
[image: image]



[image: ]




DEDICATION


For all of my dear friends working in animal rescue,

tirelessly devoting their lives to those without a voice.

You are making a difference.

You are making this world a better place.
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CHAPTER 1


ADELAIDE ANDREWS STARED OUT THE LIVING ROOM WINDOW and into the yard across the street where an elderly man, who she could only assume was her new neighbor, was frolicking through the sprinkler in his underwear. He was at least eighty years old and was very spry for his age. Every time the water shot up into the air, so did the man’s legs. It was as if he were involved in some kind of synchronized sprinkler event in the Olympics.

Nobody came to ask the man to go back inside. Nobody asked him to stop. Nobody offered him a towel or chased after him with a fistful of medications, which he’d clearly forgotten to take. When the sprinkler stopped several minutes later, so did the man. He didn’t even bother to shake himself off as he bounded up the steps and disappeared back inside the house.

This wasn’t what Adelaide had in mind when she moved from Chicago to the Arkansas Delta. She’d left the midwestern city to escape insanity, not to move in next door to it.

She turned back to the sea of boxes that covered her living room. She’d spent all day sorting and hadn’t even made a dent. She halfheartedly opened the box nearest her. Inside she found a hodgepodge of items, an indication that this had probably been one of the last boxes she’d packed up.

Looking up from the box, Adelaide scanned the room. Her aunt Tilda had died and left the house to her almost six months ago, and it was obvious that it had been empty for entirely too long. Well, not empty, exactly. Aunt Tilda died in the middle of the night—a stroke, the coroner said. Clearly, from the look of the place, her aunt hadn’t planned on dying. When she said in her will that she wanted everything to go to Addie, she’d meant it. Not even the toilet paper had been disturbed since the day of the funeral. She’d had several calls from the only real estate agent in town to see what had been left to her, but Addie couldn’t bring herself to do it. Yes, the hardwood floors needed to be refinished. The walls needed to be repainted. The ceiling fans needed to be replaced, and all of this was just in the living room. She heard her aunt’s voice in her head. Someday this house will be yours, Addie. I hope you’ll take care of it like I have.

Addie hadn’t really believed her. What twelve-year-old pays attention to those kinds of things, anyway? Fifteen years later, the words hovered above her like the dust collecting in the corners of the walls. She’d let her aunt down over these last few months. She’d let everyone down, it seemed.

She sighed and pushed her blond hair off her neck, piling it high on top of her head. Her thoughts went back to Chicago. To Jonah. To what life had been like before she’d inherited a house that needed more work than she had money. Jonah would have liked this house, she thought. Addie knew that if he were here, they would have stayed in town after the funeral. Jonah would have picked through each piece of furniture, each knickknack. He would have asked for stories about each one, stories Addie had long forgotten.

She rested her head against the coffee table. It had a glass top, something her aunt had brought all the way down here from Chicago. It wasn’t worth much, as far as Addie could tell, but her aunt loved it and stuck cards from relatives underneath the glass. Each time Aunt Tilda had a visitor, she’d tell them about whichever relative happened to be resting underneath that visitor’s coffee mug. Today there was no coffee, and there were no visitors. There was no Jonah. Addie let her hair fall back down onto her sticky neck and said out loud to no one, “I’ve got to get out of here for a while.”

The Mississippi River in Eunice, Arkansas, looked nothing like it had when she’d crossed the bridge in Memphis. It was smaller, tranquil almost. Addie stood with her toes touching the water. She hadn’t been down to the levee since the last time she’d visited Eunice. Even this close to the water, it was hot outside. She found herself wishing she’d just stayed inside with all the unopened boxes and dusty furniture—at least there was air-conditioning.

Gazing around, Addie realized that this was no longer the nice, clean picnic area that her aunt had taken her to during her childhood visits. The tables were overgrown with weeds, and there was an obvious odor of trash in the air. This place hadn’t been taken care of in a long time.

Addie bent down to wash out her flip-flops when she heard a noise coming from behind her. She turned around to face a small wooded area. The noise grew louder. It sounded like a whimpering, but all she saw were bushes. She shoved her feet into her shoes and walked in the direction of the noise. She pushed her way into the first set of bushes, where a thin layer of trash covered the ground. Off to one side there was a large, black trash bag.

The trash bag was moving.

Addie crept closer to the bag. She bent down and touched the plastic. It had been tied in a tight knot. Digging her fingers into the plastic, Addie ripped the bag wide open. The object in the bag stirred, whimpering slightly. It lifted its head and tried to move, but failed. It was covered in blood and blood-soaked newspaper and dozens of crumpled packages of Marlboro Reds.

Addie was looking at a dog.

Shaken, she quickly ran back to her car and popped open the trunk, grabbing the blanket she kept for emergencies. Kneeling back in front of the trash bag, she gingerly moved the dog from the sweltering ground to the blanket. It made little effort to escape even though it was terrified.

With the dog laid carefully in the front seat, Addie threw her car into reverse and pulled out of the parking lot, trying desperately to remember where she’d seen the sign for the town’s veterinary clinic. She knew it was on the main road, so she drove until she saw the redbrick Dixon Veterinary building on the horizon, praying that the dog would still be breathing by the time she got there.





CHAPTER 2


ADDIE BURST THROUGH THE DOORS OF THE DIXON VETERINARY Clinic, her arms wrapped around a blood-soaked blanket. “I need help, please!”

The leggy woman at the front desk looked up from her cell phone and replied, “I’m sorry, but we’re closed.”

“Please!” Addie nodded to the mass she was carrying. “This dog. It needs help.”

“Ma’am, I . . .”

“This dog is dying,” Addie hissed. “You show me where the vet is.”

“Back this way. He’s back this way,” the woman replied, opening the doors to the back of the clinic.

Addie followed her, trying not to clench the dog too tightly in her arms. She could still feel it breathing, but its breath was ragged. “I don’t know if he’s going to make it,” Addie continued. “I just found him like this. Who . . . who does this?”

“Dr. Dixon!” The woman rapped heavily on a closed door. “Dr. Dixon, open up! It’s an emergency!”

A small, wiry man with salt-and-pepper hair opened the door. “Wanda? What is it?”

Addie didn’t wait for Wanda to answer. “I found this dog. He’s been . . . I don’t know . . . I think he’s dying.” She pushed past the man and laid the dog down on the table inside the room. “Please help him.”

Dr. Dixon stepped over to the table and unwrapped the blanket. “Sweet Jesus. What happened here?”

Addie stepped back from the table, taking a breath for what felt to her like the first time in minutes. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I was taking a walk. I heard a noise. I found him like this.”

The vet’s hands hovered above the bloody mass in front of him. “He seems to be alive. I’ll take a look. Why don’t you have a seat in the waiting room, okay?”

Addie opened her mouth to protest, but Wanda caught her elbow and whispered, “It’ll be okay, honey. Come on out here with me.”

Addie nodded and followed the receptionist through the doors. As she left, she noticed another man standing at the back of the room, his eyes fixed on her. She hadn’t seen anyone else in the room until now. It occurred to her how she must look. What it all must look like.

“I’m so sorry,” Addie apologized. “I didn’t mean to yell at you earlier.”

Wanda smiled and sat down next to her. “It’s okay, honey. I know you were scared. I didn’t see what you had in your hands until it was too late. Otherwise I never would’ve tried to send you away.” She had a thick, southern drawl that put Addie at ease. She sounded like Aunt Tilda, even though she couldn’t have been much older than Addie. There were lines that formed around the corners of her eyes that contradicted the sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose. “Where did you find that poor thing?”

Addie swallowed. Her mouth felt very dry all of a sudden. “I was taking a walk over by the bridge . . . just outside of town . . . right before you get to the Mississippi line . . . you know, over by the casino?”

Wanda raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow and replied, “What were you doing on that side of town? That’s no place to be alone, especially at night.”

“I . . . I didn’t know,” Addie admitted. “I just moved here.”

“How did you even know to get over there?”

Addie looked up from her hands and at the woman sitting next to her. “My great-aunt was Tilda Andrews. I used to visit her in the summer. When I was a kid, that was where she took me to have picnics . . . of course, that was fifteen years ago . . .”

“Oh, Miss Tilda!” Wanda exclaimed. “Of course! I should have known. I heard you moved into her old house. You must be Adelaide. I used to come out and take care of her cats once she got too old to come to the clinic.”

“You’re that Wanda? Wanda Carter? Aunt Tilda used to talk about you all the time. She loved you.”

Wanda clasped Addie’s hands in hers. “What a small world. I’m so glad to meet you, even if it is under these circumstances. We’ll have to be friends now, you know.”

“I’m just here for a few months—long enough to get the house sold,” Addie replied.

Wanda frowned for a second and then flashed Addie another smile. “Well, we can be friends until then!”

The doors swung open and the man from the back of the examination room strode out. He looked in the women’s direction and said, “Miss Wanda, Doc says you can go on home. He says to tell you”—he nodded in Addie’s direction—“he’ll be out in just a few minutes.”

“Is the dog okay?” Addie asked. She released Wanda’s hands. “Is he going to live?”

“I think he’s going to make it.” The man gave her a lopsided smile. “But I’m not the doc, so don’t hold me to it.”

Wanda stood up and brushed off her pale pink scrub pants. “I’ve got to get going, Addie.” She walked over to the reception desk and scribbled something down on a Post-it note. “Here’s my number. We’ll get together soon.”

She hurried out the door, leaving Addie alone with the stranger who stood there silently, his hands shoved into his jeans pockets. Addie watched him, unsure of what to say. He was tall, very tall, at least six foot four. He was what her mother would have called strapping. He had wheat-colored hair that fell just above his brow line, and a wide mouth that Addie assumed held perfectly straight teeth to match his perfectly straight posture. Even though he was looking at the floor, she could tell his eyes were blue. He was young, but older than she. Maybe thirty? She couldn’t tell just by looking at him.

He reminded her of a farmer, like most of the men in Eunice. He was wearing work boots that were caked in mud, and his jeans and white T-shirt were also slightly dingy. He looked like he’d just come in from off a tractor somewhere, and Addie didn’t know why, but the image made her want to giggle.

After what felt like hours, Addie mustered up enough courage to break the silence. “I didn’t see you standing in the room with Dr. Dixon. I’m sorry I interrupted you all. I was a bit frantic.”

The man shrugged and replied, “It’s no big deal. We were just talking cattle.”

“I’m glad he was still here,” Addie said. “I didn’t know where to take him. I just remembered seeing this place the day I got into town. I’m the only person on the planet without a GPS.”

When he didn’t respond, Addie continued. “I’ve just been here a few days. My aunt died. She left me her house. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I haven’t been here since I was a kid. I just wanted to go for a walk. I didn’t know the camping grounds had turned into a trash dump.”

His eyes snapped up to her and he replied, “You were down by the old campgrounds? What were you doing down there so late?”

“It’s not safe at night,” Addie cut him off. “I know. I know.”

“So you’re the one who moved into Miss Tilda’s place?” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Jasper. Jasper Floyd.”

Addie stood up and moved toward him. His hand practically swallowed hers. “I’m Adelaide Andrews. I didn’t move here, exactly. I’m just sort of . . . passing through.”

“I’ll have to tell my mother that I met you.”

“Do I know your mother?”

“No, I’m sure you don’t,” Jasper replied. “But she and her friends have been dying to know what’s been going on over at Tilda’s. The place had been sitting empty for so long people were beginning to talk.”

“Talk about what?”

Jasper adjusted the green Floyd Farms hat on his head and said, “You’re really not from here, huh?”

There was an awkward pause and Addie breathed a sigh of relief when Dr. Dixon walked into the room.

“I think your dog is going to live,” the veterinarian stated. “No broken bones, just a lot of blood. There were some cuts that required stitches, and some bite wounds. And I think he might have been shot.”

“Shot?” Addie sputtered. “You think he was shot?”

Dr. Dixon adjusted his wire-framed glasses and replied, “I don’t know. It was a clean exit. He’s going to lose an ear. But I don’t think there is any internal bleeding.”

“But he’ll be okay?” Addie could barely speak. Her anger was bubbling.

“In a couple of days you can take him home.”

“He’s not my dog,” she admitted. “I found him. Down by the river.”

“I figured as much,” Dr. Dixon replied. “He’s not the first I’ve seen. I can call animal control in the morning. But I should tell you—they’ll probably have me put him down. His care will be expensive. And he’s a pit bull on top of that.”

“I don’t live here,” Addie continued. “I mean, I do. But not indefinitely.”

Jasper and the veterinarian shared a look.

Addie choked back a sob. “Please don’t call animal control. I’ll pay his bill. I’ll keep him.”

“We can work that out when you come to pick him up.” Dr. Dixon smiled at her warmly. “It’s late, and there’s nothing more you can do for him tonight. Why don’t you go on home?”

“Okay.” Addie felt her jeans pocket for her car keys. “Thank you so much.”

The veterinarian waved her off. “It’s fine. Everything will be fine.”

“I’ll check on him tomorrow, if that’s okay,” Addie replied.

“Better give him a couple of days before he’s ready.”

Addie nodded and turned toward Jasper. “It was nice to meet you, Jasper.”

Before he could respond, Addie was out the door and into the muggy May night, leaving two bewildered men staring after her.





CHAPTER 3


EUNICE WAS A LITTLE TOWN OF TEN THOUSAND PEOPLE NESTLED deep within the heart of the Arkansas Delta. It was the kind of place where people worked, lived, and died generation after generation. It was the kind of place oblivious to the outside world. It was the kind of place Addie had come to in an attempt to escape, but she couldn’t shake the events of the previous evening.

Groggy, she sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. If she was going to be bringing a dog here, she’d have to get the house in order. There was a shed out back that she planned on cleaning out as well. Once she mustered up the energy. “At least I’ve got some motivation,” she said out loud to her empty house.

The house was rather adorable. It sat on a large lot on a dead-end street. The neighbors had kept the yard work up after Aunt Tilda died last autumn. Addie guessed that was what Jasper had meant when he mentioned the house sitting empty, although she didn’t know why people would care. Her aunt had kept the house, a nineteenth-century bungalow, nice and neat. It was small, as bungalows usually are, but there was plenty of space for one person. The house had a steeply pitched roof covering a wide porch that Addie was in love with. As a child, she’d spent many summer nights playing on that porch. She pictured herself lounging there at night, maybe with a good book and a glass of wine. The living room was nice and large, and there were two bedrooms for Addie to choose from. Unlike the carpet that Addie was used to in the houses in Chicago, her aunt’s house had hardwood floors throughout, and she was still getting used to the creaking noise they made every time she walked. The kitchen overlooked the backyard, which had once held a beautiful garden.

The outside of the house could use a fresh coat of paint, Addie mused, but she had no idea where she was going to find the odd shade of yellow it had been painted. Yes, there is some work to do, Addie thought, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.

It wasn’t the kind of house in which Addie had ever envisioned herself living. Of course, this wasn’t the town in which she’d ever envisioned herself living. The only place she’d ever called home was Chicago, and there, she’d only ever lived in an apartment.

The phone rang, and Addie shook herself out of her daydream.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Adelaide, honey.” Her mother’s voice was smooth and calm. “How are you? You were supposed to call last night.”

Addie swung her legs over the side of the bed. “I’m sorry, Mom. I was so tired, I must have fallen asleep.”

“What have you been up to?”

“Just unpacking, mostly. How is everything?”

“Oh, we’re good. You know Jerry. Retirement is boring him. I expect he’ll be back at work before the summer is out.”

“I still can’t believe he actually retired!” Addie giggled. “Is he marching around shouting orders at the cats?”

“More like marching around shouting orders at his wife,” Addie’s mother grumbled. “Once a marine, always a marine.”

Addie rolled her eyes, even though her mother couldn’t see her. “Oh, I know.”

“He said to tell you hello.”

Addie grinned into the receiver, picturing the gruff hug her stepfather had given her the day she left Chicago. “Tell him I said hello, too.”

“Addie, there’s something else. The reason I called. Jerry finally sold his house in Wisconsin.” Her mother paused, exhaling. “He wants to give you some of the money.”

“No way. I don’t want Jerry giving me any money. That’s his money.”

“I told him that’s what you’d say.”

“I have savings.”

“But he wants to do this for you,” Addie’s mother replied. “I know you have some savings, but that won’t last forever. It has been years since the last time I saw that house, but Addie, honey, it needed work. Even then.”

“I know,” Addie conceded. “But I think I can fix it up enough to sell.”

“I’m sure you can.”

“And I know that there are a few antiques that I can refinish and sell—some old furniture.”

There was a pause and her mother said, “You sound like Jonah.”

“Mom, I’ve got to let you go,” Addie said. “I’ve got a lot to do around the house today.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” her mother began. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m not upset,” Addie replied. “Just busy. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“So you’ll take the money?”

Addie sighed. “As a loan. I’ll pay Jerry back. With interest.”

“Fine, fine.”

“I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Addie threw herself down onto the bed. She stared at the ceiling for a long time before sitting up, grabbing her jeans, and pulling them on. She felt bad cutting off the conversation with her mother. But it was just so hard to hear his name. So hard. She shook her head, and the shake resonated throughout the rest of her body. I’ve got too much to get done today, she thought. She rolled off the bed and headed to the hardware store determined to get started on the renovation of her new temporary home.

There was nothing that Adelaide Andrews hated more than feeling out of place. And once inside Linstrom’s hardware store, that’s exactly what she felt. The inside of the store looked nothing like what she was used to back home in Chicago.

“Can I help you with something?” A man in a red-and-white-striped apron appeared in front of her. “You look a tad lost.”

“I know what I’m looking for,” Addie replied. “But I don’t know where to find it.”

The man chuckled. “Is there a certain project you’re working on?”

“I’ll be refinishing some furniture soon.” Addie glanced down at her list. “I need to repaint the outside of my house. And I need to replace the showerhead in the bathroom. And I need to plant a garden. Also, how much would it cost to have my floors refinished?”

The man held up his hands and took a step back. “Whoa, whoa there, one thing at a time. Let me see this list.”

Addie handed him the list. “I’m in over my head, aren’t I?”

“Well . . . like I said, let’s just take it one thing at a time,” the man responded. “I think you could start with replacing that showerhead. You can find those over in aisle 13.”

“Okay, thanks.” Addie was relieved to have some direction.

“My name is Tom. Holler at me if you need help finding anything else.”

Addie waved at him and wandered off in search of aisle 13. As she stood in front of the different showerheads, she closed her eyes, trying to remember what her shower looked like. She wished she’d taken a picture of it with her phone. “Maybe I don’t need to shower,” Addie wondered aloud. “Maybe I can just run through the neighbor’s sprinkler.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s illegal in all fifty states,” said a voice behind her.

Addie turned around to see Jasper standing in front of her. “You might want to tell that to my eighty-year-old neighbor. That seems to be his favorite pastime.”

“That doesn’t make it any less illegal.”

Addie raised an eyebrow. “What are you, some kind of lawyer?”

“I used to be.” Jasper reached above her to pluck a showerhead from the shelf. “Here, I think this one will probably work for general purposes.”

“And now you just hang out in the hardware store assisting confused young girls?”

“Something like that.” Jasper’s face was expressionless, but Addie could tell he was trying to stifle a smile. “You aren’t so young.”

There was an awkward silence, and Addie was relieved that this time she wasn’t shaking Jasper’s hand as it happened.

“Well”—Addie held up the box with the showerhead inside—“thanks for your help, Counselor. I’ve got to go and find some hundred-fifty-grit sandpaper.” She brushed past him, clutching the box to her chest. She could feel his eyes on her, and she wondered what Jasper meant when he said he “used to be” a lawyer. No wonder he made her nervous.

And for Addie, that was almost as bad as feeling out of place.





CHAPTER 4


TWO DAYS LATER, ADDIE SAT IN THE WAITING ROOM OF THE Dixon Veterinary Clinic. This was the day she was picking up the dog she’d found—the dog she thought would surely die.

“Addie!”

Addie looked up. Wanda waved her over to the reception desk.

“Addie, honey, how are you?” Wanda flipped her rust-colored hair behind one shoulder. “I’m sorry I had to skedaddle the other night. My four-year-old was driving the babysitter crazy.”

“Oh, that’s okay.”

“Hey, what are you doing tonight?” Wanda leaned over the desk excitedly. “Do you want to go to the county fair with me and Bryar?”

Addie furrowed her brow and replied, “Who’s Bryar?”

“Oh, Lord. I’m sorry. That’s my son!”

Addie searched for an excuse not to go. It didn’t seem like a good idea to make friends when she wouldn’t even be in town more than a few months. Friends meant connections and connections meant growing roots, which was certainly not Addie’s first plan. “I really have a lot of work to do at the house, and I shouldn’t leave a puppy alone, should I?”

“Well, it ain’t gonna take a week,” Wanda replied. “Besides, it’ll be fun. Old Man Alcee makes the best funnel cakes this side of the Mississippi.”

A funnel cake did sound pretty good. “Sure,” Addie said finally. “But just for an hour or two.”

“Great!” Wanda clapped her hands together. “I’ll take you on back to get your pup. He’s perked up some since you last saw him.”

Addie followed Wanda into a sea of barking dogs. At the end of the hallway, Wanda pushed through a set of doors, and they were surrounded by kennels.

“This is where we board dogs that are staying with us,” Wanda yelled over the noise. “Your little guy is back here somewhere.”

Addie was anxious. She hoped she was doing the right thing by taking this dog home. Of course, she thought, what are my options? Let him die?

Toward the back of the room, Wanda opened up a kennel and reached inside. “Come on, buddy.”

Addie held out her hands. Wanda handed him to her, and in that instant, Addie was in love. He shivered underneath her arms, and Addie nuzzled him and whispered, “It’s okay now. It’s all okay now.”

When Addie got home with the dog, she carried him inside and placed him gingerly down on the dog bed she’d bought the day before. He was still shaking, and Addie was desperate to make him comfortable.

“Please don’t shake like that. I won’t hurt you.”

She sat back. He was just a puppy, but Addie knew that by the size of his paws, she probably shouldn’t be able to see each of his ribs beneath the skin. He needed to gain weight. There were several places on his body that had been stitched up, and the damaged ear had been repaired, leaving half of it. Every inch of his body seemed to be covered with a scratch or a stitch. Despite his pitiful appearance, his black-and-white coloring was beautiful. He had a little black circle around one eye on his otherwise white face and muzzle. She wanted to pet him but was afraid she’d hurt him—so much of him was broken open and raw.

She stroked the top of his head, staring at his mangled ear. It looked like it had been torn off. Several places on his skin had bite wounds and tear marks. It didn’t make any sense to her. Why had someone shot him? Why had someone dumped him? More importantly, why had Dr. Dixon not seemed surprised to see a dog in such terrible shape?

Addie realized it wasn’t just the pain of the stitches that was causing him to shake. It wasn’t just the new house, the new bed, the new surroundings. He was terrified of her. He was terrified of what she might do to him. She thought about everything she’d heard about pit bulls over the years—the locking jaws, their genetic predisposition to be vicious, and how many communities had banned them. After she’d left the wounded puppy at the clinic, she’d rushed home and done some research on pit bulls, and she now knew enough to know that the first two, at least, weren’t true at all. Looking at him, at his sweet face, she couldn’t imagine that he would hurt anyone.

It was then that she noticed he was no longer shaking. He had fallen asleep beneath her touch. “I think I’ll call you Felix,” she whispered. “That name means ‘lucky’ and that is for sure what you are.” Addie was ecstatic to have found Felix. She could always take him back to Chicago with her when she was done selling her aunt’s house, but she was happy that she wouldn’t be totally alone while she was here. Even with the bite marks and half an ear missing, he was the cutest thing she’d ever seen.

She thought about what “back to Chicago” really meant. Most of her friends were married with children and living in the suburbs, something she and Jonah swore they’d never do after they got married—leave the city. Yet here she was, miles away from everything and everyone she loved. Jonah wasn’t with her. She was alone.

Addie glanced down at Felix. Well, maybe she wasn’t entirely alone. Maybe this dog was kindred. He looked an awful lot on the outside like she felt on the inside. She had a feeling that Felix wasn’t the only dog to have been dumped bleeding and struggling for his life. There was something fishy going on in the town of Eunice, and Adelaide Andrews was determined to get to the bottom of it, but first she had to get ready to meet Wanda since she’d agreed to go to the fair with her and her son. There had been no use trying to get out of it—she’d figured out quickly that Wanda was not a woman to be argued with when she made her mind up about something.

She checked the time on her cell phone and stood awkwardly in front of the bathroom mirror. Just like almost everything else in the house, the mirror was a throwback to another time—another life. She remembered standing in front of this mirror every day the summer she was twelve, wishing she was back home in Chicago with her mother. But now Chicago meant old memories; it meant Jonah. She shook the memories from her head and began to focus on tonight. And tonight, she looked okay, she guessed. Her long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her thick, blunt bangs fell across her forehead, resting just above her eyes. She liked her hair this way—it pretty much always looked the same, but that meant there was less of a chance she could mess it up. She was wearing a blue-and-white gingham sundress with her favorite pair of white Chuck Taylors. Addie loved the way the sundress pushed up her boobs, which were her favorite feature. She was five foot five and a curvy size eight, but she had the breasts of a larger woman. Most of the time she kept them at least partially hidden beneath a cardigan, but it was too hot for all of that tonight. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had an actual date, so she didn’t know why it mattered so much to her what she looked like, but she was satisfied with her appearance nonetheless.

Addie looked down from the mirror when she heard her phone ring. “Hello?”

“Hey, hon. It’s Wanda. Bryar and I are here. Come on out.”

Addie padded into the living room where Felix was asleep. She hadn’t realized that a puppy could sleep so much, although a call to Dr. Dixon eased her concern. He’d told her that it was probably the first time Felix had a warm bed and food to eat. From the looks of him, he’d spent all of his short life outside, fighting for just about anything he could get to eat. He hadn’t really moved since she’d brought him home. She’d taken to carrying him outside because he wouldn’t walk around while she was watching him. His eyes were still so wide and frightened. Addie hoped he’d be okay for a few hours while she was gone. She put down a few old newspapers just in case he couldn’t wait until she got home. She wasn’t sure what to expect from him just yet. She just hoped the couch was safe. She’d heard horror stories about dogs tearing up furniture and flooring, doors, and even windows. Adding to her list of fixes around her house wasn’t her idea of a good time. She slipped out the front door, locking it behind her. She waved to Wanda and hurried out to the car.

“Hey!” Wanda shifted her huge Bonneville into drive.

Addie reached for the seat belt, and replied, “Hey! Thanks for picking me up. I know this is a small town, but I probably never would have found the fairgrounds.”

“Addie, this is Bryar.” Wanda gestured to the freckled redhead sitting in a booster seat in the back.

The little boy waved at Addie. “Hi. I’m four.”

“Hi, Bryar,” Addie replied. “I’m twenty-seven.”

“My mom is older than you” was his response.

“Not by much, kiddo.” Wanda snorted. “I’m just thirty.”

“You don’t look thirty,” Addie said. “Of course, I don’t know what a thirty-year-old is supposed to look like.”

“Me either,” Wanda replied. “I don’t know how they’re supposed to act, either. I live with a four-year-old. Other than the clinic, this is the first adult interaction I’ve had in months! Oh, the joys of single parenting.”

“Are you and his dad D-I-V-O-R-C-E-D?” Addie spelled out the word, not wanting to trigger a reaction from the backseat. When Wanda didn’t answer right away, she added, “I’m sorry. That’s totally none of my business.”

“Oh, no, no.” Wanda waved her off. “It’s fine. We were never married. His daddy is actually in P-R-I-S-O-N.”

Addie sat back in her seat. “Oh . . . I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. He’s an S-O-B.” Wanda winked. “As long as he stays where he is, everything is gravy, baby!”

From the backseat, Bryar dissolved into a fit of giggles, repeating, “It’s gravy, baby!” over and over.

Addie and Wanda both began to laugh and Addie felt herself relax for the first time in weeks. Maybe she could go out with Wanda from time to time. A little friendship wasn’t going to hurt anything, was it?





CHAPTER 5


BY THE TIME WANDA PULLED INTO THE GRASSY LOT AT THE fairgrounds, it was almost full. A man wearing a bright orange vest directed them to the nearest spot.

“Is this the parking lot?” Addie asked. “The grass?”

“Yep,” Wanda replied. “All the spots on the dirt are already taken. I hate parking in this grass. It ain’t been mowed in weeks. Watch out for chiggers.”

“Chiggers?”

“Yeah, you know, chiggers.”

“I don’t know what a chigger is.”

Wanda laughed over her shoulder at Addie. “I keep forgetting you’re a Yankee.”

“I’m from Chicago. That’s the Midwest.” Addie followed Wanda and Bryar into the throng of people, trying to forget she’d ever heard the word chigger. Ahead of them, the fair stretched out in a hazy display of cotton candy and dirt. Looking down at her shoes, she realized that white had not been the right choice.

“What do you want to ride first?” Wanda asked her son, looking down at him as they approached the ticket booth. “Anything but the Ferris wheel.”

“Mama! That’s my favorite!”

“No, sir,” Wanda replied. “You puke every time.”

Addie scanned the crowd looking for a food cart. The more she thought about eating a funnel cake, the more her mouth watered. There was a white cart to the right of where she was standing. “While you two duke it out, I’m going to go get a funnel cake.”

As Addie walked toward the cart, she noticed two men standing off to the side. They were arguing feverishly. One of the men, tall and broad, was waving his hands in the air as he spoke. He was bald, and the russet-colored skin on the top of his head was glistening with sweat.

The other man, the smaller of the two, cowered as the bigger man loomed over him. He had skin the consistency of glue, the liquid kind school children used, and it was about the same color. The closer Addie got to the food cart, the more she noticed the pockmarks covering the second man’s face.

Addie strained to hear what they were saying.

“You owe me money,” the first man growled. “You need to pay me my money.”

The second man rubbed his hands on his filthy jeans and replied, “C’mon, man. You know I don’t have it. I need more time.”

“I don’t got the time you need.” The first man’s voice was low and controlled. “You know better than to come to me making bets your ass can’t cash.”

The second man dug his shoe into the dirt.

The first man watched him, wrapping his hands around a package of cigarettes and then dropping the crumpled package to the ground. He put the last cigarette to his lips and let out a long sigh, and his face relaxed. Then he put one of his massive hands onto the second man’s shoulder. “How about you do me a favor instead, huh?”

The second man slumped under the weight of the hand. “What do you want me to do?”

“We’ll talk about that later.” The first man pushed the second man forward, and they began to walk.

They neared Addie, and they were coming at her fast. The little man knocked right into her as he tried to keep up with the bigger man. “I’m sorry, missus,” the little man said. He glanced in her direction but wouldn’t look her in the eye.

“Watch where yer going!” the big man boomed. He caught Addie’s eye. He kept her gaze but said nothing else. His dark eyes bored into her.

They were gone before Addie could respond. She waved to Wanda in the distance and yelled, “I thought you said Bryar couldn’t ride the Ferris wheel.” She hurried up to her friend, eager to shake the two men and their odd conversation from her memory.

“His friend Timmy wants to ride it, too.” Wanda popped a piece of funnel cake into her mouth. “Maybe this will be my lucky year. Let’s walk around for a little while. Bryar’s going to be with Timmy and his mom for a while.”

Addie followed Wanda as she began to head toward the outline of the fairground, where all the booths were set up. “How can it be so hot at five o’clock at night?” she mused, accepting a fan from one of the political candidates that had set up shop. “It feels like my back is sliding down onto my legs.”

“Oh, honey, don’t use that.” Wanda plucked the fan from Addie’s hands. “You don’t want people to think you’d vote for him.”

“I’m trying not to die of heatstroke.”

“Walter Lee put his mama in a home last summer and moved his twenty-year-old child bride into his mama’s house,” Wanda drawled. “He said it was because his mama has Alzheimer’s, but everybody knows it was because she didn’t like his new wife.”

“Was all of that on the back of the fan or something?”

“You’ll thank me later.”

All around Addie the fair buzzed. Nobody seemed to be bothered by the heat or the dust or the smell of fried everything. Women pushed baby strollers through the clumpy grass and over power cords. Children with faces covered in sweat and cotton candy ran past the slow-moving adults. Somehow, despite the noise, the cicadas could still be heard chirping their early evening prelude.

Suddenly Addie noticed that Jasper Floyd was standing three booths away. His head was bent low, talking to the man sitting in front of a sign that read FLOYD FARMS.

Did he ever change clothes? Or shave? Addie was sure he was wearing the same thing he had been wearing both times she’d seen him before tonight—his uniform of mud-caked boots, jeans, and a white T-shirt. His face had not seen a razor in days. This time he was wearing a green cap as well. It also read FLOYD FARMS.

Jasper looked up and caught her staring at him. He gave her a slow smile before returning to his conversation. Although his eyes stayed on her for a bit longer before he gave his full attention back to the man in front of him.

“Well, look who’s smiling at you, Adelaide.” Wanda gave Addie a playful jab in the ribs.

“Why wouldn’t he smile? Isn’t that polite?”

“I’ve known him since elementary school, and he’s never smiled at me,” Wanda replied. “Jasper Floyd is the most serious man I’ve ever met.”

Addie looked down at the empty paper plate she was carrying. “He caught me staring at him. I’m pretty sure he was obligated to smile at me.”

“He was a lawyer, you know,” Wanda continued. “Had his own practice in Memphis.”

“Then what’s he doing here?”

“Well”—Wanda’s green eyes danced with excitement—“his daddy got real sick last year and can’t run the farm all by himself anymore. And there was no way Jack Floyd was gonna sell that farm to anybody. No way. So Jasper came home to help take care of business. Been here ever since.”

“No wonder he never smiles.”

“Well, he’s smiling at you.” Wanda linked her arm through Addie’s. “Let’s go talk to him. Who knows? Maybe you can even make him laugh.

“Hey, Jasper,” Wanda called out. “How’s it going?”

“Same as always, Wanda.” Jasper shifted on his feet, folding his arms across his chest. “How are you two tonight?”

“We’re great,” Wanda replied before Addie could open her mouth. “I haven’t seen your mom too much around town lately. How’s she doing?”

Jasper stiffened. “Mom doesn’t get out much anymore. She spends most of her time taking care of Dad.”

Addie watched him. He was curious to her—he didn’t talk like any farmer she knew. Which she admitted weren’t too many. He had perfect posture and perfect teeth, and Addie wondered what else was perfect and lurking underneath his purposely rumpled exterior.

“Addie?”

Jasper and Wanda were staring at her. “Huh? What?”

“Jasper asked you if you’d gotten your showerhead put in,” Wanda said.

“Oh!” Addie’s face flushed. “No. Not yet.”

“Mommy!” Bryar ran up to Wanda and tugged at her purse strap. “Guess what?”

Wanda reached down and lifted him up onto her hip, and replied, “What, honey?”

“I rided the Ferris wheel three times and didn’t get sick! Three times!”

“That’s great, baby!”

“Mommy?”

Wanda placed him back on his feet. “What?”

“Uh-oh.”

Addie jumped back as a tidal wave of vomit flew out of Bryar’s mouth and on the ground in front of them and all over Wanda’s shoes.

“Oh, Bryar! Yuck!”

“Sorry.” Spit dangled from Bryar’s bottom lip.

“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. I think we probably better go home.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Wanda turned to Addie and said, “I’m sorry. I don’t think the B-Man needs to be riding anything else tonight.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Addie replied. “I think I’ve seen just about all I need to see, anyway.”

“Come on, baby,” Wanda whispered to Bryar. She picked him up.

“Are you sure you have time to take me home?” Addie asked, following after them.

“I can take you home, Adelaide,” Jasper said. “I’m headed out anyway. I need to get home before it gets dark.”

“Thanks, Jasper,” Wanda called over her shoulder. “You’re a lifesaver.” She headed off toward the grassy parking lot, Bryar’s head lolling on one of her shoulders.

“Wanda didn’t even wait for you to change your mind,” Addie said.

Jasper gave Addie a crooked smile. “I’ve found that Wanda very rarely waits for anything.”

“So,” Addie said. “You and Wanda went to school together?”

Jasper nodded. “We did. She was a couple of years behind me.”

“So you’re . . .” Addie trailed off.

“Thirty-four,” Jasper finished.

“Oh,” Addie replied. She was starting to feel the conversation going nowhere. “I’ll be twenty-eight in July.”

They continued to walk in silence until Jasper stopped in front of a hulking John Deere tractor. “Here we are. Climb on up.”

Addie glanced around the parking lot. Maybe Jasper was talking to someone else. “You want me to do what?”

“The tractor. Climb on up.”

“On the tractor?”

Jasper took hold of the side and pulled himself up. “Come on. There’s plenty of room inside.”

“You drove a tractor to the fair?”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Are you going to climb up here or not? I don’t have all night.”

Addie grabbed Jasper’s outstretched hand. “I don’t think I’m dressed for this.”

“There’s no law that says you have to be wearing overalls,” Jasper replied. His tone was gruff, but he was smiling down at her.

“I don’t think I’ve ever ridden in a tractor before.”

“Well, then, Miss Addie, you’ve not lived.”

Addie situated herself inside the cab of the tractor next to Jasper. The engine started with a lurch and Addie grabbed onto the bottom of the seat. “Is this the way you get around town? I can’t imagine this is economical.”

“Most days you’ll find me driving a 1970 Ford Bronco Sport.”

“Fancy.”

“It’s my baby,” Jasper replied. “All original. My dad gave it to me when I was fifteen.”

“I got a 1989 LeBaron when I got my license,” Addie said.

“At least you got to drive it,” Jasper continued. “I wasn’t allowed to take the thing off the farm until I left for college.”

“Well, then why did your dad even give it to you?”

Jasper’s grip on the tractor wheel tightened. “That’s just my dad.”

They bounced along, quiet twilight hanging between them. Jasper didn’t look over at Addie for what felt like hours. She thought that she probably could have walked home faster than the tractor was moving. Cars passed them on both sides, and occasionally Jasper pulled over to let a stream of vehicles pass.

“I picked up Felix from Dr. Dixon today.” Addie broke the silence. “He’s doing much better.”

“You named him Felix, eh?” Jasper asked. “That’s not a bad name. I’m glad he’s better. He looked pretty rough the other night.”

“Hey, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“What kind of a person shoots a dog and throws him in the trash?”

Jasper stopped at the top of Addie’s street. The tractor gave an exhausted sigh as he cut the engine. “I don’t think I can get down your street. You may have to walk from here.”

“That’s okay,” Addie replied. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

“The kind of person with no regard for the life of another living being.”

“I can’t understand it.”

“I’m glad you can’t understand it. You should be glad you can’t understand it.” Jasper jumped down and walked around to help Addie out of the cab. “I can walk you the rest of the way.”

“That’s all right. I’m not far from here.”

“I’ve been to your house before,” Jasper said. “Your aunt Tilda made the best fried pies in the state.”

“I wish I’d also inherited her skills in the kitchen,” Addie said. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Anytime.”

Addie bent down to scratch at her leg. It felt like something was biting at her ankles. “Hey, Jasper,” she called after him.

“Yeah?”

“What’s a chigger?”





CHAPTER 6


IN THE DREAM, ADDIE WAS HELPLESS. SHE STOOD, HANDS GLUED to her sides, as the man in the white coat pulled back the white sheet.

“I’m so sorry, ma’am.”

Addie opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. She was trying to scream. “Please cover him back up!”

“I’m so sorry,” the man said again.

“I’m so sorry.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I’m so sorry.”

She reached past the man and grabbed Jonah. She shook him. She slapped him. She cursed at him, but he wouldn’t wake up. “You should have listened to me,” she cried into his lifeless chest. “I told you not to go.”

Addie bolted straight up in bed, her hair clinging to her neck and face in sweat-soaked clumps. Her heart was racing, and it took her a few seconds to realize where she was. It was the middle of the night.

She jumped when she heard a small whimper beneath her. Peering over her bed, she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Felix looking curiously up at her from the bedroom floor.

“Hey, buddy.” Addie reached her hand down to pet him.

Felix flinched and backed away. He kept himself hunched down, just out of touching distance from her.

“I wish you’d trust me,” Addie murmured disaffectedly.

Felix cocked his head right and then left. He inched closer to her, but stopped just short of brushing her fingers.

“So close,” Addie said. “Let’s go outside.”

Felix’s ears perked up when he heard the word outside. He followed Addie to the back door, his nails making a clack, clack, clack noise on the hardwood floor.

Addie opened the door, and he stopped. “Please just go outside,” Addie begged. “You’re getting to be too big to carry.” When she reached down to pick him up, Felix shot down the porch steps and into the backyard. Addie shut the door behind them and sat down on the steps as Felix pranced around the yard looking for a perfect spot. It was progress.

The garden stretched out in front of her in a mass of overgrown weeds and flowers. The rice paper plants that her aunt Tilda had loved so much had almost completely taken over the yard, in some areas preventing any light from breaking through beneath their leaves. Luckily, the bulb over the back door was still functioning, and Addie was thankful for some light.

Addie knew she needed to do something about the unruly thicket the plant had created, but she didn’t have the first clue about where to begin. She supposed she ought to call a landscaper, just one more thing to be added to the list.

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to wipe away entirely the fading memory of the nightmare she’d had. When she opened them, Felix was waiting expectantly at the bottom of the stairs, but Addie was looking past him to the shed at the back of the yard. She walked back into the house and rummaged in the kitchen drawer for a flashlight. And it worked! It was her lucky day.

The shed was locked with a padlock. The padlock was new—probably something a well-meaning friend of her aunt’s had placed there for protection. However, the door was rotting all around the lock. Addie curled her fingers around the door and pulled. There was a cracking noise that sent Felix barking to the other end of the yard. “I’ve almost got it,” she said.

The next time she pulled, the door came flying off its hinges, sending Addie into orbit. She landed in the grass, and the door landed on top of her. She didn’t move until Felix delicately took one of her flip-flops off with his mouth and ran off. “Get back here,” she called to him from underneath the door.

Felix ignored her and settled happily with her flip-flop into the grass.

Addie groaned and pushed the door off her. “Give me back my shoe!” She pushed herself up and started toward Felix, who ran off every time she got close. After a few minutes, Addie gave up and turned her attention back to the now doorless shed. “That dog,” she said under her breath.

The door hadn’t been the only part of the shed that was rotting, but Addie was surprised to see that it was in
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