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PROLOGUE


Jean Rodgers saw the flash of headlights she’d been watching for. Snatching a sweater in deference to the September chill, she banged out the screened porch off the kitchen, and headed down the path.

Her vehicle filled one bay in the garage shed and Whit Kendall’s another, which left one open, as she’d told her niece. But Mary Chase’s car wasn’t in the shed. Its engine was running, and its lights were on, as if the driver couldn’t go the final few feet.

Jean hurried toward the car. “Mary Chase? Is that you?”

Through the open window, she saw the driver’s head turn.

“Aunt Jean.”

That’s all she said. That was plenty.

Jean wasted no time bundling her into the house and then into bed, pausing only for a deeply satisfying hug. She ignored Mary Chase’s objections at being sent straight to bed. If she’d had any doubts — but she never did — they would have evaporated at the sight of her niece’s eyelids drooping closed within a minute of getting between the crisp sheets.

There was no knowing what all happened between Mary Chase and that fellow she’d left behind in New York City. That bothered her some, but not enough to worry about, especially since the girl had always been one to go inside herself to heal.

She didn’t think there’d been physical abuse, but sometimes that was cold comfort. A year ago, she’d hoped Mary Chase would part from Kevin. These past months, her uneasiness grew with each call, email, and text.

Now she had left him. The healing could start.

If Jean’s bit of amateur psychology was right, Lattimore Mountain was exactly what Mary Chase needed. If she wasn’t right, her niece would still have six months of some of the best scenery around.


CHAPTER ONE


Sunk in a canvas sling chair so worn that her tush nearly brushed the grass, Mary Chase Rodgers stared at shifting branches of lush green overhead.

Last night, after long hours of droning interstates, the twisting, high-banked mountain roads’ many S-curve switchbacks had struck her as a daunting analogy for her life — covering ground, while getting nowhere.

She would have come no matter what, because Jean needed her to look after her house while she took a six-month course in Italy. But after twelve hours of sleep, a good dose of Aunt Jean, and the day’s bright sunshine, her impending stay in Lattimore Mountain, North Carolina, seemed less bad omen-like than it had last night.

A cardigan sweater landed across her chest with a cottony thunk.

“C’mon, Mary Chase. Let’s go. I have people for you to meet before I leave for Italy.”

Mary Chase let a small groan escape. “That really isn’t necessary. I don’t need—”

Jean Rodgers never wasted time arguing, she simply steamrolled. She gave a brief snort of disdain, and said, “You’re going to live here six months, you need to know your neighbors before I leave next week,” then started off, confident she’d be obeyed.

Mary Chase sighed but put on the sweater and climbed into the passenger seat. She even obediently looked out the window at landmarks her aunt pointed out.

Last night, dark had swallowed everything beyond the light tunnel of her headlights. Now she regarded the green mountainside spread out unevenly ahead of them, like a rumpled homemade quilt, with each element of green as unique as a quilt’s patch. A sweep of ripening farm fields, a rise of enfolding forest, a dip to dense vegetation lining a small stream.

How could you convey the range and diversity within one color? Add elements of unexpected color, of yellow and blue and red and black? She’d try that first, then . . .

Then . . . nothing. She hadn’t painted since . . . In a long time.

*     *     *

This is my niece, Mary Chase Rodgers, from New York City.

Mary Chase must have heard the phrase a thousand times already. Oh, she knew that was a figment of her exaggeration since that would account for the entire population of Lattimore Mountain three times over.

But it sure felt like it.

Nonstop introductions required all her tricks for matching faces and names. As much as she looked forward to the months of solitude ahead of her, she didn’t want to offend Aunt Jean’s friends if she did happen to run into them.

“That’s the road to the town of Pine Tops, over Ballston Ridge.” Jean pointed to a sinuous, climbing road that crossed their route. “It’s got the regional hospital, a junior college. It’s not bad, but it’s not Lattimore Mountain.”

Three years ago, Jean had taken early retirement as an insurance executive in Milwaukee for life as a potter here. She clearly relished her choice.

“Aunt Jean, we’ve been to two roadside produce stands, four farmhouses, a cabin that looked as if it would fall off the mountain with a good stiff breeze, and the church.” At each stop, Jean had friends to introduce her to. “Is there any place left?”

“Yes. Lattimore Mountain’s Town Hall.”

They pulled into a graveled semicircle in front of a two-story building painted brick red and backed up to a steep rise of rock taller than the peak of the roof. The building had the air of a well-maintained pair of old shoes — worn but polished.

“The sign says General Store,” Mary Chase objected as they started up the porch steps. “Where’s the Town Hall?”

“Right here, like I said. Any important business on the Mountain happens at the General Store. And if you need anything, these are the people you turn to. No question.”

Jean opened the screen door, and Mary Chase stepped in.

She stopped, transfixed. Stacks of canned goods, kegs of nails, baskets pegged to wooden poles, pocket knives in a case, bins of yarn, ranks of aspirin, a snake pit of extension cords. She couldn’t take it all in.

Rows of packed shelves extended from front to back. More shelves populated a second-floor gallery. A counter topped with another assortment stretched down the side of the room, turned across the back, then marched back up the other side.

Only the front of the store provided open space, centered around a big black stove rooted midway between the counters. Round-backed wooden chairs, several occupied, clustered nearby as if the unlit stove gave off warmth.

Aunt Jean said her piece again to those in the chairs. “This is my niece, Mary Chase Rodgers, from New York City.”

Names she might stumble over, but faces instantly became sharp-focused imprints.

Lia Lowell was easy. The tall, dark-haired teenager’s worshipful eyes followed Mary Chase from the instant Jean pronounced New York City.

Amy Lowell was easy, too. As tall and darkly attractive as her daughter, she watched the girl’s reaction with concerned eyes. It was obvious New York City cast no spell on her. Still, she greeted Mary Chase with warmth.

Betty Beecham, a small, white-haired lady with bright, searching blue eyes that belied any indications of frailty, tartly said, “They’re running out of food in New York, if this girl’s a sample.”

“Oh, Betty, isn’t she lovely, though?” Harold Beecham, nearly as tiny as his wife, gently smiled at Mary Chase as he took her hand between both of his.

Then, in quick succession came two more Lowell children, Tom Junior and Jeff, but which was which? Sally McBride, a heavy-set middle-aged woman, and a trio of men’s names she had no hope of matching with faces.

“Did you overlook me, Jean?”

The deep-voiced question from behind her drew laughter Mary Chase didn’t understand. She turned. A man in his mid-30s leaned lazily, arms crossed atop an ornate old-fashioned cash register.

This face displayed distinctive eyebrows. No darker than his brown hair, they grew from above a straight narrow nose to well beyond the corners of eyes colored the warm brown of worn leather, then dropped abruptly like brackets. As he smiled, they rose in amusement.

The man pushed away from the cash register, coming around the counter, and Mary Chase understood the amusement at the idea of his being overlooked.

Not only tall — from the tilt needed from her five-foot-six to take him all in, he had to be at least six-three — his work shirt and jeans didn’t obscure broad shoulders and powerful legs.

Automatically, she met the hand he held out, then watched her hand disappear, enclosed by slightly roughened, callused skin. The grip was gentle. Somehow that made her more aware of how crushing it might have been.

“This is Whit Kendall, Mary Chase. He lives up the path from my place.”

Abruptly aware he still held her hand, Mary Chase jerked back. Trying to break loose of a grip that hadn’t been there, she almost toppled over.

Whit Kendall’s left arm shot out to steady her. She automatically balanced with a hand against his broad chest. Then immediately pushed away from the warmth under her hand.

No one appeared to pay attention, perhaps used to stumbles on the uneven wooden floors.

Except Whit Kendall, who watched her from where he’d propped himself against this side of the counter, his slight smile joined by a searching element in his brown eyes.

“If you need help with anything, you call Whit,” her aunt said.

Mary Chase wouldn’t need help, all she needed was time alone.

He added. “I’m Jean’s closest neighbor and we share a shed for the cars, so we’ve gotten in the habit of relying on each other, as neighbors do.”

Jean said briskly, “Mary Chase might have lived the past five years in New York City, but she grew up in a small town, and knows the importance of neighborliness.”

“You went from a small town to New York?” Lia’s question held a whisper of awe at encountering someone who’d followed the path she obviously longed to take.

“Yes, I did.” Mary Chase knew the twists and turns — and pitfalls — of that path. But she saw only rose petals in the girl’s eyes.

She’d want to know more. A lot more.

“You all set for Italy, Jean? All packed?” Whit Kendall’s subject change was less than subtle. Why would he care about Lia’s interest in the Big, Bad Apple?

One of the trio of men around the stove picked up the question. “Why’re you going to Italy to make your pots, Jean? You can do that here.”

“Sure, Jim. But if you keep doing the same thing, you get stale. I want new ideas, shake up my style.”

“You could work with those artists on the other side of the valley,” Harold Beecham suggested.

“So-called artists,” amended Jean with a snort.

“Yeah,” protested another stove-side sitter. “What’s Italy got that Lattimore Mountain’s lackin’?”

“Italian men.” Betty Beecham’s prompt answer set up a round of laughter, with Jean good-naturedly accepting teasing about her real motives for the trip.

Whit Kendall’s smile struck Mary Chase as absent. Following the direction of his gaze, she met Lia’s intense look head-on. Mary Chase looked away. Another half-second of eye contact and the girl would have launched into a barrage of questions.

“Whit, I’d best be paying my bill and getting on my way,” said Sally McBride.

Whit pulled out a phone and Mary Chase realized the register was at least partly for show.

“Oh, I forgot brown sugar for the cookies I’m making tonight. Can you believe that? The whole reason for this trip and I ’bout forgot.” Sally McBride clucked at her forgetfulness.

Whit bagged her items. “Can’t let you leave without those ingredients or we won’t get your prize cookies, Sally.” He glanced up. “Lia, you’re closest. Get Mrs. McBride the box of brown sugar from that shelf.”

“Sure, Uncle Whit.”

Uncle Whit.

Mary Chase looked at Lia, stretching her tall frame to reach the sugar, then at Amy Lowell and her two sons. She should have seen the family resemblance, clear in the bone structure, the set of the head, the line of the body. Whit and Amy, brother and sister. Amy’s youngest — Jeff, she thought — even had a youthful version of his uncle’s eyebrows.

“Whit, do you have those old-fashioned blue airmail envelopes for writing to Jean while she’s in Italy?”

“Just email or text, like we do now,” Jean told Sally.

Sally sighed. “It used to be so romantic, sending those envelopes with the thin paper inside and Airmail on the outside.”

“All mail’s airmail these days. Or faster, when you email or text like normal,” Jean emphasized.

“Why’re you wanting to be romantic with Jean?” asked a large man by the stove.

“You know what I mean, Jim Wainwright,” Sally scolded.

“Besides, who knows if anything Jean mailed back would get here with the postal service up to no good,” Betty said.

Jean scowled. “Are they making noises about that again?”

“More than noises, Jean.” Amy Lowell turned to Mary Chase. “The post office says they’re changing all our mailing addresses to Pine Tops. A directive from some new official, saying they won’t deliver anything addressed to Lattimore Mountain. Consolidating, they say.”

“We can’t let them do that to Lattimore Mountain,” declared Jim Wainwright.

“What are we going to do about it, Whit?”

Sally McBride’s question surprised Mary Chase. Why ask him? He hadn’t raised the issue. He wasn’t the senior member of the group. Nor the most outspoken.

But all eyes were on him now, with varying degrees of expectation. Though Amy Lowell’s held something else Mary Chase wasn’t sure of.

“First thing is send a letter telling them the folks on Lattimore Mountain haven’t taken to their idea. We’ll see what they have to say to that. If we find out what they’re trying to accomplish, we’ll know better how to go from there.”

“They’re trying to wipe Lattimore Mountain off the map, that’s what they’re doing,” grumbled Jim.

Mary Chase’s mouth quirked. From driving here yesterday, she knew Lattimore Mountain wasn’t on navigation maps to start with.

She half-turned to hide her reaction and met Whit Kendall’s amused, eyebrow-raised expression.

He appeared as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

That’s what I want. The thought came fast and fierce. Not a care in the world. No one telling me what to do, who to be. That’s what I want from Lattimore Mountain.

“Time to go, Mary Chase,” Jean said.

Mary Chase mentally repeated each name as she shook hands.

Except with Whit Kendall. He’d already hefted Sally McBride’s bag and headed out. She, Jean, and Sally walked out together, blinking in the bright sunshine, to find him leaning against the passenger door of Jean’s vehicle, totally at ease.

“Thanks, Whit. Nice meetin’ you, Mary Chase.” They waved as Sally drove off in a blue pickup.

“Be seeing you, Whit.” Jean went around to the driver’s side, not seeming to expect an answer and leaving Mary Chase to stand there wondering when Whit would remove himself from the passenger door.

“It was nice meeting you, Whit. Perhaps we’ll run into each other while I’m here.”

That should make it clear this encounter was over, and she didn’t anticipate others.

He gave a slight nod and levered himself away from the car, then opened the passenger door for her. She slid in with dignity. The open window framed his broad shoulders and smiling face when he leaned down.

“Be seein’ you, Jean.” He looked at Mary Chase and added, “Be seein’ you, Mary Chase.”

She had the feeling she’d been issued a challenge.


CHAPTER TWO


Whit watched the car spurt gravel under Jean’s impatient acceleration.

It was nice meeting you, Whit. Perhaps we’ll run into each other while I’m here.

Mary Chase Rodgers had a thing or two to learn about life on Lattimore Mountain.

People on his mountain didn’t wait to see if they happened to run into somebody. If they liked you, they didn’t leave it to chance. If they didn’t like you, they didn’t leave that to chance either. Amazing how many ways there were to avoid somebody.

If only for Jean’s sake, the people of Lattimore Mountain would have looked out for Mary Chase. But it looked like they’d taken to her so far for her own sake, too.

Quiet one, she was. But the noticing sort. He’d watched her eyes rest on the store’s occupants one by one, had seen her pick up nuances not many strangers would have caught.

That interested him, despite her hair too short for his taste and clothes as sharp-edged as the Manhattan skyline.

But there’d also been a bruised look to her. Something about her eyes, the kind of hazy blue that gave these mountains the name Blue Ridge.

His thoughts took a turn from her eyes until he reined them back in. Maybe she’d had cause to be skittish of him if that’s where his mind went. Could be he needed to get off the Mountain a bit.

He frowned into the sun, bright as summer yet but not as warm now with October closing in. Might be a while yet before he got that opportunity with this post office business.

He’d known it was coming, known it would be his problem to solve.

He was Whitaker Jefferson Kendall, only surviving son of Lattimore Kendall, and his family took care of the Mountain and its people. Always had. Always would.

Pivoting on one boot heel, he headed up the General Store’s wooden steps.

*     *     *

It must be some sort of perverse rule of nature, Mary Chase decided three mornings later as she closed Jean’s front door behind Betty Beecham.

In New York, where people packed in like kernels of popcorn in a jar, neighbors seldom bothered to walk 20 feet down a hallway to visit. But on Lattimore Mountain, where visiting meant, at the least, negotiating several miles of twisting roads, it was an integral part of daily life.

“Does this go on all the time?” she plopped on the edge of the bed while her aunt packed.

“Does what go on?”

“All this visiting. Betty’s here daily—”

Though Mary Chase found herself looking forward to Betty’s somewhat astringent remembrances of living all her life on Lattimore Mountain. Betty’s “Girl, the good old days were awful good, but I’ll tell you, the plumbing’s a darn sight better now,” gave her the first real laugh she’d had in too long.

Betty’s talk never held malice. If scandal touched Lattimore Mountain, she wouldn’t hear it from Betty.

“—Lia Lowell comes over every day after school, Amy said she’s coming tomorrow afternoon, and a host of people whose names I still jumble have stopped by.” She ran out of breath and flopped back onto the bed the way she used to as a teenager. It felt good to have no thought of upholding an image. “You told me I’d find peace and solitude here.”

Her teasing held a tinge of accusation.

“Get off my sweater,” Jean ordered before adding strongly, “I might have said peace, but I never promised solitude. And peace doesn’t come easy. You have to work for it. And wait.”

“Then I’ll settle for solitude.”

“We may be all the family we’ve got left—” Mary Chase’s eyes squeezed shut, but didn’t close out the pain that echoed under her aunt’s briskness. “—but if you think you’re going to use Lattimore Mountain and my house as a hidey-hole, forget it.”

More like a hermitage.

“I know you didn’t get that promotion you were up for at the advertising agency, Mary Chase.” She looked up in astonishment at the rarity of her aunt carefully choosing her words. “If you agreed to do me this favor of looking after my place while I’m in Italy under the sting of not getting the promotion and you’re unhappy about that—”

“I’m not unhappy about being here, and I’m not unhappy now about not getting the promotion.” Nor was she unhappy about quitting her job.

Relieved, released, and renewed . . . but not unhappy.

That had been her second step in getting her life back on track. The first had been breaking up with Kevin. The third had been deciding to live off her savings and Aunt Jean’s well-disguised generosity for these months of haven.

There were more to come. She still had financial ties with Kevin, with her share of their apartment — he chose it, he decorated it, but she paid half. And the matter of figuring out exactly where she wanted her life’s track to lead.

Including a way to make a living. Her savings wouldn’t last forever once Jean returned and Mary Chase needed to return to her own life.

“That’s good.” Jean’s voice picked up its usual briskness. “Besides, at least half these visits are your fault. Betty would have come by anyway because we’re always back and forth. Some of the others, well, you’re new. As for Lia, she’s fascinated with show business and the idea of being a star, and you’re the closest she’s been to New York.” Even with her gaze still fastened on the ceiling, Mary Chase felt her aunt’s look as she continued. “And Whit’s cause for visiting is obvious.”

Mary Chase hitched herself up on one elbow and frowned. She didn’t like the sound of that. “You said he stopped by a lot anyway. Helped you with things around the house.”

“He does.” Her aunt folded a scarlet sweater. “But he doesn’t look at me the same way he does you.”

“Oh, that.” Mary Chase flopped back down. “That will stop when he sees I’m not interested.”

“Why aren’t you interested?”

The simple words set Mary Chase’s pulse clamoring with the remembered sensation of being called on in school when she hadn’t done her homework.

The silence dragged to discomfort before Jean said, “Whit is a very attractive man. And a good man. The kind I wouldn’t want to see hurt.”

Mary Chase knew how much hurt could be self-inflicted. “He won’t be hurt unless he’s too stubborn to see I’m not interested.”

“You sound so uncaring, Mary Chase. That’s not like you.”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Jean. I just . . . I want to be left alone.” She sat up. “Me and Greta Garbo, huh? I vant to be alone.” She tried a self-deprecating laugh that ended in a sigh. “I think I’ll take a nap.”

Jean frowned at the neatly folded sweater for long minutes after her niece left the room. She wondered if winemakers who’d brought grapes and yeast together to start fermenting ever worried that instead of wine they’d get vinegar.


CHAPTER THREE


Any visit to the Lattimore Mountain General Store — and Aunt Jean found many excuses — became a social occasion, sure to include encounters with the men sitting around the stove she now recognized as regulars, and usually with Whit behind the counter. Sometimes his place was taken by Amy or Lia, even by Tom Junior or Jeff, whose need to stand on a box to reach the old-fashioned register in no way impaired his cheerful dignity.

“He looked quite at home as the shopkeeper,” Mary Chase told Amy as they drove back from shopping in Pine Tops.

Amy was driving to the larger town to pick up a few things, and Jean insisted Mary Chase accompany her. “I’ve got so much left to do before leaving tomorrow, I won’t have a bit of time to keep you company.”

Mary Chase swallowed the response that she didn’t want company. It might sound like she was eager for her aunt’s departure.

Now, returning by the corkscrew ribbon of Ballston Ridge Road under the warm autumn sun, Amy said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Jeff were the one to follow in Whit’s footsteps.”

“Lia and Tom seemed to think he was trying to do that a bit too soon. Heard them accuse him of trying to order them around.”

“Oh dear.” But Amy also laughed. “They wouldn’t take kindly to their little brother bossing them around.”

“They didn’t. Tom resorted to physical threats, but Lia squelched Jeff’s coup attempt by reminding him that Whit, too, had a big sister who gave him orders.”

“I’m older, but I haven’t been his big sister since he was about two. As for orders — I can’t see Whit heeding anybody who thought they could order him. And Jeff’ll be just like him.” Her smile conveyed that having a son turning out like her brother didn’t bother Amy in the least. “Tom Junior, I can see might become a lawyer. He likes things to be right. Fair. But has a mind that sees both sides. No, I’m not worried about Tom, either. It’s Lia.”

What in that healthy, fresh-faced, enthusiastic teenager could worry a mother? “But Lia’s wonderful.”

Amy flashed a gratified smile. “Oh, I know. It’s just . . . I want her to stay that way and . . .” She’d started to say something else, then stepped back. “You know how it is with teenage girls. They want to be so grown up, so fast.”

Mary Chase felt a twinge at Amy’s withdrawal. For most of this day, they’d been so comfortable together, despite ten years’ age gap, divergent backgrounds, and varied experiences.

Although there’d been a moment Mary Chase caught when Amy glanced at their images side by side in a store window. Amy’s hand touched her simple ponytail as she contemplated Mary Chase’s sleek style. How could she explain that the hairstyle, as well as her wardrobe, were part of the image mandated by Kevin?

Amy pulled off the road to drop Mary Chase at the drive to Jean’s house.

“I enjoyed this. We could go again — if you’d like. Probably week after next.”

“That sounds good.” She closed the car door, bundled her two packages under one arm, and waved as Amy pulled away. It really did sound good. Maybe she didn’t need total solitude.

She followed the drive as it curved around a stand of pines and past the large shed that sheltered her car, Jean’s car, and Whit’s old-fashioned station wagon-like vehicle everyone referred to as the wagon.

A path beside the shed then branched into two. One climbed a few hundred feet to Jean’s house, passing through trees that buffered the house from the highway. The other headed deeper into the woods and led, Jean had told her, to Whit’s cabin. He could drive in by a more circuitous route if needed, but it was rough going and sometimes impassable.

This way, she thought dryly, he walked the rough-going part, sparing the wagon.

She came around the curve to discover Whit’s vehicle outside the shed. Under its raised hood, Whit, his two nephews, and another man all bent to look inside. A haphazard pile of shirts, apparently shed under the warmth of the sun, splattered color on the grass.

The casual composition caught her eye first.

Then one element of it.

Clothed, the first
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