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			For Benjamin Lee West

			“A grandchild fills a space in your heart that you never knew was empty.”

			~Unknown
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			Prologue

			I knew this moment would come. Eventually, it comes for all of us. Young or old, sick or healthy, smug or ashamed. My surprising and inappropriate reaction, however, caught me off guard. Surprising, because I always figured when the time came, I’d be prepared, and inappropriate, because instead of the gravity one would expect in such a profound instant of consequence, I was seized with irritation. Downright annoyance. Pure-D aggravation.

			In fact, I found the whole business damned inconvenient.

			There were things I needed to do. Make amends.

			Words I needed to say. I’m sorry.

			Fences I needed to mend. I’ll do better.

			Affection I needed to express. I love you.

			But because I now found myself utterly impotent, it seemed all those good intentions would never be realized. They were lost forever, doomed in some hollow vacuum of nothingness.

			Helpless, I questioned whether I was able to move at all. Much less speak. When I tried to eke out an urgent groan, it emerged as little more than a whimper, and although I imagined my fingers grasping about in terror, they remained motionless before my eyes.

			It was then I faced the realization that…this…was really happening.

			I pleaded desperately with God. Not yet!

			And then there was another shift in my body, subtle at first—nothing more than a tilt really—but the swell of agony that followed was intense.

			Hoping to temper my rising panic as well as my frantic heartbeat, I willed reverence into my thoughts, gratitude into my reflections. So many memories. So much life lived here in Shady Gully. What a treasure of a small town! The people, the friends, the faces!

			Especially one. The one that had endured over the years. The one I grew up with, grew old with, laughed with, cried with…

			It always came back to her. The one who held my heart.

			As a new surge of torment ripped through me, Psalm 23:4 came to mind. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; For You are with me—”

			Shamefully, the “you” that rushed to mind wasn’t the Almighty, but her…

			I’m sorry, Lord. Please, don’t let it end like this!

			Suddenly, the pain took an ugly turn, became aggressive, then keener still.

			My body began to shift in waves, like when I was on vacation with my parents in Gulf Shores, Alabama, and I’d try to get a rise out of them by going limp and playing dead in the Gulf of Mexico. Eyes closed, with my face planted in the water and my arms spread wide, I’d sway and drift with the current, lulled by the rushing water as it grew thick in my ears.

			I’d remain that way as long as possible, settling into oblivion as my limbs grew heavy and my eyes turned to drowsy slits. But always my parents would call for me, and I’d return to shore.

			But this time everything went black, and the rolling waves soon faded into the void.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Here I Come, Mayberry

			Micah

			I peered into the fancy makeup mirror I’d bought on Amazon. Double-sided with four light settings and ten times more magnification than the other leading brands, I’d treated myself. Since I had little else going for me except my eyelashes, I figured I’d accentuate the positive, as “they” say, and with that refrain playing in my head, I painstakingly coated each eyelash with gobs of bougee mascara, mascara I’d also splurged on, this time from Sephora.

			Note to self: remember to check my bank statement. The last thing I needed was to overdraw my account (again) and get another lecture from my father about fiscal responsibility and recognizing the difference between needs and wants.

			It was Dolly’s fault, really, this new eyelash obsession of mine. Say what you wanted about Shady Gully’s reformed villain and go-to hairstylist, but Dolly had sick eyelashes and could work miracles with a mascara wand.

			Sure, she’d made some mistakes back in the day, even upsetting my mama in some ancient scandal or another, but after opening the Diva Dome five years ago, she’d transformed her reputation from dishonorable to respected. Whether it was a pep talk, a new hairdo, makeup tips, or even (shocker) prayer, Dolly had intuited and then provided what her customers needed the most. The reward? A successful business at the coveted four-way stop and newfound acceptance within the community. Oh, and those thick, lengthy, eye-popping lashes weren’t bad either.

			As I sat on the stool in front of my expensive mirror in my brightly lit bathroom, I carefully mimicked Dolly’s motions. I moved closer to the mirror. Closer still. “Shoot!” I berated myself after unceremoniously bumping my nose against the glass.

			I watched the video Dolly had recorded for me once more and tried again, but all I saw were muddy, nondescript eyes, a black smudge across my cheek, and unruly, thin hair in need of a curling iron. I grumbled with frustration; the sound familiar as it bounced along the walls of my small apartment, the apartment I rented from my oldest brother, Luke. Part of the duplex he owned, my apartment sat right next door to his and his wife, Bella’s. Although my rent was lower than most, I hated feeling like a charity case. I shouldered the shame though, mostly because I got to see Lily every day.

			Lily, my adorable two-and-a-half-year-old niece, was Luke and Bella’s daughter and the sunshine in my otherwise dreary life. I happily babysat anytime Bella had to do an Outreach program or fly off to Lexington, Kentucky, to record music with the musicians at Northlake Christian Church. Talk about an exciting life! One I encouraged, by the way, because she was a superstar and an amazing artist, and…well, I got my Lily Time.

			Not an easy feat these days as Lily’s toothy smile and bright green eyes—inherited from her Mamaw Meadow and Great-Uncle Wolfheart—were in great demand. (To be fair, I saw the occasional spark of my daddy’s luminous hazel eyes in that shimmering jade pool as well.)

			Lily currently reigned over two sets of obsessed grandparents, a slew of doting aunts and uncles, and a flock of adoring fans across Shady Gully and The Creek. Add to that the Kentucky crew who were already campaigning for Lily’s first trip to Horse Country. Last I heard, Aunt Robin had talked her neighbors into naming their new foal Lily Dilly, who they were all convinced was going to be a Derby winner someday.

			Still daydreaming about my precious little Lily, I quickly brushed a curling iron through my chin-length hair. Since I’d eaten too much pizza last night and could have done without the brownies altogether, I decided to skip the scale today. In my defense, I’d made the treats for Lily because I’d thought she was coming over, but she’d ended up staying with her Mamaw Meadow while Luke went to some mayoral meeting or whatnot. Yes, my big brother was the Mayor of Shady Gully, which, unlike his wife’s career, didn’t sound exciting at all. Council meetings and smoothing over local disputes were definitely not my jam, but each to his own, I guess.

			Who was I to judge? I was an uninspired thirty-year-old making ends meet by doing odd jobs for my family, primarily to impress my father with my “fiscal responsibility.” Other than my dental hygienist gig, which I’d scaled down because it was…hard, I worked at my dad’s hardware store, Lenny’s Tool Shed, my sister-in-law’s Veterinary Hospital, Violet’s Vet, and also with my brother, Petey—Violet’s husband—who was the pastor of Unity Christian Church. With Petey, I suspected the bookkeeping and random filing tasks were little more than opportunities to measure my emotional temperature, as he and I were the closest in age, and he worried about me. Physically, mentally, and certainly, spiritually.

			If all that wasn’t enough to raise the nepotism flag, a couple of years ago I’d become the PR person for my mother and her bestie’s national podcast, Heart Headed: A Podcast for Strong Women with Gentle Hearts. Their first episode had gone viral within twenty-four hours of its release, and just like that, my mama and Aunt Robin had become famous. It had all been an exhilarating rush, really, as I’d had to hurriedly set up social media accounts on Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, Pinterest, etc., as well as update their website and process all the newsletter subscribers. It had turned into way more over the last few years with TV interviews, features in magazines, and mind-blowing requests—and demands—on their time.

			Usually it was my favorite gig, but without a doubt, Daddy’s hardware store was where I was needed the most—

			Oh no!

			I bit back a bad word as I yanked the curling iron out of the plug and turned off the fancy makeup mirror. I was officially late opening the store today, and no doubt all the ole’ timers would be standing at the door waiting for their coffee, eager to get their early morning rap session cranked up.

			I quickly tugged on some loose pants and a roomy blouse to accommodate the extra calories I’d raked in last night, and then I slid on some comfy shoes to spare my feet. I grabbed my car keys on the way out, but reconsidered when I reached the door. Since Lenny’s Tool Shed was just down the road, literally, it would probably take longer to get into my car and drive there. On the other hand, even this early in the morning, the sweltering heat and humidity in Louisiana would melt off my carefully applied makeup.

			Making my morning investment a total bust.

			“Ugggghhhh,” I groaned, glancing at my plug-in fireplace and longing for winter. I scowled at my reflection in the stainless-steel refrigerator on my way out, already in a bad mood.

			I slammed the door behind me.

			Here I come, Mayberry.

			†††

			I’d almost made it to the four-way stop when I heard heavy breathing behind me. Anywhere else in the world, I’d have assumed the defensive position and reached immediately for my keys, launching the sharpest one right into the creeper’s face.

			But this was Shady Gully, and I didn’t drive today, so I didn’t have any keys handy. Also, I had a pretty good hunch who was gasping for air behind me. My guess was confirmed when an annoyingly cheerful greeting sang out in a thick Irish accent.

			“Micah, dear heart! Do slow down.”

			When I turned, I was met with a winded priest wearing a Boston Celtics T-shirt and green shorts, his thinning reddish-gray hair firmly plastered to the sides of his damp face. I couldn’t help but smile. “Hey, Father Patrick.” I giggled. Yes, I actually giggled. “Hey, Ruby.” I gave the orange cat riding in the baby swaddle strapped around his shoulder a scratch. “Where are y’all coming from this early in the morning?” Since both Sacred Heart Catholic Church and Father Patrick’s home were in the opposite direction, I figured he and Ruby were coming back from their morning walkabout.

			“Well, I’m glad you asked.” His blue eyes danced an expressive jig as he recounted his morning. “Ruby and I greeted the day with prayer, of course, an especially nice reading from Psalms, chapter 139. In fact, I highly recommend verses 23–24. Nonetheless, we set out for our breakfast date with your brother—”

			I stopped. “You and Ruby walked all the way to The Creek?”

			“Just to the Unity Church, where Petey was waiting with a lovely breakfast spread. I must say, what a generous host he is, and so charismatic!”

			Yeah, yeah.

			“As you know, I’m trying to watch my weight, so I only had a cup of tea and a poached egg. Well, actually, I may have indulged in a slice of wheat toast. Without butter, naturally.”

			“Naturally.” I gestured for him to follow me, because I could already see the growing line of geezers loitering on the front porch of Lenny’s Tool Shed. “That’s a long way for you and Ruby to walk. What if y’all had petered out and couldn’t make it back?”

			“Oh, I wasn’t worried. I had my phone and plenty of water for Ruby, and Petey would have driven me back. And isn’t it just the loveliest day, my dear?”

			“Yeah, it’s swell.” I swatted a drop of sweat as it crawled down my hairline.

			“We had a splendid discussion about the Outreach Program. Mr. Wolf joined as well. A shame Timothy couldn’t make it, but he—”

			“He and Meadow are babysitting, I know.” Timothy, the lead pastor at Northlake Christian Church in Lexington, Kentucky, lived in Shady Gully part-time, which is why he and Meadow, his new bride, got dibs on Lily when they were in town.

			I regarded Father Patrick, scrutinizing his fit, downsized frame. “You’ve lost weight. What’s your secret?” As we continued past the Cozy Corner, Shady Gully’s favorite—and only—eatery, I noticed that his breathing had returned to normal. Mine, however, was starting to feel a little ragged.

			Note to self: when a sixty-five-year-old priest has better endurance than you, it’s time to do something about those extra ten pounds. “And please don’t say clean living,” I added mulishly.

			He chuckled. “Hardly. And I might ask the same of you, young lady. You’re always perfectly coiffed, slim and trim, and lighting up our little town with your exquisite glow.”

			“Hardly,” I repeated, my tone seasoned with orneriness. We both watched as Ruby let out a giant yawn, the white slash across her otherwise orange face stretching to meet the effort.

			“Truth is, Ruby here keeps me busy. She never tires, and I’ve exhausted myself coming up with challenging new games.”

			I bit back another giggle, thinking maybe I ought to get a kitten. I flitted my finger back and forth across her swaddle, enjoying the way her pupils dilated as she tracked it. “Well, you know Sheriff Rick has a cat, and Aunt Robin is coming to town, so I’m sure she’ll bring Buford. Maybe they could have a play date like you, Petey, and Wolfheart had today.”

			The bubbly priest rolled with delight, his belly shaking with each ha, ha, ha. “Now wouldn’t that be grand? I’ll start planning ASAP. I could do party favors—”

			“—little yarn balls doused in cat nip.”

			“—and a cake made of tuna fish.”

			We went back and forth like that, cracking ourselves up, until a couple of the geezers at Daddy’s store whistled at me—Thaddeus, and his buddy, Big Al.

			“Cool your jets!” I shouted back at them before bidding Father Patrick goodbye. “Let me know if you need any help with your soirée.”

			He waved as he peeled off at the post office, the building just before Lenny’s Tool Shed. “Cheerio, my dear! Be sure and say hello to Lenny and Desi for me.”

			After I promised to deliver his salutation to my parents, I pivoted to the wise guys huddled on the porch of the store, convinced my day would only go downhill from here. I practically grunted as I stomped up the front steps.

			“What time zone are you in?” Thaddeus pointed at his watch. “It’s ten after eight. Lenny will hear about this.”

			“I need my morning caffeine, Micah,” Big Al complained. “I’m gonna be late for work.

			“My AC went out,” whined Chester. “I need a fan ASAP or I’m gonna have a stroke. I’ll be sure and send you the hospital bill.”

			I glared at Bubba and Daryl who both worked at my brother, Luke’s, auto body shop. “We’re just here for the coffee,” they said in unison, fear in their eyes.

			I punched in the security code and ignored them all as they followed me inside. I went straight to the coffee pot and endured their static as I fixed the coffee.

			“Could you at least make it a little stronger since we had to wait so long?” flapped Moonpipe, a man from The Creek who worked with Big Al at Shady Gully’s fire station.

			I added another scoop of coffee, pressed start, and ticked my finger at Chester. “Fans are on aisle three. I recommend the Wind Machine from Lasko.” I then announced to the rest of them: “Coffee is free this morning.”

			Bubba’s jaw dropped, and Big Al scrunched up his face. “It’s always free.”

			“Well, it’s extra free today.” I turned to Daryl, who leaned his wiry frame against the checkout counter expectantly. “What’s up, Daryl?”

			“I need to look at some paint swatches. Charlie Wayne and JJ Wheeler are serious about opening a fine dining restaurant—”

			“What?” Big Al moved in, eager to get the scoop. “Where? Next to the Cozy Corner?”

			“Yep. They’re looking at building a two-story. Hoot Wheeler’s working with them on plans.” When Daryl knowingly cut his eyes at me, I wondered if he could see my stomach flip beneath my roomy shirt.

			“I hear he’s a pretty good builder,” Chester said to Daryl as he plopped his fan on the counter. “Are you still working with him on the weekends?”

			“Yeah, I divide my time between Luke’s shop and helping Hoot with new construction. It’s extra money.”

			Bubba joined his buddy at the counter. “I don’t get the point of a fancy restaurant. I mean, who wants to go somewhere you have to dress up?”

			“People who have class,” Thaddeus chimed in, fiddling with the loose flap of his overalls.

			Bubba harumphed, unconvinced. “Well, no matter, it’ll be legit if Hoot’s involved.” Doing his best to yank my chain, he added, “Sounds like he’ll be around town a lot, Micah.”

			“Yep,” Daryl agreed, smothering a grin.

			

			“He’ll probably need to come in the store.” Bubba stoked on. “To get stuff and all.” Both Bubba and Daryl graduated high school with my parents, so I gave them more leeway than most, but they were pushing it, and they knew it. Lucky for them, I was having trouble finding my words today. Especially my salty words.

			After he paid me, Chester picked up the fan. “Well, I reckon I better get home.” He slanted his bushy eyebrows at me portentously. “See what’s happening on YELP.”

			“Give it your best shot,” I snarled, opening the door and directing him—and the fifty-dollar fan—out the door.

			When I returned my attention to the assortment of knuckleheads inside, their highly amused expressions irked me. Undone, I snatched a Snickers bar from the rack and marched out to the front porch. There, I flopped onto one of the giant blue rocking chairs, sinking in and curling my feet beneath me. Strangely, the oversized chairs brought back memories of one of my PR “wins” not long after Daddy had opened the store. A crazy marketing idea that had gone viral, the “big blue rockers” had become a destination spot—at least among the parishes in Louisiana—for posting Instagram selfies with the hashtag #LennysToolShed.

			Now they provided cover as I unwrapped the chocolate and eyeballed the happenings at the Cozy Corner, which occupied one of the corners of the four-way stop. I watched as Father Patrick marched out of the post office next door and dropped some letters into the mail bin, Ruby still basking snugly in her swaddle wrap. He waved big as he power-walked past the Tool Shed, on his way home to Sacred Heart Catholic Church.

			Maybe I should get one of those electric tea kettles, I thought, contemplating the idea of chatting again with the easy-going priest.

			I took a small bite of the candy, savoring it. Danged JJ Wheeler anyway. He’d popped onto the scene five years ago, a crazy hippy with a manbun, and had essentially become a squatter on what was now Violet’s Veterinary Hospital. Back then it had been a vacant lot, and the eccentric “chef” had set up grills and nearly put Charlie Wayne out of business with his delicious barbecue. For a time, the two had been mortal enemies, but eventually JJ began working with Charlie Wayne at the Cozy Corner, and now…

			Now this hair-brained fine-dining scheme would bring Hoot, JJ’s son, back into the picture. Back into my life. Just after I’d gotten rid of him. Or more accurately, after he’d moved on from me.

			Dejectedly, I shoved the rest of the candy into my mouth.

			And then, as if summoned out of thin air—or perhaps my angst—Hoot Wheeler appeared. I held my breath as he drove his monster truck past the Cozy Corner. I could just make out the wraparound shades covering his eyes and the shadow of his neatly trimmed beard.

			“No, no, no.” I chewed the Snickers violently. “Go the other way.” Horrified, I swallowed awkwardly as he drove past the post office. “Keep going,” I choked.

			But he turned into the gravel parking lot of Lenny’s Tool Shed and parked directly in front of the porch. In front of me. When he pressed a button, his window obliged and slowly rolled down to expose his signature grin. “Hey, gorgeous.” He winked. “Somebody here wants to see you.”

			†††

			When I recovered from my coughing fit, with my eyes leaking and my bougee mascara no doubt streaming down my face, I cleared my throat, miming outrage.

			“What’s wrong?” He removed his shades, his deep blue eyes looking even more intense than I remembered. “And why are you crying black tears? I thought you’d be happy to see me.”

			“I’m not crying,” I snapped indignantly, just as a shaggy gray doggie head popped up. “Tootsie.” Hoot’s Pomeranian wiggled wildly in his lap, stretching her miniature snout toward my fingers. “I’m not happy to see you, but I am happy to see Tootsie.”

			When Hoot’s meaty hand ruffled the dog’s fur affectionately, his fingers brushed against mine ever so lightly. “My best girl…” At this endearment, I moved my hand away, safely tucking it into the pocket of my loosey goosey pants. “You like Auntie Micah, don’t ya?” He tutted to his dog. “Even though she almost fed you to a python.” The three-pound ball of attitude responded to the sound of Hoot’s deep voice by jiggling herself into a happy frenzy.

			“I didn’t do any such thing. It was an accident.” Hoot was referring to an unfortunate incident at Violet’s Vet two years ago when Tootsie and Bubba’s reticulated python, Pierre, had both been patients…and had gone missing. At the same time. Long story short, there was a mix-up, and… “It wasn’t my fault.” I rebutted. “What’s with this Auntie Micah bit?”

			He cocked his head flirtatiously. “I thought that’s all you wanted to be?” He reached over Tootsie’s head and touched the corner of my lip, triggering a breathy reaction that forced my mouth open. “You’ve got something. Right there.”

			I brushed his hand away, my face heating up.

			“You’ve been eating chocolate again, haven’t you?”

			“You’re impossible.” I looked away in embarrassment, my eyes landing on the Cozy Corner. “What are you doing here anyway? All the nitwits in the store are going on about a new project in Shady Gully.”

			He looked past me, grinned. “I reckon the nitwits you speak of would be the same nitwits watching us from the window.”

			“No doubt.”

			“Yeah, a favor for my dad. He’s always wanted to be a real chef, you know? Cook fancy food like Gordon Ramsey.” He shrugged. “Even though things are good with him and Charlie Wayne, he aspires to more than hot dogs and hamburgers.”

			“So he talked Charlie Wayne into fine dining?”

			“I think we can design something where they could do both. Fast food during the day and an upstairs addition that whisks people away to another level in the evenings. They want to call it Elevated.”

			I nodded, genuinely impressed.

			After a long beat, Hoot said, “I’m limiting my number of spec house projects in Belle Maison because my dad wanted my help, but also, because of you.”

			“Me?”

			“Look Micah, the thing is, I’m not getting any younger, and neither are you.”

			“Well, that’s just mean.”

			He let out a throaty chuckle. “I’m serious. We’ve been dancing around this for several years now, and I think we ought to try…”

			“Try what exactly?”

			“Well, you know, to see if…whatever this is…is something.”

			I wavered, shifting with both excitement and dread.

			“How about we go on a real date? I’ll pick you up, and we’ll drive to Belle Maison and go to that fancy restaurant everybody’s talking about, or go dancing, or whatever you want to do. Just hang out.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Why not? Just one date. A real date. I’ll even get a sitter for Tootsie.”

			I laughed, and the sudden release of air steadied me. “Okay,” I said impulsively. “Let’s do it.”

			He smiled. I smiled. And for the briefest of moments, my world filled with possibility, with potential, and with hope.

			Then I saw a flashing light in my peripheral vision, and even without taking my eyes off Hoot, I knew.

			I recognized the sound his tires made against the gravel of the parking lot. I could tell by the blend of red and yellow reflecting off Hoot’s face that the flashers were in full pursuit mode. I was keenly aware of the moment the vehicle’s door opened and then closed. And I registered the pace of his booted footsteps as they marched over to Hoot’s truck.

			It was as if he’d sniffed out a threat all the way from the sheriff’s office, as if he were drawn here by instinct alone. Consumed with preservation perhaps. His? Mine? Both maybe.

			He was my best friend and my most trusted ally. The one who knew me best. We’d known each other forever it seemed. And he’d been in love with me forever it seemed.

			Quietdove.

			Tall, green-eyed, and olive-skinned, Shady Gully’s favorite and most respected deputy looked at Hoot Wheeler, and the atmosphere erupted with tension.

			Even Tootsie sensed it, sitting up a little higher in Hoot’s lap.

			“I need to go check on things in the store,” I grumped, deciding then and there to flee the scene and give them space to do their own… dance.

			But when I locked eyes with Quietdove his hurt and confusion gutted me. I hung my head as I walked inside, unsettled and consumed with guilt.

			And something else entirely.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Deal Breaker

			Robin

			The early morning flight from Lexington, Kentucky, to the Alexandria International Airport in Alexandria, Louisiana, had been uneventful. Not the slightest bit of turbulence. Even Buford rested easily in his kitty carrier tucked against my feet. Why then did I battle vertigo every time I looked out the window? Until now, I’d loved the window seat and had looked forward to catching a glimpse of the familiar landscape of home as it emerged in the distance. Part of my homecoming routine had always been to locate the river and determine whether the water was high or low, as its measure provided a standard in local conversation. But this time, instead of the amplified sense of excitement I usually felt when gazing upon the Red River of the South, my vision swirled violently to meet the churning in my stomach.

			I removed my glasses, rubbed my eyes, and tried willing my lightheadedness away. I have nothing to worry about, I repeated my mantra, God will take care of everything. In fact, I had everything to be excited about. In a matter of minutes, I’d be in the arms of my love, who I presumed would propose to me. Not at the airport, surely, but if I knew Ricky, he’d been obsessively planning some elaborate maneuver to seal the deal.

			Especially after his botched attempt in Kentucky this past spring.

			From the moment he arrived in May, he’d worn an intense, purposeful look and had seemed especially keen on taking a road trip along the Kentucky Bourbon Trail. Started in 1999 by the Kentucky Distillers’ Association to promote the whiskey industry in Kentucky, the tour packages featured not only dozens of distilleries with tastings, exhibits, and demos, but also showcased the Bluegrass state in all its glory. Miles and miles of rolling hills and lush green foliage, all framed by gorgeous black fences containing the country’s—and even the world’s—most spectacular equines, provided a stunning backdrop to enhance any tourist’s experience.

			While I was skeptical about Ricky’s motives—because he’d never been a big bourbon drinker—I agreed, deciding a few tours would be a fun adventure and a chance to show off a picturesque spring in Kentucky. It hadn’t taken long, however, to realize the whole thing had been a ruse, nor had it taken long to spot the ring. Or at least what appeared to be the impression of a small jeweler’s box in his jeans pocket.

			The day had passed beautifully. We’d posed for pictures next to life-sized statues of colorfully painted horses, we’d learned to dip whiskey bottles into red wax to seal the corks, and we’d lunched on country ham and Old Fashioneds with the sound of chirping birds and giddy tourists in our ears.

			It had been one such tourist who had foiled Ricky’s plan. Cliff, an older and quite gregarious gentleman from Kansas, had overindulged during one of the tastings, and for some reason, he’d latched onto us. More pointedly, to Ricky. Fascinated by Ricky’s position as sheriff in a small town, he seemed bent on making friends.

			We’d just entered a large room containing three giant vats filled with bubbling liquid when the tour guide explained that today was our lucky day. “Today, the vats are full of sour mash. Tell me, what does it smell like to y’all?”

			“Cake,” someone said.

			“Yeast,” said another.

			“It smells divine,” I whispered to Ricky. “Someone should make a candle that smells so good.” He grinned and pulled me closer, and when he reached into his pocket, my heartbeat spiked. Was this happening now?

			“Enjoy it, soak it up,” encouraged the guide, “the fermenting tubs aren’t usually this full.”

			Suddenly nervous and full of conflicting emotions, I turned and stared down into the bubbling concoction of sour mash. Just as I leaned in and rested my arms on top of the vat to “soak it in” as directed by the guide, Cliff from Kansas bumped into Ricky from behind and bellowed, “There you are! I lost sight of you in the distilling room. Wasn’t that amazing—?”

			I heard Ricky let out a deep-throated groan just as a bubble to my right snapped and popped…and something descended into the sour mash. I tried not to react, focusing instead on the fermenting tub, on the tour guide…and on anything except Ricky’s horrified expression.

			Now, I can only guess what happened, because truly, we never spoke of it, but from the way Ricky hissed at Cliff and from the intense conversation I caught him having with the tour guide when I returned from the ladies’ room after the tour, I have to assume that my engagement ring was lost forever. Or would randomly appear later in some lucky person’s Old Fashioned.

			Either way, he never proposed, and while we enjoyed a lovely visit and the beautiful spring weather in Lexington, the note of disappointment and hurt clouding his eyes was unmistakable.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot’s voice brought me back to the present. “Check out the sunrise in Alexandria, Louisiana. It’s ninety-three degrees with zero chance of rain.” Once she landed, the pilot added, “Enjoy your visit.”

			I couldn’t help but grin as I unfastened my seat belt. I felt better now that the plane had stopped moving and the dizziness had subsided. Soon, I’d see Desi, my best friend, my daughter, Violet, and Petey, my adorable son-in-law. Not to mention a niece, a nephew, my scrumptious new godchild, and a wild collection of old friends and classmates.

			Everyone I cared about.

			Home, I thought, wondering not for the first time why I isolated myself so far away.

			†††

			He was there, waiting for me just beyond the terminal. Tall and ruggedly handsome, wearing a Stetson cowboy hat that looked straight out of the movies, Ricky had a thick head of salt and pepper hair and a modest mustache. When he saw me through the window that temporarily separated deplaning passengers from their enthusiastic welcome parties, he rocked back and forth on his heels, as if he simply couldn’t contain himself.

			He held flowers, red roses, which he thrust at me just as we crashed into one another, our exuberant embrace roughing up the petals between us. “Robin,” he breathed. When we finally came apart, he relieved me of Buford and his carrier and brushed his finger against the mesh opening in greeting. “Hey, buddy. Gerty can’t wait to see ya.”

			Gerty was Ricky’s orange cat. He’d had her for nearly eight years, almost as long as I’d had my black cat, Buford. Buford and Gerty were practically a couple. Like us.

			“I’ve got a surprise for you.”

			I lifted my brows curiously. “Besides the flowers?”

			“It’s at home. You’ll see. Anyway, there’s your luggage.” He moved toward the conveyor belt that pushed out a smorgasbord of suitcases, and I loved that he automatically knew which ones were mine. He easily juggled my bags and Buford’s carrier so I could take a moment to stretch and recover from the flight.

			I tucked my arm into him as we moved toward the exit doors. “So, what do I have to look forward to in Shady Gully?”

			“What don’t you have to look forward to?” When he led me out of the airport, the sun momentarily blinded me, and the shock of heat and humidity robbed me of breath. Before I could say anything, he shrugged. “Welcome to God’s country, darlin’.” He unwrapped a banana taffy and popped it into my mouth. Taffy was Ricky’s love language.

			“Indeed.” I reached into my purse for my sunglasses as I chewed, the sugar fortifying me as it spilled into my system.

			“You can expect the usual shenanigans from the usual suspects,” he said conversationally as we walked. “And let’s see. Charlie Wayne and JJ are—”

			“—fighting again?”

			“Hardly. They want to open a fine dining restaurant at the four-way stop. I hear they plan to build up, not out, if you can imagine that.”

			“My word.” I spotted his Ford F-150 in the parking lot before he pointed, as the word Sheriff was sprawled along the sides in bold letters.

			“Yeah, the town is all aflutter. I think it could be nice, but it’s got Quietdove spinning. He’s ’bout the only one who ain’t enthused and that’s on account of who’s doing the building.”

			“Let me guess,” I said as he walked me to my side of the truck. “Wheeler Construction.”

			He opened the door, loaded my suitcases into the back cab, and placed Buford’s carrier on the floor of the passenger side. “That’d be the one.”

			“Poor Micah.”

			“Poor Micah? What about poor Quietdove? He’s carried a torch for that girl for what? Damn near seven years.”

			“Probably longer than that.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry. They’ll figure it out.”

			Ricky squinted at me, appalled. “Darlin’, I can’t have my best deputy spiraling. Not when I’m fixin’ to retire.”

			A grin teased my lips. “Is that so?”

			“Well, yeah.” He frowned. “Eventually.” I watched as he shut my door and circled around to his side of the truck, a furrow spreading across his brow. As soon as he settled into the driver’s seat, he harumphed. “Don’t tell me you’re in the Hoot camp. ’Cause those are losing odds as far as I’m concerned. I mean, sure, I hear it’s a tight race”—he looked suddenly sheepish— “yeah, folks are taking bets.”

			I got tickled then, entertained by his passion on the subject. When he caught me laughing, his face softened.

			“What’s wrong with Hoot?” I prodded, fondling the red roses that rested across my lap. “He’s good-looking. Playful.”

			“Humph. Well, Desi and Lenny like Quietdove. They’re team QD all the way.” He glanced at me. “What? Why are you laughing?”

			“I can disagree with Desi. She likes Quietdove because he’s earnest and steady, and I like Hoot because he’s—”

			“Yeah, you said.”

			When he stopped at the red light exiting the airport, I impulsively reached across the giant console and squeezed his thigh. His mustache twitched just before he leaned over and kissed my banana-flavored lips. Ever so lightly, and then again with more urgency. We lost ourselves for a few seconds, until someone behind us honked.

			Like a pair of guilty teenagers, we came apart quickly. “How’s Buford doing?” he said gruffly, hiding his disappointment that the kiss was cut short.

			“He’s good.” The carrier wobbled as a restless Buford changed positions. “He was great on the flight, but maybe I should give him one of his anxiety treats.” I pivoted toward my suitcase in the back cab and blinked in confusion when I saw a bundle of pink roses resting on top of my luggage. “What in the world? Are those for me as well?”

			“No.” Ricky cleared his throat and focused on merging into the traffic toward Belle Maison and Shady Gully. “Those are for Dean.”

			My heart skipped a little, and I did my darndest to close my mouth, which I was sure hung open in surprise.

			“When I stopped at the florist in Belle Maison to get yours, I saw they had those.”

			“The pink ones,” I mumbled.

			“Yeah. I knew those were the ones you liked to put on his grave whenever you came to visit, so I thought…” He cleared his throat uncertainly. “I thought I’d get them since they’re hard to find. I figured we could drop Buford off and then walk over to the cemetery. If you wanted.”

			“Yes,” I managed in a hoarse voice. “I’d like that.” Sometimes I forgot that Dean had not only been my husband, but he’d been Ricky’s best friend. Undoubtedly, that friendship weighed heavily on his mind these days.

			†††

			Once we got Buford settled in with Gerty at the apartment Ricky rented in Luke’s duplex, we walked the short distance to the Shady Gully cemetery. Astonishingly, we managed to pass Luke’s Auto Body Shop at the four-way, Sprite’s Quick Stop on the opposite corner, and even the Cozy Corner across from it, all without running into any of the usual suspects, as Ricky affectionately referred to the assortment of characters in Shady Gully.

			My gaze finally settled on the remaining corner of the four-way stop, where my daughter’s veterinary hospital took up two large lots. A motley crew of recovering donkeys, mending calves, and even a few recouping chickens found a temporary oasis in the grassy pasture beside Violet’s Vet, while the hospital itself presented like a flagship in Shady Gully with its crisp, modern design. “Look at that,” I breathed. “It seems bigger every time I come to town.”

			“It’s pretty fancy. Petey did a good job getting it built while she was finishing up at LSU. Did you know she gets a good number of patients from all the way in Belle Maison and Azalealand?” I detected a note of pride in his voice. “Toulouse too.” He squinted as he searched the parking lot. “I don’t see her car today though.”

			“No. Petey texted earlier and said she wasn’t feeling well. I’ll have to catch up with her later.” I pushed away a bellyful of worrisome thoughts over Violet, accepting that, for now at least, I could only withstand one trial at a time.

			Ricky led the way, careful to make room for me on the sidewalk that divided the healing pasture and the hospital. We strolled leisurely until Violet’s pasture ended and Shady Gully’s cemetery began. Massive oak trees shaded the space, making it feel a good ten degrees cooler when we entered. Fresh flowers dotted many of the graves, and handmade benches had been strategically placed throughout the graveyard.

			“I’m starting to feel like I know more and more of these people…”

			“Yeah, me too.” Ricky stopped, watching reverently as I placed a mixture of the red and pink roses on my parents’ graves, and then on Desi’s mama’s grave. “Desi says her paintings are still selling well.”

			“The Giclee prints, not the originals. Those are for Desi to keep forever.” I could still see Sunny in her flashy clothes, paint splattered across her smock, a cigarette dangling from her lip-sticked mouth, and a vodka and tonic in her hand. All as she regaled Desi and me with stories of Napoleon while teaching us how to apply eyeliner. She’d have been flabbergasted by the success of her artwork. I wondered, futilely, if she’d have changed course if she’d known.

			I took a moment with my own parents’ graves. Gene and Mable, pillars of the community, God-loving Christians who were full of gratitude…right up until the end when they crashed into a tree early one morning on their way to the church’s bake sale.

			“I guess they’re all heartbreaking,” I muttered. “Whether it’s a disastrous accident or willingly throwing in the towel.”

			Ricky nodded. “Or being struck down with cancer at forty-three.”

			And with that profound smack of truth, we moved to Dean’s grave. Ricky humbly stood back as I knelt on the grass and arranged the pink roses on his tombstone. My first love and the father of our fraternal twins, Sterling and Violet, Dean and his devotion to me—or lack thereof—had consumed my young life. So much so that after he died, I found myself lost and mired in regret…for all the time I’d wasted. Years spent fretting over betrayals that apparently never happened. Years agonizing about my appearance, about my not measuring up. So many misunderstandings, so many wrong perceptions and incorrect assumptions…and then all at once he was gone.

			And I was left alone, without a chance to make amends.

			Perhaps it was being back in Shady Gully, but as I rubbed my hands along the grass where my husband of nearly two decades was buried, images of the chubby, insecure, and unpopular girl I’d been teased me. Despite the progress I’d made, sometimes, in my
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