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      The once-beautiful old southern Illinois farmhouse had definitely seen better days.

      Quinn Hedges leaned back against her generic navy blue work sedan with a dorky realtor logo on the driver side door, trying her level best not to think the same thing about herself in the thirty-three years since she’d last stood in this spot.

      A broad expanse of weedy, overgrown grass rustled in the cool October breeze, brushing up against white siding gone more gray with time and dust. Most of the fake black shutters that had been nearly a legal requirement back in the Eighties were still in place.

      Like so many things from that gaudy, optimistic era, the remaining shutters hung a little bit broken and crooked in the cool reality of the late Twenty-teens.

      Thank goodness the rambling two-story house itself seemed solid enough from the outside. None of the support posts on the wide double porch that surrounded the whole thing were twisted or tilted, and by a small miracle none of the windows she could see were broken.

      A sprawling garage/barn combination looked every bit as sturdy, with both overhead doors pulled down and secured with padlocks close to the sloping concrete pad that continued inside. Above the doors, white siding that matched the house extended up to a second story with two broad, unbroken windows with their own black shutters.

      She knew without walking around that the barn went back twice as far as the walled-off garage section, and it held more garage doors along one side and a big sliding barn door in the back. The surprisingly comfortable and well-built interior was a fitting home for generations of tinkerers.

      Quinn stepped away from the car, absently brushing road dust away from her black long-sleeved t-shirt and the seat of her blue jeans. Perhaps not the best choice for a miles-long drive down farmland gravel, even if it was remarkably well-maintained. But the thought of stepping back into one of the haunts of her teen years left her feeling like that same awkward, insecure kid all over again.

      Pulling on a key element of her favorite wardrobe from her thirties and forties before she got on the road this morning helped her remember she was the adult now. Well into her adulthood, in fact, and solidly into middle-age at fifty-one. Just like everyone she remembered from this time and place: some of the most intense and dramatic years of her life.

      She turned away from the sad decline of the once-proud family home, facing into the breeze. Someone was burning something, probably brush, though she couldn’t see a trace of the smoke against the deep blue sky that dwarfed the house and the land and everything else.

      The pale gray line of the gravel road cut through stubbly brown fields, straight as the world’s longest arrow all the way to the horizon. Quinn didn’t need a map or a GPS or her smartphone to know the whole region was crisscrossed by more of the same lines.

      Almost all flat and intersecting at perfect right angles, to the point that any variation from the pattern provided a jarring contrast.

      The paved roads were no different most of the time. The novelty of a smooth, easy curve required a veritable forest of warning signs to keep complacent drivers from shooting right through the guardrail into some farmer’s back forty.

      She clearly remembered her driver’s ed teacher explaining how dangerous a curve like that could be, without a trace of irony or humor on his broad, tanned face. Decades of traveling all over the country and a good bit of Europe were her real education in tricky (and exhilarating) driving.

      As a stronger gust lifted her short brown hair away from her face, she imagined she smelled the ghosts of bonfires long gone by instead of a distant brush fire. A craving for hotdogs she didn’t eat anymore and marshmallow and chocolate s’mores she didn’t eat often enough set her stomach to growling. Unfortunately she was a long way away from anything besides corn and soybean fields stripped bare for the winter and an empty house.

      A house she’d promised to evaluate and appraise, as a favor for a family who’d always been kind to her, whether she could stand the thought of walking inside or not. In fact, she needed to get herself together and out of her nostalgia haze before the estate executor (and temporary owner) showed up to walk through with her.

      Quinn drew in a deep breath to steady herself and promptly sneezed hard enough to stagger back a step. Yep, the return to her native farmlands of Illinois rather than her grownup urban shelter of St. Louis inspired the return of her fierce dust and grass allergies too.

      She surprised herself by laughing out loud, then leaned down to check her face in the car’s oval side mirror. No damage done other than a little bit of a red rim around her brown eyes. Not all that much damage from all the years passing, either, when she was feeling confident enough to be honest with herself.

      A few smile lines around her eyes and mouth. A few scowl lines across her forehead. Enough silver twisting through her hair to look like highlights in the bright afternoon sunlight.

      Not bad for a woman a few years past skipping her thirtieth high school reunion.

      Shaking her head at her own silliness and dread over the day’s activities, Quinn walked through the crunching weeds toward the home of the same family for six proud generations. A family she knew quite well back in those high school days.

      About to become the home of strangers she had no desire to know anything about besides signing the papers. She’d agreed to take the job, but flatly and firmly refused any commission for her work. After all the kindness and love she’d experienced here, that would have felt too much like stealing.

      It would be all she could manage to keep up her typical light, breezy chitchat with some relative she’d never met, with her own memories rising up so thick and rich in every room.

      All things considered, of course, this unknown relative would be a hell of a lot more manageable than walking through with someone she had known from the family.

      Doug Linton, for example.

      Grandson of the sweet people who’d lived in the house back when she spent countless hours here herself.

      Doug had also been Quinn’s most sincere and serious boyfriend in all her years living nearby. She couldn’t properly call him anything other than her first true love, no matter how young they’d been at the time.

      And the one whose lovely green eyes always came to mind when melancholy thoughts of what could have been drifted her way.
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      Sometimes the beauty of the vast Illinois countryside was impossible to ignore.

      The intense, rich blue of the endless sky overhead was stunning all by itself. Only a handful of white, fluffy clouds interrupted the expanse, as if they’d been put there by the special effects department to make that amazing cobalt blue look more realistic.

      A driver with a good eye could often pick out red-winged blackbirds perched on the thousands of fenceposts. Glossy black, with a vivid red shoulder patch underlined in yellow, posing like the overseers of the stubbly brown fields dry and empty for winter.

      The real overseers were the hawks, though. Much bigger and often on fenceposts of their own. Mottled brown with tan bellies, watching those temporarily desolate fields for mice searching out any lost corn or soybeans.

      Then the surprise of a stand of hardwood trees—a twisting snakelike row of them rather than anything as organized as a stand—following along a creek or river too deep or too needed for irrigation to be absorbed by a farmer’s ambitions. This time of year, the trees provided a glorious streak of October red and yellow and orange against the distant horizon.

      The trail of dust that rose up behind him as the miles of highway gave way to gravel only emphasized the orderly landscape.

      Doug Linton laughed under his breath at the way his nervous energy worked itself out in a veritable travelogue of his old stomping grounds. Over twenty years in the comparably wild and unpredictable state of Georgia had tuned his eyes for the near-tropical coast, rolling hills and towering mountains, thick forests, and the bustling city of Atlanta.

      Everything he could see here had been transformed to new and exotic.

      When he’d fled Illinois not long after high school, he’d been sick to death of the farmlands all around him. Unable to imagine how anyone could possibly find this view tolerable, much less beautiful.

      But today, even faced with the sad but necessary chore of getting his beloved grandparents’ house ready to sell, all he could see was lovely, fertile land rich with potential.

      Maybe the whole day would have potential, if he didn’t act all goofy and awkward and like a hopelessly nerdy teenager.

      Not the best look for a guy mere weeks from hitting the big five-oh.

      Doug shifted in the Jeep Cherokee’s seat, glad he’d decided to bring it on the drive despite paying more for gas along the way. His tiny hybrid electric car would have been more sensible, but more than a bit cramped for nearly ten hours. In this case, he happily traded fuel economy for plenty of headroom and legroom for his six-two frame, and a high-end stereo he never would have paid the extra to get.

      But he didn’t hesitate to enjoy the previous owner’s expensive tastes.

      Just then, his phone served up not the bright pop of his high school years or the grungy antidote of his twenties. Instead he got music more a part of his parents’ generation, and the dreaming orchestral opening to Knights in White Satin.

      That was the real risk of driving with his phone set to shuffle songs.

      The Moody Blues could stab him right through the heart.

      Doug reached out his right hand to touch the double-right arrows for skip, then paused.

      Maybe this wasn’t the time for ignoring those years of his life, and especially that song.

      Since he was driving toward an unnerving and not-at-all predictable reunion with the most important person during all that time, pretending that song didn’t exist probably wasn’t the best strategy.

      Assuming Quinn hadn’t decided to cancel at the last minute once the estate’s attorney told her about the change of company for this walkthrough.

      Doug wasn’t yet sure whether to thank his cousin Jenny for calling him a couple of days ago—begging him to fill in because her daughter had just given birth to their first grandchild—or yell at her. Jenny’s reasoning that Grandma and Grampa would have chosen him for the whole thing instead if he hadn’t moved so far away had been just sweet (and true) enough to make up for the blatant manipulation of his feelings.

      And of course he’d truly wanted to help and let her have those first few sweet days of grandmother time. He would have done the same if he knew for certain the realtor would be a complete stranger.

      He just wouldn’t have been nearly so…anxious and carefully excited about it.

      He detoured from his phone to pick up the stainless-steel cup that held the fragrant dregs of his late morning coffee fix and finished it off, making a face at how the cold brew tasted foul and sweet at the same time.

      He’d now officially managed to get through the bulk of the drive without spilling a thing on his jeans or green flannel shirt despite his lingering little boy fears.

      Paranoia made him lean up enough to see the top of his head in the rearview mirror.

      Perhaps a little fuzzy with the dry air contrasting with Atlanta’s humidity, but not the staticky mess he’d been afraid of.

      He’d abandoned the goofy mullet hairstyle of his youth as the Eighties gave way to the Nineties. Now photos of himself from back then made him cringe, with their undeniable proof of his short trim everywhere but the back of his neck. There the corkscrews were free to twist and twirl all the way to his shoulders.

      After such indignities, decades later he was grateful his hair hadn’t abandoned him. Sure, his curly red locks had lost quite a bit of that intense color. But he only had a scattering of gray creeping in around the edges.

      The gray was mostly confined to his beard, which wasn’t his favorite sign of aging. Shaving left him looking too much like that mulleted teenager to contemplate. Keeping it trimmed down to a goatee took care of most of that and showed off the ginger shades he had left.

      For now.

      He’d eventually have to deal with the inevitable fade and move on.

      He’d spent the night in Clarksville, Tennessee, north of the traffic and rush of Nashville, so he’d only been wearing his contacts for about five hours. He should easily be able to get through the walk-through of the house before switching them out for the trendy little wire-framed glasses he’d finally admitted he needed when he turned forty.

      Another fidgety glance in the mirror confirmed his eyes hadn’t taken on the reddish, irritated look of dryness just yet.

      So far so good with only a few minutes to go.

      The song shifted to the spoken word section—fantastic to listen to and in the impossible-to-dance-to category for sure.

      That hadn’t stopped him and Quinn from doing their best to dance as long as they could, to this or any other song. On the creaky wooden floor of the high school gym, at an outdoor concert on the grassy lawn. In his bedroom when his parents were out of town.

      Figuring out how they fit together in their minds, hearts, and bodies had been so easy. So effortless. Leaving both of them convinced that meant it would last forever. How could it not?

      And it did, until it didn’t.

      Until they each made their own decisions and went in their own directions.

      Not because they didn’t still love each other. That part never wavered.

      Life just…took both of them away from each other. He hadn’t understood why they couldn’t make it work then any more then he could now.

      Doug shook his head, relieved after all when Duran Duran brought the joyful exuberance of Rio out to lighten his mood.

      Just one more turn and a couple miles more, and he’d have at least one part of his occasional daydreams play out in real life.

      He’d see Quinn Hedges again for the first time in over thirty years.

      And see if his hopes of at least rekindling their friendship that had followed him across so much time would survive the transition to reality.
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      Quinn finished her walk around the house, pleased and amused at having survived the rigors and surprises of a long-untended Illinois landscape.

      No snakes, thank goodness, and no wasps or hornets that would have been sluggish and angry in the cool air. That was one of the many reasons she was in the habit of wearing heavy hiking boots for jobs like this.

      But she’d startled a rabbit nearly under her feet despite the crackling weeds, stepped through a clay flowerpot long-since grown over, and kicked up more than enough fluffy white seed pods and yellow bursts of pollen to keep her sinuses complaining for days to come.

      The far side of the house was in fairly good shape, and she’d been able to get close enough to peek into a few windows without going up on the porch. She hated leaving footprints near entryways before the family’s representative arrived.

      Inside the house, it looked eerily like the Lintons had been there for breakfast, or dinner the night before at the latest. Then vanished with no trace.

      Furniture not much different than she remembered, with touches like a bookmarked novel never to be finished and a colorful half-knitted...something…to drive the sadness that much deeper.

      She knew from the notes about this job that Mrs. Linton had lived here on her own for years after her husband passed, with family members taking turns staying with her. After a nasty fall a couple of years ago, she’d finally moved into assisted living in a nearby town. A reluctant concession to the closest hospital being more than an hour away.

      Quinn got the impression no one had the heart to deal with the house until she finally passed a few months back.

      She walked toward her car, again brushing her clothes to remove assorted natural debris, then stopped, peering down the expanse of empty farmland.

      A plume of gray dust was settling off to the right of the main road, where she’d turned herself when she arrived. Unknown Cousin Jenny most likely, and promising to be right on time.

      Sure enough, a burgundy vehicle appeared with the same dusty flourish behind it.

      Quinn peeked into the car’s mirror one more time, making sure she didn’t look like she’d just sneezed five or six good ones. Then she opened the back door to grab a travel pack of tissues and her little spiral notebook, an old-school backup to her smartphone that she never had managed to give up.

      The vehicle slowly resolved itself into a Jeep Cherokee, and a fairly new, nice-looking one at that. The lack of a front license plate was odd, since Illinois and Missouri required them.

      From what she could see of the driver, Cousin Jenny was quite tall.

      And had unusually broad shoulders for a woman.

      By the time the Cherokee’s turn signal flashed for some unknown and oddly hilarious reason out here in the absolute middle of nowhere, Quinn’s heart sank and sped up at the same time.

      She kept looking at the passenger seat, trying to conjure the woman she’d never seen before. Perhaps accompanied by her husband or son.

      But the seat remained empty.

      And when the Jeep parked behind her car, Quinn finally stopped pretending.

      That was Doug.

      Even through the dusty windshield, there was no mistaking that smile.

      Quinn smiled in return despite her shock, and her sincere awareness that she was entirely unprepared to deal with this today only deepened and took over the rest of her body.

      She forced herself to start walking on legs that never seemed to touch the ground, trying to thread the needle between placing her feet deliberately so she wouldn’t stumble and taking such care with each step that she overshot and walked like a drunk.

      Her arms and chest responding with an almost painful burst of hot tingling that surely reflected in her face only intensified the effect.

      The door opened, and she realized all her daydreams of how her first love would have grown into a man had fallen far short of the reality.

      He had to be a foot taller, and those strong, broad shoulders hadn’t been an illusion. His green flannel shirt highlighted how much lovely red lingered in his beard and hair.

      The way the shirt was comfortably tucked into his jeans made it clear he’d escaped the trap of softening into middle age, or he’d never fallen into it in the first place.

      And he still had the same sweet, joyful smile, though he looked more than a little shy and hesitant right now.

      Oh.

      Probably because Quinn had slowed to a stop before she got to the front end of the Jeep. Better not to try to move again and lurch forward like a demented zombie.

      “I wish I could think of something clever to say,” she said, amazed that her voice only trembled a little. “But I’m going with I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Doug’s smile vanished and he drew back, adding an adorable flush to his cheeks along with his dismayed expression.

      “I thought…the attorney was supposed to warn you. Or, tell you, I mean, let you know plans had changed. Jenny couldn’t make it, well, obviously she couldn’t since she’s not here. She’s my first first cousin to become a grandparent if you can believe that, and she asked me to help. I wanted a road trip, so yeah. And I’m babbling now.”

      He put his hands on his hips and stared at the gravels underfoot.

      “I’m so sorry to just appear like this, Quinn. That wasn’t how I hoped this would go.”

      Apparently Quinn’s nervous laughter problem from her teenage years resurfaced here too, because that’s exactly what she did. At least he smiled a little instead of looking like he’d accidentally kicked over a kid’s prized art project or something equally horrible.

      She shook her head and got herself into motion with only a trace of the dreaded zombie shuffle.

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to apologize. I never did get the message from the attorney. She probably didn’t think a change of personnel would make that much of a difference.”

      From only a couple of feet away, she could see how kind the years had been to him. Unfairly kind, really. He hardly seemed to have aged at all, aside from the vivid red of his hair fading to more of an auburn. Only a few smile lines around his eyes and mouth seemed to mark so many years going by.

      How could he possibly be even better looking?

      “It’s good to see you, Doug.”

      Quinn stepped forward at the same time he did, holding out both of her arms for a hug.

      Nearly colliding with his outstretched hand before they both drew back.

      She managed to grab his hand before they could reverse positions and make this whole thing even more painfully awkward. His grip was warm and strong, and she let go before she was ready.

      “Your cousin is a grandmother now?” she said. “Is it possible we’re that old?”

      Doug laughed, and a tiny bit of the discomfort fell away. That had been the heart of their relationship, even more than the irresistible physical attraction.

      They talked and laughed constantly, their minds
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