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			To my grandmother, Ada Browning Combs, 
who really did knock out a cow with a rock and lived to tell the tale (and so did the cow!)

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			1872

			Abigail Muncy’s first glimpse of London, Kentucky, came from the middle seat of a crowded stagecoach that rolled into town one hazy spring afternoon. Travel-weary, covered in dust and grime and the stench cast off by her fellow travelers, she nearly shouted hallelujah as the horse-drawn conveyance lurched to a stop.

			“I’m just ta be thankful fer not havin’ to go no farther,” the heavily decorated woman seated across from Abby said, mopping her neck and face with a lace-edged handkerchief. As she disembarked, she accepted the hand of the man who’d been seated beside her. “Why, t’ain’t no fit way fer a proper lady to travel a’tall.”

			Abby cleared her throat, grateful for once to the dust, as it provided her an excuse on which to blame the sound. Since she’d joined the traveling party the day prior in Pineville, some fifty miles south of London near Cumberland Gap, she’d gotten the distinct impression the woman was the kind of “lady” who shared company with gentlemen for a price. A madam she might well be, but a lady she most certainly was not. None of that was any of Abby’s business, however.

			As Abby edged toward the door, she looked about, eager to see what the little town was like. The stage had stopped in front of what possibly was the largest building in town, a two-story hotel, its exterior clad with clapboard siding, the windows flanked by louvered shutters that could be pulled closed against the dust and heat of the day.

			“Thank you.” She nodded at the man who gave her his hand.

			As her feet hit the dirt road, the coach’s driver returned from inside the hotel. “I reckon you be in luck, Mrs. Muncy, for there’s a right nice room still to be had. My brother has reserved it for ye, and my nephew ought to be here lickety-split fer your trunks. They’ll take right care of ye.”

			“I appreciate that hospitality, Mr. Burns,” she said, giving him a polite nod and a weary smile. He’d explained the night before, upon finding out she planned to stop in London for a few days, that his brother and sister-in-law ran the hotel, and he’d promised then to secure her a room if there was one to be had.

			A lanky, redheaded young man who looked to be about fifteen or so rushed up. Before Abby could caution him to be careful, he’d lifted her two trunks with ease, holding them securely. “I’ll set these just inside next to the desk, ma’am, and once you have your room secured, I’ll carry them for you.”

			“Don’t you jostle them, Jensen,” the coach master warned him.

			“I won’t, sir.”

			“He’s a right good young’un, you know. My sister-in-law makes sure of that. We’d best be off,” he said, nodding at the passengers getting on the stage. “Best of luck to you, ma’am.”

			Given that the stage was already a day late thanks to one of the horses having thrown a shoe on the other side of Lynn Camp—the busy, growing town ten miles south of London—the coach master didn’t delay in getting back on the trail now. Within ten minutes of their arrival, the Wells Fargo traveling coach was pulling away, leaving town with a right clatter of noise and no small amount of dust.

			Abby stood under the hotel’s awning and watched the coach roll away, simultaneously happy to be done with her journey for a few days and somewhat forlorn to have been left behind, a stranger in a strange town. Shaking off the prickly sensation, she picked up her large carpetbag and stepped inside the hotel, blinking rapidly to try to dispel the darkness after having stood in the afternoon brightness.

			“Would you be Mrs. Muncy?” a balding man asked from behind a tall desk on the left side of the room. “I’m Frank Burns, the manager. Jensen set your trunks here, as you see. Farley, my brother-in-law, reckoned you might decide to stay for awhile in our fair little town.”

			“At least three or four days,” she confirmed. “I find the traveling more wearying than I’d anticipated, and I welcome the opportunity to catch my breath before I continue on.”

			“We’ve a fine place to do just that, if I say so myself, and we’d be glad to have you.” He told her the fees for the room, which included two meals per day, breakfast and dinner. “My wife, Sal, she’s a right good cook. We’ll take good care of you while you’re here. Where do you aim to travel on to?”

			Abby counted out the money for the room, careful to keep her small change purse close to her body. “I don’t have a notion. I suppose I’ll stop wherever it feels like home.”

			“Mayhap that’ll be in this dusty old town.” His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and he gestured the boy over from where he’d been using a rag to clean the fireplace mantel. “Jensen, show Mrs. Muncy upstairs, please. I’ve put you in what Mrs. Burns calls the Blue Room. It’s in the back a ways, off the street and quiet. You’ll have fresh water in the pitcher to use to freshen up, and I’ll get Sal to send you up some lemonade to wet your whistle. Oh, and there’s a water closet in the upstairs hall. Jensen will show you to that once he’s settled your trunks.”

			Abby gave a small, surprised laugh. “A water closet? I’ve only ever read of such things.”

			Mr. Burns’s smile took on a proud air. “One of our local boys, he likes to tinker some. He got us set up right nice and proper with that contraption, yes sir. Why, this is the only hotel in fifty miles with its own water closet, I’d say.”

			As amused as she was intrigued, Abby nodded. “What time is supper served?”

			“Right at five, and we eat in the dining room.” He pointed at a door on the opposite side of the room toward the back. “You just holler if you need anything afore then, and we’ll see to it. Would you like me to ask Sal to send up some bread and butter with the lemonade?”

			“I’d appreciate that, thank you.”

			As she followed Jensen upstairs, the youth extolled the virtues of his momma’s cooking, the wonders of the water closet, the sights to see in London, and his own ambitions for the future, which included marrying the daughter of the blacksmith. By the time they reached her room, Abby felt as though she’d been ambushed by a puppy wielding a whirlwind of friendly facts and knowledge.

			“This here’s it, ma’am,” he said, easing her trunks down at the end of the bed. “I’ll show you the water closet, then go get those victuals.”

			Once he had her settled, the lemonade and buttered bread on the small table in the room, Abby gave him a good tip, sending him on his way with a pleased smile. She locked the door quietly, not wanting her fellow boarders or her hosts to think she didn’t trust them, but knowing too well the dangers and troubles brought on by an unlocked door.

			Sagging against the wood, she studied the spacious room. The bed was a four-poster, its linens crisp and inviting. Windows flanked the bed on either side, gauzy curtains billowing in the breeze that carried the sounds of birds chirping and chickens softly clucking. “And here you are, Abigail.”

			Feeling as though she were about to be cut in half by her clothing and smothered by the dust from the trail to boot, she checked to make sure no one could see into the room through the windows, then started unbuttoning her jacket. She laid the unembellished gray coat over the back of the armchair at the table, glad to be out of it. Her blouse, skirt, petticoat, money belt, and shoes all followed, leaving her in her chemise and stockings. Underneath those was the knife she always carried for personal protection.

			After a moment’s contemplation, the stockings joined the rest of her clothing. She took special care to drape the reinforced petticoat, where she’d stashed some of her money in specially sewn pockets, across the foot of the bed. That, she’d keep a close eye on, and the money belt as well.

			Wasting no time, she availed herself of the cool water in the pitcher, pouring it into the matching bowl and adding a sliver of plain soap from her bag. In short order, she’d washed away the worst of the road dirt and sweat, and she unbound her black hair to brush it out. Feeling slightly hedonistic, she left the thick tresses hanging loose as she drew her dressing gown from the trunk that contained her clothing and donned it.

			Clean and unbound, she sat at the table and made a quick meal of the bread and lemonade. Once that was done, she eyed the bed with longing. According to her pin watch, it was half past two, which left her plenty of time to rest before she had to get ready for dinner at five.

			Satisfied that the room was secure, she stretched out on the soft, clean bed with a sigh. “You’re worn out from only a few days’ journey, Abigail.”

			Her fatigued condition was entirely unexpected. It wasn’t so much the physicality she’d found wearying as the close press of humanity. For a woman used to living by herself with the nearest neighbor almost a quarter of a mile distant, being in a town again—and having been on a stagecoach with five other people inside the coach itself, never mind those on top—was unnerving.

			“I find I care naught for traveling in my old age,” she said softly, rubbing her tired eyes. She was all of twenty and five, but she felt old centuries beyond her years.

			Not two weeks earlier, she’d had not much more to ponder than whether to plant pole beans as well as string beans in the ragged little garden at the Harlan County homestead that she’d inherited in from Hardy Mullins, the man she had come to think of as a father. Now, that refuge was gone, sold to her neighbor’s son and his new bride, and most of the contents of the house with it.

			Abby found herself once again scrambling, wandering the countryside in search of a home, hoping to put enough distance between herself and the ghosts who pursued her to gain a bit of peace.

			“I have to stay positive. I have enough of a nest egg to find myself a home,” she said drowsily, thinking of the inheritance Hardy had left her, as well as the funds she’d received from the sale of the homestead.

			She bitterly resented the need to once again uproot herself and start over, but this time, she at least had the wherewithal to keep herself from starving, which was more than she could say about when she’d had to leave her life before.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			“A fella could do worse than Priscilla. You’d at least leave the evening with a full belly.” The pronouncement was delivered with a grin only a satisfactorily married man could muster.

			Phillip Anderson Wells gazed at his older brother Dan’l with exasperation. “I can get a full belly at Sal and Frank’s and for less hassle.” With more force than was strictly necessary, he shut the file cabinet drawer whose contents he’d been straightening. For what felt like the hundredth time in recent weeks, he found himself putting up defenses against his brother’s matchmaking endeavors. “Had I known you’d be so all-fired het up to marry me off, I’d have kept my mouth shut.”

			A few weeks earlier, in what he was coming to consider a moment of sheer madness, Phillip had confessed to Dan’l that he was pondering the notion of marriage again—or at least of finding a suitable woman to court.

			“You could hardly expect me not to act on that information,” Dan’l said with a huff.

			Phillip glowered at him. “I could, but I expect I knew deep down better than to hope you would.”

			That Dan’l had started trying to find Phillip a bride wasn’t the worst of it. No, his dratted brother had shared Phillip’s confession with his wife, Susan, who’d taken up the cause with a vigor that would make a general proud. Though Dan’l and Susan had kept their intentions quiet, managing with some measure of subtleness to put a series of single young ladies in Phillip’s path, he knew it was only a matter of time before word got out around town and within their family.

			That, he feared, was the day he’d have to escape to the mountains that lay on the distant eastern horizon in order to maintain his sanity. He had no confidence that his sisters, even though they lived well out of town, would let the matter rest until he was trussed up to their satisfaction—whether he liked it or not.

			“You know, one of the ladies who came in on the stage today was Burl McIntyre’s mail-order bride. Since you don’t seem inclined to appreciate the options Susan and I are finding, perhaps you should place an order for one you like.”

			Dan’l’s self-satisfied smirk was made that much more irritating by the opening of the door to the small law office where Phillip earned his living as his brother’s clerk, a move which prevented Phillip from responding as he’d have liked. He settled for shooting his brother a dirty look as Dan’l greeted the mayor.

			Once Dan’l and the mayor were enclosed in Dan’l’s office, leaving Phillip alone in the front room, he sank into his chair with a muted groan.

			“You have only yourself to blame for this calamity,” he muttered as he straightened the papers on his desk.

			He knew a goodly portion of his irritation came from uncertainty over his decision. It had taken him the better part of ten years to reconcile himself to the idea of remarrying. He’d lost his beloved wife, Lorna, in childbirth, and their babe with her. The loss had turned Phillip hard and angry, and for several years after, he’d not been fit company for dogs, much less humans.

			By the time he’d started coming out of his grief, his widowed mother had fallen ill. He’d moved into town to stay with her during her declining years, and he’d used the uncertainty of her delicate health as an excuse to avoid matrimony.

			But she’d been gone nearly a year now, and the big old house felt empty in a way that bothered him. Phillip knew his days of being a single man were coming to a close. If he was being frank, he was ready to see that loneliness put behind him. He simply wasn’t eager to endure the prospect and process of courting.

			That, he’d learned through the years of watching his contemporaries pair off, was often a loathsome task undertaken haplessly by the men but approached with a sharp, battlefield-esque agenda by the women. There were protocols and decorum to be observed, steps that must be undertaken in a certain order, lest the entire effort be lost to one outrageous offense or another.

			Phillip sighed. Even Susan, who was ordinarily the most practical and logical of females he’d ever known—aside from his sister Marguerite—seemed compelled to make him observe more niceties than any sane man—or woman—ought to endure.

			He was envious of Burl McIntyre, who’d commenced his courting in a civilized, businesslike manner, one that was straightforward and without any of the unclear pitfalls Phillip seemed destined to fall victim to. Phillip deemed the idea of mail-order brides worthy of a moment’s consideration, but he disregarded the notion as quickly as it had come. He wasn’t desperate enough to consider that route, which had its own dangers. Not yet.

			For now, he’d take his chances with the ladies in town, though he knew nearly all of them and was enamored of none. But new settlers were moving into Laurel County regularly—whole colonies of them, in some cases. Surely somewhere amongst them, Phillip could find a single woman who’d be a suitable mate with whom to share his life.

			“Six months, Wells. You have half of one year to find the woman of your dreams, and then it’s time to consider the mail-order bride in earnest.” With the self-imposed deadline set, he gave a sharp nod, put the thoughts of women and matrimony aside for later contemplation, and got to work.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			Finding sleep in a strange bed in an unfamiliar place where the sounds of humanity and civilization melded with and muted the natural sounds of the night was, as Abby was discovering, not the simplest task. Even being bone-tired and road-weary, dropping into slumber in the soft bed was proving to be impossible.

			This was now the seventh night she’d spent in a strange place since leaving home. While the hotel provided the most comfortable accommodations by far, the sadness she felt at having been forced to take up the road weighed heavily upon her mind, keeping her restless.

			She thought back over what she’d seen of the town during her first full day, which had faded into night many hours past. After breakfast, she’d taken herself walking south of the hotel, back down the road that had brought her into town. She’d gone perhaps half a mile, then circled around, discovering a public cemetery along the way. For awhile, she’d sat on a bench there beside a large oak tree, simply watching the comings and goings of the town. From atop the small, quiet hill, she had a good view of the main road and one that split off, and she’d enjoyed being able to make observations without being observed herself.

			She’d seen that London was a busy little place, though there wasn’t much to the town itself. A couple of rows of streets on either side of the main thoroughfare were populated with in-town farms, most with large lots that allowed for the keeping of cattle and chickens and the like, although not on a large scale. For the most part, the houses and farms were well-kept, neat and tidy even though they were clearly working homesteads.

			The rolling hills the town was situated amongst lay in such a fashion that the area had a picturesque feel, despite its development. Abby had experienced life in enough small towns as they grew to know that the town’s relaxed atmosphere probably wouldn’t remain the same forever, but for right now, she found London quite charming. She couldn’t say the same for all the areas she’d traveled through in recent days.

			As she finally drifted into sleep, her dreams were unsettled, uneasy, much like the feel of the stretch of road just south of London, where an old fort had stood not a hundred years earlier. The graves that memorialized a massacre at the former fort stood as a stark reminder of the threats faced by travelers in the not-too-distant past.

			The coach had stopped at an inn along what some called Boone’s Trace but what was more commonly coming to be called Wilderness Road, changing horses and allowing the passengers a brief respite. Though the sun was shining brightly, Abby had been chilled to the bone by the feel of the land. She’d been grateful to get back on the crowded coach and put the eerie stop behind her. If London had a similar feel, she’d not have stopped, but the air warmed within a mile of leaving the inn and her unease had faded.

			Most people would call her foolish or perhaps insane for claiming to have felt the agony, pain, and anger left behind as a result of the skirmishes and massacres the innkeeper had taken delight in telling them of. Some would brand her a witch. But Abby had seen and heard too much in her time upon this earth to think that what she had experienced was foolishness or insanity or even dark magic.

			No, what she’d picked up on was more elemental, a shiver of knowledge left over from olden days, and she wasn’t about to ignore that sad and angry impression. To do so would be to turn away from herself, from her inner voice, that part of her soul that Hardy had taught her to heed and trust. That voice, once she’d recognized it, had guided her well in the past, and not listening to it—even when she hadn’t realized what it was—had resulted in her utter ruination. She’d not be so foolish as to willingly make that mistake again.

			As roosters kept in backyards across town began to crow with the dawning light of morning, she gave up on sleep and rose to sit on the side of the bed. Were she home, she’d be starting a fire on the hearth, preparing to boil coffee and set about doing the thousand-and-one daily chores a homestead provided its inhabitants. Instead, she was a guest in a hotel, struggling to find peace with the promise of days filled with absolutely nothing with which to occupy her time.

			“I hope to find my stopping place soon, else the boredom of this adventure might turn me into a shiftless fool,” she said softly.

			Rising, she stretched, then crossed to the half-open window and kneeled beside it to peer out into the indigo morning. She closed her eyes, relishing the damp chill that moved into the room and touched her face with a refreshing familiarity.

			Soon, the sun would be up and turning the sleepy burg of London-town into a bustling hive of purposeful activity. Abby could only wish she shared in that purpose. Sighing, she stood and pulled the shade for privacy while she dressed.

			“Perhaps I’ll take another walk, north this time, and see if my heart tells me I’m in the right place, if I’m far enough away from Pennington Gap or if I need to keep going. Though I reckoned Mt. Pleasant would be far enough away from home for me to gain peace and I was wrong about that. Surely a hundred miles ought to be distance enough.” Surely no one would think to look for her here in London.

			Once dressed, she’d see about helping in the kitchen with breakfast, and then she’d set out to see what lay north of the hotel. Then she’d see what her bones and her heart had to say about the place. If the town didn’t seem to suit, she’d make plans to keep moving in a day or two. But maybe…

			“Maybe I can stay here. Find a little house, set up a spinning wheel and dye some fiber, offer my services reading and writing for folks. Make some potions and salves. Whatever it takes.”

			Wherever she ended up stopping, she was certain that she ought to be able to make her own way now, humble though that way might be. She had her inheritance from Hardy, the money from the sale of the house, and more than enough determination to find a real home once and for all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			Three hours later, Abby had found a companion. As she’d been walking up a quiet, one-lane road, the call of a whippoorwill caught her attention. She gazed around, laughing as trilling, intricate bird calls fell around her, before spying a wizened old man on a bench up a narrow dirt path. When she waved, he cackled and gestured to her to come up to him.

			Abby went, curious to see whether he was the responsible party or whether he had a menagerie of birds at the top of the hill. When she reached the summit, she saw that it was only him, and once again, she was in the midst of a cemetery. This one was even more peaceful than the one south of the hotel and, with the trees cleared on the slopes of the hill, gave off stunning views of the town below.

			“Come sit, girly. I don’t reckon I seen you afore. Did you come in on the stage? I’m Walter Perkins.”

			She took a seat beside him on the bench. “I did, yes. Abigail Muncy, sir. How do you do?”

			He studied her. “Well and good, I s’pose. Where are ye from, Miss Muncy?”

			“Mrs.,” she gently corrected him, feeling the tug of guilt even though her words were true. “And lately I’m of Harlan County. What of you?”

			“Oh, I’m from right here in town for nigh on forty years. Hardly matters where I was before.”

			As they chatted, she learned that he was approaching his eighty-ninth birthday, something she’d not have believed if he’d not shown her papers stating his date of birth.

			“The county fair committee gimme that certificate five years back,” he said, folding the worn and weathered paper with careful hands and putting it back in his leather wallet. He patted the breast of his jacket once he’d returned the wallet to its home. “They had to, ye see! Weren’t nobody believed me when I told ‘em how old I was.” Then he cackled, slapping his knee lightly, the laughter showing off a set of false teeth. “Do you mind if I light me up a pipe, Mrs. Muncy?”

			“Not at all, Mr. Perkins. As to your age, I can certainly see why it’s hard for people to believe you’re eighty-nine. I’d not have put you a day past seventy, if that.” It was true. He was one of the spriest elderly men she’d ever seen. “What do you think of this little town?”

			He cast a knowing look toward her from the corner of his eye as he ran a gnarled hand down the carved body of his walking cane—walnut he’d carved himself, he’d been proud to tell her, thank you very much. He puffed on the pipe, blowing away from them so that the resulting cloud drifted off in the wind. “T’ain’t so much what I reckon as what you do, missy. You aiming to set up housekeeping in these here parts?”

			“It’s a consideration.” The breeze lifted the brim of her straw hat, testing the resolve of her hatpins. She gazed across the green expanse of the cemetery, taking in the signs of care that were obvious for anyone who took a moment to look. “You can tell a lot about a town by the manner in which it cares for its dead, and from what I’ve seen, London does the job proper.”

			He chuckled. “That it does, and it’s telling in the way a place cares for its elderly too. Why, I don’t hardly ever have to cook or clean or grow a garden anymore, not nary a bit of it if I don’t care to. They’s always someone wants to do for me. Ain’t got a young’un in the world nor any living kin, but I have a family, I do. My neighbors care for me a-plenty. I ain’t the only ‘en in town what benefits from the generosity, no sirree!” He pointed with a gnarled finger toward some buildings in the distance, then across town to others, and circled his hand all around.

			“London’s a fine town. T’ain’t to say we ain’t got our problems, like other towns up and down the road, but I don’t suppose I could find a better place to spend my decline. A’course, I’ll have to get to my decline afore I make that judgment.” He winked.

			Abby laughed, delighted with his company. “Mr. Perkins, I declare you’ve a ways to go before that’s a concern.”

			He grew ever-so-slightly pensive. “I reckon it’s coming. Not tomorry, not next Tuesday. Mayhap when I’m ninety-three or so. That’ll be soon enough.”

			They fell into an easy silence, each content to share space on the shaded bench and watch the birds dip and dance over the green.

			“Where would I even begin setting up housekeeping?” Abby mused, almost to herself. The idea was daunting, and she swallowed the nerves that chased their way up into her throat.

			“Well, I reckon you has to live somewheres. Do you think to be around the townsfolk or out on your own a ways? Though a woman as pretty and young as yourself ought to be finding her a man to keep her safe and happy.”

			Abby couldn’t prevent a snort. “I had a man, thank you very much, and I don’t care to bother with another one. He was more trouble than he was worth.”

			Though she’d meant the words to come lightly, there was some measured bitterness in her tone that her companion picked up on, if the nod he gave was any indication. “Lost him in the war, you said?”

			Her lips tightened. “I did.”

			“Huh. Been a few years since it ended, that bedevilment,” he said with a grunt, straightening his right leg to rub his knee. “You’da been mighty young.”

			“I was nineteen.” When she realized she was twisting her fingers together in her lap, she stilled, then flattened her hands on her skirt.

			“My girl, Tullie, she was nineteen when she married. She was my baby daughter, spoiled rotten. Me and my wife, we had her late, you see, after losing a couple of children small. Sweet Tullie, she didn’t hardly want to leave home, but lawd, she fell head over heels fer this fella what came through when they was building up the road in here. He went fer her just as bad, and afore we knew what’s what, they’s marrying. The cholera went through in ’43 and took ‘em both.” Grief and sadness were evident in his voice even now.

			“I’m so terribly sorry,” Abby said quietly.

			He patted her hand before standing. “I reckon I am too.” He stepped toward a row of nearby gravestones and gestured. “I come up here to her and my Lizzie—my wife—every day I can get past the weather. We have a nice chat, and sometimes Lizzie and Tullie send me someone special. Today, I reckon that’s you.” He tipped his head toward the sky, which was pale blue and mostly cloudless except for a few wisps on the northwestern horizon. “Those clouds are telling me we’re gonna have some rain this afternoon, probably right around dinnertime. You probably don’t know how to read the sky, do you?”

			Abby joined him as he walked toward the path that led to the foot of the hill. “As a matter of fact, I do, though I listen to the trees as well. Those cottonwoods showing us the bottoms of their leaves is a sure-fire sign too.” She lifted her chin toward the copse of trees at the creek below. “We need the rain.”

			“That we do, Mrs. Muncy. I fear it’s to be a dry summer,” he said as they walked. “That don’t bode well for the farmers and home gardens. People best be collecting what rain they can however they can fer their gardens. The sky surely ain’t gonna give us much to hold on to this year, no sir. Ye never did tell me where you want to set up housekeeping. If’n you don’t mind being close to town, I know of a fella what has a nice cottage. Might be too small fer your likin’ though.”

			Abby laughed. “Everything I own would fit on the back of a sturdy mule with room left over.”

			He guffawed. “Well then, Dan’l Wells’s old place would fit you well, if it’d suit you too. Come on, I’ll show it to you. It’s on the way back toward Frank and Sal’s.”

			As they went, he told her who lived in what house, little tidbits that gave her an idea of the people who made up the town. He was a natural-born storyteller, and Abby could happily have spent the day listening to him. They stopped alongside a grain mill to let a man on horseback go past, and the sound of a rooster crowing reached her ears.

			“If I were to take a house here in town, I suppose I’d be allowed to raise chickens, wouldn’t I? I know some towns don’t allow that anymore, but I’ve heard enough roosters crowing in the last couple of days that I expect London isn’t one of those places.”

			He inclined his head. “You could, but it’s just as easy to buy eggs off Mrs. Lisle. She lives in that house on the other side of the mill, the blue one. She sells the eggs and the hens when they’re past layin’. Fine woman, works hard. She lost her youngest son in the war. Her husband, well… she lost a good deal of him too, sad to say. He used to be a real good man, but losing that boy the way they did, it turned him some. Now, he’s as good as he has to be, though he don’t hurt no one but himself. Don’t let me prattle on so, girl! I’ll tell you all the townsfolks’ secrets. You’re gonna pry every one of them out of me!” He scowled at her.

			Abby gave him a cheeky smile. “I’d never do such a thing. Even if you did tell me all the town’s secrets, I’d never share them with a soul.”

			He huffed. “I’d say you wouldn’t, Mrs. Muncy. You don’t have it in you to hurt people, I can tell that right now. I surely wouldn’t talk to you like this if you did. Now, here’s Dan’l’s cottage.” He nodded toward a small, plain-looking house set back off the dusty road.

			A sturdy rail fence lined with chicken wire surrounded the front, and a taller, slatted fence flanked the sides of the house, making Abby suspect it surrounded the back of the property. To the left, a path ran up the hill, set in with steps where the going was rough. On the other side of the path, the empty lot was shaded by large trees and covered in ivy, and a small stream came off the bank. To the right, some distance down the street the way they had come, was the nearest neighbor.

			Mr. Perkins pointed with his cane at the row of houses on the street up the hill. “That yeller house up there behind this’n belongs to Dan’l’s brother Phillip. He’s a widower. And the blue-gray one next to his is mine.”

			“So we’d be neighbors,” Abby said, smiling as she took in the feel of the neighborhood. “Is there a backyard?”

			“Yep.” He opened the gate and held it for her. “Come on in. We’ll take a walk around. Dan’l and Susan won’t mind a bit. Ain’t nobody lives here. The house is locked up right tight, but we can have a look-see outside.”

			The backyard was spacious, the slope climbing gently upward toward the street on which Mr. Perkins’s house was located. There’d be room a-plenty for raising a garden. As she’d suspected, the tall fence continued around the back, leaving the yard fully enclosed. A gate was situated midway along the back.

			“Does the gate lead to the brother’s yard?” she asked as she walked up onto the small back porch to peer in the windows.

			“Sure does. Dan’l growed up in the big house, you see. He and Susan built this ‘en when they’s first wed. By the time their young’uns started coming along, Phillip had moved into the big house to take care of the boys’ mama, so Dan’l and Susan built a fine, big house on t’other side of the hill a ways.” He pointed past his own house. “They rent this ‘en out here and there whenever someone needs it. What do you reckon? Will it suit?”

			From what she could see of the house, it was neat as a pin. It was small, but it was still larger than the rough-hewn cabin she’d left behind in Harlan County. The siding was clapboard, the roof was tin, and the glass in the windows winked in the sunlight.

			“If it isn’t too dear, I imagine it would suit me nicely—though I can’t say with absolute certainty that I’ll be staying in London.”

			Mr. Perkins laughed gaily. “Oh, I imagine you will be. I need to step into the general store and pick up my mail. How’s about I escort you back to the hotel, and I’ll show you Dan’l’s office on the way? He’s a fancy lawyer, you see, one of the only honest ones you’ll find.” He winked and grinned.

			“I’d like nothing better, thank you.”

			As they walked, passing small houses and talking, Abby found herself glancing back more than once, pondering the little house with the big yard that was so tempting. Maybe she’d go by Dan’l Wells’s office this afternoon and inquire about the house, just to see if it was something she could even afford.

			Shoot, he might not rent to a single woman—widowed or not. She might have to find a room in a boardinghouse or take an option to buy a small house outright if any was to be had. The idea of making that commitment was uncomfortable, as was the idea of the closeness of life in a boardinghouse.

			No, something was telling her that she’d found the place she needed to be, that the small house with the large yard and sparkling windows might just be a place where she could find refuge, at least for a little while. She wouldn’t borrow trouble worrying about it otherwise until trouble came.
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