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			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for your continued support. 

			This book is the follow-up to Ravens’ Roost Farm and features the same characters, focusing on Mike Poole and Jillian Fox this time around. Joe and Bethany are there, too. But this is Mike’s story, not Joe’s.

			I dedicate this novel to my sister, Tammy Jean Deakes. I love you. I miss you.

			As always, I wish to thank my best friend, Liz Welker, for her tireless help and ever-present ear as a sounding board for the stories that occupy my imagination. Thanks, also, to my husband, David, for helping me with my research and to comprehend what I learn. 

			LJM

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE

			Oak Grove, Virginia

			August 1989

			Sixteen-year-old Jenny Wade could watch Gordon Chisholm all day, every day. He was what every boy should be: smart, funny, good-looking, athletic, artistic…you name it, he was good at it. The quarterback of Washington and Lee High School’s Varsity Football Team, the Eagles, and a senior, Gordon, was every girl’s dream, but he was her boyfriend, hers and hers alone.

			Gordon’s family was firmly rooted in the community. They had owned this land since before the Revolutionary War. The current house was a Sears house built in 1942 by Elmer Pruce, Gordon’s grandfather, for his bride-to-be, Violet Gardner. Additionally, Violet had grown up on the neighboring farm, Ravens’ Roost, so Gordon’s roots on this particular country lane ran as deep as the gravel pit that burrowed into the hill back behind the farmhouse.

			Jenny, on the other hand, was a newcomer. Her family had moved to the community when she was 4. She had grown up in Placid Bay Estates, a housing development on property that had once belonged to another branch of the Gardner family and to the Poole family. Jenny’s house was a prefabricated ranch built in the early 1970s.

			She spent every free moment with Gordon, and today was no different. She had ridden her bike over to the Pruces’ house immediately after breakfast. At that moment, she was watching Gordon change the oil in his Trans Am. He pulled the oil plug, and the dirty oil poured down his face. He sputtered, cursed, and laughed his fool head off. He shoved the bucket under the black stream as he moved out of the way.

			Jenny, sitting on a gray-with-age cedar picnic table older than her house, under one of the many oaks in the yard, covered her mouth with both hands to stifle her laugh as he emerged from under the car covered in black oil.

			“I wouldn’t laugh if I were you,” he threatened, giving chase to her as she jumped up and ran down the gentle slope of the yard to the dirt lane that ran between the Pruce’s property and the Gardner’s field. The corn was so tall that Ravens’ Roost wasn’t even visible from the road through the stalks. She turned left and ran up the hill toward the gravel pit.

			As the fencing around the abandoned quarry came into view, Jenny drew up short. Gordon halted his chase and stopped short beside her. “Damn it!” he spat. The gravel pit was deep and full of brown water. It was a dangerous place and not open to the public, but kids from Placid Bay often snuck into the fenced area and swam in the treacherous pool that formed inside the manmade hole. They’d jump in from the top of the pit. The water depth was impossible to gauge and, depending on the rainfall, could be shallow or deep. There had been little rainfall over the last three months.

			A group of 8 or so kids had snuck in through the gate and were gathered at the edge inside the fenced area. Pam Poole, 12, who lived on Arbor Farm, a property that had been swallowed up by Placid Bay Estates, but that pre-existed the housing development by more than a hundred years, stood on the precipice. 

			“Pamela Jean!” Gordon yelled. “Don’t you dare jump!”

			She looked defiantly toward Gordon. Her golden blonde hair was blowing in the late summer breeze. Jenny felt a rush of jealousy towards the girl. Why should Gordon call her name with such familiarity? Jenny reminded herself that Pam was a Poole after all. His family and hers were probably related. Pam took a rebellious step closer to the edge and looked down into the gravel pit. She screamed in utter terror.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 1

			Oak Grove, VA

			April 11, 2025

			Jillian Fox stared at the car in the driveway. Lyle had promised not to be at the house so that she could pick up the things the judge had decreed to be hers. She’d agreed to leave the keys when she was done. She had her cousins, Hank and Bobby Wade, with her to help move the furniture pieces, but they weren’t about to deal with Lyle. They were only begrudgingly helping as it was. She sighed heavily.

			“You said he wouldn’t be here, Jill,” Hank called to her from inside his pickup truck.

			“That’s what he told me, Hank,” she huffed.

			The marriage had been a huge mistake. She’d never loved Lyle. He’d been a panacea for how she felt about Mike Poole. Actually, every man, other than Mike, had been a panacea for Mike. She’d spent half of her life now loving him, but trying to love anybody else. It was tiring.

			Jillian had been a wild child. She was the product of a broken home. Her parents, Gordon and Jenny Chisholm, had separated when she was three and divorced when she was 8. Her father had never remarried and lived in California. Her mother had remarried Dr. Maxim Johnson when Jillian was 10. She had grown up with a stepsister. Kristin was one year older than she was and was the perfect one. Jillian was never able to live up to her mother’s and stepfather’s expectations and was always in trouble, whereas Kristin could do no wrong. 

			Oak Grove was a close-knit community. Everybody knew everybody. Jillian had known Mike and his twin brother all her life. She hadn’t thought Mike was anything special as a child. In fact, when she was 6, at recess, he had sent a Hot Wheels car racing down a track. It jumped the track and flew through the air, striking Jillian in the face. She got a black eye and thoroughly disliked Mike Poole for the next several years. And then, when she was 16 and labeled as the crazy girl in school, while Mike was 17 and the popular football hero, he’d suddenly asked her out. He looked at her and smiled, and that was it. There was only room for Mike in her heart after that.

			Unfortunately, neither her mother nor her stepfather liked Mike. Max had forbidden Jillian to date Mike, without any explanation, but Jillian had a thing about authority. She despised it. She did exactly what she wanted.

			What she had wanted was Mike. She loved Mike. She was in love with Mike, and even now, as she was trying to retrieve her belongings from the wreckage of her second marriage 13 years later, she had to admit she was still in love with him. No matter how many times she pushed him away, she would always return to Mike, and he always took her back.

			Her second marriage had ended at Christmas, when her daughter, Missy, had been trapped in a collapsed barn, and Lyle chose that opportunity to leave. But it had truthfully ended the January before, less than a year into the marriage, when Jillian had gotten two angel wings tattooed on her chest just below her clavicles. During the argument that ensued, Lyle pointed out that Mike’s name was Michael Gabriel. Not that Lyle was wrong; the angel wings were a step too far.

			She didn’t care. Lyle had hit her. She wanted him to leave. She wanted to fail. What’s more, she wanted to go back to Mike. 

			Mike and Jillian’s problems began and ended with her. She was simply not good enough for Mike…not that he felt that way. It was her. All her.

			Right from the start, Mike had been the golden god, and she had been just barely hanging on. He had the grades, the looks, the football scholarship to Ole Miss…She, on the other hand, struggled to get passing grades and was always fighting. Plus, her family was a mess. Her mother was domineering. Her stepfather was…well, suffice it to say, she hated him. But when she was with Mike, none of that mattered. 

			It wasn’t like Mike’s family was any less complicated, though. His parents were old…really old. His sister, Pam, was 15 years older than him and Kenny. It was a dirty little secret that his “parents” were really his grandparents and that his “sister” was his mother. Everybody knew it. Nobody said it out loud. And honestly, in this day and age, nobody cared, except Mike’s “parents.” They were very conservative.

			Mike deferred his scholarship for a year when his “father” passed away just before his high school graduation, and then his brother, Kenny, joined the Marines. It had been a shock to the family, especially Pam, their “sister.” Mike felt he needed to be home until things stabilized. 

			Jillian had been so excited, but her mother told her that Mike would give up his scholarship altogether for her, and then he’d regret it. That’s where the problem began. That nagging little fear took root, and Jillian couldn’t let it happen. When her mother and stepfather suggested she go out on a date with Rich Lowe, the son of a friend of her stepfather, she’d reluctantly agreed. Mike found out, and they fought. They never officially broke up, but Jillian started seeing Rich. Then she missed her period. She told Mike it was Rich’s baby, which broke his heart and ensured his leaving.

			Her marriage to Rich Lowe had lasted 5 years. Her daughter, Missy Michelle, was a beautiful blonde angel. Both she and Rich were brunettes. When her father, visiting from California for Missy’s fifth birthday, noted that Missy was the picture of Pam Poole at that age, it all fell apart.

			She still insisted that Missy was Rich’s daughter, but Rich doubted it. He agreed to pay child support and not seek a paternity test, but the marriage was over. He wanted a divorce. Feeling a complete failure, she had found herself on Mike’s doorstep with Missy in tow. He’d taken them in. 

			It was the beginning of a terrible trend. She’d inevitably hurt Mike and leave. Then she’d start dating someone else, move in, break up, end up back with Mike, and start the cycle all over again. But no matter how badly she hurt him, Mike always took her back…every single time.

			Each time she left him, he’d asked why she was breaking it off this time. She’d given him the same old platitude, “It’s not you, it’s me.” But in this case, it was the literal truth. Mike was a deputy with a master’s degree. She had her high school diploma, but only just. He was a pillar of the community. She was a clerk at the Stop In. He was an Adonis. She was…a single mother with too many tattoos and piercings. It boiled down to his being passed over for a promotion that should have been his…lead investigator. No one was more qualified. And still, because he was involved with her, the promotion had gone to Tom Palmer, who did have more seniority, it was true, but who had far less education and had solved fewer cases. 

			Jillian’s stepfather, Max Johnson, who by then was a Virginia House of Delegates member, District 67, confided that her reputation certainly hurt Mike’s chances when he had applied. When Mike was passed over, she knew Max had been right, and she did what was best for Mike, no matter how much it hurt her. She only wished it hadn’t hurt Mike.

			This time, she’d married the panacea. That had been a mistake. Lyle was abusive and jealous. But she reasoned that marrying him would make it harder to leave him, and therefore easier to stay away from Mike.

			She’d done her utmost to do that, and then Christmas Eve 2024, the Stop In, where she worked, was robbed.

			She had stared down the barrel of the pistol and tried to breathe.

			“Put all the money in a bag!” the man had screamed at her. She had thought she might pass out, but, shaking and fighting back tears, she had grabbed a bag from below the counter and opened the register. She had grabbed all the cash from the bins and from under them. It wasn’t more than a few hundred dollars. She had hoped the man would be satisfied with that, though. The rest was in the floor safe, and she had not been able to open that. She had shoved it all into the bag. “Put all the Marlboros in there, too!” he had demanded. She had pulled all the packs and both cases that were on the shelves behind her and shoved them into the bag with the cash. She had thrust the bag at him. He had laughed wickedly and lifted the gun. She had screamed and ducked as he shot out the camera behind her and over her head. Then he was gone.

			She had stayed squatting behind the counter with both hands over her mouth for what seemed an eternity. Still sobbing, she had slowly stood on her shaking legs and reached for the phone to call 911. 

			Within minutes, two Westmoreland County Sheriff’s Department cruisers had come speeding into the Stop In parking lot. She had burst into tears when she saw him. He had run toward her. Even though she was married to Lyle Fox, she had flung herself into Mike’s open arms. Those arms had closed around her like a protective force field. She had clung to him and let out all that fear. He just let her.

			A month later, she got the angel wing tattoos.

			And she was facing the hard part of splitting with Lyle now. He was being a complete douchebag. 

			She knocked on the door.

			Lyle opened it and tossed out three trash bags.

			“There’s your crap. Leave the key and get lost!” he yelled, slamming the door.

			She pounded on the door as her cousins left her there alone.

			─────

			Mike Poole had loved the Pruce farmhouse for years. It was a Sears house, the Elsmore, a prairie style, 2-bedroom, 1-bathroom house with a full basement. Elmer and Violet Pruce, married after the end of World War II, had managed to raise their family of 6 kids and then later their grandson, Gordon Chisholm, in the small home. They had converted the attic into an upstairs bedroom and had added a dormer and window over the covered front porch. When the property went up for sale, Mike jumped on it.

			His good friends, Joe and Bethany Gardner, lived on the property adjacent to his, separated only by the old gravel pit road, a dirt lane really, that ran between his yard and Joe’s field. 

			Today, Joe was helping Mike bushwhack the yard. Elmer had passed away 7 years ago, and the yard had returned to nature. The property had been maintained by his heir, Gordon Chisholm, but he lived in California now, so he had paid others for upkeep, and the house had been the focus. Needless to say, Mike and Joe had their work cut out for them. They labored all morning, and they had managed to clear enough that the house was once again visible from the road.

			“Jesus,” Mike said, wiping his brow. “This is a mess. What do you think? I’m just going to have to rototill the whole yard. Should I reseed…or put down sod?”

			“Do you have sod in your budget?” Joe asked, taking a long drink from his water bottle.

			“Hmmmm. It’ll be tight, but I think it will be better than seeding. Certainly, faster,” he laughed.

			“That it would be,” Joe chuckled. “And easier for you, what with your black thumb.”

			“Yeah, it’s a good thing I went into law enforcement instead of farming,” Mike agreed.

			They returned to work. 

			It was about half an hour later that a Westmoreland County Sheriff’s Department cruiser went past at a high speed with its sirens blaring and lights flashing. It passed first Mike’s new property and then Ravens’ Roost, Joe and Bethany’s property. It continued down the road toward the Veterinarian’s clinic and Harris Lane.

			Joe glared at it, and then he looked at Mike. He signaled for Mike to cut the bushwhacker’s engine. Mike turned it off. 

			“Jillian is moving her stuff out of the house today,” Joe called.

			“She’s what? By herself? Without the police there?”

			Joe nodded.

			Mike still loved Jillian. They were ill-fated, and it never worked out. He had exerted a great deal of effort over the last few months, since Bethany and Jillian had become such great friends, in avoiding being around Joe when Jillian was around. He always ended up heartbroken, and he knew he should just stay away, especially since she was still married. He knew she’d come back to him. She always did.

			Over Christmas, after Jillian’s daughter had been trapped in Joe’s collapsed barn, things between Jillian and her husband, Lyle, had finally come to their inevitable end. Their marriage had only lasted two years. Lyle was an angry drunk, and, though he didn’t drink often, it was too often, given he’d beat the crap out of Jillian every time. He and Mike had come to blows over it as well. Shortly after she’d married Lyle, he got drunk. Jillian had come out looking for him. He beat the crap out of her right there in the bar, where Mike, off duty, had happened to be out enjoying a beer himself. He’d stepped in. Mike had only wanted to protect Jillian, but he’d only made matters worse, since Lyle then assumed she and Mike were…intimate. They hadn’t been since after she’d broken up with Bruce, her previous boyfriend, a year before marrying Lyle.

			Jillian’s way of dealing with the tension between her and Mike was to throw herself into toxic relationships. Mike’s was to avoid relationships altogether...until Jillian’s relationships crashed and burned, and she ended up on his doorstep. Thus far, she had avoided the last part of the equation, though the divorce was just final last week. Lyle was violent with more and more frequency recently, had tried as hard as he could to fleece her in the divorce, and had succeeded. 

			Seeing the cruiser heading toward the house she had lived in with that jackass, Mike gave into his protective urges and ran to his truck.

			Joe, ever a good friend, jumped in beside him. Mike pulled out of the driveway at breakneck speed and barreled down the road after the cruiser. The cruiser had indeed been heading to the small house that Jillian and Lyle had been renting.

			─────

			Originally, Jillian had stayed, and Lyle had left with his girlfriend, Brittney Baxter, a woman more than a decade younger than him. However, Lyle was nothing if not vindictive. He demanded that the lease be given to him in the divorce. And since he had a lawyer, and Jillian did not, she had been forced to relinquish the home to him and Brittney. She had no choice but to go to her mother’s and stepfather’s, a situation she despised. Lyle had set the date for her to get her things, but now it seemed he’d decided that he wasn’t going to let that happen. She should have brought the police with her, but Lyle had promised he’d not be there. She had finally managed to push her way inside, court order in hand, but she had no one to help move her stuff, and everything she touched, Lyle snatched away.

			He was refusing to allow her to take her television and furniture. Hell, that bitch Brittney was actually wearing one of Jillian’s shirts, her good pearl earrings, and one of her necklaces. In fact, her entire jewelry box was not even in the bedroom, having been hidden somewhere.

			She tried to take Missy’s PS5, and Lyle punched her in the face. It was the first time he’d ever hit her sober. When Jillian pushed Lyle away from her, Brittney jumped on her, punching and pulling her hair.

			Jillian didn’t know who called the police; Hank and Bobby, maybe, she assumed. Deputy Aaron Muse arrived and pulled Brittney off Jillian, as Mike Poole, off duty, and his friend, Joe Gardner, pulled in behind Aaron’s cruiser. They stood in the doorway behind the deputy as Lyle opened the door.

			“I want her out of my house,” Lyle demanded.

			“I have a court order to get my things. You agreed to it,” she cried. She wiped the blood away from her busted lip.

			Mike took one look at Jillian and lunged. Joe held him back, though.

			“Get your stuff, Jillian,” Aaron said.

			“They hid my jewelry box, she’s wearing some of my jewelry and my clothes, and they won’t let me take my furniture or my daughter’s PS5,” she explained.

			“Scumbag,” Mike muttered, brushing off Joe. 

			Jillian handed the court order to Deputy Muse. He looked at it and then at Lyle and Brittney. “Take everything off that belongs to Mrs. Fox, Ma’am, and let her take her stuff. You two going to help with the furniture?” he asked Joe and Mike.

			“Yeah,” Mike replied. “That’s what the truck’s for.”

			

			Aaron nodded. “Just the stuff on the list, Gentlemen,” he said, winking.

			The two men had her stuff loaded on Mike’s truck in no time. They even got her jewelry and clothes off the skinny little bitch.

			She wasn’t sure what to think. Her brain told her to stay as far away from Mike Poole as she could. All she ever did was hurt him. But her heart…and libido…only saw the man she’d ever truly loved. He was a strapping 6’1”, not quite the giant Joe was, but still…tall…and God, so handsome. His sandy blond hair, thick and luscious, was cut above his ears, but still long enough on top that it had great style. His square jaw, straight nose, and even his earlobes were so incredibly appealing. That was just above his incredibly broad shoulders. Everything below them was…sex on a stick.

			As he and Joe loaded her sofa, the last item on her list, onto the truck, she walked toward him. He climbed out of the back of the truck just as she reached him. Her bottom lip was swollen, but she no longer felt it. She grabbed his shirt in both fists and pulled him to her. She kissed him.

			Aaron sighed. Joe shook his head. “Great. This again,” Joe said, sighing.

			“Tell me about it,” Aaron mumbled.

			Mike’s arms enveloped her, and she didn’t hear anything else. Instead, as they kissed, she prayed. God, let me have this. Please. We can’t be happy without each other. Let us be happy together. Please. This time, let us be happy.

			─────

			Jenny pulled into the driveway of Ravens’ Roost. She had to admit, the place looked great. Six months ago, the place looked…haunted. That was the best way to describe it. And now, it was a well-kept, pleasant-looking home. Joe had married the girl to whom Melanie Horton had left the property. Apparently, they had been in an ongoing relationship for many years. Rumor had it that he was the father of her children. And they were expecting another. Further, and of interest to Jenny, Bethany Gardner was Jillian’s new best friend. Her daughter and Joe’s wife were nearly inseparable. And Jenny was looking for her daughter.

			She switched off the ignition. She checked her lipstick in the visor mirror and climbed out. She walked up to the front porch of the old, freshly painted, white farmhouse and rang the doorbell.

			The child who opened the door, a girl, confirmed the rumors. She was the spitting image of Joe Gardner.

			“Hello, Sweetheart. My name is Jenny Johnson. I’m Jillian’s mama. Is she here, perhaps?” she asked, smiling at the girl.

			“Hi, Mrs. Johnson. I’m Meghan Alice Gardner. No, Jillian isn’t here. But do you want to talk to Mommy and Daddy?”

			“Could I?” Jenny asked. The girl was a charmer. She smiled for real.

			“Mommy! Daddy!” the girl yelled. “Jillian’s mama wants to talk to you.”

			“Jesus!” Joe’s voice came from somewhere in the house.

			“What?” a woman’s voice responded.

			There was a dining room to her left just inside the foyer. And from what must be the kitchen, Joe emerged, wiping his hands on a tea towel as he strode through the dining room toward Jenny. The woman, her baby bump just starting to show, followed him. “What, Joe?”

			“Go home, Jenny,” he said to the woman at the door.

			“I’m looking for Jillian. She was supposed to get her stuff from the house today, and she hasn’t come home,” Jenny pleaded.

			“She got it,” he said.

			“Seriously, Joe. I’ve been trying to call her all afternoon. It goes straight to voicemail,” she said, grabbing his arm.

			He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “She’s fine.”

			“Where is she?” Bethany asked.

			“Oh, God,” Jenny huffed, finally understanding. Jillian was with him.

			“She’s 31 years old. You can’t keep them apart. And he’s a good man…unlike the gems you’ve pushed her to marry. Stay out of it, Jenny.”

			“Who?” Bethany asked earnestly.

			“Mike,” he answered her.

			“Mike? Really?” she asked. Had Jillian really not told Bethany? Maybe there was hope to keep her away from Mike Poole after all…if she hadn’t told her best friend about him.

			“Yeah…since high school,” he replied. “Anytime her life falls apart, she ends up back with Mike.”

			“They…love each other?” Bethany asked.

			“Hah. Yeah. Deeply,” Joe said.

			Jenny turned on her heel and trudged back to her car. No. This wasn’t going to happen again. She’d never approve of Mike Poole. He was…too much like Gordon. Hell, he’d even bought Gordon’s childhood home.

			Jenny hated the place. Things happened there that deeply disturbed her. She wasn’t going to leave Jillian there. She got back behind her wheel, backed out of the driveway, and spun her tires on the street as she headed toward the old gravel pit road.

			She turned her car into the driveway of the house where she’d first fallen in love. How ironic that she was here to thwart love. She looked up at that attic window…and her heart filled with dread. Terror gripped her.

			She took several deep breaths and worked up the courage to get out of the car. Immediately, she could swear she felt the cold, damp hand of Jacob Tilly slowly finger-walking up her spine. She shook off the feeling and climbed the steps. She pounded on the door with her clenched fist.

			Jillian opened the door, wearing one of Mike’s shirts…and nothing else.

			“I’m not leaving, Mama,” she said.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			Jillian loved her mother. The truth was that the only reason she hadn’t married Mike to begin with was her mother. Jenny Johnson was fundamentally opposed to Jillian and Mike. Jillian was not sure why that was. When they had been teenagers, Jenny had claimed Mike was too wild and had introduced her daughter to Rich Lowe, the son of a friend of Max’s. Rich was older than Jillian. He was a business student at Randolph-Macon College. 

			That’s how she came to break Mike’s heart the first time. Mike had received a football scholarship to the University of Mississippi. With his leaving looming, Jillian had given in to the pressure exerted on her by her family. She hadn’t told Mike. When he found out she had gone on a few dates with another guy, they fought. When she found out she was pregnant, she told Mike it was Rich’s baby. The truth was she didn’t really know if Rich or Mike was Missy’s father.

			When Rich had learned that he might not be Missy’s father 5 years later, it had ended her marriage. He did not demand a paternity test and agreed to pay child support. It was one of the few kindnesses he’d shown her. He had hardly been faithful himself. He just wanted out.

			Mike had graduated and returned home, having joined the sheriff’s department. She ran right back to him. And he took her back.

			She had intended to tell him her suspicions about Missy then, but her mother once again started pushing for her to date somebody else. And this time, her family didn’t fight fair. Her stepfather pointed out her many indiscretions that threatened Mike’s budding career with her own wild behavior. She left him again…to protect him from her.

			But she just couldn’t stay away. With every break-up, she found herself on his doorstep. And in between, she behaved more and more erratically, guaranteeing she’d break his heart again to protect him from herself. It was a vicious cycle.

			This time, she was determined to not give in to her inferiority complex’s negative whispers. She wanted Mike. Mike wanted her. She had matured enough to understand that her wild behavior was not criminal and not as big a threat to his career as she had been led to believe previously, especially since he’d laughed when she told him and explained to her in great detail why Tom Palmer was more qualified for the job. He’d never expected to get it.

			When her mother knocked, she was prepared to tell her to kick rocks.

			“I’m not leaving,” she said as she closed the door in her mother’s face. 

			Mike wrapped his arms around her waist from behind, kissing her neck below the ear.

			“Good job, Babe. Now…all you have to do is mean it,” he whispered against her skin.

			“I mean it. I really do, Mike. You’re all I ever wanted. I swear,” she whimpered, turning to face him and kissing his soft lips.

			A knock sounded on the door. She pulled away from him and swung open the door angrily. “Seriously, Mama!” she yelled. Only it wasn’t her mama. Bethany stood there instead. Joe was behind her, leaning against the porch post, looking off towards the Grand Event Center across the street. “Oh…Bethany, Joe,” she said in a calmer tone. “Come in.”

			─────

			Bethany sat down on the bed as Jillian pulled on a pair of jeans. “Why didn’t you ever tell me? I’d have understood, Jill,” she insisted.

			Jillian gave a haughty laugh and sat beside her. “I know you would have, Honey. Probably better than anyone else in this world. It…it hurt to talk about, Bethy. It’s such a miserable tale. I always hurt him.”

			“Why would you do that?” Bethany asked, taking her hand.

			

			“Because I’m stupid,” Jillian sobbed. “My family convinced me I was bad for him.” She stared at the floor.

			“Well, that’s ridiculous!” Bethany said, hugging her. “I think the two of you make perfect sense together.” She started laughing.

			“What’s so damn funny?” Jillian asked.

			“I was trying to convince Joe to set you up with Mike,” Bethany guffawed.

			Jillian chuckled twice and then started to laugh.

			“That would have been a hard sell to Joe,” she said, laying her head on Bethany’s shoulder. “He isn’t a fan of our being together.”

			“Jill, Joe is the one who told Mike about your moving your stuff,” Bethany explained. “He’s…concerned…true. But he knows what love is.”

			“I’m not walking away this time,” Jill asserted. “I’m going to marry him, Bethany. I was your maid of honor 5 months ago. Feel like returning the favor?”

			“When?”

			“Tomorrow…Can I borrow your dress?”

			─────

			“You’re certain?” Joe asked.

			“I always have been,” Mike chortled.

			“True,” Joe acquiesced.

			Mike took out a cigarette and stuck it into his mouth. He looked at Joe and offered him one. “Nah, I don’t smoke. I haven’t since high school. Stuck one in backwards after I set it down to climb a fence…and that ended that bad habit,” Joe laughed.

			“Yeah, I quit, too, until that ghost threw that pitcher across the kitchen in your house. I haven’t been able to re-quit since, I’m afraid.” He referred to a strange occurrence in Joe’s house a few months back that he couldn’t explain. Joe could, but it wasn’t believable. It really had been a ghost.

			“There are ghosts here, too, you know,” Joe teased, sitting beside Mike on the porch steps.

			“Yeah, I know the stories. The kid who broke his neck diving into the gravel pit. The Civil War soldiers out by Mattox Creek. The Lady in gray out at the Pruce Homestead. I’ve been here two weeks, and no pitchers have flown across the room,” he laughed. Mike took a long drag off the cigarette.

			“I just don’t want you to get hurt again, Mike. I…I love Jillian. She’s great. I’m not so sure she’s great for you.” Joe stared straight ahead at the dogwood they’d left when they bushwhacked earlier in the day. It was a gorgeous tree, full of glorious pink blooms.

			“Joe, when Greg tricked Bethany into getting a protective order against you, you backed off, but did you give up?”

			Joe shook his head slowly. “Point taken.” He smiled wryly and slapped Mike on the back.

			They sat quietly for a moment. 

			“Joe,” Mike said after the long pause. “I think Missy’s mine.” Joe breathed in through his nose and then exhaled. “I’ve thought so for a long while, now.”

			Joe nodded. “What do you want to know?”

			“How’d Ryan take it? The news that you’re his father, not Greg?”

			“Well Greg was a sociopath who tortured and raped his mother, so he was okay with it. Rich is a pompous ass, but he’s not…um, Greg,” Joe laughed. “I don’t know how Missy is gonna react. I can tell you, she’s a great kid, but that’s all I got. What does Jillian say?”

			“She hasn’t said anything…at all…” Mike admitted.

			“I’ll take on Pam for you if you want. I’ll back you up, but if you’re going to marry her, you might want to talk about that first.”

			Mike took another drag and exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I love her. No matter what. My sister…she’ll just have to deal with it.”

			Joe chuckled. “Pam will understand more than you think she will, Mike.” Sister, his foot.

			He sighed. “Yeah, I know.” He smiled warily. “I’m not stupid, Joe.”

			

			Joe laughed outright. “I know that. You’re the one with the degree from Ole Miss.”

			Bethany and Jillian came out of the front door. Joe stood. “Let’s let them talk, Babe,” he offered.

			“Please stay!” Mike and Jillian said in unison.

			Joe focused on that dogwood. “Are you sure?” he asked. This was a private conversation. It was true that he and Bethany could offer insight and support, having had a similar conversation themselves, but still, they had done it privately. He sat back down.

			“Yeah. I need a witness,” Jillian joked, sitting on the porch swing.

			Joe smiled and nodded. Bethany sat beside Jillian and took her hand.

			The four of them sat there for what seemed like several minutes.

			Finally, Mike seemed to have worked up the courage. “M…M…Missy?” he stammered. “Whose child is she? Mine or Rich’s?”

			“I honestly don’t know,” Jillian answered. “I’ve always wanted her to be…yours. I…I see you in her…but I can’t be certain. Does it matter?”

			“No,” he said, shaking his head.

			Jillian started to laugh. “All those diapers, outfits, toys, books, groceries…the laptop, the PS5, the iPad, the iPhone…they all appeared on our doorstep. Anytime she needed or wanted something. There it was. I always credited my mama. It was you.”

			 Mike folded his hands together in front of him, his elbows on his knees. He stared at his hands. “Yeah. It was me.”

			“How would you know?” she asked, laying her hand on her chest.

			“Um…Kristin told me.”

			“Kristin? Kristin Johnson? My uptight bitch stepsister?” Jillian exclaimed.

			Mike laughed. “Uptight, I’ll give you. But she’s not really a bitch, Jill. She cares about you…and Missy.”

			“Kristin Johnson? The woman who has a crush on Joe?” Bethany interjected.

			Mike grinned. “One of them, yes.”

			“Stop that,” Joe said, shoving his friend’s shoulder.

			“So, what do we do about Missy?” Jillian asked.

			“I’d like to know either way,” Mike said. “It doesn’t matter to me. I love you both anyway, but if she’s my daughter…I want to know that. What’s her blood type?”

			“What?” Jillian asked.

			“Her blood type?” Mike repeated.

			“Oh…I know that…from the accident at Christmas. It’s O+,” she said confidently.

			“Yours?” he asked. 

			“Um, I donated blood at the hospital after the accident. It’s B+,” she replied.

			“Did Rich?”

			“Yeah, he did.”

			“Do you know his blood type?” Mike pushed.

			“Um, hold on.” She stood and walked over to Mike’s truck. She found a box of documents and rummaged through the papers inside until she found documents from Missy’s hospital stay overnight after being trapped in a collapsed barn. “AB-,” she announced, holding up a document.

			“Oh, shit,” Joe exclaimed. Then he clasped both hands over his mouth.

			“What? What does that mean?” Jillian asked.

			“That there is no way Rich is Missy’s father, but it’s possible I am. I’m A-.” Mike said, shaking his head. “How much child support has he paid, Jillian?”

			“$68 a month,” she replied.

			“Sixty-eight…! Why so little?” Mike sputtered in anger.

			“Max said it was best. That he wouldn’t contest paternity and would give me $68 a month, and that was better than nothing.”

			“Jesus, Jillian. You should have gotten a test. Either he or I would have ended up paying the proper amount…way more than $68 a month…That’s the bare minimum by law. For somebody with no income! And it would have been me.”

			“Ha. Gotcha. His blood type eliminates him, doesn’t it?”

			Mike nodded.

			“And yours…obviously doesn’t…since there were only two possibilities,” she reasoned. “And as an oncologist, Max would know that.”

			Mike smiled and pointed at his nose.

			“$6,528,” he calculated in his head quickly. 

			“There goes the sod budget,” Joe chuckled. “How will you ever survive?” He laughed.

			“Yeah. I’ve got it. I’ve been setting aside $1,000 a month in an IRA to cover child support for the last 9 years or so…but I can
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