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"Sometimes it seems like nothing's going right in your life. But you should stop feeling sorry for yourself and count your blessings. Remember, the Lord works in mysterious ways...."

The minister's sermon continued, but Charley's attention wandered to the blaze of autumn color outside the church's tall, arched windows. A breeze, brisk with the promise of winter, persistently plucked the leaves from the trees and sent them swirling to the ground.

The distinct changing of the seasons was one of the few things she missed since she moved to California. There was something invigorating about the crispness of fall and something reassuring about the rebirth of spring. But for Charley, spring seemed light-years away.

How had she let herself get so caught up in the race for TV ratings? She knew she had been dancing on the boundaries of legality. But she hadn't, for a second, believed she'd get caught. Not Charlotte Carson. She was too careful, too professional, too important.

How was the station getting along without her? Was it wishful thinking that the viewing audience would miss her? Or, realistically, would her job still be there after her case made it through the court system?

An apprehensive shiver slipped through her confident armor, and it took several seconds for her to swallow back the panic that rose in her throat. Calm down, Charley, she silently admonished. You're going to get through this and be back in front of the cameras by the first of November.

But what if you aren't?  That annoying little voice in her head kept repeating. Not only could your career be over, but you could find out what a jail cell looks like from the inside.

Something sharp jabbed her neck, and she swatted it away. A tiny silver airplane drifted to a perfect landing on the skirt of her forest green wool suit. Charley picked up the triangular-shaped craft and studied its construction with experienced eyes. Fashioned from the lining of a stick of gum, she could smell the distinctive Juicy Fruit fragrance clinging to the foil. She and her brothers had folded many similar planes during the Sunday services of their youth until her parents would notice the mini-air battles and make confiscation attacks that quickly ended the wars.

Charley slid a surreptitious glance at the row behind her and immediately identified the guilty aviators. Three boys, ranging from elementary school to high school age sat, their hands folded innocently in their laps, their blond hair so neatly combed that you could still see the teeth marks, and their clean-scrubbed faces staring at the minister as if he were reciting the opening passages of Harry Potter instead of expounding on the scriptures.

Seated next to the youngest boy, an elderly woman was looking toward the front, genuinely paying attention to the sermon and totally oblivious to the children's activities.  

Charley smiled. She hadn't been to this church for almost twelve years. Since then real wars had been fought and won, women's hemlines had gone down to their ankles and back up to their thighs, and the stock market had broken twenty-one thousand. And yet, in this old-fashioned church nestled in a grove of ancient oak trees, very little had changed. Almost the entire population of Greenhaven still showed up for Sunday morning services. And while the adults listened to the sermon, the children did anything they could think of not to.

Just as Charley was looking away, the littlest boy's gaze wandered, turning to meet hers with an irresistible blend of mischief and innocence in his big blue eyes. He flashed her a grin that earned him a sharp poke in his ribs from his brother's elbow.

Charley's mother, Betty, reached over and rested her hand on her daughter's arm. Charley looked down at the wrinkled, callused fingers and covered them with her own. It was funny how, regardless of her age, the touch of her mother's hand reduced Charley to a time when her whole universe had been in this small corner of Iowa. That was one of the reasons she had left. She had wanted to get away so she could grow up and stand on her own two feet. But now, with her career teetering on the edge, it felt good to be home with her family. Here, with her mother and father sitting on one side of her and her two brothers and their families on the other, Charley was insulated from the real world. At least for a few days.

After the closing prayer, Charley stood with the rest of the congregation and was immediately surrounded by her family and old acquaintances.

"Charlotte, dear," her mother said. "I want you to meet our new neighbor, Nell. Her son bought the old Willoughby place down by the lake."

The woman standing next to Betty smiled and extended her hand. "Betty never stops talking about you," she said to Charley.

"Then I apologize," Charley responded with a laugh as she shook Nell's hand. "That must get pretty boring."

"Of course it doesn't," Nell denied. "Working in television must be fascinating."

"I love it," Charley agreed.

The young boy with the big blue eyes wiggled his way through the crowd and tugged on Nell's skirt. "Daddy says we need to leave. He's waiting outside." He looked up at Charley and flashed her a hesitant grin. "Hi."

She gave him a conspiratorial wink. "Hi. My name's Charley. What's yours?"

"Scott," he answered. Already there was a smudge of dirt across his chin and one side of his shirttail had come untucked.

"Nice to meet you, Scott. Were those your brothers sitting with you?"

His freckled nose wrinkled and he nodded.

Before Charley could continue the conversation, Nell took Scott's hand. "I guess we'd better get going. It's our busy time of year at the farm, you know."

Everyone nodded their agreement as if they did, indeed, understand.

“Charley Carson! I can’t believe you’re back.”

A female squeal caused Charley to turn away from Nell’s family. Even after so many years, Charley recognized that voice as that of her best friend from high school. 

“Hi, Bobbi...” Charley was barely able to speak before she was almost knocked over by an enthusiastic hug by a very pregnant lady. As soon as they stepped apart, Charley glanced down at the rounded belly of her old pal. “You’ve been busy.”

Bobbi’s hands embraced her unborn child. “Oh, this? It’s our third, but our first boy. Jason is so excited.”

“Jason? I thought you were engaged to Roger Daniels.”

Bobbi dismissed that idea with a wave of her hand. “I caught him with Tracy Johnson a week before our wedding.” She gave a little shrug. “But then Jason asked me out, and the rest is history.”

Charley was silent for a moment. She thought back on the hours she and Bobbie had spent talking about all the places they wanted to see and the dream jobs they wanted to have. “What happened to your plans to be a pediatrician?”

Again Bobbi shrugged. “I’m a nurse, and I love it. Sometimes dreams change. Or maybe we were too young to know what to dream.” A short man with a receding hairline and a gentle smile walked up behind Bobbie. He was holding an adorable little girl in one arm and gripping the hand of a slightly older girl. Both children were spitting images of Bobbi with huge chocolate brown eyes and chestnut brown hair that bounced around their heads in wild ringlets. “You remember Jason, don’t you?” Bobbi asked.

Even though he had gained a few pounds, Charley had recognized the man immediately. “Sure. Jason was my lab partner and did all the disgusting stuff when we were dissecting rats.” 

“It’s good to see you,” Jason said.

Bobbi looked over at him with obvious affection. “Jason is the manager at the feed store since his dad retired.”

It all sounded like Charley’s worst nightmare. Bobbi had not only compromised her dream to be a doctor, but she had also buried her feet in concrete by marrying a man who owned a local business. Not to mention the two and a half little kids dragging at her skirt. Before she could say anything, Jason readjusted the child in his arms and said, “We need to get going, Bobbi. We’re meeting the pastor and his wife at the Hawkeye Café for lunch. Nice seeing you again Charley. Maybe you can come to dinner at our place sometime soon?”

“It’s good seeing you both again, but I don’t plan on being here long,” Charley replied. “I’m just on a short...break.”

“Oh, your mom said you had a fabulous job at a TV station in Los Angeles.” Bobbi’s smile was genuine. “At least you followed your dream. But everyone always knew you’d make it. You never let anything get in your way.”

Charley managed to return the smile without clenching her teeth. By not admitting that her leave of absence wasn’t exactly voluntary, she felt a little dishonest. But no one but her family knew the real reason she was back in Greenhaven, and she had no intention of spreading the word. This town fed on gossip and secrets spread like wildfire. It didn’t really matter that it wasn’t anyone’s business. There wasn’t much else to talk about except the price of corn and the score of Friday night’s football game.

She was still standing in the aisle, watching the happy little family leave the church when Betty, her mother walked up.

“We’d better get going. The boys have already left, and we’ve got to feed them.” Betty picked up her purse and Bible from the bench where they had been sitting and headed toward the door.

Charley, personally, thought the boys were old enough to feed themselves, but it was a long-standing tradition that everyone congregated at the Carson house every Sunday.  Since she had missed hundreds of Sundays, she dared not voice her opinion.  

It wasn't until they were back at the old farmhouse where she had grown up and Charley was helping prepare lunch that she had a chance to ask what sort of crop the Calloways raised.

"Oh, they don't actually grow corn or soybeans," Betty explained as she stirred flour and milk into the chicken broth to make gravy. "They raise turkeys."

"Turkeys!" Charley's nose wrinkled as if one of the birds had just walked into the room. "I remember the year we raised turkeys for 4-H. They're noisy, stinky, and stupid."

"Well, someone has to do it or we wouldn't have turkey for Thanksgiving, would we?" Betty replied with unquestionable logic.

"Maybe so," Charley acknowledged. "But thank goodness his farm is downwind."

"Just think, Charley," her older brother Bob teased, "if you hadn't left when you did, you could have married a farmer and had a flock of your own."

"A flock of what...kids or turkeys?" Bob's wife Sue asked.

"As far as Charley's concerned, there's no difference between the two." Bob laughed. "They're both noisy and stinky."

"Bob!" his mother and his wife exclaimed simultaneously.

Bob cast a pointed look at Charley. "I don't hear any denials from you."

"And you won't." She wiped imaginary perspiration off her forehead and sighed dramatically. "But for the grace of God I'd be stuck out there feeding animals, kids and a hayseed husband."

"Charlotte!" Betty admonished. "Don't blaspheme."

"Yeah," her younger brother Steven piped up. "Raising kids and turkeys isn't glamorous like being a famous television star."

"Being a TV journalist isn't all that glamorous, either," Charley retorted. "But at least the only mouth I have to worry about feeding is my own."

"Speaking of which," Bob interrupted as he edged toward a platter piled high with crispy fried chicken, "when can I expect my mouth to be fed? The football game starts in less than an hour."

Charley twisted the dish towel and snapped it toward him, deftly flicking his hand. "See, that's two more reasons I haven't gotten married."

Betty clicked her tongue and shook her head. "I still have hope that someday you'll meet a wonderful man and settle down."

"I am settled down, Mom." Charley slipped her arms around Betty's still slender waist. "I have a very nice condo in Santa Monica. If you'd ever come out for a visit, you'd see that my lifestyle is pretty normal. I even have flower boxes and a couple of orange trees in the backyard."

Betty's response was emphatic. "No thanks. I don't want an earthquake to bury me while I'm sleeping."

"I've lived there for six years and the worst damage I've had is when a coffee cup shook off the table and cut my foot."

"Well, I'll just stay here in our peaceful corner of the world and live happily with my husband on our beautiful little farm ...."

Charley rolled her eyes and laughed. "You need to work on your subtlety, Mother."

"Okay, then I'll be blunt. You're thirty-two years old, and you need a husband."

"What I need is a good lawyer and a sympathetic judge so I can get back to work," Charley commented.

"What I need is lunch," Bob moaned.

"Men ... they're such babies," Charley taunted.

Betty handed Bob a stack of plates and turned to Charley. "Why don't you two get out of here so we can finish up. You know where I keep the silverware and the napkins."

And Charley knew exactly where they were because if there was one thing she remembered about life in Greenhaven ... nothing ever changed. Day after day, year after year, it was the same old boring routine. But Charley had escaped.
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"Pass the peas, please."

"Where's the salt?"

"You don't need any more salt. It isn't good for you."

"Is the tea sweetened?"

"Are there any drumsticks left?"

Charley smiled at the chaos that always seemed to occur during mealtimes in the Carson household. With Bob and Sue's four children and Steve and Janice's two, the conversation was lively and the food disappeared quickly. She loved her nieces and nephews, but it was times like these that she was glad they weren't her kids.

After the leftovers were packed away and the dishes washed, Bob, Steve and their families left to go to their own homes only a couple of miles away from their parents' farm. Charley and her mother sat on the front porch, enjoying the crisp autumn afternoon while her father, J.W., snoozed in a recliner in the den, oblivious to the football game on television.

"I never really appreciate quiet until the children leave," Betty admitted. Abruptly, she lifted her gaze from her knitting. "Not that I don't love having the grandkids come over. Children are the greatest joy in this world."

"Mother..." Charley warned.

"I know. Subtlety." Her mother laughed. "But you can't blame me for trying. I just don't want you to miss out on anything."

"I'm not. Honestly, I couldn't be happier."

Betty rocked back and forth while her fingers automatically maneuvered the needles through a series of intricate stitches. "Don't you miss anything here?"

Charley reached across the narrow space between her chair and her mother's and rested her hand on Betty's arm. She looked at her mother with great affection as she spoke. "I miss you and Dad very much."

Betty patted her daughter's hand and smiled. "I know you do, dear. But I meant the farm, the animals, the peace and quiet ..." She gestured in an all-encompassing sweep of the area. "I thought you enjoyed growing up here."

Charley let her gaze drift off the wide, covered porch over the well-tended flower beds that surrounded the yard. A few hardy yellow chrysanthemums still provided cheerful color against the rich, dark earth. Whitewashed fences marked off rectangular corrals around the large barn. A sweet-faced Jersey cow dozed, sharing the shade of the barn with a fat Welsh pony that J.W. kept around for the grandkids. And behind the barn, as far as she could see, were gently rolling hills, covered with the drying stubble of that season's corn crop.

It was all so familiar, and yet so alien. After twelve years of living in some of the largest cities in the world, Charley was used to the sun being blocked by tall buildings rather than ancient, heavy-limbed trees. The only animals she saw were listless carriage horses, crisply outfitted police mounts, stray cats that haunted the alleys and pampered dogs leading their owners on walks.

And the sounds. How could she compare the screech of traffic, the blasts of music from passing cars, the constant murmur of voices to the melodies of birds, the whisper of the wind through the leaves or the click-click of her mother's knitting needles? It was funny, but she didn't notice the absence of any of those things while she was in the city. But here, wrapped in a gentleness that was almost palpable, she realized there were elements she missed.

"It's nice to be back," she admitted, but hastily added when she saw her mother's eyes brighten, "for a visit."

"There's still no special man back in Los Angeles?"

Charley shook her head. "No. I've been too busy." She didn't mention the reporter she'd met while in Riyadh when she was covering the war. He'd had everything she wanted in a man—sophistication, education, ambition—and he had looked even better in person than he did on camera. But when the conflicts expanded into Afghanistan, he'd moved on to a new assignment in Kandahar, leaving her only a brief farewell note. When he hadn’t answered her e-mails, she clearly got the message that it was over.

"Then I don't suppose you'd mind spending a little time with Nellie's son, would you? He's been so lonely since his wife died." Betty focused her attention on her knitting in an obvious move to avoid meeting her daughter's disapproving gaze. "I didn't actually meet his wife," Betty continued. "She died before he bought the Willoughby place. Such a shame. Those kids were just babies. Even if they are boys, they need a mother. Poor Nellie tries, but she can't keep up with—"

"No." Charley's voice was low, and her tone was firm. "I'm not interested in spending time with a man who raises turkeys and kids. Weren't you listening to our conversation in the kitchen? That combination is not my idea of a dream come true."

"Now Charlotte. He's a nice man ... hardworking, sober, a real homebody. He's the type who'd always be home for dinner. You wouldn't have to worry about him hanging out in bars and chasing women."

Charley made no attempt to hide a groan. The man had none of the qualities she was looking for in a mate. In fact, he sounded downright boring. "No...no ... no. I don't care if he'd be home for dinner, because I don't want to have to be there to cook it. It would probably be me hanging out in the bar."

"Charlotte!" Her mother's expression was horrified. "You go to bars?"

"Only when the clubs are closed."

"Charlotte!" Betty repeated more loudly as she clutched her hands to her chest, her knitting wadded into a ball.

"I'm joking, Mom." Charley's clear blue eyes twinkled. Mom was the only person in all of Iowa that still called her Charlotte, and especially when she was angry or upset. 

Slowly, Betty's hands relaxed as she considered her daughter's denial.

"Anyway, I'm not going to be here long enough to meet this guy. I expect a phone call from R.J., my agent, tomorrow or the next day. He's trying to find me a good lawyer who can work out some sort of deal."

"Does that mean you're admitting you did something wrong?"

"No, it means that I don't want to go through a lengthy trial. That's not the sort of publicity I need. Scandals, even if they’re proven false, stick with you forever."

The needles began tapping rhythmically again. "Well, it wouldn't hurt for you to take a little time off. I'll bet the people who watch that show will miss you. If your station gets enough letters maybe they'll give you a raise."

Charley threaded her fingers through her auburn hair, pushing it away from her face. "That's not how it works. When reporters are out of sight, they're out of mind. If I stay off the air for a month, I might as well look for a new station and start all over."

"Don't be silly. Your audience can't help but miss you."

Pride was evident in Betty's voice, but Charley knew it was more a protective motherly-sort-of defensive gesture rather than because Betty was pleased with her daughter's career. It wasn't that she didn't approve of Charley's success in television; Betty simply wasn't impressed by it.

"Well, I'm not going to worry about being forgotten until I talk to my agent," Charley declared positively.

"Since you probably won't be here long, you won't mind if I call Nell and see if her son would like to meet you."

"Mother..." Charley warned.

Betty shrugged. "He'll probably be busy anyway."

"I'm sure there are lots of things he has to do at his turkey ranch...or whatever it is you'd call a place that raises turkeys."

"I think it would be called a turkey farm," Betty commented.

"That makes it sound like he plants little turkey seeds in the ground like Dad plants corn."

"Well, regardless of what it's called, it's a good, honest way to making a living."

"I didn't say it wasn't," Charley protested. "It's just not the sort of life I'm interested in."

"You never know," Betty said mysteriously. "Remember what the preacher said this morning...God works in mysterious ways."

Charley shook her head. "Maybe so. But surely God wouldn't play such an awful trick on me."

"Charley, you're blaspheming again."

"And you're meddling again."

"That's what mothers are for."

Charley stood and stretched. "I'm going to go inside and catch the local news. It pays to keep up with my competition. Who knows when some sweet young thing from Des Moines will make that giant leap to L.A.?"

"Just like you did," Betty reminded Charley with annoying perception.

"Yes, just like I did." A fresh wave of anxiety pulsed through her at the reminder of how easy it would be for someone to step into her network shoes.

Betty watched her daughter walk into the house. She waited until she heard Charley and J.W.'s voices mixed with the opening music of the evening news program. Betty set aside her knitting, being careful to anchor the needles so none of the stitches would slide off. She reached into her apron pocket and took out the cell phone Charley had given her for Christmas last year.

There was a calm, optimistic smile on Betty's face as she dialed a number.

"Hello, Nellie," she said. "What did you think of my daughter?" She paused as she listened to Nell's response. "Yes, I think she's beautiful, too. But then I might be a little prejudiced."

Betty glanced around, carefully checking to see if anyone was within hearing distance before she continued.

"Nell, the reason I'm calling is that I think your son and my daughter would make a perfect couple. Now how can we get them together ...?"
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"No! Absolutely not. I have no interest in meeting a stuck-up snoop from Los Angeles."

Luke flipped a pancake over in the skillet, then poured milk into three glasses on the breakfast table. Lifting the golden brown pancake out, he added it to a heaping stack before carrying them to the table, too.

He stepped into the kitchen doorway and called up the stairs, "Greg, Adam, Scott ... come eat." Turning back to his mother who was packing lunches, two into paper sacks and one into a Spiderman lunch box, he continued their conversation as if there had been no disruption. "And I don't need my mother to set me up with women."

"But Luke, I'm just trying to help," Nell explained as she folded the tops of the bags and wrote the two older boys' names on them with a magic marker along with a cheerful happy face emoji. "You're too young to spend so much time alone."

"Alone!" he exclaimed, one corner of his mouth lifting in a grin. "With three sons and my mother sharing my house and fifty thousand turkeys living in my yard, I'm never alone."

Nell heaved an exaggerated sigh. "You know what I mean."

"Are you trying to kick me out of the nest?"  

Nell glanced around her. "Don't be silly. This is your nest. If anyone's going to leave, it's me."

"Ah ha! So now we're getting to the truth of the matter. You're trying to escape this quiet little household," Luke teased as he refilled her cup of coffee and poured one for himself.

The thunder of Nike-shod feet on wooden stairs drowned out her denial. The two younger boys reached the doorway to the kitchen at the same time and wedged through the opening with a great deal of pushing and shoving.

"Boys, settle down!" Luke demanded in a low, calm voice that immediately separated his sons and brought them quietly to their chairs. "Adam, get your snake off the table. You know how your grandmother feels about him."

"His snake ate my gum," Scott complained.

"Snakes don't eat gum," Luke pointed out.

"Then Adam took it," Scott declared indignantly.

"Now that I can believe," Luke agreed. "Adam, leave your brother's things alone."

"Why can't I have a pet?" With obvious envy, Scott eyed the garter snake's striped head as it poked out of Adam's shirt pocket. "Greg has a cat, and Adam has a snake and a gerbil." Scott's lower lip quivered dramatically. "I haven't ever had a pet."

"Maybe for your seventh birthday," Luke answered with paternal caution.

"But..."

"Eat your breakfast or you're going to miss the school bus." Luke sat down and helped himself to several fluffy pancakes. "Adam, did you finish your homework last night?"

"Didn't have any," Adam answered with his mouth full, which earned him a reprimanding look from both his grandmother and his father.

"I hope you're not letting it slide. I don't want to see any F's on your report card."

"I'm doing okay," Adam insisted.

Moving at a more leisurely pace, Greg entered the room and sat at his place. "I've got driver's ed. today," he said as he loaded his plate.

"Can Dave's father bring you home?" Luke asked. "I'm going to be loading turkeys all day and your grandma will be in Council Bluffs."

"I'll ask, but I'm sure he will." Greg wiped up the syrup on his plate with his last bite of pancake.

The honk of a horn brought a renewed burst of noise and confusion as all three boys leapt to their feet, raced to the stairs where they had left their books and coats, then returned to the kitchen to grab their lunches. They called their goodbyes as they ran out the door and down the gravel driveway to where the school bus waited.

Luke shut the door and shook his head as he returned to the table to finish his breakfast. His mother sat across from him, nibbling at a slice of whole wheat toast.

"I can't understand why you'd want to leave such a calm, pleasant place as this," he joked, once again resuming their conversation. "You'd be so lonely without me and the boys."

"Sure, I'd miss you guys." Nell gave him an unapologetic look. "But I wouldn't mind living alone for a while."

"Now I'm getting a complex." Luke's smile faded as he studied his mother's serious expression. His wife and his father had died within a couple months of each other so it had been a natural step for his mother to move in with Luke's family. Until this moment, it had never occurred to him that she might want to live somewhere else. "You really mean that, don't you?"

Nell reached for Luke's empty plate, but his hand on hers stopped her. It was obvious she wanted to avoid hurting his feelings. But it was equally apparent that this subject had been on her mind for some time.

"Mom, you know you're always welcome here," he spoke to fill the silence of her hesitation. "But if you'd prefer getting a place of your own, I'll understand."

Nell's smile was wistful and tinged with maternal sacrifice. "I wouldn't leave until you and the boys have someone to take care of you."

Luke shook his head. "I don't need a wife. I can handle things around here."

"No you can't," she stated positively. "It takes a lot of work to run this farm. And keeping up with the boys is a full-time job."

"Then I'll hire someone," he replied with a shrug. "Paying someone to take care of the kids and the house would be simpler than getting married again."

"But it wouldn't hurt for you to be open-minded about remarriage. You never know when the perfect woman might stumble into your life. If you were to start dating again ..."

"I have dated."

"Taking the secretary at the farmers' co-op out to lunch or having that woman at the tractor store deliver your parts and stay for a cup of coffee don't count as dates. Maybe if you called Betty's daughter, Charley, the two of you could go out for dinner and a movie."

"Ah ha!" he exclaimed, a knowing twinkle leaping into his gray eyes. "So that's what this is all about."

"It wouldn't hurt you to be nice to her. She's not going to be here long, so it's not like there's any risk that either of you will get too serious." Nell finished cleaning the table and opened the dishwasher. "Consider it a sort of practice run."

Luke opened his mouth to protest, but the ring of the telephone interrupted. His mother answered it, then held out the receiver to him.

"It's Adam's principal. Again," she added pointedly. "He says Adam brought his snake to school and was chasing girls around the playground, scaring them with it."

Luke pushed his chair back, walked to the wall phone and took the receiver with a sigh. He talked with Adam's principal and teachers more often than he liked. If there was any mischief going on, Adam was always the one to be involved.

"Yes, this is Luke Calloway." He listened while Mr. Birch, the junior-high principal, repeated the details of the incident. "No sir, I didn't know he took the snake to school with him. He was running late, so I'm sure it was just an oversight." Luke rolled his eyes as Mr. Birch continued to rant about the inappropriateness of carrying a snake in one's pocket and using it to frighten other children. "Yes. I'll come pick it up right away. And yes, I'll speak to Adam about it this evening."

He hung up the phone and turned to face his mother. "You wouldn't be able to go to the school, would you?" he asked hopefully.

"No, I'm afraid not. I'm supposed to be at the church in fifteen minutes. It's our day to feed the homeless."

He glanced at the kitchen clock. "Darn...er...shucks, I need to get those turkeys loaded. I was hoping to get in three trips today."

His mother was doing nothing to hide her "I told you so" expression.

Luke took a worn baseball cap off the row of hooks near the back door and jammed it on his head. "Okay, Mom. You win this round. I'll call Karly ..."

"Charley," his mother corrected.

"...whoever...I'll call her this evening." He turned to his mother and promised, "But nothing's going to come of this. It'll be one night and that's all."

Nell's smile was pure innocence. "God works in mysterious ways."

"Not even God could make this relationship work," Luke muttered as he stalked out of the kitchen.
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"She said no!”

Nell looked up from her cross-stitching. "What on earth did you say to her?"

"You make it sound as if it's my fault." Luke walked into the living room and plopped on the couch. After a brief, very brief, conversation with Charley Carson, his feelings were an odd mixture of relief and annoyance. He wiped his wet palms against his jeans and cursed the sudden attack of nerves he'd had while calling the woman. The last time he'd asked someone for a date, he'd been a teenager. And it was a discomfort that had worsened with age. "I was polite and to the point."

His mother threw up her hands. "I can just imagine." She mimicked in a deep voice, "Karly. .. er... Charley, you wouldn't want to go out on a date with me, would you?"

"I didn't say that," he denied indignantly.

"Then why wouldn't she go out with you? You're an attractive, eligible man and she's a beautiful, single woman. How dare she turn down your invitation!"

Luke picked up the newspaper. "It's no big deal, Mom. She said she was expecting an important call and didn't plan on being here this weekend." He didn't add that she hadn't sounded any more enthusiastic about the idea of a blind date than he was. She'd been friendly, but definitely cool.

"I don't see why both of you are being so hardheaded," his mother murmured, her disappointment obvious. “It’s just dinner.”

"It wasn't meant to be." Luke opened the newspaper and tried to focus his thoughts on the page in front of him. But soon his eyelids began to droop. It had been a hard day. The trip to the school had thrown him off schedule, so when he returned from his third trip to the processor with a load of turkeys, the rest of the family was already sitting down to dinner. After the meal, he'd worked with the boys on their homework, had an obligatory talk with Adam about his pets, then supervised their baths and bedtime. When he would have preferred collapsing on the couch and catching the end of the news his mother had prompted him to make the dreaded call.

Being shot down before he could even get the entire question out of his mouth had been the perfect ending to a normal, imperfect day.
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Even though she was waiting for the call, Charley nearly jumped out of her chair at the muffled melody of her cell phone. Her fork clattered to her plate as she abruptly stood up.

"I'll take it in my bedroom," Charley said as she dug her phone out of the pocket of her tight ridiculously expensive, designer jeans and ran up the stairs. She sat stiffly on the edge of the bed and pressed the answer button. Hopefully it would be the call she'd been expecting for the last three days. She'd been as jumpy as a frog on a hot sidewalk, holding her breath every time the phone rang. She took a deep breath, then answered.

"Hello Charley. How's it going in the heartland of America? Have you milked any cows lately?"

"Very funny, R.J.." Her sense of humor had been missing in action ever since she left California last week. Her case so dominated her thoughts that even her mother had stopped trying to make conversation. "So tell me what's going on in the heartless land of America ... are they willing to drop the charges?"

There was a moment of eloquent silence before R.J. responded. "Well, not exactly."

"What does that mean?"

"The charges still stand against you, but they've offered Larry immunity if he cooperates with the prosecution."

Charley gasped. "Larry! He wouldn't..." Larry was a long-time contact who had often helped her research difficult stories and find obscure witnesses.

"Yes, he would," R.J. confirmed. "It's amazing what the threat of a grand jury investigation will do."

"Grand jury?" The words escaped in a pained sigh. The room began spinning around, and Charley squeezed her eyes tightly shut as her fingers dug into the antique quilt. Oddly, one part of her conscious mind focused on the intricate patterns of the scraps of material beneath her hand, scraps her great-grandmother had lovingly stitched together during her first long, cold winter as a bride, literally living in a little house on the prairie.

But the other part of her mind was scrambling to refocus after the devastating news that there would be a grand jury investigation. "I thought you said we should be able to make some sort of deal with the lab?"

"We tried. But apparently, they're tired of the negative publicity, and they're willing to fight this one all the way to the end."

Charley pushed back on the bed so her shoulders were braced against the headboard. She honestly hadn't believed things would go so far. No one had been hurt...not physically, at least. Perhaps the blow to Purity Products' pocketbook had been an even more painful wound.

"The good news is that we've hired the best defense attorney in southern California," R.J. added. "His name is Sheldon Kramer."

"I've heard of him. He's got a reputation for being tough and creative, which is exactly what I need."

"He's already pushing things along. If the grand jury passes down an indictment, the trial will be sometime in early December."

"That's awfully quick, isn't it?" Charley was well aware of how backed up the court system was in L.A., and the speedy scheduling added to her surprise.

"Yes it is. But the media is still gnawing on this like a pit bull on a soup bone, and I think the prosecution would like to push this case through as quickly as possible. They've even asked for a change of venue should the case go to trial. They're afraid that all the animal rights activists and ecologists in the area will raise a stink, not to mention the outcry from your audience. They really miss you here."

Charley managed a small smile. It was comforting to know that her reputation wasn't totally ruined. "I can be back in L.A. by Saturday—"

"No, I don't think that's a good idea," R.J. interrupted. "Things are still too hot here, and the media will be camping on your doorstep. I think it's better that you lie low until your court date. The grand jury will want to talk to you next week, but you can fly in and fly out quietly with as little fanfare as possible. We don't want the prosecution to be able to say you're trying to milk the situation for publicity. We're playing up the angle that you were innocently swept into the incident and were just reporting what was happening."

"That is what really happened," Charley commented hopefully.

Another long pause was followed by R.J. clearing his throat ominously. "It would help if they didn't have those audio recordings."

Charley frowned as she tried to think of what he could possibly be talking about. "What audio recordings? I don't remember..."

"It seems that Larry recorded some of his telephone conversations with you."

"That's illegal!" she gasped.

"Yes, and it's also very damaging to your claim of having no prior knowledge of the break-in. I haven't heard them, but the rumor is that there's a lengthy discussion of how you wished Earthhope would hit Purity's lab during sweeps week so you could get the story. I think you even made the comment that perhaps they could be encouraged to stage something dramatic."

"I was just running off at the mouth. I didn't set it up," Charley protested frantically. "They already had it planned. I only followed up on the tip of the time and place."

"I know that and you know that. But there are a lot of people saying that isn't the way it happened."

Charley rubbed her trembling fingers across her forehead. "Oh God," she breathed, not in sacrilege, but in a desperate plea for heavenly help.

"Look, you need to relax and collect your thoughts," R.J. continued. "Sheldon will call and let you know exactly when the grand jury will want to see you. But until then, try not to worry too much. We're doing all we can."

"How about the station?" Charley asked, her voice uncharacteristically weak.

"They're still behind you, but they've made it very clear that your leave of absence will continue until the case is settled. So you stay put in the bosom of your family until we're ready for you here."

For several minutes after she hung up the phone, Charley stayed on the bed. Her muscles didn't have the capability of movement and even the simple act of breathing was difficult. Possibilities and probabilities flashed through her brain. Usually so logical, right now she couldn't manage to curb the panic that gripped her mind, dulling her senses.

Her career was her whole life. She had known all along that the situation was serious. But she'd never considered, even for an instant, that the case would go to court. As an investigative reporter she'd had several unhappy subjects threaten lawsuits. But no one had ever followed through. Charley had
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