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  Chapter One - Lila


Ican't believe I'm going back. 
Returning to Hollow Bridge, Indiana was never the plan. 
But when Emma called, and said my Aunt Agnes had fallen down the stairs, I knew there was no where else I wanted to be.
I turn off the highway and onto a two lane country road winding south through corn fields. The tassels are high, stretching towards the sky and creating a yellow contrast to the green leaves. Soon enough the pollen will shed and the ears will start to grow.
The rows and rows of corn are the anthesis of the concrete and metal of Chicago. Even the sounds are different. I roll down my window to hear faint birdsong and the buzzing of insects. It’s not the roar of traffic or constant chatter of the city I’ve grown accustom to.
Out of the corner of my eye I spot a cardinal. It dips low, almost even with my car window, and flies with me for several seconds.
It’s as though the cardinal is welcoming me home.
It’s a funny word, home. For the first twelve years of my life, home was Indianapolis. I’ve always been a city girl at heart. I loved going with my dad to football games, or making fun of tourists who were in town on Memorial Day for the big race. 
I miss my dad. I miss my mom.
For a moment there, I was scared Agnes was about to join them at Hollow Bridge Memorial Cemetery. 
Thankfully, Agnes has only a broken leg and a few bruises but is otherwise fine. Unfortunately, she’ll be in a cast for at least eight weeks, leaving her unable to run The Barn, her beloved bed and breakfast, on her own.
So now I find myself driving my old, beat up sedan to my old, beat up hometown to look after the woman who raised me and the bed and breakfast where I grew up.
I round a bend in the road and come face to face with a sign I never thought I’d see again: Hollow Bridge, IN, population 6000.
The drive into town looks the same as it always has. Cornfield on one side, drive-in movie theater on the other.
Do people even go to drive-ins anymore? It seems so quaint and old fashioned. The letters on the sign advertise a double feature, some animated movie I’ve vaguely heard of followed by a popular thriller, neither of which are my type. Give me a rom-com any day.
I come to a stop at one of the three stoplights in town and get my first real look at Hollow Bridge in years. 
I’m almost convinced I’ve traveled back in time. It looks exactly the same as when I left twelve years ago. To my left is old Iris, sweeping out front of the general store. To my right is the pizzeria townies avoid because it’s usually swarming with students from the local college. A couple of men sit outside the barbershop on the corner. Flowers practically spill out of the florist shop next door.
The only noticeable difference I can see is construction at the old diner. I squint to see the sign better. Apparently it’s now The Acorn Cafe.
A handful of shoppers mosey down the sidewalk. No one seems to be in any hurry, a vastly different situation than Chicago.
I, however, am in a hurry to see my aunt. Can this light change already?
Finally it flips to green. I put my foot on the gas and head down Main Street, turning right at the firehouse. Another block down Church Street and I arrive at my destination: The Barn Bed and Breakfast.
The renovated nineteenth century barn is as bright red as it ever was, with brilliant white shutters and an iron weathervane in the shape of a rooster perched on the roof.
My eyes are immediately drawn to the second floor window on the far left. My old room.
Has Agnes redecorated it? Does she rent it to paying guests?
My heart clenches at the thought.
I barely finish pulling into a parking spot when I hear someone shouting my name. “Lila Hawkins! It’s about time you came back here!”
Emma London stands at the top of the stairs, face split in a wide grin. I can’t help but grin back. 
She bounds down the stairs as I get out of the car and wraps me in a hug. 
It’s the best hug I’ve received in ages.
When was the last time anyone hugged me? I don’t have friends in Chicago, not really. My editor and his husband are about the only people I socialize with outside the office.
But here in Hollow Bridge I’m being hugged by the only woman I’ve ever considered my best friend and I’m reminded of how good it is to be loved and accepted.
It hurts to know I’ll lose this once I leave again.
“It’s good to see you, Emma,” I say.
Emma pulls away, still holding onto my shoulders, and smiles. “I want to hear all about Chicago. We have so much catching up to do.”
She doesn’t give me time to respond before she's yanking me up the stairs and across the porch into the foyer. I take in the same mauve paint, the same hardwood floors, the same floral settee where Agnes currently reclines. 
She has both legs propped up, the cast on her left leg peeking out from the hem of her plaid skirt. There’s more gray in her hair and more lines on her face and I swear my heart is cracking open. She still looks like Aunt Agnes. She still looks like family and home.
She smiles at me and extends her arms, drawing me in for a hug. I’m engulfed by her deceptively strong arms before I’m even fully aware I’ve crossed the room.
Apologies to Emma, but this is now the best hug I’ve had in ages.
Agnes smells of honey and vanilla, a lotion I bought her once for Christmas. I choke back tears. She must sense something because she hugs me tighter.
“You didn’t have to come,” she whispers, smoothing my hair. “I’m managing just fine.”
I snort and pull back, raising an eyebrow. “Really? Because the cast says otherwise.”
Agnes playfully swats at me. “Contrary to popular belief I am capable of looking after myself.” Her gaze swivels to Emma, who’s hanging back by the front desk, trying, yet failing, to look innocent.
“Don’t be mad at Emma, Aunt Agnes,” I say, “You wouldn’t have told me you fell. I’m glad Emma ratted you out.”
Now I’m on the receiving end of my aunt’s patented glare. “I would have told you eventually. It just wasn’t something you needed to know yet, and you certainly didn’t need to come all the way down here from Chicago. I know how busy you are.”
A couple years ago I jumped into Lake Michigan in January to raise money for charity. This feels so much colder.
Agnes doesn’t know how totally not busy my life is. Yes, covering the news in a major city takes up time but there are hours in the day when I have nothing to do. No one to see. No one to talk to. Just my couch and my television and a very sad view of the abandoned building across the street from my apartment.
I have time nearly every day to talk to Agnes. I just choose not to. I fled Hollow Bridge pretty much the second I had my high school diploma in hand. I abandoned the woman who raised me.
Emma bumps into my side, startling me out of my thoughts. She laughs. “Lila’s always thinking about the next big story. Even as kids she was constantly sniffing around for something interesting for the school paper.”
Agnes shoos us away to retrieve the suitcase from my car. As Emma and I head back to the small parking lot I say to her, “Thank you for calling me. I’m glad to be here to help her.”
“I know how much you love your aunt,” Emma says. She watches as I open the trunk and lift out the suitcase. “I called as soon as Dr. Parker confirmed she would make a full recovery. I didn’t want to worry you if there wasn’t anything to worry about.”
“I appreciate it.” I begin wheeling the case back up to the building. “You know, you never said how she broke her leg.”
Emma stops and nervously bites her lip. She won’t look up at me, instead staring at the ground, shoulders slumped. “She tripped over a loose board on the porch and tumbled down the stairs. Honestly she’s lucky it was only her leg that broke.” 
She takes a deep breath and continues. “Lila, I’m sorry, it was my fault. I kept meaning to fix that board but I was so busy at the school.”
I’m confused. Why would Emma fix the board? She’s a teacher, not a carpenter. The bed and breakfast isn’t her responsibility. If anyone is at fault, it’s me. I should have been here to help Agnes. 
Agnes deserves a better niece. After everything she sacrificed I’ve repaid her poorly.
I feel the guilt creeping at the edges of my consciousness. I swallow and mentally shake myself. I have to stop this train of thought in its tracks. If I let it in, even a fraction, I know it’ll consume me.
“Emma, it’s great that you’ve been looking after Agnes but her fall wasn’t your fault,” I say. It was mine, though verbalizing that particular thought isn’t exactly helpful. “It could have happened to anyone. Thank goodness it wasn’t a guest who fell.” 
“I’ve been working here part-time when I can,” Emma says. “I’m pretty available during holidays and summer vacation. Otherwise, it’s just Agnes running things.”
Another spike of guilt hits me square in the chest. I’m starting to feel queasy and my palms are sweaty. I take a deep breath, pushing back with everything I have, burying the shame behind steel walls.
Even I know the walls will buckle eventually.
Emma claps her hands excitedly, making me jump. “Euchre!” 
I blink, completely lost. What does playing cards have to do with anything? “I’m going to need some context here," I say seeking an explanation.
“A couple friends and I have a euchre group and we need another player,” Emma explains.
I haven’t played euchre since before I was old enough to drink. I’m not sure I even remember how to play. It would be nice to hang out with people though, maybe make some new friends. I long to have friends again.
“Sure,” I say, “count me in.”
We resume walking and quickly return to the foyer. Agnes is where we left her on the settee. She nods towards my suitcase. “I’ll help you unpack when I get back from my check up,” she says.
“I’m happy to take you to your appointment Aunt Agnes,” I offer. It’s not like she can drive herself anyway.
She gets a gleam in her eye I’ve never seen before. I’ve seen disappointment, I’ve seen love, but I’ve never seen whatever this is. Should I be worried? I think I should be worried. 
“That would be wonderful,” Agnes says. “I think you and Dr. Parker could really hit it off.”
Oh no. Is she suggesting what I think she’s suggesting? Based on how Emma is stifling her laughter I’m going with yes, Aunt Agnes is trying to play matchmaker between me and her doctor.
I’m so not in the mood for someone to meddle in my love life. I may be a thirty-year-old unmarried woman but it’s not a crime, and I am perfectly capable of getting my own dates.
They’ve just been a bunch of losers lately.
I’m tired of kissing frogs. I need a break from dating, a break I thought I might get while I’m in town.
“I’m sure Dr. Parker is a very nice man, but I’m not interested. I’m on a bit of a dating hiatus,” I say.
Agnes frowns. “A dating hiatus? Surely a pretty woman like you has men falling over themselves to date you.”
I struggle to not roll my eyes. The number of available men is not the issue here. It’s the quality of said men. My last several dates were terrible. If I can’t meet a great guy in Chicago, what are the odds I’ll meet one here?
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