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Chapter One
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July 3, 1950

Maggie McAfee stared through her bedroom window from a seat on the edge of her bed, hands folded in her lap, legs crossed at the ankle. Her unobstructed view from the second-story bay window showcased a bustling town square where, in the center of the small, grassy park, a memorial to the town’s World War II casualties would soon be unveiled.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes against the waning moments of a brilliant sunrise, her pulse thundering while a single event occupied all of her mind. Her husband, Corbin McAfee, would unveil the memorial later this afternoon, when he announced his candidacy for the United States Senate.


Lord help them all.


A knock at the door roused Maggie and she opened her eyes as she pulled herself both inward and slowly to her feet. “Yes?”

The maid, a small, timid slip of a girl named Alice or Annie, stepped inside the cracked door. “Excuse me, Ms. Maggie, Miss Katherine is asking for you this morning.”

From the ruckus she now heard down the hall, Miss Katherine didn’t bother to ask at all. She demanded. At fifteen, she always demanded, the most predictable person in the house.

“I’ll be right there,” she answered and watched while the maid slipped away, certain her husband had seduced the silly girl long ago. 

Not that those kinds of things mattered in this house.

Anyway, today was not the day to address the issue. Hitching another deep breath, she skirted her bed and made her way down the hall to her teenaged sister-in-law’s bedroom. Through the closed door, she caught snippets of Kitty’s outburst and smiled a little before turning the doorknob.

She admired the girl’s spunk, particularly since she rarely aimed her sharp tongue at Maggie.

Kitty tended to say out loud the things others thought quietly, inside their privacy of their own minds. Maggie loved her for this because she didn’t dare open her own mouth anymore. She’d learned her lesson the hard way.

“There you are, Mags.” Kitty jumped to her feet and pulled away from her frazzled mother. “Tell her how ridiculous all this is! No one will notice whether I’m there or not.”

While Kitty’s argument rang true, the weight of her mother-in-law’s stare pushed Maggie forward. “Your mother is not being ridiculous. This is a family event and we’ll all be there. You’re not a child any longer and you are expected to attend. The boring part won’t last long, I promise. Besides, all your friends will be there, won’t they?”

Kitty frowned, her long, white-blonde hair flying as she shook her head. “No. You’re only saying that because you have to go. You’re married to him, after all.”

“We all have to go,” Sylvia argued. “Stop acting like a baby, you’re nearly sixteen years old. No wonder your father has started looking for suitors. He wants to be rid of you to spite me.”

Maggie usually tread lightly on the dynamic between mother and daughter, mostly because Sylvia had never approved of her son’s desire to marry her to begin with. Today, though, sympathy for Sylvia, as she bore the brunt of her willful daughter, overrode anything else. 

“Let me talk to her,” Maggie offered. “We’ll figure something out.”

“Fine, so long as she’s there.” Sylvia brushed by on her way out the door, which Maggie shut behind her. 

“She is pure evil,” Kitty muttered. “Maggie, you know this announcement is just the beginning. The U.S. Senate? Really? This family will go crazy trying to win that seat. If everyone else in town is there for Corbin, why do I need to be there? He doesn’t even like me.” 

“You’re right,” Maggie conceded, “things are probably going to be very different while Corbin runs for office. We’re all going to be expected to be on our best behavior, including you.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this.” Despite her rumblings, Kitty calmed down and eventually came to sit beside her sister-in-law on the bed. “I didn’t ask for this family.”

“I know.” Maggie understood. After all, even though she decided to join the family by marriage, she hadn’t been consulted about her husband’s run for the Senate. Then again, she hadn’t been consulted about much since saying ‘yes’ to Corbin’s proposal a little over two years ago. “If you think behaving badly will make things easier for any of us, you’re wrong. Your father can and will make things much more difficult if things don’t go as planned.”

The young woman paled at the mention of her father and his considerable power. The honorable Judge Eldridge McAfee didn’t abide anyone or anything that went contrary to his wishes.

And his wishes were that his son run for Congress. Why else would the man have sons?

“Do you think he’s really started looking to marry me off?” Kitty whispered and Maggie shrugged. Of course he had. His daughter had no broader political significance aside from the best possible alliance.  

“Your mother will hold out as long as she can. She loves you and you torment her so. She’s trying to protect you. Can you see that?”

Kitty nodded and drove straight to the real question. “Does Corbin want to do any of this? Colin was always the one who wanted these kinds of things. Do you think Corbin’s running to please Father?”

Maggie shook her head. “I don’t know. We haven’t talked about his run for office.”

Kitty’s blue eyes widened, and Maggie thought twice about opening up to this precocious teen. While Kitty had good insight, Maggie didn’t know how good the teenager was at keeping secrets. Still, the girl wasn’t much younger, about six years. 

A lifetime in this family.

“Look,” Maggie paused and grabbed Kitty’s hand, “think this situation all the way through. When this campaign gets underway, everyone will be busy. The judge, Corbin, even me, I suppose. We’ll be traveling all over the state.”

By the crafty twist of her mouth, Kitty understood. She’d have copious amounts of freedom, if she played her cards right. If the girl wanted to survive in this family, she needed to see the forest, not the trees.

“I understand. I’ll get through today, I promise.” Then she quieted and admitted, “I don’t know what happened to him overseas. He’s not the same person, Maggie, do you know what I mean? I miss the old Corbin.”

Yes, she knew full well, and while she’d heard that men returned from war changed, she found the changes in Corbin immeasurable. She wished she’d understood what those changes meant before agreeing to marry him.

She stood and smiled at Kitty, who had problems of her own she had yet to understand. “Go on and get ready. I’ll help you with your hair when you’re dressed, and you can look forward to seeing your friends at the barbecue. I know you’ll enjoy that.”

When her sister-in-law started toward her considerable closet, Maggie left and hesitated on the landing at the top of the stairs. She could go to the third floor, and see about Colin, or go downstairs and have a stiff breakfast with the family.

Swallowing the dread in her throat, she went downstairs to pretend to eat, where she was expected. 
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JOSHUA PARRISH WALKED along the side of Route 43, downhill, as the sun arced toward noon in the sky. Sweat trickled down his back, neck and face and he loved absorbing the heat. 

He’d missed the South, missed home, while overseas.

His pulse sped in anticipation as he neared his destination. What would they do when they saw him? The war ended years ago, and he’d just now made his way back to town. There would be questions, especially since he didn’t want everyone to know he’d returned.

Not until he saw how things fell out with the McAfee twins. He’d looked forward to his time with the Sturgus family, where he’d made his home away from home before the war began.

As he came upon the house, his step faltered. The homestead, on the edge of Bryeton, looked unkempt, the grass almost up to his waist as he waded toward the front porch. 

“What in the hell?” he muttered, swatting gnats stinging his exposed skin. 

The house, which had never been a fine architectural specimen, tilted to one side, as though pushed by the westerly winds. The upstairs shutters drooped and when he squinted, he saw cracks in the windowpanes. All of them.

Stepping onto the front porch, Joshua noticed the floorboards needed a fresh coat of paint and a few nails to sure things up. The hinges screeched when he pried the screen door open, only to find the front door slightly ajar, warped and worn from the weather.   

“Hello?” he called into the house. When no one answered, he stepped inside, cooled by the shade. “Anyone home?”

A shiver skittered up his spine. No one had been inside this house in a very long time, perhaps a year or more. His gaze swept the front room, still furnished, with books, games, and magazines scattered throughout the room. The radio sat where he remembered, between the two front windows. They’d listened to countless National’s games on endlessly long, hot summer days.

A half-inch of white dust covered everything in sight. Curtains drooping, the faint smell of mildew underpinned every breath. Hot tears sprung to his eyes as he recalled all the laughter and love that had once filled this house. 

How had this happened? When had this happened?

His best friend, Eddie Sturgus, died in the war, and his family obviously knew by now, five years later. Still, he’d expected to see Eddie’s parents, Frank and Eloise, and of course, Maggie.

Always Maggie.

Why would they go suddenly, leave everything behind?

To find answers, he moved from room to room. The kitchen still held canned food on the pantry shelves, pots and pans beside the stove. Even dishes, plates and silverware, in the sink and drying rack.

Whatever happened, happened quickly.

The stairs creaked under his weight as he climbed upward, to the three small bedrooms. Parents in the middle, Maggie on the left, and Eddie on the right.

He entered the bigger room first, where Eddie’s parents slept. Their father had worked on the railroad and spent long weeks away from his family while his mother kept the house and kids in line.

Him included, because everyone in town knew his mother’s terrible and well-earned reputation.

The bedroom shared no secrets. Displayed in one corner, a folded American flag reminded Joshua of their loss. He imagined the family learning of Eddie’s death in Europe, visualized their response to the terrible news. They’d have been devastated.

What happened next?

He moved to his friend’s room, opening the door on a place where time stood still. Everything exactly as he remembered, from the model cars they’d built together to the cowboy print on the wall. Missing his longtime friend all over again, he sank onto the bed and picked up the large baseball trophy sitting on the nightstand.

The four of them had been on that winning team together. He, Eddie, and the twins, Colin and Corbin. They’d won regionals and were defeated in the state championship game, having gone beyond what any other team from Bryeton had ever done.

Eddie had been named the most valuable player even after the tough loss, and the guys in the Army had taken up his new nickname, MVP.

He put the trophy back and made his way from the room, careful to close the door behind. As he did so, his gaze traveled to Maggie’s room, the door half-open, the pale pink walls shimmering a bit as sunlight poured through the cracked glass.

When they were kids, she’d always been such a tag-along. Sometimes he resented her. Most of the time he looked out for her, same as Eddie. The two of them could tease her all they wanted, but nobody else better say a cross word to her or about her, or they’d be sorry.

He entered the room and noticed something different right away. Unlike the others, her room had been emptied. The open closet held nothing inside, and the half-closed drawers sat barren. Nothing atop the dresser, no pictures on the wall.

She’d gone then, but why? To where?

Turning to look out the window, he mourned the reception he thought he’d receive from the family who’d taken him in when his own mother neglected him. No surprise she hadn’t stayed put. The Sturgus’s were another story. He believed they’d always be here. 

As his new situation settled around him, he looked up Route 43 toward town and considered his options.

Stay put and rest. Or keep moving and find out what had happened to the Sturgus family. Squat here and find everything he needed in town. Food, work, and information. He might be able to hide his identity for a while, no one had seen him in years.

“Well, Eddie,” he asked his absent friend as he headed back down the stairs. “What do you want me to do?”

He knew the answer full well. 

Joshua swallowed. One night, long ago, he held his dying friend’s broken body in his arms near a ravaged battlefield somewhere in France, and Eddie had only one request. “Look out for Maggie.”

So he’d go into town, find out what happened, and make sure she was all right. Guilt wouldn’t allow him to rest until he knew, and afterward, he’d be free to go on his way.

#
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“MAGGIE!” SYLVIA’S SHRILL voice bounced off the low ceiling of the stuffy attic bedroom, where Maggie sat at the bedside of her husband’s identical twin, Colin, an open book in her hands. “It’s time!”

She closed Huckleberry Finn and patted Colin’s pale, lifeless hand. “I guess that’s all for today. Your brother’s about to announce he’s running for the U.S. Senate, and we all have to be there, of course.”

She explained things to Colin as if he might understand, even though he’d returned from Europe a shell of the man he’d been. Sylvia had been devastated. The judge had only blinked at his son and walked away.

They kept their brain injured son in the attic, so they’d be credited with caring for him, even though no one ever saw him besides family and the nurse they paid to tend to his daily physical needs. 

“Maggie!”

She sighed and plastered a happy expression on her face as she walked downstairs. Expertly avoiding Corbin’s cold blue eyes, she took her place in the family line and they exited the house as a unit, exactly as they’d rehearsed two nights ago, as lightning flickered, and thunder rolled. 

Today, not a hair out of place, not a misstep.

Judge McAfee stepped forward, onto the top step of the massive front porch of the family home, waving with both hands, a soft smile on his face. And why not? He’d gotten exactly what he wanted, the opportunity for one of his sons to advance into national politics. 

The Judge addressed the fairly large crowd gathered on their lawn, drawn in by the promise of a free meal after they made the announcement and presented the monument. 

“Thank you all for coming out today as we dedicate our World War II memorial. We’ll unveil the obelisk in a few moments. First,” he paused and rubbed his arthritic hands together, “my son has an announcement to make.”

A smattering of applause and Corbin stepped forward, away from Maggie’s side. She clenched her fists and her fingernails bit into her skin. 

She stared, unblinking, at the back of Corbin’s head, the family white-blonde hair ruffling in the hot July breeze. She begged God with her mind to strike him dead before he uttered his over-practiced words.

The buzzing in her ears stopped in time to hear him say, “...announce my candidacy for the United States Senate.”

Now the applause seemed louder, with a few whistles from the crowd. Corbin turned to his right and looked over his shoulder at her. 

When he stretched out his arm, she did not dare hesitate to take his hand and allow him to reel her in like a gasping, dying fish. 

Certain everyone saw through the stiff smile on her lips, she tried harder still, and focused on the furthest point on the horizon. Down Route 43, toward her parent’s house. Thinking on good memories helped.

Once the cheers died down, Corbin released her and she took a step backward, to watch as her husband and his father pull the draping off the new monument.

On which was etched her brother’s name. Edward Wilber Sturgus. And that of his best friend, Joshua Daniel Parrish, as well as eight others. She shivered despite the heat, hadn’t considered the unveiling and how the monument sat in the center of town, right outside her front door.

She would see the reminder every day, remember every day.

What she wouldn’t give to talk to her brother one more time. He’d know what she should do, how to get out of this mess of a marriage. If he’d been here, she might not have married Corbin at all. Grief had clouded her better judgement. 

Corbin had always been the sweet twin, kinder and more compassionate, while his brother had a streak of the judge running through him a mile wide.

Corbin lost his brother even though they both lived through the war. He never visited Colin. Not one time. Maybe grief did them both in. 

Her gaze landed on the far corner of town square, where an old man sat alone on a park bench, staring at the scene unfolding at their home. Amid the red, white, and blue bunting, he seemed out of place, ignored and unseen, as the crowd dispersed and milled around him. 

She knew exactly how he felt.
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Chapter Two
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Joshua woke long before dawn and prepared for the day ahead, which would be tough regardless of when he rose. He washed up, made a quick breakfast of canned peaches, and found something to wear inside Eddie’s closet. 

Something plain, something to fit in. Loose-fitting denim pants and a white t-shirt, black loafers a half-size too small. A baseball cap. He didn’t need to be recognized, not today. Maybe not ever.

He sighed. There might be nothing left for him here. Pushing to his feet, he muttered, “Better to find out now.”

Find out about everything. Where his mother might be and in how she lived. Had she cleaned up her life at all? Regardless, what happened to the Sturgus family mattered much more to him in the grand scheme of things. 

The long walk to town, backed by the sunrise, invigorated his body and did little to soothe the worries in his troubled mind. He paced along the right side of the road, moving aside when the odd car passed. Not much out this way except farmland and the cemetery.

He paused, never having considered the cemetery. Looking back over his shoulder, he decided to save the daunting trip for later. If they were there, any of them, they would still be there at the end of the day. Or the week. He needed information from the living right now.

Even though the dead still had stories to tell.

By the time he crossed into town proper, at the ‘Welcome to Bryeton’ sign, the sun had risen over the blue ridges of the surrounding mountains, and the summer heat permeated his skin like water.

He picked his way through the streets, avoiding eye contact with curiously few passers-by. Then the date hit him. Today was Independence Day. No one would be working, maybe nothing would be open, and most people would be outside, eventually.

Suddenly exposed in a town where everyone knew everyone else, he pulled inward. He’d been gone for years, including his enlistment for the war. Eventually, either someone would recognize him, or he’d draw unwanted attention as a stranger. 

Eyeing the clean storefronts, he avoided the busier side of the street, relieved when he noticed a ‘help wanted’ sign in the window of the auto-garage down the street.

Edwards Moto Repair. He remembered the proprietor, Marcus Edwards as a trusted mechanic that Eddie’s father liked, but he’d never met the man to his recollection. 

He scurried across the street and ducked inside the half-raised bay door. When he didn’t see anyone inside, he called out, “Hello?”

A muffled voice answered, “Be right with you!” 

Josh stuffed his hands into his pockets and waited while Marcus rolled out from under the Ford truck inside the bay. He sat up and wiped his hands on his overalls, then swiveled his Ford logo hat over his salt-and-pepper hair. 

His deep voice and country drawl made an immediate impact. “How can I help you, Son?”

“Saw your sign in the window.” He gestured toward the front of the store. “What kind of work do you have?”

Marcus perked up. “You a mechanic?”

“Learned a few things in the Army.” True, he could fix most anything and wasn’t afraid to try. “Tanks count?”

“Don’t get many of those in here. I’m sure it’s a similar motor, right out of Detroit.” Marcus laughed. “How about cooking? My wife’s looking for a line cook over at the Copper Kettle, too. Mostly mornings.”

“I’m tolerable.” Josh shrugged. He cooked because his mother never did, not on a regular basis. Hiding either under the hood of a car or behind the closed door of a kitchen, didn’t matter which too much to him. “I learn quick.”

“Well, since you’re the first person to answer my call for help, I’m willing to give you a try, even if I have to teach you a few things. What’s your name again?”

He hadn’t ever said to begin with, and he used his middle name, so he didn’t exactly have to lie. “Danny.”

“All right, Danny. Why don’t you go on up to the Kettle, tell my wife, Ginny, to get you some breakfast on the house. If you can get along with her, maybe you can do the breakfast shift over there and come down here after. I don’t usually work holidays, but I have a full load, and I am today.”

“Sounds good, sir.”   

Marcus chuckled. “No need to ‘sir’ me, Son. Come on back when you’ve had something to eat, and I’ll put you to work.”

Nodding while Marcus slid back under the truck, Josh left the garage and made a beeline for the Kettle, a sacred place in his memory. Eddie’s dad would take them for ice cream after baseball games, even when they were high schoolers.

Josh never turned down a trip to the Kettle. Sometimes he experienced a sharp stab of jealousy because Eddie had a father who doted on him while Josh had nothing. Made him appreciate any attention they gave him, and he didn’t believe they pitied him. His family situation was not their fault, they never completely filled the void of his own missing family. When they included him, he reveled in the small amount of attention.

He pulled the door of the Copper Kettle open and nearly turned and ran. Everyone in town seemed to be crammed inside. The bell on the door jingled and, while a handful of customers looked his way, most kept on eating.

Holding his breath, he maneuvered his way to the counter, where a frazzled woman pulled out her pad to take his order. “What’ll you have?”

“Is Ginny Edwards here?” he asked. “Marcus sent me to see about some work.”

She looked at him for the first time. “Thank God! Come around the counter. She’s in the kitchen.”

Sliding though the narrow space, he stuck his head into the kitchen, smelling bacon and sausage mixed with the sweetness of pancake batter. He’d been holding his breath and the wonderful scents made his mouth water. 

The middle-aged woman didn’t notice him, and he called her name. “Ginny Edwards? Your husband sent me over to see if you needed some help.”

A bright smile lit up her face. “That man! I sure do, honey, grab an apron and wash your hands.”

Josh hurried to prep and soon found himself at the hot griddle, spatula in hand, taking on orders flowing from the other side of the wall.

Ginny, a spry slender woman, worked by his side, and together, they beat back a brutal morning rush. By the time orders slowed to a drip, most of the morning evaporated and his stomach twisted inside out from hunger.

“You made your way through. It’s not this bad every morning, this is a holiday rush. What did Marcus tell you about this job?”

Josh looked at her from under the bill of his hat. “He said you needed help in the mornings, asked if I could work breakfast and come on down to the garage after to work as needed.”

She wiped her hands on her apron, studying him. “Cook and mechanic? Sounds like Army to me. What’s your name and where are you from?”

“Danny,” he half-lied again. “I’m from around Asheville. And yes ma’am, I spent some time in the Army.”

“Well,” she took a deep breath a rubbed his arm. “God bless you for that. After your help this morning, you can work for me anytime. Get yourself a plate and take what you want, you earned a good meal. Come back for dinner if you like.”

He smiled and helped himself, wolfing his food down near the door, where he saw the patrons without being seen as much. When he’d filled his belly, he went back down the street, to the garage, to make himself useful. 

Once he created a routine, he’d start asking questions.
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CORBIN LEFT THE HOUSE early, with his father, while Kitty and Sylvia argued downstairs over breakfast. Maggie hesitated, as she always did, unwilling to face the stern expression of her mother-in-law and the equally despairing free spirit of that woman’s daughter. 

Maggie wasn’t hungry and she didn’t much feel like getting dressed or putting on the make-up required to cover the emerging bruise on her cheekbone.

She wouldn’t be asked to explain. Everyone understood. 

Instead, Maggie trudged up the stairs to the attic with a deep sigh. The nurse had come and gone already, and if Maggie sat with Colin, she appeared useful, and no one questioned her motivation. He’d become her only escape.

The door creaked as she opened and closed, sealing her inside the stuffy room. Even the open window did nothing to ease the stifling Southern heat of summer. The oppressive weather seemed appropriate to her, somehow.

She paused at the window and looked into the square, at the revealed monument nearly as tall as the house. At that same moment, Kitty flew out the front door and down the street, crafting her own escape, like a bird from a cage.

Turning, Maggie took her seat in the rocking chair at Colin’s bedside, the soft creak of the chair’s old bones comforting when she needed a quiet mind most.

“Good morning,” she whispered to Colin, looking for any response. A twitch or small smile, maybe, or a blink of his blue eyes. “It’s Independence Day. Isn’t that funny?”

He stared straight ahead, and she reached for her book, then dropped her hand to the arm of the chair. Was she the only one who hoped he would one day emerge from his silent life?

“Are you in there, Colin? Can you hear me?” she asked. A part of her didn’t want him to respond because she told him all her secrets, everything happening to her inside this horrible house. 

On the other hand, seeing him like this, no matter her previous relationship with him, cast a long shadow over everything.

Shaking off the bad, she asked, “Do you remember the last July Fourth before you all enlisted? I do. I remember that day like yesterday. We all went to the fireworks that night, and I was beside myself because your brother held my hand.”

She’d squeezed in between Corbin and Josh in the ballfield stands and Corbin had taken her hand. No one had seen and nothing else transpired, yet her heartbeat never slowed the entire night. 

“If I’d known that six months later, you’d all be gone to Europe,” she paused. What would she have done? “You all went off to Asheville together, came back enlisted. The Judge was livid, and my daddy, he stared and stared at Eddie, then grabbed him by the shoulders and hugged him.”

They’d left town a week later, and they’d never seen Eddie again. He’d died in the Normandy invasion. He and Josh both. In her mind, they’d been together even then.

Maggie shifted in the chair and mused, “What happened over there, Colin?”

He would never answer, and she would never stop asking. Normandy had been a hell, everyone knew so. Few survived from the first wave and only sheer numbers and willpower eventually overwhelmed the Germans. 

The four boys and she were as young and free as Kitty once upon a time, and she’d only wanted to grow up and join them. Never appreciated the ability to come and go as she pleased, the open days and nights ahead, before unalterable decisions had been made in haste. 

“What a fool.” She stared at Colin whose personality had dominated the group as a young man. His talk about enlisting ultimately convinced the other three, to hear Corbin tell the story. “You were always the instigator, the bully. Ironic, isn’t it, what war can do? Put you in this bed and Corbin on the campaign trail.”

No response, and by now, she didn’t expect any. Free to unleash her emotions, she hissed, “And put me in this miserable house with a miserable husband. How did we not see everything your family was back then? Am I this blind?”

She’d always believed Corbin to be the sweet one while Colin ran over everything and everyone in his path, a force not to be denied. How wrong she’d been.

Any boy growing up inside these walls became damaged goods. She’d be damned before she let any child come from her union with Corbin. Not while she had any say.

#
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JOSH SAT IN THE BACK booth, near the swinging kitchen doors, inside the Kettle. An exhausting day of work behind him, he enjoyed chicken fried steak and three generous sides. 

As the sun set outside, the diner emptied, everyone heading to view the fireworks at the high school ballfield. He wasn’t interested in loud booms and bright lights. Hadn’t been since the end of the war.

Ginny paused beside his table. “Y’alright, honey?”

Mouth full, he nodded, appreciating the free food before he trekked back to the Sturgus house for the night. She disappeared into the kitchen, and he took a deep breath, ready to relax for the first time that day.

The door swung open and a young woman, high school age, burst inside with a wide smile. His insides tightened. He’d recognize that white-blonde hair anywhere. 

“Hey, Kitty,” Ginny emerged and greeted her. “What can I get you?”

“Coke, please.” She plopped onto a stool at the counter. “You going to the fireworks?”

Delivering the drink, Ginny answered, “Probably not, been a long day for me.”

“Pity.” The girl’s head swiveled, and she spied him. 

He looked away as he heard her hop off the stool and walk toward him. He raised his head when he spotted her clean white sneakers at the end of his table. She sucked on her straw and looked him dead in the eye.

Did she recognize him? She would have been about nine when they’d all gone to war. “Help you?”

“Mind if I sit?” She slid into the bench across from him before he could muster an answer. “I don’t know you.”

He took a bite of chicken and chewed. “Likewise.”

“I’m Kitty.” She lowered her head and peered at him until he looked up from under the brim of his baseball cap. “What’s your name?” 

Was she flirting? “Danny. Started working for Marcus over at the garage.”

She put on an alluring smile and raised an eyebrow. “You want to go see the fireworks with me?” 

He nearly choked. “Honey, I am too old for you.”

“You obviously don’t know who I am,” she countered.

The hell he didn’t. Playing the game, he put down his fork. “Who are you, then?”

“Kitty McAfee, Judge McAfee’s daughter. Live in that big ol’ house right across the street.”

“Sounds like a good reason not to go anywhere with you,” he said, not half joking. “Nobody in their right mind messes with a judge’s daughter.”

She frowned. “I know. All my friends are scared of him.”

“But you’re not?” he asked, looking for information.

“Not really,” she lied. Her furrowed brow said different. “I’m afraid he’ll try to marry me off soon.”

Marry her off? At this age? “Who told you something like that?”

“My mama.” She sighed and swung her hair behind her shoulders. “Maggie says she’s trying to protect me, but she can’t hold him off forever.”

His heart jolted when he heard Maggie’s name. The food in his mouth turned to dust and he took a drink to wash everything down. “Who’s Maggie?”

“Oh!” Kitty’s eyes widened. “She’s my sister-in-law.”

Sister-in-law? “Married to your brother?”

Nodding, Kitty provided additional details. “My brother, Corbin. He’s running for the U.S. Senate. My other brother, his twin, isn’t well. He has a nurse who takes care of him all day.”

Josh’s skin crawled, pieces of the puzzle slamming together in his mind. “What’s wrong with him?”

“Brain injury,” she said. “He just sits there all day, all he does is blink, and not very often.”

Forcing himself to start eating again, he asked, “Was he in the war?”

“They both were.”

An awkward silence fell between them while he processed the news that both McAfee twins had lived through the war and arrived home, one better off than the other. 

“Are you sure you won’t come see the fireworks with me?” she tried again, fluttering her eyelashes. “They’ll start in about fifteen minutes.”

“I’m sure,” he decided and offered a tight smile. “I appreciate the offer.”  

Still too old for the likes of her.

“Okay.” She wiggled out of the booth, giving Josh an eyeful of her long, denim-covered legs. “Your loss.”

His gaze followed her out the door, where a bell jingled and alerted Ginny to twist the lock, ending a never-ending, profitable day. 

She shuffled over to take Josh’s empty plate and issued a stern warning. “You’d be best to leave that one alone. She’s too young and besides, you don’t want to tangle with anyone in that family.”

“Yes, ma’am. Won’t be a problem.” He got up from the booth and headed for the door himself. He had no intention of chasing the youngest McAfee, however tangling with the family might be inevitable. “See you in the morning.”

As he left the diner, he paused and stared at the McAfee mansion on the opposite side of the square. Amber light shone from the inside and while the
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