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  Dogwood Grove
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  Chapter One


Shannon
I bury my head under my duvet, but it does nothing to mute the noise coming from outside. It sounds like a motorcycle is perched on my windowsill, which makes no sense considering my bedroom is on the second floor. 
I groan as I finally give up and sit up on my bed. My eyes sting and my head pounds. I reach for my phone, but I can’t see anything with my eyes closed.
Vroom, vroom.
Is it actually getting louder?
I force one eye open and look at the time.
Seven thirty.
Who the hell is making so much noise at seven thirty on a Saturday morning?!
I’m usually a morning person. I wake up at four thirty every weekday. I prefer to grade assignments and prepare lessons before school starts rather than in the evening.
But my friend Avery called last night saying she needed girl time and came over with a bottle of red wine.
Avery has three daughters and runs her own coffee shop and bakery. She loves her life, but it can get hectic, so I get that she needs to unwind every once in a while. But maybe I indulged her a little too much.
I smack my lips. My mouth feels like I snacked on cotton balls.
Vroom, vroom.
And what the hell is that sound?
I get up and put on a large sweater that my ex-husband abandoned when he left. It’s ugly, but it’s warm and practical and large enough that it covers my butt, which is perfect in the winter. I would never wear it in public, but it’s good for around the house.
I go to the window and roll up the blinds. I have to close my eyes as a blinding ray of sunlight hits my cornea. The sun is low in February, and this is an east-facing window.
Vroom, vroom.
It really is coming from right outside my window.
I rub my eyelids and slowly open my eyes.
I squint at the old oak tree that perfectly blocks my neighbors’ view of my bedroom.
There’s someone sitting on a thick branch with a chainsaw in his hands.
Vroom, vroom.
I open the window and wince against the biting cold.
“Hello?” I call.
But I can barely hear my own voice, so there’s no way he can hear me.
I can’t make out who it is either. He’s got on protective goggles and large headphones.
Yeah, cause it’s LOUD!
I slam the window shut and rush down the stairs. I put on the first shoes I can find, my rain boots, grab my winter jacket off its hook, and head out the door as I pull it on.
It’s freezing outside, and I shove my hands into the jacket’s pockets, finding a knit hat that my mother made me. I pull it over my head and ears as I keep walking toward my poor tree.
I don’t get too close. I don’t want a branch falling on my head.
I look up and call, “Hello!”
It has about as much effect from down here as it did from my bedroom window.
I sigh in frustration, lifting the collar of my jacket up to cover my nose. It is way too cold for this.
It is way too early for this.
I notice the truck parked in my driveway: a green pickup. It takes my tired brain a few seconds to put two and two together.
Hunter Thomson. He’s the only person I know who likes to cut trees and owns a green truck.
But why is he cutting my tree?
We hired him over three years ago, when Ian and I were still married, to do some work in the yard. And I vaguely remember talking about the oak tree needing a trim. But then we got divorced, Ian was the one with Hunter’s phone number, and money got tight, and as far as I know, that’s where we left things off.
The man up on the tree—most likely Hunter—turns, and I wave frantically, trying to get his attention.
He sees me, turns off the chainsaw, and removes his goggles.
“Hey,” he calls with a wave.
“Hey. What’s going on?”
“Those branches are a hazard.” He points to a dead offshoot just above my roof.
He’s not wrong.
“Okay.” I don’t really know what else to say.
I want to ask him why he’s here, but the only explanation I can think of is that Ian called him, and I don’t want to shout about Ian outside where all the neighbors can hear.
“You want coffee?” I ask instead.
He gives me a curt nod. “Let me finish this area first.”
I go back inside the house, where it’s nice and warm, and head for the kitchen. I put on a pot of coffee and hunt around in my cupboard for breakfast food. I settle on bagels, which I shove into the toaster, and take the cream cheese out of the fridge.
The grating sound of metal on wood stops.
I pour the coffee into two cups and take out the milk, in case Hunter wants some.
He knocks on the front door.
“Come in,” I yell, and hear the front door open.
“I’m dirty,” he calls. “Maybe you can bring the coffee outside.”
“No way, it’s freezing. Just come in here and get warm.”
Footsteps—heavy work boots on my tiled floors—echo down the hall, and Hunter Thomson walks into my kitchen, pausing at the threshold.
There is nothing specific about Hunter that makes him good-looking. He has mousy-brown hair that he keeps short but not styled, and small brown eyes. His features are too rough to be considered pretty but not rugged enough to be handsome. He’s not particularly tall, maybe a few inches taller than my five foot six.
And yet, there is something there that draws women to him.
It’s not just my opinion. Whenever I hear women over the age of thirty-five talking about the most eligible bachelors of Dogwood Grove, Hunter always makes the top of the list.
It’s the way he looks at you intently. And the way he holds himself, like nothing affects him, like he’s going to do whatever he wants and doesn’t really care what anyone else thinks. It doesn’t hurt that he’s really well-built. Not that I can see much of that right now. He’s wearing so many layers, he just looks big, like he takes up a lot of space.
His eyes narrow ever so slightly as he looks back at me. And I suddenly realize that I’m still in my pajamas with that ugly sweater on top, wearing flip-flops with socks. I don’t like traditional fuzzy slippers and just wear my summer flip-flops around the house in the winter.
I look ridiculous.
I self-consciously pat down my hair. I didn’t even bother to look in the mirror to make sure it’s not sticking out everywhere.
I look like shit, I’m sure.
But oh well, it’s too late now.
“Come in,” I say, pointing to a wooden kitchen chair and the coffee cup in front of it.
He pulls the chair out all the way so his legs are out to the side and not under the table.
I take the chair opposite and offer him a bagel.
“No thanks, I already ate.”
I keep the bagel for myself and spread cream cheese on it.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were coming,” I say. “Or I would have better prepared.”
He shrugs, not volunteering any information.
My cell phone rings.
“Excuse me.” I smile politely and look down at the caller ID. It’s my friend Scarlett.
I could just ignore it—I want to finish this conversation with Hunter—but I haven’t ignored a call from Scarlett in eight years, not since her husband, Wyatt, died. The guilt is too overwhelming.
I pick up the phone.
“Good morning,” I say as cheerfully as I can.
“We have a problem.” Scarlett’s voice is all business.
I raise a finger and give Hunter an apologetic shrug as I stand up from the table to pace.
“What is it?”
“Only forty-two people signed up for the parade.”
Scarlett and I are leading the DG Acre Whackers this year. She was in charge of sign-ups.
“What happened?” I ask.
“It’s a combination of things, I think. Some of the teenagers went off to college and don’t have the time. Some of the older veterans retired from the group. But worst of all, I suspect the Mad Grovers of poaching.”
Dogwood Grove has two carnival groups, and they’ve always been rivals, always trying to outdo each other in the parade.
“Shannon,” she continues, raising her voice. “If we don’t have fifty participants, we won’t be allowed to join the Hillcrest parade. The Acre Whackers haven’t missed the Hillcrest parade in over forty-five years. We can’t let this happen on our watch!”
“I know,” I say. “We’ll just have to find more people.”
I’m very aware of Hunter watching me.
“Let’s talk later,” I say. “We’ll think of something.”
“Alright,” she says, probably sensing that I’m trying to get off the phone. “I’ll call you this afternoon. But I want you to have ideas on how to fix this by then.”
I agree and hang up the phone, placing it on the kitchen counter before returning to the table.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Carnival trouble.”
“That’s fine. Is there anything I can do to help?”
I imagine asking Hunter to join the group, but not only can I not picture him wearing a costume and parading, I imagine he’d turn me down with a very bored stare.
“No. I’ll figure it out.”
I try to remember what our conversation was about.
Hunter takes a sip. “The coffee’s great.”
Right. Why is he here?
“Did Ian ask you to cut the tree?” I ask, getting to the point.
I try not to let any irritation come out in my voice. I don’t want Ian doing me any favors. And I assumed he’d be too busy with his new girlfriend, Leah, to care.
“No. I haven’t talked to Ian. I was just driving by last week and remembered that I never cut those dead branches. It’s supposed to snow next week. Snow’s heavy. You don’t want those branches breaking and landing on your roof.”
“Oh. Well, thanks for thinking of me. I’ve been meaning to do something about it, but time just flies by.” I try to smile, but it’s probably coming out all wrong. “Plus, this is the kind of thing that Ian used to be in charge of. I don’t think I even have your number.”
He opens his jacket, reaching inside to pull out a wallet. He takes out a business card and pushes it toward me.
“For next time.”
“Thanks.”
I’m about to pick it up, but my phone rings again.
He raises an eyebrow like this amuses him.
“I’m so sorry.”
I stand up to get my phone from the kitchen counter.
It’s Avery.
“Hello?” I answer, keeping my back to Hunter.
“Hey, I’m sorry to call so early. I hope I didn’t wake you up.”
“No. It’s fine. What’s up? How are you feeling?”
“I’m good. You drank more than I did. But I think I left my house keys somewhere.”
“I’ll look for them.”
“Thanks. And you know, I was thinking about Friday night. I think it’s best that I call the
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