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      A small-town widower.

      A big-city divorcee.

      There are few secrets in Heartsfield, Arkansas, but when a few loose boards on a rickety old porch bring Lynne Prescott and Bram Hatchett together, not even nosy neighbors, disapproving children, and a disturbing decrease in the poultry population can stymie their attraction.

      Can they set the fears aside and learn to trust their hearts just one more time?
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      “Hello, Mama.” Bram Hatchett strolled into the feed store his family had owned for three generations as if he didn't have a care in the world. Technically, he wasn't supposed to have a care. Nor was he meant to hang around Hatchett's Hatchery. In truth, the carefree life of semi-retirement was beginning to grate on his nerves. Today was one of those days he needed to emphasize the “semi” in front of the R-word. There are only so many hours a day a man can spend communing with a piece of wood. Leaning over the counter, he kissed his mother's soft cheek. “Good day?”

      Ada Hatchett reached up to cup his jaw. “Lose your razor?”

      He smirked. Last April, on her seventy-fifth birthday, his mother decided she would take the role of family matriarch more seriously. Since then, she dropped what little filter she once had and felt free to carry on about everyone and everything she loved. She also reclaimed her place at the hatchery's counter.

      He scraped his nails over the bristly whiskers. “No, ma'am. I was feeling lazy.”

      “You look like a hobo.”

      “Then maybe I'll hop a train. Hopefully it'll carry me far from cranky old women.”

      She barked a laugh. “You're one to talk. I swear, I don't know how a man can be so handsome and so prickly all at the same time.”

      “All he has to do is stop shaving.”

      “You need to get out more, Abram.”

      He ducked behind the counter, avoiding her laser-beam stare by scanning the day's receipts. “Feed shipment come in okay?”

      His mother snatched the invoices from his hand. “Came in like it does every week.”

      Bram mustered up his best glower, but knew it would be no match for her. “I still own half of this business.”

      “And I own the other half. You have other business now. Go tend to it.”

      “Not in the mood,” he grumbled.

      Ada snickered. “Sometimes you act like you're still five. If you aren't in the mood to whittle and spit, then why don't you clean yourself up, go into town, and visit that new supper club Maisie Wilkins was tellin' me about.”

      “I'm a grown man. I don't need my mother telling me to troll meat markets.”

      She turned to him. Spindly fingers clutched the sleeve of his shirt. “You're not a man who was meant to be alone, sweetheart.”

      He carefully disentangled himself from his mother's grasp. “I'm gonna check with Abe on the walnut I ordered, then I'm heading over to Walters' to measure some shelving.” The wounded glance she shot him prickled his heart. Softening, he pecked another kiss to her cheek and gave her hand a little squeeze. “Stop worrying, Mama. I have plenty to keep me occupied.”

      Bram made a beeline for the storeroom where he spotted his son and an all-too-familiar jab of pain punched him in the gut. Abe was the spitting image of his late wife, Susan. He tamped down on the pang and crept up behind his boy, keeping one eye on the huge stacks of bagged feed to be certain no corners were being cut.

      As Abe hefted another sack, Bram grinned and asked in a low voice, “Got wood?”

      The young man whirled, chuckling when his father ducked to dodge the fifty-pound bag. “Aren't you a little old to get such a kick outta jokes like that?”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “What? I'm just askin' if the walnut I ordered came in.”

      “By the dock.” Abe gestured to the loading dock at the back of the building. “You got more orders?”

      “I need to make your sister take that damn website down. It's getting to the point where I can't keep up.”

      “Good. The longer you make 'em wait, the more they'll want them.” Abe grunted as he dumped the sack onto the pallet and nudged it into place with the toe of his boot. “Plus it keeps you outta my hair and away from the places where Anna Albertson lays in wait for you.”

      Bram's snarky retort was cut off by a gleeful cry. “Grandpa!”

      His grandson, A.J., hit him with all the force an eight-year-old could muster. He gave a manly oof and patted the boy's skinny shoulder. “Hey, bud,” he murmured. “Keep at it and you'll be playing left tackle for the Razorbacks.”

      A.J.'s eyes twinkled as he shot his grandfather a sly smile. “I like LSU better.”

      Pressing his hand to his heart, he staggered back. “Are you trying to kill the old man? This here is Arkansas, boy.”

      “He's a rebel,” Abe commented, reaching for another bag.

      “The Rebels are Ole Miss, Dad,” A.J. said derisively.

      Abe rolled his eyes. “I know.” He nodded to the opposite side of the storeroom. “Why don't you go check the critters, Tiger?”

      A.J. scampered off and Bram turned back to his son. “You're encouraging that?”

      “Hell no. I'm just gonna call him ‘Tiger’ until he thinks I'm okay with this LSU obsession. He'll be a Razorback fan again by fall.”

      “You always were a bright boy.” He pulled the keys to his truck from his pocket. “Okay. I'll load up and get out of your hair.” He knocked the ball cap from Abe's head and ruffled the dark hair. “Make sure you rotate the fertilizer stock.”

      He waved to his mother and pushed through the front door of the store. Loading up and heading back to his empty house was the last thing he wanted to do, so he was glad to help his daughter at the general store. At least Willene always seemed happy to have him around. Squinting into the watery spring sunlight, he spotted his father and the old man's best crony parked in the rocking chairs in front of Walters' Mercantile and picked up his pace.

      Having lived in the small town of Heartsfield, Arkansas for almost five decades, Bram had seen a lot of strange things. Most of the time, he didn't give them a second thought. Russell Moyers' horse, Chauncey, tied to a parking meter in front of the market, placidly cropped any available blade of grass. Nothing new there. A huge yellow tractor droned down the asphalt tarmac, something that occurred at least a couple times a day. The impatient roar of a diesel engine urged the tractor's driver to get a move on. Bram chuckled at the truck driver's optimism. These sights and sounds were all normal.

      But it wasn't every day a guy saw a shiny, foreign-made SUV wedged into a spot at the curb between Rusty Hartman's battered half-ton and the Barrett kid's clunker.

      In strident contrast to the usual symphony of screeching steel hinges and blaring country music, the purr of a well-tuned motor cut out. Stopping in his tracks, Bram's brow wrinkled when he spotted the silver letters that spelled P-O-R-S-C-H-E across the SUV's lift gate.

      “Sweet car, huh, Mr. Bram?”

      He whirled to find the youngest of the Johnson boys idling alongside the curb astride his father's riding mower. He stifled a chuckle brought on by his own oblivion and shook his head. When the boy's look of surprise registered, he switched from a shake to a nod. “Yeah, yeah. It's a nice car, David.”

      “I can't wait to get my permit.”

      The teen's wistful sigh turned the chuckle loose. “Just a few more months, right?”

      “June.”

      The boy's disgruntled grumble almost managed to distract him from the gleam of sun-sparkling chrome for a moment. “You playin' ball this sum.”

      The question drifted off on the crisp breeze when the car door opened. A tall, slender woman in a snug sweater the color of ripe peaches and curve-hugging blue jeans climbed from the car, and every thought flew from his head. Playful gusts lifted lustrous waves of silky hair, plastering strands the color of cornhusks and honey to her cheek and throat. He swallowed hard.

      “Yeah, I'm playin',” the boy said, oblivious to his distraction. “Coach says we have a good chance at making it to State playoffs this year.”

      “Uh-huh.” Bram's gaze lingered on the spiked heels peeking from the hem of her jeans before meandering its way up those mile-long legs. His own faded jeans shrank, squeezing the air from his lungs and tightening uncomfortably in the crotch. The Johnson boy rambled on, reeling off stats and naming players, but talk of baseball didn't help. He stared at the woman, mentally willing her to turn his way, dying for a glimpse of her face.

      A car alarm chirped, jolting him to his senses. David Johnson stood rooted to the spot. Bram saw the woman offer his dad and his friend nods on her way into the general store. Mumbling a lame excuse about meeting his father, Bram ditched the Johnson kid with a half-wave and, keeping his gaze locked on the marvel of German engineering, made his way down the sidewalk.

      Gleaming chrome and sleek, sporty lines lured him like sparkly bait. Surrounded by dust-covered pickups, it was a vehicular peacock in a pigeon coop. The glossy finish tossed his reflection back at him when he skirted the hood. Squinting, he peered past the subtle tint on the windows for a glimpse at the car's interior. As he suspected, the tan leather seats looked smooth as butter, and the dash had one of those fancy little TV screens they show on the commercials.

      Bram snorted and rocked back on his heels, shoving his hands into his pockets to keep from stroking the curve of the fender. Making his way to the rocking chairs on the sidewalk outside Walters' Mercantile, he focused his attention on the two old men parked in the chairs and gathered his scattered wits. No sense thinking about shiny, fancy cars and the pretty women who drove them. The SUV obviously didn't belong in a dusty, one-horse town like Heartsfield, and judging by the looks of its owner, neither did she.
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      Lynne Prescott's fingers still ached from the death grip she'd had on the SUV's steering wheel since she coasted out of the foothills of the Ozark Mountains. Though chilly spring air nipped at her ears as she clambered out of the driver's seat, the sun warmed her cheeks. A gust of wind fluttered the awning over the door to the old general store. The metallic clank drew her attention to a flagpole where Old Glory snapped like a firecracker in the stiff breeze. Turning in a slow circle, she stretched the knotted muscles of her neck and shoulders and surveyed the town square.

      It seemed like nothing in Heartsfield, Arkansas ever changed. The land where time stood still, she thought with a smirk. Coming full circle, she peered at the faded brick building that housed Walters' Mercantile. The old-fashioned lettering on the window claimed it had been established in 1947. She couldn't refute that. Walters' Mercantile seemed ancient forty years ago—the last time she danced through the doors to blow her pocket money on a pink-handled jump rope.

      Shaking off a wave of guilt-tinged nostalgia, she snatched her purse from the car and slammed the door. Her thumb pressed the key fob and the alarm chirped in her wake, drawing the interest of two old men perched on rocking chairs. She offered them a sheepish smile as she reached the door to the shop and muttered, “Force of habit.”

      One of the men nodded acknowledgment and upped the force of his rocking. Obviously, the ‘You Break It, You Buy It’ sign tacked above their chairs didn't pose much of a threat to these two. Lynne chuckled as she opened the door. “And that's what we call small town charm.”

      The heels of her boots clacked on worn linoleum. Wincing, Lynne shifted to the balls of her feet, tip-toeing as unobtrusively as possible toward the cash register.

      The young woman working the counter glanced up and nodded a greeting before returning her attention to another customer. The conversation segued to juicy, local gossip and Lynne stifled a sigh of impatience. Hand-lettered signs marked the short aisles. She noticed the third row from the back was marked simply ‘Notions.’ Unable to resist the notion of ‘notions,’ she moved in that direction.

      A smirk curved her lips as she riffled through a bin of old dress patterns. She fingered a package of doublewide bias tape and the tiny hairs on her neck prickled. Glancing up, she caught the clerk giving her the fish-eye from behind the register. She hitched her bag higher on her shoulder and snorted. Yeah, sweetie, I'm about to lift this lovely Jackie-O wannabe dress pattern that was made before you were born.

      A set of wooden salad bowls on the shelf above caught her eye. She picked up one of the bowls, running her fingertip over the intricate pansies carved into the wood. The bell above the door jingled, but Lynne was too absorbed in the detailed craftsmanship to notice.

      “Can I help you, ma'am?” the young woman called.

      She raised the bowl. “These are beautiful. Do you only have four?”

      The girl tucked a wave of ebony hair behind her ear and stepped from behind the cash register, a bright smile lighting her ice-blue eyes. “I believe we might have some more in back. How many do you need?”

      Lynne envisioned her dining table set for a dinner party. “I'd love to have service for twelve.”

      “I think we only have eight, but I can probably get four more.” She reached for the remaining bowls. “I'd be happy to ship them to you.”

      “That would be great.” She followed the younger woman to the counter to wait. When the clerk emerged from the back room holding four more bowls, Lynne smiled. “You take credit cards, don't you?” she asked as she pulled her wallet from the depths of her bag.

      The woman's eyebrows rose as she put more of the South in her tone. “Yes, ma'am, we surely do.”

      A grimace twisted Lynne's lips. “Sorry. I just...I didn't get to the bank before I....” Ran away from home. She shook her head, trying to ditch the thought.

      The girl's bright eyes sparkled. “Yes, we accept credit cards.”

      I'm not running away. I simply have things to do, property to check out, decisions to make. Children run away, and I'm no child.

      Lynne fidgeted with the strap of her purse while the sale was processed, concentrating on the task at hand. “Do you know where I'll find Percival Jenkins' office?”

      “Percy?”

      “Yes. The address on his letterhead said Plum Street, but I found no street signs and the GPS on my car isn't picking them up.”

      The girl gestured at the plate glass window. “The fruit streets run south of the square, the numbered streets north. Of course, it only gets up to Ninth before you end up in Eldon Watts' cornfield. Plum is two streets south,” she said, pointing to the wall behind her. “Turn left off Main, you'll find Percy's office three doors down. There's a sign.”

      Grasping the brown paper bag holding her new salad bowls, Lynne backed from the counter. “Thank you.”

      “Wait. I charged you for twelve bowls. I'll need the address to ship the other four.”

      Lynne paused in the doorway and cocked her head. “How long do you think it'll take to get them?”

      “I'm not sure. A couple of weeks, at least. They're hand-carved.”

      A flash of red outside the window caught her eye. A tall, wiry man dressed in jeans and a plaid flannel shirt circled the fender of her Porsche Cayenne. Lynne smiled. Guys were always gawking at the car. A battered baseball cap shielded his eyes, but as he turned his head to inspect her vehicle, a glimmer of a smile tilted his lips. When he greeted the old men, her heart skipped a beat. She couldn't help but goggle at him. Hello, handsome farmer man.

      As if sensing her stare, he glanced up. The man knocked the bill of his cap back and their gazes locked. The Heartsfield time vacuum seemed to be working fine, because a moment stretched to an eternity before he bobbed his head in silent acknowledgment. Embarrassed to be caught ogling, Lynne quickly averted her gaze. She bit her lower lip to stave off a blush and turned back to the counter.

      “I'll probably be around for about a month or so.”

      “You will?”

      Lynne shrugged. “That's why I'm meeting Mr. Jenkins. I'm Lynne Prescott. My aunt was Corrine Burdock.”

      “Oh.” The girl's eyes widened the moment she mentioned her aunt's name. “Okay. Well, I'm Willene Hatchett. The next time you're in town, just stop by and I should be able to let you know when the bowls'll be ready.”

      “That's great. Thank you.” Lynne cast a quick glance at the window. A curious pang of relief and disappointment clenched her stomach when she realized the handsome man in the flannel shirt was gone. Puzzled by her intense reaction to a total stranger, she chalked it up to strange surroundings and ducked her head as she hurried to the safety of her car.
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      The morning proved to be a total waste as far as Bram was concerned. The night before hadn't been much better. He'd been restless, unable to light on any one project, and his wood carving tools felt clumsy in his hands. After stopping at the post office for stamps, he picked up a few odds and ends at Feltcher's Market then headed over to the general store. He'd promised his daughter new shelving in the storeroom, and the idea of simple carpentry work appealed at the moment.

      Without announcing his arrival, he ducked in the back door of the store and stood with his hands planted on his hips. Willie had worked at Walters' Mercantile since she turned sixteen. In a few short months, she'd marry Bobby Walters, and the store would become her family business.

      Bram ignored the sharp pang that tweaked his heart at the mere thought of walking her down the aisle. He wasn't quite ready to give his baby girl to another man, but as she'd set her sights on the Walters boy long ago, Willene Hatchett was not a woman to be denied. Lord knows, her father had never had much luck in refusing her.

      His gaze traveled over the cluttered shelves that lined the walls. The storeroom was half treasure trove, half time capsule. He eyed the sagging shelving unit in the corner then sized up the plywood planks he'd dropped off the night before.

      He pulled a sturdy metal measuring tape from his belt as the bell above the front door signaled the arrival or departure of a customer. He stretched the tape as he bent to measure the shelves one last time.

      When a woman shrieked, “Sixteen hundred dollars!” he jerked upright, clunking his head on the old, warped shelf.

      “Gah!”

      Rubbing his scalp, Bram shuffled a stack of boxes to peer into the storefront. Willene's best friend, Beth Armstrong, a hunk of fudge suspended just shy of her mouth, stared at Marcie Pennington, the checker from Feltcher's Market.

      “What cost sixteen hundred dollars, and why are you panting? Did someone forget their coupons on dollar doubler day?” Beth asked.

      “Her bag cost over sixteen hundred dollars,” Marcie insisted.

      Willene planted her hands on her hips, her gaze bouncing from Marcie to Beth and back again. A small smile twitched her lips as she blew out an exaggerated breath. “Marcie, slow down. Whose bag? What did she buy that cost so much? I know Mr. Feltcher put rib eyes on special this week, but that takes stocking up to a whole new level.”

      Assured there was no real crisis afoot, Bram drew back into the storeroom but hovered near the doorway.

      “Her purse,” Marcie cried, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “Her purse cost over sixteen hundred dollars.”

      Bram grunted, and his jaw fell open, almost scraping the concrete floor. Curiosity piqued, he clamped his mouth shut and moved closer to the open door for a full view of the checkout counter. Even though he did his level best to avoid becoming grist for the rumor mill, as a native, he had a genetic predisposition to eavesdrop whenever opportunity arose. Small towns run on gossip, and he figured he'd provided enough fuel for the fire for one lifetime. To his way of thinking, the advantages of living in a community as close-knit as Heartsfield far outweighed the disadvantages, but he wasn't naive enough to discount the peace of mind of living fifteen miles from the town square. Distance at least provided the illusion of safety.

      “Someone paid sixteen hundred dollars for a handbag?” Willene scoffed.

      “Is it that Prescott woman?” Beth mumbled through stuffed cheeks.

      Marcie nodded. “The lady with the fancy SUV. I spotted the little G's on the clasp, so I looked it up on the 'Net when I got home.”

      Ah, the lady with the fancy car? Bram leaned closer and caught his daughter shaking her head. Willene added an eye-roll for good measure and he smirked.

      “You researched the woman's purse?”

      Beth forced the fudge down her throat. “I'm not surprised.”

      “You're not surprised someone would pay a gazillion dollars for a purse, or not surprised Marcie looked it up?” Willie demanded.

      Bram had to stifle a snicker.

      “All of the above.” Beth shrugged and went back to sorting through hunks of candy.

      Marcie threw her shoulders back, jaw jutting into the air as she glared down her nose at the other two women. “Kim Kardashian has the same bag.”

      “How do you know?” Beth asked.

      “I saw it in a magazine,” Marcie retorted.

      As Beth straightened, Bram winced at the screech of her nails scraping the counter top. “Not surprising. I mean, you said the woman strolled in here and dropped a hundred bucks on those salad bowls your daddy carves without blinkin' an eye.”

      Bram sucked in a sharp breath and gave his head a good shake. He tried to recall how many bowls Willie had snagged from his workshop, but the girls' rapid-fire conversation made his head swim.

      “She said she was plannin' to be around for a bit,” Willene said. “Bobby's mama said she came back in yesterday afternoon and bought some kitchen stuff, including that coffee machine that makes the lattes.”

      “Damn, I was saving up for that,” Beth grumbled. “How do those rib eyes look, Marcie? Joe loves steak, but the last ones I bought were all fat.”

      Marcie huffed. “They're slabs of uncooked meat.” Groping for the door handle, she backed away. “Y'all are no fun,” she said with a pout. “I have to get back. I left Alfred stacking the pork 'n beans display.” The bell above the door jingled. “Three for two dollars, by the way.”

      “Good to know. See ya, Marce,” Beth called.

      Willene shot her friend a bewildered stare. “Why would anyone pay that much for a purse?”

      Bram exhaled in a whoosh and poked his head out of the back room to call to her, but Beth spoke just as he opened his mouth. “For the same reason people spend two hundred on a pair of jeans.”

      His mouth slammed shut as his daughter's dropped open wide.

      Willie blinked. “There are jeans that cost two hundred dollars?”

      A slow smile nudged his cheekbones. That's my girl.

      Beth snorted again as she selected another piece of fudge. “Girl, you need to get out of Heartsfield.”

      Bram bristled, his fingers curling tighter around the tape measure in his hand. He pried open his jaw to retort, but Willie beat him to the punch by snatching the bowl from the counter. “If you don't stop packing away the fudge, you won't fit into your bridesmaid dress.”

      Beth straightened, running her hand over the ample curve of her hip. “Joe bought the cow, baby. Now all we need to do is get you and Bobby hitched so we can shop for elastic-waist pants together.”

      Bram rolled his eyes, but his stomach turned at the thought of his fresh and beautiful Willie turning into another frumpy small town married lady. Willene's easy laughter calmed his frayed nerves. “The day I start dressing like Anna Albertson is the day I run my four-wheeler into a tree.”

      An appreciative chuckle rumbled up from his belly. Covering his mouth with his hand he mumbled, “Amen, Sassypants.”

      Beth shuddered, her normally rosy complexion blanching as white as fresh-cut beech wood. “Pardon me while I go stick my finger down my throat.”

      “You aren't there yet. Lay off the fudge,” Willie cautioned.

      “I wouldn't mind having a pair of those jeans. I wonder if any of the stores in Little Rock carry them.”

      The wistful note in Beth's tone caught his attention. He held his breath and peered around the corner, waiting for Willene's reaction. She simply shook her head and began to sort the stack of sales tickets next to the old-fashioned cash register.

      “What's wrong with regular old jeans?”

      Air rushed from his lungs. He closed his eyes and sent up a silent prayer of thanks. Willie didn't have a flighty bone in her body, but still, a father worried. He drew a deep breath and let it go, reassured that she was firmly rooted here in this place where she'd always be close to him.

      Beth made one last grab for a piece of fudge. “They don't work as well on a woman's butt as they do on a man's. I saw your daddy this morning, and the way he wears those faded, old jeans makes a girl proud to be born in the U.S.A., thankyoumisterspringsteen.”

      His eyes snapped open and his jaw hit the floor again. Somehow he managed not to swallow his own tongue.

      “Watch it,” Willie growled.

      Bram glanced down at his threadbare jeans.

      “Oh, I did watch—and enjoyed every minute of it,” Beth drawled.

      His head jerked up in horror. A hot flush crawled up his neck as her meaning registered.

      Willie gasped. “Would you stop ogling my father?”

      “Please stop,” he whispered, closing his eyes.

      “But ogling your daddy is what we do for fun around here. Lord knows there isn't much else to occupy us.”

      The flush set his face aflame. Bram stumbled back from the doorway and almost toppled over a carton of paint roller covers. The metal belt clip on the tape measure bit into his palm as he caught his balance.

      “You're a married woman.”

      “And if he wasn't my best friend's daddy, I woulda used the same tricks on him as I used to snag Joe Farnsworth. A true testament to our friendship,” Beth answered with a sniff.

      A tidal wave of shame and embarrassment washed over him as he righted the carton. Unwarranted guilt tightened his belly when his daughter snapped, “Stay away from my daddy.”

      As if he'd ever think of a girl his daughter's age... As if he'd ever thought of any woman but Susan....

      Liar.

      He screwed his eyes shut tighter, but the image of honey-colored hair and wide-searching eyes floated through his mind. Grasping the doorframe, he leaned against the wall, trying to banish all thoughts of the woman who'd stared at him through the window as if she could see into his soul. The spark of recognition that flared in his gut when their eyes met had given him a jolt. That brief almost-interaction had left him shaken for the rest of the day and long into the night.

      Bram forced his eyes open and peered cautiously around the corner. The sly smile that played on Beth's lips as she fiddled with the display of guardian angel necklaces made him feel...filthy. “Don't fret. Joe keeps me busy enough,” she said in a sing-song voice.

      “Thank God,” Willie muttered.

      He echoed her relief under his breath and spun on his heel to make his getaway.

      “Maybe Mizzzz Prescott will manage to turn old Bram's head,” Beth mused.

      He froze mid-stride.

      “My daddy isn't goin' to have anything to do with any woman who pays thousands of dollars for a handbag.”

      “She's a very attractive woman,” Beth murmured. “Well-preserved, I think is the term. I'd love to have my hair streaked like that.”

      “Well-preserved.” His daughter's snort was a faint echo of her mother's. A spear of pain lanced his heart. He raised his hand to his chest to rub it away as Willie muttered, “You make her sound like a pickle.”

      Beth laughed. “Mister Al said she was sweet.”

      The battered and bruised organ called his heart almost stopped beating entirely. He held his breath, waiting to hear what other comments his dear, old dad may have shared with the general populace.

      “Grandpa said that?”

      “Said she stopped and talked with him and Rufus yesterday,” Beth reported. “She's Miss Corrine's niece, you know.”

      Bram's eyes widened as he whirled toward the doorway again. A wave of dizziness swamped him. He grabbed a nearby shelf to steady himself.

      “Yeah, she said she was,” Willene murmured.

      “She's back to sell the farm. Percy says Miss Corrine and Miss Elizabeth Burdock never did make up from their feudin'. Miss Corrine left the house and all the land to Miss Elizabeth's daughter.”

      “Feud? What did Miss Corrine and her sister feud about?”

      Beth shrugged. “I dunno. Percy said something about old Mrs. Burdock's will. It coulda been about that, but I can't imagine why a fancy big-city lady like Miss Elizabeth woulda been fightin' with her only sister for a rickety old house and a cornfield.” Beth swiped another chunk of chocolate and popped it into her mouth. “Anyway, your granddad says the lady's real sweet.”

      Bram surrendered to the lure of gravity, landing atop a bulging carton filled with packages of quilt batting.

      “Grandpa thinks everyone is sweet,” Willie said dismissively.

      “He does have a sunny disposition,” Beth agreed. “Anyway, Percy is all het up about gettin' to sell the Burdock place at last. He can't wait for her to set a price so he can call your daddy.”

      “Yeah, well, Daddy's been leasing the land for years.” His heart sank when he heard the note of uncertainty in Willene's defense. “Speaking of Percyshouldn't you be getting to work?”

      “Maybe Ms. Prescott can turn your daddy's head,” Beth teased. “She's certainly flashy enough. Or, he can turn hers. Heaven knows the man is pretty enough.”

      “Stop!” Willie barked.

      The bell over the door tinkled, but it couldn't drown out the glee in Beth's voice. “How far will Bram Hatchett go to get a fair price? This could be better than a soap opera.”

      Bram let his head fall into his hands. He had no idea how long he sat there. Minutes might have ticked by, but it seemed like hours. When he raised his head, his skull felt like it had been stuffed full of cotton wool.

      Gritting his teeth, Bram pushed to his feet and stumbled toward the back door. The knob loomed out of his reach. His hip caught the corner of a box and tipped it over. A gross of cardboard and plastic encased toothbrushes clattered to the floor. He stared at the rainbow of colors showering the toes of his boots.

      “Hello?” Willie called out.

      Blood rushed in his ears. The blush that scorched his cheeks made beads of sweat pop out on his forehead. He dragged his sleeve across the flaming skin and forced his knees to bend.

      The clip-clop of Willene's shoes drew closer. “If that's you again, Tommy Wilkinson, I want you to know I called your mama about that candy bar you—Daddy?”

      He straightened. “Hey, baby girl.”

      She stared at the mess at his feet then gave her head a quick shake. “You're here to put my shelves up?”

      He cleared the frog from his throat and nodded. “I am. I justI need to go get my tape measure out of my truck,” he said, gesturing to the door.

      One dark eyebrow rose. “You mean the tape measure in your hand?”

      Bram glanced down at the shiny steel casing clutched in his palm. “Oh.”

      “You're getting a scatter-brained in your old age, Mr. Hatchett.”

      Thinking quick, he mumbled, “I meant my drill. It's in the truck.”

      A smirk teased her lips. “Uh-huh. Your drill.”

      Something about that knowing look rubbed him raw. His cheeks blazed. He closed his eyes and whirled for the door, scattering toothbrushes across the floor. “Be right back.”

      “Okay. I'll clean up your mess,” she said as the heavy door swung open.

      “I figure you owe me a few messes, little girl,” he shot back.

      Willene giggled as she squatted to gather a handful of packages. “Well, you'll owe me soon,” she called after him. “I got you an order for four more of those salad bowls. Some rich lady who's gonna be in town for a bit.”

      “Great,” he croaked and let the steel door swing shut. After clipping the tape measure to his belt, he shoved both hands into the pockets of his pants and gulped in cool draughts of fresh air. “That's just fan-damn-tastic.”
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      Lynne smiled with satisfaction as amber liquid flowed from the cut-glass pitcher she'd unearthed from a cabinet. Cubes of ice crackled with anticipation when warm tea sluiced over them. Her taste buds stood at attention. Certain this time she had it right, she took a tentative sip. Her lips curved into a smile the moment the cool liquid touched her tongue. “Ha! Much better.” She took a bigger swig of her first successful attempt at making sweet tea. Proud of her accomplishment, she carried the glass with her as she sashayed to the door leading to the mudroom.

      The tiny addition housed the washer and dryer, but sadly, even though it was fifty years newer, it hadn't held up as well as the original structure. Hastily tacked screens covered the windows but exposed the room to the elements year round. The paint, worn and cracked with age, was chipped along the sills.

      A flash of memory ignited a picture in Lynne's mind of her grandmother opening the door from the kitchen with a proud smile. Back then the mudroom was painted a sunny yellow. The matching washer and dryer gleamed a snowy white. The indoor/outdoor carpeting had yet to accumulate a half-century of dirt ground into its fibers. Unimpressed with the addition, her mother uttered a few platitudes which seemed to make her grandmother happy, but Lynne thought it was the most beautiful room she'd ever seen. Back then, bright summer sunlight bathed the walls, intensifying the glow of the egg-yolk paint. One corner of the room held a woven wicker basket brimming with new toys and dolls.

      “Go ahead, honey, make yourself at home,” her grandmother had said, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze.

      She had. Even now, after decades of living hundreds of miles away, Lynne felt warm and settled the moment she opened the front door. The worn linoleum of the kitchen welcomed her. The air still seemed to be scented with the hint of lemon extract Gramma used in her cakes as well as the cherry-laced tang of her grandfather's pipe tobacco. The cloying sweetness of perfumed dusting powder lingered in the bedroom.

      Her fingers tightened around the glass. A full cup of sugar was no match for the bitterness she recalled that occurred during her last visit to this house. She gave her head a brisk shake and started for the back door, intent on sorting through what was left behind of her family's belongings.

      Over the past two days, a cursory inspection of the house yielded two conclusions: First, she needed to check into having the rotting back porch replaced. Second, she wanted to find out what happened to the belongings her grandparents and aunt left behind.

      Lynne toyed with the idea of calling her mother in Scottsdale, but she chose to reserve the option as a last resort. Any conversation with Elizabeth Burdock Hillman was torture. Speaking to her mother about this particular aspect of the life she left behind decades ago would be the emotional equivalent of bamboo shoots under fingernails.

      Staring through the window over the sink while she washed her breakfast dishes, the dilapidated chicken house in the backyard called her name. The ring of keys Percy Jenkins had given her jangled as she pulled them from her pocket. She sorted the keys until she found one that looked like it would fit the padlock on
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