the doorbell rang.

Ordinarily, this wouldn’t—pardon my cliché—make me jump out of my skin. Even people without friends expect to hear the familiar ding-dong once in a while. There’s always the UPS man, Girl Scout, or political activist to account for. But, here in my rustic paradise, I didn’t think I even had a doorbell.

I cracked the door open and peered out. A round-faced, bespectacled older man in a gray suit stood on the porch. He smiled warmly. I eyed him suspiciously, mentally shifting through any of the cabin’s contents that might serve as a weapon. He looked harmless enough, but a woman alone in the woods could never be too sure.

“Miss Emily Burns?” The man’s thick Southern drawl coated each word in a sticky layer of gentlemanly charm.

“Yes?”

“I’ve been looking for you. You’re not an easy woman to find.” He lifted a hefty manila envelope.

I recoiled behind the door, ready to slam it in his face.

He took a step back. “Forgive me. My name is Buford Cornwall, and I am a lawyer from Itawamba County, Mississippi. I’m here to talk to you about your estate.”

I eased the door open farther but still kept my hand on the knob. “Ita-what-a?” I looked at him as if he’d just escaped his padded cell. “Estate?”

“It-uh-whum-buh,” he drawled out, “and I’m here to talk to you about the estate your great-aunt left to you.”

“You’ve got to be mistaken,” I said, knowing this poor fellow had trudged through the red dirt in his tasseled loafers for nothing. I wasn’t the kind of gal to have any sort of estate.

“No, no. I’m quite certain. Took me quite a bit of research, but I tracked you all the way through the child welfare system. Then, wouldn’t you know it, found you on Google.”

I frowned. Good old Google. Who needed private investigators anymore, when anyone could be hunted down on the Internet? “Well, Mr., uh…”

“Cornwall. Buford D. Cornwall. But, you can just call me Buford.”

“Right. Mr. Cornwall, maybe we’d better talk about whatever it is you’ve got in that folder.” I studied him a moment longer, until my curiosity overpowered my cynicism. Then I stepped back from the door, allowing him entrance to the one-bedroom cabin I hadn’t bothered to clean. I eyed the dirty dishes in the sink, hoping he didn’t notice the pried-open soup can still sitting on the counter.

He hustled in without hesitation and let the bulk of his frame settle into one of two wooden chairs at the small table that served as both a dining space and my writing desk. It protested with a slight groaning sound. I fought the urge to do the same.

Shuffling my papers around as if they were something important, I gave myself a moment to collect my thoughts. My parents died when I was ten. My father grew up in the system. My mother never knew her father, and her mother died of cancer when Momma was twenty-three. I had no relatives. I know, because surely one of my three social workers would have diligently looked for some before dumping me into New Jersey child services.

“Mr. Cornwall….”

“Buford.”

“Buford. I’m afraid I don’t understand. What estate?”

He opened the envelope and pulled out a large color photograph. “This one.”

His pudgy fingers pushed the image toward me. A house. No, not really a house. More like a mansion. One of those old Southern mansions in Civil War movies, with white columns and everything. I looked back up at Buford, not quite sure what to make of it.

“You’re joking, right?”

He looked confused. “No, ma’am. This here was the home of Miss Adela May Harper, your great-aunt.” His voice softened slightly when he spoke her name, but then quickly returned to its smooth, business-like drawl.

I shook my head emphatically. “No, I don’t have any relatives.”

Buford raised a fuzzy eyebrow. “Miss Adela was your father’s aunt. She told me so herself, two months before she died, when she made some adjustments to her will.”

My forehead wrinkled as I sorted out the implications of Buford’s simple statement. “But, my father said he grew up in the system. He didn’t have a family.”

Buford nodded slowly and looked at me for what seemed like a very long moment. “Your father’s mother, Adela’s baby sister, dabbled in some, well, not very nice things. She brought home boyfriends who were less than reputable. One night, probably after having been beaten again, your father ran away. He was fifteen. Adela said she reported him missing, but they never heard from him again.”

I studied a knothole on the plank surface of the table. “So then, if that’s true, how’d you find me, and how are you even sure you’ve got the right woman?”

“Adela never gave up looking for Jonas. The day she came to me to change her will, she’d finally gotten a lead on him. Said he’d gone north and changed his name, taken on the last name of some poet or something.”

A reluctant smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. Robert Burns. His favorite.

“Anyway,” Buford continued, “she said she’d found out he’d married and had a child, a girl, but he and his wife died twenty years ago in a car crash. She didn’t know the girl’s name. Only knew Jonas’s pseudonym and that his daughter would have been roughly ten years old when her parents died.”

I studied Buford’s teddy-bear brown eyes but declined a response. He seemed sincere, and all his information checked out. Still, it was a lot to accept just yet. I nodded for him to continue.

Buford cleared his throat and leaned into the slats of the chair. “Since she had no children of her own and Margret was her only sister, Adela said the girl would be her only heir. She asked me to start looking, so I did. But, the good Lord took her home just days before I found something.” He paused and leaned forward. “Adela left everything to you.”

“Everything?”

He nodded, his clean-shaven, caramel-colored double chin mashing together. “Yes. The house and all its contents, and the remaining balance in her checking account.” He pulled a paper from the folder. “Which totals just over seventy-five thousand, as you’ll see here.”

I tried to swallow but found my mouth severely lacking the necessary moisture to do so. “And, you’re sure it’s me?”

The lawyer grinned, revealing even, white teeth. “I’ll just need you to sign a few papers, please.” He pushed a fancy pen across the table.

Five minutes later, I wished Buford a good trip home and closed the door. I’d promised to look over all the documents and meet up with him in a few days. It looked as though I’d be traveling deeper South than I’d intended.

When Buford disappeared down the drive, I gathered the papers from the folder and stepped into the bright May sunshine. Thick, warm air settled around me, and I inhaled a deep breath of the clean air, letting its release from my lungs drag some tension from my body. I sat in one of the two rockers on the small front porch and listened to the birds twitter before opening the envelope again.

I pulled out the glossy photograph of the house. It was absolutely beautiful. I studied it more closely. Chipped paint hung in flakes in several spots, and one of the front shutters sagged. Not that it mattered; I’d probably still get a hefty sum out of it. A small seed of hope sprouted tentative roots. Maybe, for once, something good was about to happen to me.

I placed the photo on the side table next to my glass of lemonade and fished for another paper, the last will and testament of an aunt I never knew existed. Short and direct, it confirmed Buford’s story. Adela Harper had left everything in her possession to the daughter of her nephew, Jonas B. Harper, living under the name Jonas Burns. I stared at Daddy’s name. What did the B stand for?

I laid the copies of bank statements on the table and removed a photocopy of a news article. Where had she found this? I ran my finger over the small picture of the pile-up.

Crash Kills Three, Wounds Two

A drunk driver took an exit ramp onto interstate 81 last night around 10:00 PM, meeting one car head-on and causing two others to crash. Jonas Burns, 33, a factory worker, and his wife Morgan, 30, a teacher, were both killed instantly in the head-on collision. Samantha Kelly, 57, rear-ended the Burnses’ car and was taken by ambulance but died before arriving at the hospital. Authorities say the drunk driver and his passenger both sustained significant injuries but are expected to recover. Their identities have not yet been released. The police say the driver will be facing DUI charges and possibly….

Enough. I already knew how the story ended. The paper knew the facts, but didn’t really know anything. Only I knew how Daddy had saved for months to take Momma out to a fancy restaurant in the city for their anniversary, how pretty Momma looked in her new yellow dress and how Daddy’s eyes shone. The paper gave no mention of them kissing their little girl for the last time and leaving her at her best friend Amy’s house. No, those weren’t the things that made news.

I placed the paper face down. It represented the first dark cloud in a series of thunderstorms that had caused my irreparable damages.

“Enough of the past,” I said to the massive pines surrounding the cabin. They swayed in agreement. I needed to figure out my next steps for the future. I tapped my fingers on the armrest. I could use some guidance, some advice. But, who would I call?

If I’d still been the praying type, I might have implored the Almighty, but God and I were no longer on speaking terms. So what? I could do it. Get a plan, steamroll through. No reason to change tactics now.

I was already off work, so obviously step one meant traveling to Oakville to sort through all this. Step two would be to cash in the bank accounts, put the house up for sale, and head home. With that kind of money, I could take a year off and really sit down and do some writing. A break from my stuck-up boss would do me wonders.

I went back inside to scout plane tickets I couldn’t afford. But, then again, seeing as how I’d just come into a fortune, maybe I could. A smile tugged at my lips. Today was the launch of a new future.
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My Internet search revealed the only real airport in Mississippi was in Jackson, and then I’d have to rent a car and drive at least two hours north to get to the barely-on-the-map town of Oakville. Unfortunately, I’d also driven two and a half hours from the airport in Atlanta to reach my rustic little retreat. So, basically I could pay three hundred dollars to take a two-hour plane ride and still drive four hours, or I could just drive the eight-and-a-half from the cabin. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed the number for the rental car company. Maybe I could return the car in Jackson and fly home from there when this was all over. I needed to call the airline, too. I started making a list.

After enduring overly loud jazz trumpets while on hold with the airport and a slightly less annoying selection of classical instrumentals with the car rental company, I finally had everything straightened out. I threw my few clothes into my new red suitcase and headed down into town to check out of the cabin.

Warm, thick air alive with the sounds and smells of spring greeted me as I stepped onto the porch. I breathed deeply. Honeysuckle so sweet I could nearly taste it.

Only a few puffs of white broke up the startling blue sky, which was amazingly beautiful without concrete and smog. A sigh escaped my lips. There was no sense stalling any longer. I heaved my suitcase into the beige Honda and slowly made my way down the long driveway, red dirt billowing from the churning tires.

The town of Sky Valley and its people brimmed with a sweetness that rivaled their sugar-laden tea. But, unaccustomed as I was to waving at every person or car that passed, I found them all just this side of creepy.

Across from the town’s only gas station stood the small main office for my rental cabin. Based on past experience, once I was inside, it would take me a good twenty minutes to get back out. I took a deep breath and readied myself for the manager. If the residents of Sky Valley were to elect a county Queen of Sweet-Talk, Mrs. Eula Goodrich would take the crown. Her face erupted into a grin the moment I stepped through the screen door.

“Why, Miss Burns, I didn’t expect to be seein’ you anytime soon. Figured you’d be busy with your writing. How’s it coming?”

I shook my head slowly. “I’m afraid something’s come up, and I’m not going to be able to stay. I’d like to check out, please.”

Her overplucked eyebrows raised in surprise. “Oh? I’m sorry to hear that, dear. Is everything all right?”

“Yes. I just have some, um, family business to take care of. But, I really enjoyed the stay and hope to come back here sometime very soon.”

She nodded, her gray curls bouncing. “Okay, dear. I’ll just close out your account on your credit card.” She handed me a receipt. “Would you like some tea to take with you?”

I nearly declined, since the cup she’d given me at check-in could have sent a hummingbird into sugar shock. My expression must have given away my thoughts, because she pointed to the little room tucked away behind the counter. “I have some unsweet tea, too, in case you’d rather have that. Just made it.”

Unsweet tea? Wasn’t that just tea? She smiled. I smiled back. “Unsweet tea?”

She looked at me a little funny. “Yeah. It just finished brewing. I haven’t put the sugar in yet.” Her features blossomed again. “But, I’m just finishing up, if you’d like some of my famous sweet tea.”

Was everyone in Georgia this way, or had I somehow managed to stumble into Mayberry? “Just plain iced tea sounds great. Thank you, Mrs. Goodrich. That’s very kind of you.”

After the necessary pleasantries I pulled onto the road, my tea in the cupholder and the only available radio station playing some “boot-scootin’” tune. I pushed down the unwelcome lump in my throat. So what if I hadn’t really traveled in twenty years and was more accustomed to taxis and subways than driving? I could do this. The adventure would be well worth the new life I had coming.

My fingers tightened on the steering wheel as various questions bounced around in my head. Did I have a family? Was any of it left in Oakville? I ground my teeth. What difference did it make? Obviously, the Harpers had mistreated my father to the point he’d had to run away and lie about his past. Besides, Adela was a stranger. A dead one. What good could come from looking into a family that, in all practical ways, didn’t really exist? I turned up the radio and let the wind tease loose long strands from my ponytail.

I made it to the Mississippi line by dark and parked at a Wendy’s on the outskirts of Meridian, ready for a bathroom break and a quick dinner before finding somewhere to stay for the night. The smell of greasy French fries assaulted me the moment I opened the car door and my stomach growled in response. I’d driven through lunch, too preoccupied with my journey to care about food.

I shut the door with my foot, and darkness engulfed me the moment the car’s interior light went off. The streetlight charged with dispelling the gloom over this particular bit of asphalt was busted, its shiny innards crunching under my shoes. I scanned the vacant parking lot, my nerves tingling, but no monsters waited in the shadows. I tossed the keys somewhere in the depths of my oversized purse at just the instant I realized I’d been too distracted to lock and alarm the car. The ambient light from the restaurant gave me just enough hope I could find the keys somewhere in the leather abyss. I chewed my lip. Maybe I could just leave it. I’d only be gone a few minutes. But, then, with my luck, the rental would be stolen before I made it out of the bathroom, and I hadn’t paid for extra insurance. Better be safe and find the stupid key.

I pushed past my phone and wallet and had just scraped the bottom of the bag when something encircled my waist and forced the air from my lungs. An angry grunt escaped my lips, and I clawed at the offending entrapment. My nails dug into a burly forearm. I struggled to free myself from its grip. Venomous, incoherent growls instinctively rumbled from my chest, my body immediately switching into survival mode.

“Hey there, pretty girl, calm down. I ain’t gonna hurt you. Why don’t ya come have some supper wit’ me?” A man’s gruff voice slithered into my ear, his face an inch from the side of my head as he held me immobile.

Panic crawled over my skin, escaping from my pores in a cold sweat. I tried to calm down enough to think, but the rapid succession of my breath and the constriction around my midsection robbed my brain of much-needed oxygen. The stench of sweat and beer washed over me, and I twisted my face away, gagging on the bile that burned the back of my throat.

“Easy, now, little girl. You’re a feisty one, eh? Well, I like my women spunky. How’s ’bout we skip the dinner and go get to know each other better instead?”

No!

Panic wouldn’t let the word escape from my constricted throat.

Not again. Never again.

I pushed and struggled against his barrel chest, but his iron clasp held me firm. A filthy hand smothered my mouth. Self-defense class! Why hadn’t I forked over the money to take the blasted class?

Help me, God. Please!

He started pulling. I kicked, my tennis shoes barely scraping against the asphalt. He dragged me through the dark parking lot and toward a jacked-up pickup. I had to get free. Once he had me locked in there, I’d be trapped. My eyes desperately searched for help, but the deepening darkness revealed no onlookers.

My hands closed around the purse that was miraculously still in my grasp. The keys! Maybe I could use them as a weapon. I plunged my hand through the open zipper and grazed something long and cylindrical. My calligraphy pen. A gift from my co-workers.

My trembling fingers grasped the object and dropped the purse just as my captor reached for the door handle. He flung it open and with a swift jerk turned me to face him. He towered over me, easily six and a half feet tall. His bald head bent low, and his nose nearly touched mine.

His demonic eyes shone with fire, full of lust and evil. I’d seen eyes like those before. His mouth gaped into a hideous grin as his meaty paws ripped at the front of my blouse. I stared hard at him, refusing to show him the fear he wanted.

Something in my gaze gave him pause. I tightened my grip on my pathetically tiny weapon.

“Yes. You’re gonna be a fun one,” he growled. He slid his hands to my waist and prepared to lift me into the truck.

With a swiftness that still marvels me and a banshee cry, I slammed the sharp metal point of my only birthday gift into the soft spot of his thick neck, just above the collarbone. His eyes rounded and his hands slid from my hips. In slow motion, they grabbed for the object protruding from his throat.

I ran.

The car seemed miles away. My feet skittered across the pavement, barely seeming to graze the surface. When I finally reached the door, a sickening thought staggered me to a halt and slashed my feeble sense of victory.

Keys.

I needed keys, or I couldn’t escape. Adrenaline coursed through my veins and forced my foggy brain to focus. Where were the keys?

There! My purse! Halfway between the safety of my car and the ogre lumbering this way. I could make it. Had to make it.

I sprinted.

Scooping the purse and pivoting on one foot in a single motion, I darted back to my car. The sound behind me turned my blood to ice and made my heart gallop. Footsteps thudded closer, heavy and gaining ground. My hand covered the welcoming coolness of the door handle.

I dove through the opening, now thankful I’d forgotten to lock it, slammed the door shut, and hit the lock button just as something pounded on my window.

I turned my purse upside down, dumping everything onto my lap. There! I grabbed the single key on the rental company’s logo keychain and shoved it into the ignition. A bloody hand pounded the glass. The little four-cylinder turned over. Almost free.

A gurgling roar penetrated the window. I didn’t want to look, but I did.

Blood dripped down his throat and covered the front of his shirt. Above the gaping wound, his demented face revealed snarled teeth tinted crimson. The devil himself had come for me this time.

I slammed the gear into reverse and sent him flying backward. Rocketing from the parking space, I shifted into drive without hitting the brake. The transmission protested but obeyed my command. Customers were flooding from the restaurant, drawn by the commotion.

The man’s crumpled form lay in a heap on the pavement. People gathered around him, their wide eyes staring at me.

They were too late. They were always too late.

I pushed the accelerator and didn’t look back.
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Cold air coursed over my trembling hands as the compressor did its best to turn my car into a little piece of the Arctic. Beads of sweat collected on my forehead, but the air conditioning helped with the clamminess and held the nausea at bay. I needed to stop and find somewhere safe. And maybe take a long, hot shower.

A sign glowed up ahead. I turned on the blinker. This one would cost more than I could really afford, but I wasn’t taking any chances on a seedy hotel tonight. Holding the key firmly in my hand, I locked the car and darted across the well-lit lot, pulling my struggling suitcase along behind me.

The suit-clad man behind the counter smiled. “Good evening, ma’am”

As I came closer, a surprised look raised his groomed eyebrows. Catching himself, he smoothed his features into a professional cheeriness.

Who could blame him? I must have looked a mess. I reached up to smooth my hair. Red spatters dotted my fingers and partway up my arm. Horrified, I thrust my hand behind my back.

“Um,” I stammered, “would it be okay if I used the restroom before I check in? It’s been a long trip, you know.” Stupid. How would he know how long my trip had been? I must have looked guilty of murder.

Maybe I was.

He smiled. “Of course, ma’am. The facilities are just around that corner.” He gestured toward the end of the entryway.

“Thank you.” I hurried off before he could ask questions.

Thankfully, no one was in the ladies’ room. I turned on the water and started scrubbing my hands, feeling a lot like Lady Macbeth.

“Out, out, spot. Out, I say,” I muttered under my breath as I scrubbed the offending stains.

I dried my raw skin with a rough paper towel, glancing in the mirror before tossing it in the trash. No wonder the man at the front desk had struggled to keep the surprise from his face. My ponytail hung limp from one side, several dark strands sticking up in all directions. Wide, haunted brown eyes stared back at me like they were high on some illegal drug. Thankfully, though, no red splatter decorated my face and neck.

I straightened my purple blouse, fingering the button hanging by a thread. So much for one of my favorites. I’d never wear it again. His smell still lingered, forcing continued contact I desperately wanted to break.

Pull it together.

I smoothed my hair and fixed my ponytail, then took a deep breath and studied my reflection.

“I am strong. I will not let you get to me.” My eyes burned, threatening tears. I fought them back. This time, I’d won.

I spun on my heel and rolled my suitcase back to the front desk.

“One night, please.” I thrust my credit card at the man without meeting his eyes.

A few moments later, I was safely on the second floor with the deadbolt and privacy latch secured. The tears would not be contained any longer. The memories came to me then, images I’d fought for years. The suffocating monster of fear uncoiling from his lair.

I’d been eleven the first time. The house mother was supposed to be home when the bus dropped us off after school; I still don’t know why she wasn’t. One of the older foster boys had been waiting in the room I shared with Lisa. Lisa and I had been close friends. She was the only one I ever really made in the foster system. I still wonder what would have happened if she’d been home that day instead of serving detention. But, she wasn’t, and I’d been alone. He’d said he wanted to show me what it was like to be a grownup. He could teach me. Something in his eyes had made my stomach knot. But, there’d been nowhere to run, and he’d been too strong. The house parents never found out. I’d been too ashamed to tell anyone.

I pulled my knees to my chest and rested my head on my arms. Maybe if it had only happened once, I wouldn’t have been quite as screwed up.

The second time had been worse, in a way. I was sixteen and thought he loved me. He’d called me “baby” and brought flowers. I’d had dreams we would be together forever. I’d be a part of his family and be surrounded by people who loved me. I’d finally have a place to belong.

A few weeks in, he’d started talking about making our love more tangible. Those thoughts had always brought along feelings of guilt and a strange, thick sense of being dirty. Finally, though, I’d given in. It would be much different with someone who loved me. He’d said I could trust him. But, when the date had come, I hadn’t been ready. I’d told him I wasn’t ready.

He didn’t care.

For some reason, I’d continued to date him. Bad love was better than no love, I supposed. After only two months of dating and a promise of a future marriage, he’d left me for someone else. Probably because I was insecure and clingy. Or maybe because he’d already gotten what he wanted, and there was no excitement in damaged toys.

Now, it had nearly happened again. Why did I attract the worst type of men? Maybe they were just all that way, in some form or another. Maybe women were just something to be used and then tossed away. I drew a ragged breath into my lungs. No. I could not wallow in the abyss that threatened my sanity. If I gave in, I might never get back out. The time had not yet come to fight that dragon.

There was no sense feeling sorry for myself. The past was unchangeable, and at least this time I’d fought back. I might always be unwanted and unlovable, but I was done being a victim.

When my breathing evened out, I pushed soggy hair from my eyes and surveyed my home for the night. Simple, but clean. Two double beds with multi-colored spreads and a small desk and chair. The bathroom door stood open, and the shower invited me in.

I let the nearly scalding water flow over me, trying to wash the memory from my skin. Finally feeling somewhat clean again, I dressed for bed and plugged my computer into the hotel’s Internet dock. Maybe if I did a little research, I could fall asleep with different thoughts galloping through my head.

A quick Google search for Buford Cornwall showed me a few small-town news articles and human-interest pieces, but nothing incriminating. A black-and-white photograph showed him smiling, standing next to an elderly woman. He seemed honest enough. But then, they usually did. If I was going to meet with him tomorrow, I wanted to gather a little intel first. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to find.

Sighing, I powered down my laptop and crawled under the comforter. I turned on the television and watched a home improvement channel until my eyes finally began to droop. Tomorrow held the opportunity for a new life. I could be someone else. Soon, I would have the one thing I’d always wanted: freedom.
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By eight a.m., I’d grabbed a few muffins from the lobby and was on the road again, ready to put the town of Meridian safely behind me. In just three short hours I’d be in Oakville finalizing the paperwork on my new life.

Radio blaring and windows down, I finally started to feel good again.

Bam!

The steering wheel jerked from my hands, and the car swerved hard to the right and across the white line. Gravel spewed as I skidded onto the shoulder, peppering the underside of the chassis. I screamed and fought to maintain control as I hit the brake pedal with both feet and finally slid to a stop. My heart hammered in my chest. A car horn blared behind me, and dropped my clunking heart to the floorboard. I sat for several moments, gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles as cars whizzed past me.

Biting my lip, I finally got out and walked around the front of the car and down the side away from the speeders who wouldn’t get over into the left lane. Great. Blown tire. Just what I needed. Could this trip get any worse?

I kicked the offending rubber, which did nothing but add a throbbing toe to my troubles. I’d never changed a tire before. Not that not knowing how to do something had ever stopped me before.

I opened the trunk and stared at the spare as if it were a coiled rattlesnake. Oh, well. It was as good a time as any to learn. I poked around under the felt liner in the bottom of the trunk, figuring there should be some tools around there somewhere.

“Need some help?”

I jumped, spun, and thrust the tire iron at my attacker in one fluid motion.

“Hey, now. Easy there, lady. Didn’t mean to startle ya.” The old man smiled, showing yellowing teeth through a stubbly beard. He pointed at the tire iron. “Know how to use that thing?” I just stared at him, the weapon suspended between us. He shrugged his shoulders. “Just thought you might need a little help.”

“Oh. Sorry.” I dropped my hand but kept the weapon at my side. I eyed him. He didn’t seem bothered. I chewed my lip. Finally, I conceded. “Yes, thank you. I really could use some help.”

“Well, let me check out the damage.” He walked past me through the overgrown grass and surveyed the tire. “Yep, this ’un’s shot. You’ll have to get a new one. There’s a Walmart just up the road that’s got a tire shop. I’ll get yer spare on. It’ll hold ya that far, so long as you don’t go too fast.”

I nodded. “Thanks.” Good to know a spare wasn’t actually an extra tire. That bit of information had probably just saved me from another blowout.

“Made in China. Everything’s always made in China,” the man grumbled as he hefted the spare from the back of my Honda.

“Japan.”

“Huh?”

“You said China. Hondas are made in Japan.”

He smiled at me with the tire balanced on his shoulder. “Don’t make no difference. Lost good buddies in the Air Corps fighting ’em. Ain’t gonna buy all my junk from them now. Whatever happened to dependable American-made cars?”

Too expensive.

I got the feeling that particular comment might start a conversation that could delay or, worse, prevent my tire from being fixed, so I refrained from voicing my observation. I smiled and shrugged, and he resumed his task.

In a matter of minutes, he swapped the tires with the speed and agility of a much younger man. “Welp, that arta do it.”

“I can’t thank you enough, Mr….”

“Sam. Sam McClintock. Most folks call me Mac.”

“Thanks again, Mr. McClintock. Where I’m from, people don’t stop to help a stranger on the side of the road.”

He grinned. “Then perhaps you’re livin’ in the wrong place.” He tilted his chin and got back into his old Ford pickup.

What a nice guy. I waved as he went by. Maybe a few still existed after all.

My little rental limped to the next exit as cars blared their horns in frustration. Let them be mad. I wasn’t about to push it. They could pass me.

The Walmart delay took longer than expected, but wandering around the store I found a sketch pad and some new charcoal pencils to keep me occupied while I waited. I’m not that good at drawing, but I missed the paints back at my apartment. Painting calms me. There was just something about watching the colors blend on the canvas and letting the images in my mind come to life that was deeply satisfying.

Allowing my mind to roam, I began sketching one of the two things that came easiest to me, flowers and horses. This time it was a lily. I finished the final stroke and studied it. The delicate petals curved gracefully as it opened itself to the world. It might make a good painting when I got home.

The intercom system gave a loud beep. My pencil skidded in an awkward line across the page. “Emily Burns, your vehicle is ready in the car care center. Emily Burns, your car is ready.” I checked my watch, surprised that the ninety minutes had passed so quickly. I tucked the small sketch pad in my purse, and after paying for the tire and grabbing a sandwich for the road, I was finally on my way again. At this rate, I’d have my inheritance spent before they cut the check.

A quiet three hours passed without incident or expense, and I spotted a sign that said “Oakville 1 mile.” Relieved, I took my exit and fished for the directions to Buford’s office. I shouldn’t have bothered. If I missed his office, a quick trip around the block would probably have put me at the beginning of the main street again. I crept through at the posted twenty-five limit. I approached the blinking yellow light—they didn’t even have a real stoplight—at what was apparently the town’s only intersection. Great. I’d gone from Mayberry to Hickville.

Past a tiny gas station and across from a quaint little café hung a hand-painted sign for Buford D. Cornwall, attorney-at-law. The old brick building recalled a time when architecture mattered and craftsmanship was valued. Only two cars were parked out front. I pulled in at the end of the row and locked the car before sliding the keys into my pocket.

I pushed open the clean glass door with gold lettering, making the chimes on the doorframe jingle. I’d barely set foot inside when the melodious Southern accent of an older lady greeted me. She smiled warmly, her wrinkled features gathering in the corners.

“Good afternoon, ma’am. How can I help you?”

“Hello,” I said, coming to stand in front of the dark, carved-wood desk. From the looks of this office, small-town law was going well. “I’m here to see Mr. Cornwall about my great-aunt’s estate.”

“Oh! Why, of course. You must be Adela’s niece.” She clasped her hands together and grinned at me. “Just sit down right over there, dear.”

Great-niece. Not that it mattered. I didn’t bother correcting her. I sat in one of the plush, green overstuffed chairs in the waiting area. I had my choice of two magazines, Field and Stream or Southern Living. Oh, joy. I chose the latter. I flipped through the pages, actually finding the garden photos and charming houses somewhat interesting. I was about to read an article on organizing to make the most out of your small space when I heard agitated voices coming from Buford’s office. I couldn’t make anything out at first, but as a woman’s shrill voice became louder, her shouted words became clearer. I stared at the magazine and pretended to read.

“You can’t do this to me. She promised me! It’s rightfully mine!” I risked a glance at the receptionist. She stared at her computer. I looked back down at the article.

A deeper voice I assumed was Buford’s replied. I couldn’t make out his words through the door to my right, but I could tell he was irritated.

Suddenly, the door flew open, slammed back against the wall, and startled me enough that the magazine slipped from my lap and fluttered to the floor. A woman I guessed to be in her mid-forties stomped past me, her black pumps thudding on the hardwood floor.

“Good day, Mrs. McCrae,” the receptionist called after her. The woman didn’t respond. She stalked out the front door, not bothering to pull it closed behind her.

The receptionist sighed and walked around her desk to close the door. She looked at me and smiled. Something in her eyes twinkled of amusement.

“Hello, Emily. I’m so glad you came.” A heavy hand rested on my shoulder. I turned to see Buford grinning at me. “Now, don’t you worry about her. I’ve got it all covered.”

I frowned. What exactly did he have covered? “Okay.”

I followed Buford into his office. “Law requires that we post an estate for ninety days in the paper before we can close it,” Buford said as he rounded his desk and eased himself into a large leather chair. He motioned for me to sit.

I poised on the edge of the upholstered seat. My stomach flopped. Ninety days? So much for come in, sign a few papers, and get my check. That figured.

“But, since it took me awhile to find you, there’s just a few days, maybe a week, left to go.”

Well, that was something. “Why do you have to post it for that long? I don’t understand. Can someone else claim everything?”

“No, dear, it’s not that.” He chuckled. “Though Gloria McCrae might wish it so. We have to post it so if anyone has a debt to claim against the estate they have the opportunity to collect from the holdings before the money is dispersed.”

“Oh, okay.” I fought the urge to ask how many debts were coming out of the money.

“But seeing as how Miss Adela was so good with her accounts, there were no outstanding debts save the electricity bill which I’ve already taken care of. It’s just a formality, really.”

He looked at me as if he expected a reply, but I couldn’t think of what the proper one was, so I said nothing.

“Well, let’s ride out there and give it a look, shall we?”

“Give what a look?”

“Why, the house, of course. I figured you’d want to see it. Don’t you?”

“Oh, yes. Of course.” I got up and scooped up my purse, feeling rather stupid. I was too worried about the cash.

As we stepped out into the warm sunshine, Buford motioned to a practical-looking Chevy town car. “Do you want to ride with me or just follow? It’s right up the road.”

“I’ll follow.”

“Okay, then.”

We rode through the rest of town, which as far as I could see consisted of a hardware store, a car wash and a tiny barber shop, and then down a winding, tree-lined road. The air conditioner barely had time to start fighting the stifling heat before Buford took a left onto an unmarked gravel road.

As we rounded the tree line, my jaw fell open so wide it nearly hit my lap. The house was like nothing I’d ever seen.
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Some days, the inky despair tries to overtake me. Somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind, behind a door as thick as lead and as cold as steel, lies a cavern where the beast sleeps. Whenever I fool myself into thinking he is in hibernation, he sinks his fangs into my soul and reminds me what a useless, unwanted failure I am.

This was one of those days.

If an inheritance and the possibility of a shiny new life couldn’t keep the dragon at bay, then nothing would. I stood alone in the center of the grand entryway and felt grossly out of place. The cool metal of a borrowed key disappeared into the heat of my palm. After a brief tour, Buford had rushed out, thrust the key in my hand, and asked me to lock up when I finished. Guess he figured I had no reason to steal anything.

I should have been happy. Yet, the monster called to me. I didn’t deserve any of this. I’d never even known this lady. I hadn’t gone to her funeral, and I didn’t belong in this town. I shook my head and tried to force the voices out. Deserved or not, it was about to be mine. I surveyed my ancestral homestead, feeling slightly unnerved by the silence. Everything was clean and tidy, as if the owner had just stepped out for afternoon errands, and I was intruding in her home.
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