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CHAPTER 1
  
F aire Tinsley rose out of the red velvet chair and fidgeted in the foyer as she waited anxiously by the door. She watched the front walk through her blinds, one peek at a time. She’d always lived by the adage that early is on time, on time is late, and late was unacceptable. His arrival time would be the first test, and she had a few more to determine if he was the right one for them.
He had twenty minutes left, but Faire had been ready for an hour.
She gazed up the grand staircase and wished she’d have put in the energy to walk up there and put a shine on the oval stained-glass window that was original to the house. She’d done the ones on the front doors but had stopped there.
Too late for that, she told herself as she checked her hair in the mirror and poked a stray strand back behind a bobby pin. Once upon a long time ago, she’d been crowned Miss Hart’s Ridge, and she had never stopped trying to look her best. It got more difficult each year as the mirror turned against her, but, if she looked hard enough, she could still see the girl who once had the boys nipping at her heels.
She was in there somewhere, underneath the layers of wrinkles and the silver hair.
It had been such a very long time since she’d had a guest, though technically this was something other than a social call. Possibly even important business, although she hadn’t yet decided if she was going to do what she was considering. The fact that she’d taken it this far was miraculous, but dire straits called for dire action.
“Time for food, time for food,” her monk parakeet squawked from her shoulder.
“Oh shush, Baby. It’s not time for food. You’d better behave when he gets here, too. If I like him, we need him to want to stay.”
Baby nibbled sharply at her earlobe, his way of sassing her.
She’d given up wearing earrings long ago because of Baby’s habit of pulling them out and then flying away with them, instigating his favorite game of catch me if you can. Faire had enjoyed it for many years, until her knees and ankles began to be obnoxious about it, insisting she sit down at every turn.
So far today he’d left her hairpins alone. He could obviously tell that something unusual was going on. He was good about picking up on her feelings. He also knew he could get away with anything. She loved him dearly.
Baby was her companion and only friend for the last twenty-odd years. She’d lost count of his birthdays after she’d realized he was entering the last phase of his allotted time on earth, for she couldn’t bear to lose him.
Faire had once been celebrated for what she could offer the world, but now she was nothing more than a recluse in the small town of Hart's Ridge. Others had stepped into her limelight, claiming to do what she once did, and making millions for it. She hadn’t made millions, though she could’ve if her moral compass wasn’t so unyielding. It was never her intent to use her gifts for financial gain. She truly wanted to help people.
She’d made quite enough, though, and her gifts had brought comfort and closure to countless people. That changed decades ago, after an incident that would be forever etched in her memory. When she’d gone against her usual rule of staying under the radar and allowed herself to be broadcast live, she had no idea the fallout would unleash a storm that would rock the media outlets across the globe. The fallout left Faire shattered, and she retreated into isolation, shunning the world and the gift that had once been her calling.
Thankfully, no one ever thought of or mentioned Faire Tinsley in the news these days, but—on the other side of the coin—she’d finally outlived the savings she’d earned from those long-ago readings. The only thing she had left of value was her grand home, and her measly Social Security check sure wasn’t going to keep her from losing it.
Just like a pot that wouldn’t boil when watched, Faire heard a car drive up just as she walked out of the foyer to start the fire under the tea kettle. She turned back around and peeped through the stained glass in her door.
It was eight minutes until their appointed meeting. He’d passed the first test.
The man got out of the car, holding a folder. He was older than he’d sounded on the phone. At least mid-thirties, maybe even forty. He looked well-dressed, a nice blue button up complete with a bow tie, paired with pressed khaki pants. His car was decent, too, and nothing that would embarrass her by sitting in her driveway. It wasn’t overly expensive, just a small Toyota something or other, but it was clean and looked maintained.
Her palms were sweaty as he approached the front porch.
At least she knew he must be from around town, or at least close, because he’d seen the sign in her yard to get her number. Faire knew there would’ve been a bigger response if she’d have posted on the internet, but that was one place she stayed far away from. She wasn’t clueless about it. She’d even participated in the craze back in the day. But the internet was the path that connected her to her last client, and the forthcoming disaster it had caused.
In the aftermath that followed, her life was turned upside down, and just looking at a computer had made her tremble. She’d finally tossed it out with the trash and planned to forever stay away from reaching others through the big wide web, thank you very much.
The doorbell rang and Baby squawked.
“Shh ...” Faire said. She wiped her hands on her linen pants, took a deep breath, then opened the door.
He was tall and very handsome. He smiled broadly and held his hand out to shake. “Good afternoon. You must be Mrs. Tinsley. I’m Brian Keith Robinson, and I’m here to talk to you about renting the rooms.”
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CHAPTER 2
  
F aire poured Brian another cup of tea and watched as he used her good silver mini tongs to drop one sugar cube into it, then give it a gentle stir. Those tongs had been in her family for several generations and, by the way he’d peered closely at them, then treated them tenderly, he could obviously tell that they were special.
“Have you always been a tea drinker?” she asked.
So far, he’d impressed her with his manners and background, touching briefly on the fact that he was an attorney. Originally from the Atlanta area, he was an only child. His father had passed but his mother was in a senior living home in a town nearby and he’d been looking for a place to rent close. It wouldn’t be his only home, as he’d only be there on the weekends when visiting. That sounded like an ideal situation to Faire—get full-time rental payments for a part-time renter.
It would also help her get used to the idea of sharing her home.
Brian cradled the cup in both hands, then leaned back and crossed his legs before nodding. “My grandmother got me started on it when I was a boy. She never drank coffee. Always said that the proper folk preferred tea.”
Faire smiled. “She sounds like a true southern lady.”
“She was. She died a few years back.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry.”
He waved a hand in the air. “No—don’t be. She lived a good, long life. She was quite the debutante, and her stories could make a sailor blush. She always had me in stitches, even when I was a teenager and beyond. I still found time to go visit her at least once or twice a month until her death. Take her shopping and to lunch, or some sort of outing. She looked forward to those times and would get all gussied up like she was going on a date.”
“That was sweet of you.” Faire tried not to feel the usual melancholy that came when she thought about the fact that she’d never had children.
He smiled. “So, tell me more about the house. I know it was built in the 1800s, and historical homes have always fascinated me. Do you know much of the history?”
“I know some. The first owner was a wealthy man by the family name of Benson. He had a general merchandise store and a few guano warehouses. Later, he owned the first Hart’s Ridge newspaper.”
“Guano? What is that?” Brian asked.
Faire chuckled. “It's bird poop. Peruvian bird poop, to be exact. Back in the mid-19th century, it was used as a powerful fertilizer that could help crops grow better than regular manure. But the South American guano deposits ran out in the 1870s, and that's when the name 'guano' started to refer to other types of commercial fertilizers.”
Brian looked intrigued. “So people used it here in the South?”
“Absolutely,” Faire replied, nodding. “Especially on cotton and tobacco farms. But you must understand, the land here was so exhausted after the Civil War that farmers had to use fertilizers to even stand a chance of growing crops. And most of these farmers were poor, so they had to sign what were called guano notes.”
“Guano notes?” the young man asked, puzzled.
“Yes. They were basically promissory notes that said the farmer would pay back the cost of the fertilizer plus interest. Back then it was a common form of debt. In fact, a lot of this town's early businesses were built on the back of guano notes.”
The young man sat back in his chair, taking it all in. “Wow. I had no idea.”
Faire smiled. “That's the thing about history. It's always full of surprises. However, for the Bensons, something must’ve gone wrong because eventually they opened it up for boarders. They went on to lose it completely a few years later. It was sold to another owner who turned it into a funeral home.”
Brian raised an amused eyebrow. “I bet there are some good stories about that.”
She smiled slightly. If he only knew.
“I’m sure,” she said, taking a sip of her now tepid tea. “The house changed hands a few more times before Dean and I bought it. It’s been the location of two churches, an accountant’s office, and belonged to another family for a while.”
“I can’t imagine one family needing all this house,” he said.
“We didn’t need it, that’s for sure. Because we didn’t have children, our plan was to turn it into a place that the community could share in, and that’s just what we did. This house has held many events over the years. Things like weddings, class reunions, and even school proms. We had a lot of fun hosting it all. It was a sad day when we decided we were too old to continue, and the house has been achingly empty ever since, especially since Dean died.” She felt tears spring to her eyes and wiped at them quickly, surprised at the emotion she thought she’d locked away so long ago.
“I would love to see the rooms you are going to rent out if you’d like to give me a tour,” Brian said, smiling politely.
Faire gave his request pause. She’d planned to only give a tour if she thought he would be the one to approve for the rooms.
He is a courtly gentleman.
That was the thought that came next. Then she told herself again how men were so much less dramatic than women. Low maintenance—and probably much less trouble overall. It also wasn’t often to find a suitable but unattached man, and she sure didn’t want to rent to a couple. She wasn’t up for listening to squabbling and that sort of nonsense.
“As we go, you can also point out anything that needs done around here for maintenance. I’m quite handy and enjoy putting things back in order. I’m sure a place this aged has a few needs you’ve been putting off. No charge, of course. You just pay for materials, and I’ll get it done.”
That sealed the deal. The drippy faucet in her bathroom was driving her mad at all hours of the night. She’d already paid a plumber once and the drip came right back. That was at the top of the list of a lot of other piddly things that she just couldn’t do herself.
“Well, then. Yes, let’s go right upstairs.” She stood, and Baby squawked his displeasure at disturbing him with movement.
“I love the parrot. It’s so beautiful. What’s its name?” Brian said.
“Baby.” She beamed at his compliment as she led him out of the parlor and back to the foyer. Baby was her most precious thing, and it thrilled her that Brian approved and didn’t think she was a crazy old bird lady.
“It must be nice to have such a devoted feathered companion.”
She led him up the stairs, gripping the rail tightly as she went. It would be so embarrassing were she to stumble like she’d done so many times in the last few years.
“The rent would be nine hundred a month plus half the utilities,” Faire said. “I know that’s a lot, but it’s a lot of space—and not just one room. I don’t have internet but you’re welcome to start it up in your name.”
They entered the first big room at the top of the stairs. “This is the sitting room, and it would be included, as well as the master bedroom and the master bath. I’m sorry, but I sold the furniture a few years back. It was outdated and needed to go.”
He looked around the room, nodding in approval. “As I said, I don’t need furniture. I have that covered with a few odds and ends I saved from my mother’s house before it was sold. This is a nice-sized room.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Through that alcove is a small kitchenette with a sink and a fridge. Some storage for food items, too.”
“And the bedroom is this way?” he asked, leaving the room and going down the hall.
“Yes.” Faire followed, struggling to keep up with him. “There will be no cooking allowed upstairs for the renter. No hot plate, but I suppose a microwave would be fine. And I don’t cook for anyone. This won’t be a bed and breakfast type of arrangement.”
Brian kept walking. He was obviously a man who liked to take charge and that was fine with her. She’d had her day of being in charge and was glad to not have it any longer. He stopped at a door on the way.
“What’s this room?” he asked, turning the doorknob, and stopping when he realized it was locked.
“That’s for storage. I keep my paintings in there. Well, the old ones. All my recent work is downstairs in my studio and an adjoining room. The rental only includes the one bedroom and bathroom. And the sitting room you just saw, of course.”
“Oh, you paint?” he turned slightly.
“I do. At least when my hands are feeling up to it and not having a crotchety day. But that’s neither here nor there. If you keep going, this hall leads right into the main bedroom.” She didn’t like to talk about her paintings. They were a part of her gift, and she guarded them protectively.
He got to the door at the end of the hall and opened it, then entered and turned in a complete circle, scrutinizing every corner.
Faire could see by his expression that he was more than satisfied. It was a very large room. Much larger than the usual bedroom they’d built in that period. Of course, all the upstairs had been remodeled a decade back or so. Faire couldn’t wait to see what he thought about the elaborate en suite bathroom, complete with an oversized tub with jets, a separate shower, and a walk-in closet.
If she had continued to be the limber and energetic woman she once was, she’d have kept the room for herself. Climbing the stairs now was not something she could do daily.
“This is a nice bedroom,” he said, then went to the bathroom.
Faire remained in the doorway to the hallway. After all, he didn’t need her to explain the bathroom appliances.
When he came out, he was smiling broadly. “Mrs. Tinsley, I like the place and I like you. I will be renting something by the end of the day, and I have one more place to look at. But if you like me, too, I could give you a deposit for your rooms and call it done.”
He pulled a check from his pocket and held it, waiting for her answer.
How strangely it felt for a man to be requesting to move into her home, and Faire hesitated, knowing that if Dean was alive, he’d tell her she’d gone completely round the bend. Only a month ago, she’d thought the idea of keeping her home was impossible. She’d thought it through and discarded so many other ideas. It had brought her to the brink of despair, but she was crawling over that edge now to find her footing. And she was proud of herself for being innovative and finding a way.
Today she’d do what was necessary.
What was possible.
And that would enable her to do the impossible.
Surely Dean would understand.
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CHAPTER 3
  
J ojo Loretta Gray—otherwise known simply as Jo—felt peace course through her as she went through the early Saturday morning chores on this beautiful June morning. She would never get tired of the scenery around her, and she marveled over the fact that the most difficult obstacles Cate and the rest of the family had overcome had transformed into a new beginning for them all, and for generations to come.
The farm was her new happy place, and it was all because of her mother.
Mother. The label had caused her so much pain over the years, but she’d been the one to always pretend that it didn’t matter that she didn’t have a mom. She barged through life singing, dancing, and trying to keep herself from going to that dark place of missing having a mother.
Then, like a phoenix from the ashes, Cate entered their lives.
It was a phenomenal turn of events and kept getting better.
Levi was on her heels, chattering like a magpie on a fence post. He was thrilled to be out of school for the summer, as was Teague and Bronwyn, though they hadn’t yet made it outside. While they were becoming more used to being country kids, they were still a work in progress when it came to being responsible for outside responsibilities.
“I’ll treat Apollo while you muck out his stall,” Jo said to Levi.
“Aww ... Mom, let’s switch.”
“Nope. You agreed when we took him on that you’d do the hard stuff.” She laughed at his pained grimace as he headed to the barn.
Levi complained, like any kid, but overall he didn’t mind doing the hard stuff. He was like having a farmhand around, and he had an aptitude for fixing things, too. He was almost thirteen and tall for his age. He could easily pass for years older, and Jo could already see glimpses of the man he would one day become.
“Mom, Apollo poops too much,” Levi yelled out from the barn.
Jo scooped up some oats in the feeding cup and walked into the corral. She jiggled the oats—smiling as Apollo knickered and approached slowly, careful and methodical about putting weight on his back hoof.
Apollo had been found on some overgrown property behind an abandoned trailer on the outskirts of town. Jo went with Taylor on the call to check him out. He was skittish when they’d approached, obviously only accustomed to humans who hurt. His coat was filthy and, beyond that, dull and patchy.
He stood with his head lowered, as though he didn’t have the energy to lift it. Jo’s heart had crumbled when he’d finally gathered enough courage to meet her eyes. His were full of hurt, fear, and expectation of more abuse. Still yet, he had a quiet dignity and a gentle nature. She could see that right away. Instantly, Jo felt the need to protect him, and Levi backed it up with insistence at their first meeting.
The horse had found the only patch of sun and was standing there when Levi first saw him, hence the name Apollo, God of sun and light. Levi was fascinated by the mythology he’d studied in school and had since read all he could get his hands on.
Apollo was old. Estimated to be at least in his late twenties, and he’d been just a hair away from starving to death. So malnourished that they could count every rib. A quick exam had shown several broken teeth and a back hoof infected with a nasty abscess that they were still trying to heal, four months later.
Sheriff Dawkins tried to find the owner to hold them responsible but came to a dead end. Before being condemned, the trailer had many renters come and go and none of them would confess to putting the horse back there.
Apollo would’ve been headed to a sale and sold at so much per pound to eventually be turned into dog food. They couldn’t let that happen; so he became their very first animal at the Walsh Wild Hart’s Rescue, even though, at the time, they weren’t ready for him. Now, Jo couldn’t imagine the place without him. He was a stoic horse but behaved as though he was thankful for his new home, meager as it was.
The barn they’d thrown up for his arrival was not much more than a shed that could contain three horses at the maximum, but they had plans in the works for a bigger and nicer one, maybe in a year or so. Taking in large animals wasn’t in their original plan for the rescue, but no one else would take Apollo and they couldn’t just let him die without his knowing what it felt like to be loved and cared for properly.
Now in the stall next to Apollo was a scrawny calf named Dogie. He’d come to them from a struggling farm after his mother refused to claim him. Jo and Cate had taken turns bottle-feeding him round the clock until he’d gained enough strength and was able to eat feed.
He was another they hadn’t planned on, but it was either take him or let the coyotes have him. That wasn’t even an option.
They’d done a lot so far, but there was much more to go before they had things how they wanted them. In the last twelve months since they’d decided to move forward, they’d not only gotten approved (thanks to Anna’s hard work) for their nonprofit foundation, Walsh Wild Hart’s Rescue, and received their official certificate, but they’d dove headfirst into Jo’s idea of building a structure to offer dog boarding and daycare.
Hart’s Ridge really needed it, too. Most of the dog boarding places around the town were so full—especially on holidays and in the summer—that many dog owners had to go further out to other places to find boarding when they went away.
Their dog boarding business, Gray Escape Bed & Biscuit, would not only pay their bills and provide income for everyone to live on, it was also fundamental in providing financial support for the rescue. If they’d learned anything in the last months, it was that while hordes of people were sympathetic to each animal in need they posted on social media about, their outrage stopped at their wallets when it came time to find the funds to care for them.
Yes, there were always those special segments of people who gave generously or sent in what they could, but it was rare to raise what was needed, without begging and pleading, and—even then—failing for the most part.
But somehow they made do. Anna was working on applying for grants and there were a few promising leads. She was their office manager, and she didn’t let anyone get away with doing anything less than perfectly. In the months since Pete had left Anna, Jo was seeing the old Anna, the one even before high school when she’d begun to find her joy in gaining the nicest things. Anna was transforming into someone they all liked having around, even when she was being picky about their paperwork.
Cate’s exoneration award had gotten them started on the dream they all now shared. With it, they’d renovated Taylor’s house slightly to accommodate Anna and the kids, replacing the old roof, building a bigger front porch, and doing some cosmetic projects.
Anna had used some of her settlement money from her divorce to update the bathroom in the primary bedroom. With all her high-end furniture and decorations, the interior looked amazing, and Jo couldn’t believe how easily Taylor had given it up. It was still in her name, but Anna paid her a small monthly rental fee. She hadn’t gotten near what was due to her in the divorce because Pete had drained most of their savings, but she’d taken it like a trooper and had sold off many of their belongings—to bank some cash.
She’d claimed it was cleansing.
Cate’s money also paid construction costs for three decently sized cottages to be built. They were supposed to be tiny homes, but the county had voted to not allow any more permits for tiny homes, so they’d followed all the guidelines and enlarged their designs.
Their first idea of renting them out to guests was discarded when they all decided to live on the property together, to run the business and do the rescue. Taylor had picked a private spot with a view of the lake for her own cottage. Jo told her she should’ve made it bigger, considering how often Sam was there and the way his big personality took up space.
Jo thought of the irony of her new life. Once upon a time, Cate had named her Jojo for the Beatles song in which the main chorus was get back to where you once belonged … and, after years of adventures and pulling up stakes too many times to count for moves here and there, always away from Hart’s Ridge, she was home again.
They all were. Well, everyone except Lucy, who was still being stubborn and living on the boat with Johnny. She said she liked being independent, and the people out there were her family, too. She loved her new position as the rescue and dog boarding marketing manager, though. Jo wasn’t sure where she’d learned it, but she was good with a computer and finding ways to connect online with the community. That she could do her job from home with Johnny at her side was something she had wanted, and she got it. They came to the farm, as they were calling it now, often enough that it was almost like they lived there, even though they didn’t.
Cecil had moved into her cottage. Temporarily, he claimed.
He’d argued up a storm about it but, when he was there helping them build, they could all see in his eyes how much he was enjoying being a part of the process. He’d glowed with excitement, and for his age he was a workhorse! He’d fallen naturally into the role of the leader of each project, and continually kept them all on schedule with their part of the building tasks, whether it was clearing land, painting, or any number of things they’d all pulled together to do to save from someone else being paid to do it.
It was only right that Cecil be invited to live on site with the rest of them. He was doing them much more of a favor than they were doing him.
Her dad still lived at his old place, but—in the months since he’d been clean—he’d fixed it up and was making it nice. Word at the Den was that he was seeing Rose, the owner of Rose’s Cottage, a bed and breakfast in town. He wasn’t telling them about it, but Jo hoped it was true.
Everyone needed someone.
She had Levi. And that was enough.
“And you, Apollo,” she said, patting his nose. He was quickly becoming her favorite animal on the farm, and she was a bit in love with the gnarly beast.
He finished his oats, and she went to get the bucket. She took it to the spigot and filled it with soapy water, then returned to where Apollo stood, and he lifted his hoof for her to bathe.
“You’re such a good ole gentleman,” she said. “Intelligent, too.”
Real romance came and went for her, but never stuck. It was a common theme in her family, being unlucky in love. Yet most of them kept trying. Like Taylor with Sam, the two of them like peas in a pod lately, spending every spare moment together. Jo had never seen Taylor so happy. And Cate with Ellis. They were like an old couple who had been married for decades, just comfortable and at ease with one another.
Jo prayed their relationships held.
Anna hadn’t started dating yet. Her divorce was still pending because Pete was making it difficult. He blamed her for the solid ninety days he’d spent in the county jail, penance for contempt of court as well as another month tacked on for his antics in the hallway after the last hearing. There was a restraining order in place now, but occasional threats from him still made it through to Anna, and she was frightened of the bully he’d become.
Her lawyer, Ritu, did all the communication, and had become a good friend to them all. She was coaching Anna through the hardest time in her life, and recent records were showing that Anna might not get much in the way of assets or money when the divorce was final, but she’d have her self-respect and hopefully would never let another man try to control her again.
Just the other day a man had come into the office to arrange dog boarding and he’d made a pass at Anna. Jo was there, going over the schedule of tasks for the day.
“What’s a gorgeous woman like you doing working in an animal industry?” he’d said.
“It’s a family business that I happen to enjoy being a part of, but thank you for your concern,” Anna replied.
He’d gone red in the face and replied, “Look here, miss, I was giving you a compliment, and I’m not sure I appreciate your response.”
Anna wasn’t ruffled one bit.
“Well, sir, fortunately for me, my self-worth doesn’t depend on your opinion of me, but thanks for commenting.” She’d then told him his total, asked for his deposit, and gave him a professional smile as he fumed out the door.
When he’d peeled down the dirt drive, Jo had high-fived Anna for her quick wit and the discovery that it didn’t matter so much what other people thought of you if you were proud of yourself for who you are. As for herself, lately she wondered what sort of example she was setting for her son, when the biggest secret she’d ever kept would also be the one to affect the rest of his life.
“Hi, Ms. Jo. Where do you want me to start today?”
Jo whipped around to find Jarret approaching. He was a high school kid they’d hired to help with some of the grunt work around the farm.
“Morning, Jarret. You doing okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
Levi came racing around the side of the shed.
“Jarret!” He ran up, and Jarret had a high five waiting on him.
Levi jumped and caught it.
“Dang, buddy. You’re a heavy hitter,” Jarret said, then rubbed his hand, pretending it stung.
Jo smiled. She loved it that Jarret could see Levi idolized him and played it up like they were real friends. Jarret was a good kid. A bit awkward, but in Levi’s eyes he was totally cool.
“Look what I did to my finger,” Levi said, thrusting his bandaged finger up for Jarret to see. “It got caught in the gate.”
“Gnarly, dude,” Jarret said, giving Levi the respect for the injury he’d been flaunting around. Seems bloody fingers were all the rage with boys.
“Okay, you two. Jarret, if you could touch base with Anna inside, she’ll tell you which kennels need cleaning for incoming boarders. Levi, you can help him, but stay out of his way if he gets too busy.”
“Aww, he’s never in my way,” Jarret said, ruffling Levi’s head.
Levi’s face lit up, and Jo smiled as they walked off together, Jarret’s arm around her son’s shoulder, their heads bent toward each other in conversation.
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CHAPTER 4
  
T  aylor had started a new thing to improve her outlook on life. Instead of waking up and thinking, “I have to go to work” or “I have to go to a meeting,” she told herself, “I get to go to work” or “I get to go to a meeting.” Not everyone was so lucky to be mobile or well enough to even get up or to do a job they were passionate about.
Now she had so many things going that it was hard to keep up, but in a very good way. Finally, her life felt like it was coming together the way that it should.
She leaned back in her chair and laughed as the sheriff read out the morning blotter that Penner had put on the department’s social media for the previous day’s booking. She loved it when they started their monthly meetings with something to make them smile. Especially since they were held so early, before most of them had time to settle into the day or even get down their first cup of coffee.
Sheriff threw an arm out in a gallant gesture from where he stood at the podium.
“Penner writes, while cruising the streets of Hart’s Ridge, you suddenly get a hashtag-blowout and have to pull over. You decide to stop and park in the bank parking lot. You call your limited resource of dependable friends. No one will answer your late-night call for help. You give up, get comfortable, and call it a night. What are the chances that the building alarm reacts, and the lot is soon swarming with police? Next thing you know, you’ve got flashlights in your eyes, and you realize what little luck you had left has run out. Already on #probation, you are quickly handcuffed and on your way for a quick #staycation at the Hart House of Hoodlums, processed for possession of hashtag-meth, hashtag-fentanyl and hashtag-paraphernalia. Enjoy your hashtag-staycation, Jackie C., of Reed Creek.”
He stopped reading and looked at Penner, who was beaming from behind the table he sat at. Everyone applauded and he pretended to take a bow.
“Okay, fun’s over. On to the other stuff,” Sheriff said, shuffling through the papers on his clipboard.
Penner’s hashtags were the bomb, and, because of his blotters published in the local paper and on social network, the community was getting to know much more about the Sheriff’s Department and what was going on in their town. They had more community support lately, but with the more exposure came more complaints. There would always be some who would never trust law enforcement, and Taylor could understand that.
There were bad cops. Always had been and always would be. Just like there were bad priests, preachers, teachers, and doctors. Evil was an epidemic, and it was up to her and others who took the well-being of their fellow humans seriously, to do what they could to keep it at bay as much as possible. She wasn’t a superhero, but every criminal caught was one more off the street. Even if only until they made bail.
That part of the process was out of her hands.
Sheriff cleared his throat, and everyone gave him his attention. “Growth is quickly coming this way from Rome, Dalton, and even down from Atlanta. Everyone wants to move to Hart County, and we’ve got to work to maintain the quality of life that we have here,” the sheriff said. “I don’t want us to get behind the curve. I want to continue to provide the services that the community expects. We’re looking at what we have, and where we want to go. Of course, budgeting is always a tricky point that we must pay attention to, but we’re looking toward the future. With the county’s growth, there are going to be more people. We’ve got townhomes coming. We’ve got other neighborhoods coming. With all that, comes increased traffic. We must stay on the ball.”
“We also want to concentrate more on community relations,” Sergeant said. He looked straight at Shane. “Good investigators are great to have but ninety-nine percent of the time we are going to get the information we need to solve a crime from the people. That makes it so important to keep up our community relationships.”
“Businesses, too,” Sheriff said. “Remember, many of them have cameras, and their involvement makes things so much easier. But if they don’t like us, they aren’t going to let us come in and study their footage. If they do like you, it’s an open-door policy.”
“We need more driving through Hickory Crossing on Friday nights,” Penner said. “Half my blotter material is coming from that area.”
“Agreed,” Sheriff said. “I’ll note that. And Gray, I’d like you to work on some outreach events. Not sure what we can do but I saw another department in Georgia talking about stuff like Faith & Blue Weekend, Coffee with a Cop, and Pizza with the Police. See what you can pull together.”
Taylor nodded, but she was fuming. It wasn’t that she minded coming up with stuff to increase positivity with the people. She was always campaigning to the guys that they needed to take more time to talk to the community and build those relationships. But Sheriff singling her out to put something together stunk of sexism.
Why not Penner? He was the one who wanted to stay out of the line of crime and loved being on the computer.
The sheriff moved on, reading out a few bonds and orders for the day.
“And that’s it. Get to work,” he said, dismissing them.
Taylor went back to her desk. She remembered what Cecil had told her once when she’d felt singled out for a more ‘female-ish’ duty at work.
“No one can make you feel inferior without your permission,” he’d said.
She took a deep breath and shook it off. There was no time to get so deep into her head. She had a lot on her plate with the new nonprofit and dog-boarding businesses, both started at the same time. Even though she had a full-time job to take priority, she still wanted to do her part because the fact that they were doing it as a family meant a lot to her. For so many years she’d done everything in her power to keep them all together, and finally she was seeing some reward for her efforts. And some relief that she didn’t have to be the only glue to make them stick. Cate was pretty damn good at it now.
That Taylor had donated her land, and that Anna and the kids were living in her house, helped relieve some of her guilt but she still felt she needed to do more.
Do more.
That motto should be engraved on her headstone one day. Sam kept telling her she needed to slow down and try to enjoy life more, and he was helping her do it more than she ever had before, but it was hard to shake the lifelong inclination to prove—through deeds—that she was better than anyone ever expected her to be.
They all were. Considering the sorry shape of their childhood, the Gray sisters were finding their footing. Anna was invaluable in keeping the administrative stuff straight for their endeavors and had finally stopped looking for love in the place she lost it.
Jo seemed to be enjoying her new life, too. Levi was over the moon about being close to family and getting to help with animals every day. Jo had made a real country boy out of him and, for a young guy, he was quite useful and was always a ray of sunshine, even on the hard days.
Lucy was slowly, but surely, shedding her old, rebellious skin and becoming someone to be proud of. She was doing such a great job with Johnny, though Taylor wished she’d drop her infatuation with living on the boat and get closer to the family.
Her dad was still clean and seemed to be in a healthy relationship. Cate and Ellis were the dynamic duo, quietly falling into the respective roles they didn’t ask for but just came naturally to everyone around them.
Yes, things were going well for her family, for the time being. Maybe too well. In the back of her mind, she felt it couldn’t last, that there was no way they’d lost their streak of tragedy that easily. She didn’t give life to those thoughts, but they lurked, waiting for their moment to shake everything up again.
Taylor couldn’t focus on that right now, though. She had too much to do, including a stack of paperwork for her shift from the day before. But first she had to run home quickly to be at their meeting. Then she’d get back on the job before anyone knew she’d snuck away.
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CHAPTER 5
  
J o approached the big metal building that served as their dog daycare and saw on her phone that she was ten minutes late. They didn’t always have a morning meeting but, when they did, it was held at nine, after the incoming daycare and boarding customers, as well as to include Taylor before her shift got too crazy and she couldn’t get away.
The sound of barking and playful yelps filled the air when Jo opened the door. She passed the small alcove that served as the counter for checking in and out the dogs. Jeff, the Great Dane who belonged to Anna, thumped his tail from where he lay on a lifted cot. Mutt, his Chihuahua best friend and Anna’s second fur-child, poked his head up from under Jeff’s flank.
Diesel lay on a cot next to them, watching the front doors.
Jo passed the large bulletin board of thumbtacked notes and photos from grateful customers. Anna always named a pet of the week who Lucy would list on their social network, and they’d post photos of it on the board, then award a Gray Escape bandana as a prize.
Those bandanas were a wonderful idea. Anna designed them, creating their own logo and even finding a place to make them for a great, reasonable cost. They didn’t sell them yet. The key was, first, to make everyone envy them and not be able to get them—then, once they were a hot commodity, sell them like hotcakes.
Anna said she was working on T-shirts next. First for staff, then later to offer for sale, considering how the folks of Hart’s Ridge were embracing them so quickly.
Jo loved that they were already building a community of regulars who felt safe leaving their beloved pets with them for the day or longer, trusting they’d be fine when they returned.
The alcove opened to where most of the floor space under the big roof was taken up by rustic wooden kennels built around the walls, surrounding a big dog play area in the middle of the room. Only a few dogs were in the play pen, the others they were boarding rested in their kennel beds or looked through the wooden slats of their gates.
Keeping with the country theme of where they were located, Gray Escapes Dog Daycare and Boarding was designed to be a rustic getaway for the canines. The back walls of each kennel were decorated with reclaimed barn wood. Each had a small door that led to an outside patio and dog run, while allowing the dogs to come in and out as they pleased. All the dogs were provided with raised, cot-style beds that were good for the young pups as well as the seniors who suffered from stiff joints and arthritis. On the wall outside of each kennel were black, wrought iron hooks for leashes, harnesses, or collars.
Jo headed toward the backside of the building, down a hidden hall that led to their employee room. When she entered, the smell of coffee and donuts was a welcome surprise.
Cate was already at the head of the table, a kitten tucked into the top of her shirt, its eyes closed in a deep sleep. Her dog, Brandy, was lying at her feet, ears up and alert. Always on guard when it came to protecting her person. She was a sweet dog, though, and Jo loved having her around.
Emily was to Cate’s left and Anna to her right. Emily oversaw fundraising and building community awareness, and Anna oversaw a lot of the administrative duties, but they’d all agreed that Cate was the official president over both the sanctuary and the business. It was her vision, and they were all on board, but having one leader was imperative, especially when it came to sisters working together. They were in mid-conversation and didn’t stop just for Jo.
“What’s his name?” Cate was asking Taylor.
“Derby. He’s a Catahoula-Pointer mix and he’s deaf. He’s clingy, does fine with cats, and is shy around big dogs but okay with small ones. He’s guarding food and will do better without small children around.”
“How much is his medication?” Cate said, scribbling notes on her pad.
“About fifty to sixty a month,” Taylor said.
Cate grimaced, but she kept writing.
“What’s wrong with him?” Jo asked as she pulled a donut from the box and went to the coffee maker.
“Diabetes insipidus. Because of that, he’s not completely housetrained so he’s going to need a patient adopter. If someone could get him on a strict medication and potty schedule, I think he’d be fine. But he’s been bounced around so much he doesn’t know if he’s coming or going. But he’s super smart,” Taylor said.
Jo filled a mug, then added cream and sugar while, behind her, they discussed Derby and how he’d come to them via a rescue in town who could no longer afford his care and had reached out. She went to the table and took the empty chair next to Johnny.
“Tell them we’ll take him,” Cate said to Taylor. “I feel like if we don’t, he’s headed to a kill shelter. But Lucy, I need you to get his story out on social network as soon as you have some good photos. Ask for a foster with experience in his medical needs. Then say a prayer they offer to cover his meds, too.”
Some of the foster families were able to cover their guest’s food and medical care, and those that did were a priceless commodity to needy rescues. Jo still thought starting a rescue in Sissy’s memory was a great thing, but they didn’t have a cushioned bank account yet.
To make it harder, word was out that there was a new, approved rescue in the county, and they were getting bombarded with calls from other older organizations that had too much to handle with not enough funds.
“Jo, Jo, Jo, Jo …” Johnny said, smiling up at her as he pushed a tiny blue Corvette back and forth on the table.
Her name was obviously his favorite to chant, judging by how often he did it. She blew him a kiss and he gave her a cheesy grin.
“I want to remind you all that we are not taking any more kittens,” Cate said, looking pointedly down at the one in her shirt. “I was up every three hours feeding this one. We just don’t have the staff available. They need to give us another year to get on our feet. Get more boarding customers as regulars so we have more money coming in. I’ve already told Angela at the Humane Society. She said she’ll get the girls to quit calling us.”
Everyone nodded in agreement, including Cecil and Lucy who sat at the end of the table. Johnny was on a booster chair and had half a dozen toy cars in front of him, making vroom sounds that, so far, weren’t overpowering the conversation.
“Anna, what do you have?” Cate asked, setting her pen down.
Anna looked down at her notebook. “Not much. Except if you are up there for an intake on daycare or boarding, don’t forget to check the files to be sure the cat or dog have their vaccine records on file. I don’t want an outbreak of parvo to sweep through here. Other than that, we broke even last month after paying all the bills. If we can keep that up, we might see a small profit by the end of the year.”
“Unless it all goes to more rescues,” Cecil said. “I know we want to take them all, but we’re going to have to be more selective when it comes to what we can afford. Since we’re new, the others are trying to move their dead weight to us. The unadoptable ones and expensive to keep ones. Like Derby. Get a few more of those and you’re looking at a lot more expense on meds around here.”
“That’s so sad,” Jo said. She never wanted to turn down any of them, and was glad she didn’t have to answer the calls. Anna was better at it.
“I agree,” Cate said. “But if we don’t get selective, then we can’t continue. At least until the boarding is going well enough to pay the bills and cover the rescues.”
“And we want to get to the grand goal, don’t forget,” Lucy said.
“I think the play mountain with tunnels and a waterfall is going to be a few years away, Luce,” Taylor said. “You’re talking big money to create that.”
“But we have to keep talking about it,” Lucy said. “Manifest it, and make it happen.”
Jo laughed. Lucy was still their little dreamer. It was a fantastic goal to reach for and would be a wonderful place for the dogs to expend all their energy when they were there for daycare. It just wasn’t feasible yet.
“I think we need to put more thought into some sort of fundraiser,” Emily said.
“I can help you do some digging and put together some ideas, but you all know I’m not a people person,” Lucy said. “I’ll opt out of the in-person events.”
Everyone nodded, and Lucy feigned a look of outrage, then laughed.
“Okay. Emily, you heard her. Take her up on her offer to help and you two come up with something for a summer event. Cecil, what do you have going on?” Cate asked.
“Ellis and Sam will be here this afternoon to help me with putting in another dog run,” he said. “As soon as we get those finished, we’re going to work up a rough draft plan to build a sick bay.”
“Oh, you mean the extra shed?” Cate asked.
“Yep,” he said. “We’ll make it big enough to hold at least four dogs in separate kennels, but small enough that we can use a small ceiling air conditioner. It’ll have its own porch and individual runs. If we don’t have sick or injured animals, it can be used for boarding the senior dogs who do better in a quieter place. Home Depot donated a pallet of two-by-fours, and we found some roofing material on Marketplace cheap.”
“Jarret can probably help you dig the footers, or anything else that needs young muscle,” Jo said. “He’s here today, too.”
“Hey—you saying that Sam doesn’t have young muscle? I take offense to that,” Taylor said, a teasing tone in her voice. “Don’t make me tell him you said that.”
Jo laughed. “He might have young muscle. Just not as young as Jarret’s.”
“Speaking of Jarret,” Cate said. “How is he doing?”
“He’s doing great,” Jo said. “Especially keeping all the kids busy. He delegates small tasks to them, since they are always on his heels. Especially Levi. But Jarret seems to like that they look up to him. He’s also fast getting things done and never slacks off on his phone like that other kid we had.”
“Damian,” Anna said, rolling her eyes. “He came recommended by a friend from my old neighborhood. He’s her tennis partner’s son who supposedly needed community service hours. He was busted for underage drinking and public nuisance. He couldn’t get anything done because he couldn’t keep his phone in his pocket.”
“I remember that kid,” Taylor said. “He almost got slapped with resisting arrest, too.”
“About the phone, that’s what I like about Jarret,” Jo said. “I don’t want to sound mean, but I don’t think he has a very big social circle. That works out for us. Also, no one made him come here to work. He was seeking a job on his own. He’s made of good stuff.”
“Great,” Cate said. “We can’t afford to bring on anyone else right now so everyone on payroll needs to be pulling their weight.”
“And those not on payroll,” Taylor said. Jo saw her wink at Cate.
“Yes, those, too,” Cate said, blushing.
Ellis and Sam worked for free, and insisted they enjoyed it. Their presence was appreciated, especially for the construction projects, but sometimes it made Jo envious. She had always said she didn’t need a full-time partner telling her what to do or how to raise her son, but it did get lonely sometimes.
Watching Cate and Ellis together was something that always warmed Jo’s heart. After all that Cate had been through, she deserved something good in her life. Taylor and Sam weren’t as demonstrative. Taylor liked to keep her romance on the down low, but Jo still saw the way Sam looked at her when she wasn’t watching. And how he strived to do things to please her. He was in love, that was clear. What wasn’t clear was how deep her big sister’s heart was in it. That remained to be revealed.
“Okay, last item on the agenda,” Cate said. “One thing we may want to kick around in our minds is the possibility of offering grooming in addition to our exit baths. Customers have been asking.”
“Cate, you can’t think you can take that on, too, do you? You’re already spread too thin,” Jo said. Cate had done grooming as well as dog training when she was doing her time behind bars—and was the only one of them with that kind of skill.
“I was thinking that if one of you girls would like to train, we could invest the funds because it would be sure profit as soon as we started offering it.” She held her hand up. “Don’t answer right now. I want everyone to think about it. I would do it if I must, but I’m feeling more arthritis in my hands all the time so I’m not sure I could handle it for long, even if I could find the time. I just wanted to put it on the table for us to think about before our monthly meeting in July. With all of us brainstorming, we might hit on a way to make it happen.”
“Always good to keep thinking about how to get us in the right column,” Anna said. “I applied for another grant yesterday. Hopefully we’ll hear back soon.”
They heard footsteps coming down the hall.
“Someone’s here,” Cate said. She went to peek out the door. “Hi, can we help you?”
“Is Jo Gray still around?” a very male voice asked.
It sounded just a bit familiar to Jo, but she couldn’t place it.
Cate waved him into the room. “She’s right there.”
When he walked closer—his tall and lanky body framed in the doorway—Jo couldn’t believe her eyes.
“Hi, Corbin,” she said.
He smiled a slow, sexy smile that lit up his eyes and made the wrinkles around them crease in an alluring way.
“Jo. Wow—it’s been a minute.”
“You two know each other?” Cate asked.
Lucy snorted. “Yeah—they do. They were high school sweethearts.”
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CHAPTER 6
  
F aire picked up another small handful of popcorn and threw it in her mouth, savoring the butter as she chewed it slowly. It had been ages since she’d had popcorn, and even longer since she’d watched a movie with someone other than Baby, her bird. Speaking of who was currently in his cage in the parlor, most likely fuming that he was not allowed to join them.
Brian had neglected to tell her he had a cat. After she’d accepted his payment and he’d moved his clothes and about six plastic totes in, she saw him walking up the stairs with a small crate, a paw slipping in and out of the gap at the top. He’d acted as though it was perfectly fine that his fourteen-year-old cat was also moving in, and she hadn’t known how to stop him. He promised she’d stay upstairs, but earlier that day she’d snuck down and nearly given Baby a heart attack. Just for the night she was keeping him put up so that he could calm down. And, of course, because she was afraid the cat might make another appearance.
She’d talk to Brian about it later.
The overhead light blinked, and she looked up. She had hired a handyman to change the bulb two different times, but he said the wiring must’ve been worn down. Brian had told her on their first meeting to give him a list of any small repairs that needed done, and she’d done so, taking mind to only list the light, her leaky faucet, and the window screen that needed replaced. However, he hadn’t yet investigated the tasks.
Those were just small bumps. So far, he was wonderful, and she was thrilled he had a love for old movies—just as she did—and was kind enough to show her how to apply for streaming, then teach her how to find what she wanted to watch. So far, in the last few weeks, they’d seen a few oldies together. They were watching the final scene of one of her favorites now, It Happened One Night. For its time, it was surprisingly forward thinking, and Clark Gable just oozed sex appeal off the screen.
Come to think of it, it appeared that Brian also liked the looks of Clark Gable because he’d dyed his hair a squid black sometime in the last few days, though Faire was much too polite to mention it. Some men didn’t like to be called out for coloring over their gray.
“Five Academy awards,” Brian said, whistling through his teeth. “And it earned every one of them. Such a great story.”
“They used to call these talkies,” she whispered. “Before that, orchestras were used in the fancy theaters, or pianos in the smaller ones. When I was a teenager, the drive-in movie was the new thing and Dean would take me every Saturday night to the one in town. Joy’s Drive-In.”
“Drive-in movies are fun. I used to see them when I was a kid, too,” Brian said. “Do you remember any specific movies you saw there?”
“I can’t recall that, but I do remember it was where I had my first slice of pizza when I was seventeen years old. It quickly became all the rage, and everyone fought to get to the drive-in early and park as close to the concession stand as they could get. Oh—here’s the final scene,” Faire said, pointing at the television.
On the screen, the owners of the small shop looked at the cabin door Gable and his love interest were behind. They wondered why they requested the clothesline and an extra blanket. Then they heard the toy trumpet they’d given the couple sound off. The blanket falls, and the lights in the cabin window go off. Credits roll.
“I just love how they used to keep the sexy scenes behind closed doors,” Faire said. “It kept the mystery and intrigue intact. Now they just show everything. No one needs to use their imagination, and it just ruins it all.”
Brian laughed, then stood and stretched. “I totally agree, Mrs. Tinsley. And with that, I’m off to bed. I hope you sleep well.”
“Oh, thank you for watching this with me and listening to an old lady prattle on. Before you go, I meant to ask you. Are you going to get a bed? You’d said you don’t need any furniture.”
His smile disappeared. “Were you in my rooms?”
“Why, no. I wasn’t. But I haven’t seen you carry in anything but a mattress, so I just wondered,” she stammered, feeling suddenly awkward. “I do want you to be comfortable.”
Truth be told, she had peeked into his room and saw that the mattress was on the floor, with clothes and things piled all over it. She didn’t even see how he slept with that mess. He also hadn’t brought in anything to sit on in his own parlor. He’d seemed enamored with the space in the beginning, like he was going to have fun putting it together. So far, he hadn’t bothered. He hadn’t even set up a desk area to do his work from home like he said he often did.
Faire told herself to stop being a pest. Not everyone wanted to be mothered and, after all, he was a busy man. She did wish, however, that she hadn’t sold so much of her furniture a few months back. It could’ve been so useful for Brian. Instead, she’d practically given it away to the lady at Picky Peach Consignment Shop. All because of their cold snap they had in January. It had taken every penny of what she’d made from the parlor furniture to pay her electricity bill, and then some.
Brian tilted his head like he was thinking hard. He spoke in a very low and slow voice she hadn’t heard him use yet. “Because if you were in my rooms without notice, that would be invasion of my privacy. We don’t want that, now do we, Mrs. Tinsley?”
“No, we don’t. And I didn’t,” she said quietly, praying he didn’t have a camera set up.
He stared at her for a moment, then seemed to snap out of his sudden dark mood. “I will get one eventually. Like I said, I have some furniture and, when I have time, I’ll bring up some of it.”
“Oh, okay. Well, sleep tight, Brian,” Faire said, then busied herself picking up the popcorn bowls and drink glasses. He’d asked if she had wine but had settled for spritzer water when she told him she didn’t drink. Her hands shook as she balanced the dishes and headed for the kitchen.
Now she’d had two slip ups. First, no wine to offer him, and, second, he thought she was a nosy old woman. She didn’t want to ruin things, so she’d have to watch herself—or her perfect tenant would be walking out her door.
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CHAPTER 7
  
T  aylor blinked several times to refresh her tired eyes enough to see the figure walking toward them more clearly. When he came into focus, she saw it was an old man walking his dog, and she relaxed against the seat again.
“Did you hear that teacher in Virginia who was shot by her six-year-old student is suing the school for forty-million dollars?”
“I know the case,” Taylor said. “Aren’t they trying to claim it should be covered under state worker’s compensation? What a joke. That school had ignored multiple warnings about the kid’s behavior and rumors he might have a gun. They’re lucky the teacher survived, and I hope she wins every penny.”
Shane whistled lightly through his teeth. “Millions. But can you imagine? Six years old and has the know-how to sneak the gun from a top shelf in the closet, get it to school, hide it so it wasn’t found in a search, then wait for his moment to take it out and shoot his teacher. Diabolical at six years old. What do you do with a kid like that?”
“Yeah, I don’t know. I do feel for his mother, even though she’s responsible for having a gun where a child could get his hands on it. Sometimes kids are just born with a bad gene.”
She stretched. It was after midnight, and she couldn’t wait to get home and have a hot bath and an Advil PM. Her stomach growled, reminding her that by this time she was usually munching on a snack and scrolling her phone for funny cat videos to put her to sleep. Or better yet, lying next to Sam while he picked the videos and held the phone to share with her.
She was neither a fan of working the night shift, nor of sitting alone in a car with Shane after hours, but he’d requested she accompany him on a few rounds to do some recon regarding a tip he’d received about a drug dealer.
Sam wasn’t happy about it either, to say the least. He knew there wasn’t a lot he could say. It was her job. But his displeasure was evident in his hangdog moping when she’d told him the day before. Even more so when she’d insisted he not stay at her cottage to wait for her to get home. No sense in both suffering to stay up late. Sam always said he didn’t mind, but he was an early riser, and she felt protective over his rest.
Thus far, Shane had behaved—not making it awkward like she’d feared he would. Seems he was getting used to the idea that they were never going to be an item.
“And you’re sure this was his last known address?” she asked Shane.
“Yep. But girlfriend says he doesn’t live there. Let’s just see if we see him coming or going. I’m going to bet ten bucks he does stay there.”
“Pretty nice digs for a drug dealer.” Taylor noticed several luxury cars parked, including one Tesla that was completely out of character for their humble town.
“He probably makes more money than we do.”
They sat in Shane’s black sedan, parked on the outside of the complex with a good view of the gate and parking lot behind it.
“Do you know what vehicle he uses?” Taylor asked.
“Several. None that I see here, though. He’s too smart for that.”
His radio squawked and Taylor jumped.
Shane turned it down, and Taylor searched her mind for something to talk about. Something other than headlining crimes—his favorite subject.
“Do you miss working in Jasper?” she asked, unable to think of a single other thing.
“Nope. Didn’t really connect with any of the guys there,” he said.
That was interesting. She didn’t think he’d connected with any at their department, either.
“Why not?”
He shrugged. “Just a bunch of pansies. I had this one guy who retired a couple of years ago. He spent more sick days at home than he did working on the streets. And he wasn't ever sick, he was just accident-prone. Like, once he claimed he’d pulled a muscle brushing his teeth. Got four weeks off for that shit.”
Taylor laughed. “You’re making that up.”
“No, I’m not,” Shane said, chuckling. “Then there were the cowards. You know, the guys who'd avoid a crime scene or a dead body like the plague. They'd go in the opposite direction when everyone else was responding. I’d like to rip their badges off and burn them.”
“Wow. That’s got to be unsettling.”
Taylor couldn’t imagine being in law enforcement and behaving that way, though she knew it happened. Not in their department, though. Other than McElroy, who had always been an outsider and proved it, then got fired for it, they were like a family.
She could—and would—rely on any of her current fellow deputies to back her up.
They moved on to talking about open cases in their department, then back to recent crimes. Taylor realized that if they stayed on law-breaking topics, she could keep him from getting personal. She didn’t want to be stuck in the car with him if he began asking her about Sam again.
“Did you hear they caught the last of the four escaped inmates from that detention center in Mississippi?” she asked.
“No, really? I heard that the one who shot the Good Samaritan barricaded himself in a house and wouldn’t come out when it started on fire. He’s toast.”
“Yeah, I heard that, too. That Samaritan was a pastor at a local church and stopped to help when he saw Arrington wreck the motorcycle he’d stolen. For that, the poor man got shot and then Arrington took his truck.”
“Solid piece of shit. Took a man’s life for his vehicle. A good man, no less,” Shane said. “I’m glad Arrington got cooked.”
“One of the others was found dead in a truck stop in New Orleans,” Taylor said, moving away from the subject of someone dying in a fire. He knew she didn’t like to talk about that scenario. “No word yet on cause of death. Just no foul play suspected.”
“Yeah. Probably drugs. Oh—I got one. What about the rapist in Atlanta? The creep was so hyper focused on the specific victim he wanted, that he rappelled a six-story condo building to her balcony. Must’ve been stalking her for a while.”
“No, didn’t hear about that one. They get him?”
“Not yet. Supposedly he’s so good that he didn’t leave any DNA whatsoever. She couldn’t get a description because he slipped a black pillowcase over her head before she woke up.”
Taylor felt chills run up her arms.
“Anything else at all?” she asked, suddenly afraid of what Shane would say.
“Just one thing. He was wearing some kind of landscaping gloves. The kind you wear to keep from getting thorns in your hands. Some kind of reinforced fingertip protection with leather. She could see them from under the pillowcase. This is the second unsolved rape with the same kind of setup, and they’ve dubbed him the Gardener Rapist.”
Taylor felt instantly sick.
“I gotta get out and get some air,” she said, opening the door and bolting.
A black pillowcase. Gardening gloves.
It was too much to be a coincidence.
She began walking, staying behind the tree line on the street to not blow Shane’s cover with someone spotting a uniform lurking about.
Suddenly, all the headway she’d made over the last years in getting him out of her head was gone. The memories of that night came flooding back and she could practically taste the terror she’d felt. She shivered at the thought of how his hands had roamed every inch of her body, and how he’d whispered that she was beautiful when she was scared.
Ironic, since he couldn’t see her face. He must’ve had a great imagination.
Shane’s revelation terrified her, yes, but it also infuriated her.
That bastard—the Gardener Rapist, what a joke—needed to be caught.
She could feel herself working her way into a full-blown panic attack—and she didn’t even have panic attacks—so she stopped and sat down on the curb. She put her head between her knees and breathed slowly.
Atlanta was just over an hour’s drive from Hart’s Ridge.
That wasn’t far enough.
After the incident in her home—it was easier to think of it in those terms—Taylor had done a deep dive into statistics on the crime of rape. Not only back then, but she’d kept up with it, a mental reminder to keep waiting for the right time to catch him. She had them memorized every year, hoping for more positive reporting. The numbers were discouraging. Just last year it was stated that only about six percent of rapists ever served a day in jail. If a rape is reported at all, there was only just over a fifty percent chance of an arrest. And if by some miracle an arrest was made, there was an eighty percent chance of prosecution but only a fifty-eight percent chance of conviction.
The odds were stacked in the favor of the rapist, and that wasn’t fair.
She realized her hands were shaking, and that really ticked her off. She would not let him get back into her head! She’d been strong for so long. She couldn’t go back to how she was for months after it had happened.
When she heard footsteps slapping the pavement, she looked up, expecting to see Shane coming to check on her.
It wasn’t Shane.
She forgot about the rapist and came to full attention when she saw three dark figures jump the gate to the complex and disappear into the parking lot. Quickly, her hand on her holster, she jogged back to Shane’s car and opened the door, quickly getting in and easing it shut again to turn the light off.
“Did you see that?” she asked.
“Sure did. They’re up to no good. Might not get my dealer tonight but let’s see what they do. I smell a B&E.”
“Want to call in for backup?”
“No. Let’s wait a minute,” he said.
Taylor didn’t think that was a good decision, but he had seniority.
It didn’t take long. Less than five or six minutes later, they climbed back over the fence, dropping down in succession.
Shane leaned toward the windshield. “What’s that guy got in his hands?”
Taylor leaned, too. “It’s a car radio. I see the wires hanging. There’s been more than a dozen auto burglaries in our city limits since last year with main items stolen being radios. I bet that’s them.”
The trio didn’t look too worried in their walk down the street.
Shane started the car and pulled away from the curb, went up a bit, and then did a U-turn.
“You want to take them without backup?” Taylor asked. They didn’t even know if the guys were armed.
“We got this, Gray. Don’t sweat it.”
He sped up and, when he did, the guys turned and saw the car coming at them and split, two going one way and one the other.
They stayed behind the one, as he had the evidence, and, before he could skirt through a yard or the tree line, Shane caught up to him, slamming on the brake and throwing the car out of gear.
Taylor was out first, running like mad as she shouted for the suspect to stop. She could hear Shane coming up behind her, and wasn’t about to let him pass her, so she found a spurt of energy and pulled a stride or two ahead.
The suspect took a hard right into a yard and jumped over the picket fence leading to the back. Taylor jumped, too, and could almost reach out and touch him.
“Stop or I’ll release my K9,” she screamed. “Diesel! Sic him!”
The suspect immediately dropped to the ground and covered his head with his arms.
“I surrender! Call it off!”
Taylor dropped down beside him and used her knee in his lower back to secure him. Shane was there in the next second and took control of getting the handcuffs on him.
When he yanked him up, the guy looked at Taylor and cussed, shaking his head.
“You ain’t got no dang dog,” he said, so mad he was spitting.
“Nope—but I got you, didn’t I?” Taylor grinned, and Shane hung a high five in the air.
The guy wasn’t a drug dealer, but he was a petty thief and that was one more punk off the street. For just a second she felt exhilarated, before she remembered that it was going to be a long night at home.
Alone.
Thinking about the Gardener.
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CHAPTER 8
  
J o walked beside Corbin, pointing out her cabin, the others, and some of their ongoing projects. Her hands were clammy, and she hoped he didn’t hear the nervousness in her voice. She hadn’t seen him in years. At least not in person. Corbin Eastwood was the epitome of a country boy who’d made a name for himself. In high school he was considered one of the best catches who all the girls wanted to go out with. When he’d dumped the most popular cheerleader and asked Jo out, she’d been shocked, but thrilled. It hadn’t lasted long, though.
They weren’t high school sweethearts. It was a flash in the pan, as Cecil would say.
After Corbin graduated, he’d joined the Marines and was shipped out to Afghanistan, doing two tours before his military career had ended with a medical discharge. Jo didn’t know the details—it had all been kept under wraps—and then he’d surprised the heck out of the town by winning a national television singing contest that resulted in a record deal.
The fact that he’d relearned how to play guitar with his left hand after losing three of his fingers on his right hand hadn’t hurt to get the votes, either. Everyone loved a comeback story.
Then, during his second performing tour with his new band, in what looked like the peak of his career, he’d stopped everything and seemed to disappear under a rock. Fans couldn’t find him. Media couldn’t get to him. Even the Hart’s Hens never got the juice on what happened. All his manager would release was that Corbin was fine and didn’t want interviews.
Finally, he came out with a new album, but he never made public appearances again.
“Sam was right,” he said finally. “You all are doing great things here.”
“I still can’t believe, of all the mechanics around here you ended up with Sam. What a coincidence.”
“Well, to be honest, I’m tired of all the mechanics around here telling me they’ll trade a repair for me doing an event for them. This time I looked for someone I didn’t know.”
“That’s got to be difficult,” she said. “Everyone around here knows your name, and probably just about every American who likes country music.”
He didn’t reply. Instead, he pointed out a red-tailed hawk circling over one of the dog runs, like he wanted to change the subject.
“I bet you were surprised to hear that Sam and Taylor are a hot item,” she joked.
He chuckled. “He didn’t say that, exactly. He told me he was new to the area, and I asked him who he knew or hung out with. He lit up when he talked about Taylor so I figured it must be serious. Good to see that Taylor has someone. She was always so serious in school. The only one I ever saw her with was Shane Weaver, and they didn’t date, did they?”
“No. They were just friends, even though we liked to tease her about him. She was always trying too hard to keep my sisters and me out of trouble. With that, her studies, and being our stand-in mom, her love life suffered.”
Again, she wished she could think harder before speaking.
“Shane’s now a detective in the department with Taylor,” Jo said. “He did well for himself.”
“I didn’t really know the guy,” Corbin said. He turned to her and stopped. “Look, Jo. I’m not really out here to look for a dog. Hell, I can’t even take care of myself. I’d be a horrible dog owner. When Sam told me what you all were doing out here, he opened some wounds. Some that I inflicted, that I haven’t forgotten about. I had to come tell you I’m sorry.”
Jo could feel her face getting hot and her hands getting even more sweaty. She didn’t want to have this conversation. They were adults now. That was water under the bridge.
“No, I don’t hold that night against you anymore, Corbin. Forget it. We don’t even need to talk about it.” She leaned against the fence, breaking eye contact as she looked out over the field.
“Yes, we do. Or at least I do. It was a shitty thing to leave you hanging like that. When my dad found out, he showed me that I wasn’t too big to get my butt whipped. He said he was ashamed and that he’d taught me better than that. He was right. I was drunk, and I was an asshole.”
Jo nodded. He was right about that. “Fine. Glad you got it off your chest. You’re forgiven. Anyway, Eldon took me home and saved the day. Or, um—the night.”
Corbin threw his head back and laughed loudly. “Ole Eldon Barlow. Infamous Eldon of the theater crowd. Yeah, that didn’t bother me a bit. He wouldn’t know what to do with a girl if one fell on his head, but I am glad he was there for you, Jo. He took up my slack and for that I’m grateful to him. I’ll tell him so if I ever see him again, but I don’t foresee us hanging in the same circles.”
Jo wasn’t laughing, even though the sight of his smile could make a woman weak in the knees. He still had the looks, that was for sure. But she didn’t condone the good ole boys’ club back then, and not now either. “You might be surprised. And I don’t know why all you guys picked on him so much. Just because he wasn’t a guy’s guy didn’t mean he wasn’t a girl’s guy.”
CORBIN HELD his hands up in submission. Jo tried not to stare at the right one. “Hey—I don’t care. Love is love and all that. I never picked on him. Not really. And don’t forget, I came to see you and him in that play. The one where you played the female lead, and he had the male. Lead, I mean.” He winked.
“The play was Into the Woods. I was the baker’s wife. You were only there to see me. Don’t pretend you were supporting Eldon in any way.” She pushed off the fence and started walking him back the way they’d come. It was time for him to go and her to get back to work.
Corbin chuckled again as he matched her stride. “Yeah, you’re right. Anyway, he’s probably performing his heart out somewhere off-off-Broadway, killing it and making the big bucks while I’m pinching pennies. So, hat’s off to him.” He took his ballcap off and gave it a wave in the air before putting it back on. “No, really, Jo. When you cut me off cold after that, it broke my heart. That’s why I enlisted. It’s also why they gave me the squad nickname, the Crooner. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have been writing and singing love songs for two years, fine-tuning my skills to eventually win that show. Then the contract. It was all because of you, and I want to thank you for that.”
“Does that mean you owe me some back royalties?” she asked, lightening the mood.
He laughed. “I tell you what. How about I pay some of it back with a few dinners? I know being back in town is going to raise some eyebrows and cause some clucking. I’d love to have someone with me to get the hardest of it over with. Are you free this Friday night?”
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CHAPTER 9
  
F aire took the stairs slowly, her hand tightly gripping the rail as she went. If only she’d have paid to have her elevator repaired, but then she hadn’t foreseen ever having to use the second floor again.
“I’m coming,” she called out.
Brian had hollered down and asked her to come up. She hoped it wasn’t a problem with the plumbing or anything like that. She’d used his deposit and first month’s rent to pay up some past due bills and there was nothing left for repairs.
She paused at the top landing to get her breath. When she looked down the hall, she could see that the door was open to the room in which she stored her paintings.
That was odd. She kept that door always locked. She approached the room and when she went in she saw Brian, knelt, flipping through a stack of canvases that were leaning against the wall. She immediately felt exposed. Irritated, too.
“These are just amazing,” he said. He ran his hand over one of them and she cringed.
“I—um—Brian, how did you get into this room?” she said, trying to keep her voice even.
He stood, looking alarmed. “What do you mean? I turned the doorknob. Why? Is that a problem?”
“Well, I don’t usually allow anyone in here,” she said. “I keep the door locked.”
He shook his head slowly. “No … it wasn’t. I apologize. I didn’t know you were keeping secrets, Faire.”
She didn’t like the way he’d said her first name. Usually, he respectfully called her Mrs. Tinsley.
Brian looked around the room. “I needed to bring some boxes to store and looked in here to see if you had room. Were these all done by your husband?”
“No.” her reply was curt.
He raised his eyebrows, then peered closer at the signature in the corner of one before turning back to her. “Touché. So, you’re the artist. I’m impressed, I must say.”
“Thank you,” she said, giving in a bit to his backhanded compliment. Perhaps she had left the door unlocked the last time she’d carried a painting up. Her memory wasn’t what it used to be. “It’s just a little hobby I do when the arthritis in my hands allows.”
Brian went to another canvas and studied it, then whistled.
“This one is quite intriguing,” he said. “What does it mean?”
She took a deep breath and gestured toward the painting. Most of her painting involved people, but this one was a complex mix of colors and symbols that seemed to glow in the dim light of the room. “It represents the connection between this world and the afterlife,” she said, her voice soft and thoughtful.
Brian looked at the painting, trying to make sense of it. “How does it do that?”
Faire smiled, feeling a little happy dance in her chest that someone was showing appreciation for her work. She didn’t usually need stuff like that. No one ever saw them but her, and that was just fine and dandy.
Oh, and Dean always admired them when he was living. It had been a long time since they were seen by eyes other than Dean’s—or hers—so it was a surreal moment, and she was happy to explain. “See these swirls of blue and green? They represent the energy of life, the flow of breath and movement that animates everything around us. And these golden lines here, they're like threads connecting each point of energy, weaving a tapestry that transcends time and space.”
Brian nodded slowly, but looked as though he didn’t entirely understand. “And what about these shapes here?” he asked, pointing to a cluster of dark, jagged forms near the bottom of the painting.
Faire's expression grew serious. “Those are the gateways,” she said. “The places where this world and the next come the closest. They're dangerous, but also full of potential. If you can navigate them, you can find new paths, new ways of being.”
Brian frowned, trying to imagine what that might mean. “But how do you know all this? I mean, it's just paint on a canvas, right?”
Faire laughed, a soft, musical sound. “It's more than that,” she said. “It's a language, a way of speaking to the universe. And if you listen carefully, it will speak back.”
Brian cleared his throat, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “So, now that this has come up, can I ask you something?” he said hesitantly.
“Of course,” Faire said, looking up from her painting.
“I did some research on you. I mean—I needed to make sure I wasn’t moving in with a psychopath or anything, you know.”
Her palms began to perspire, and she hid them in her armpits.
He continued. “I saw some stuff about you being a medium,” Brian said, his tone skeptical. “Is that true? Do you really talk to spirits on the other side?”
Faire nodded slowly. She couldn’t lie to the man. Her moral compass wouldn’t allow it. “Yes, it's true.”
“Wow. I saw that in a movie once. So, you speak to dead people? You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“No. Unfortunately not. But it's not exactly like talking in the way you're thinking. It's more like listening, tuning in to a frequency that most people can't hear.”
Brian raised an eyebrow. “A frequency?”
Faire nodded. “Think of it like this: everything in the universe—including the spirits on the other side—is made up of energy. And that energy vibrates at a certain frequency. As a medium, I've learned how to tune my own energy to that frequency, so I can hear and communicate with spirits.”
Brian looked thoughtful. “Okay, but how do you know you're not just making it all up? How do you know it's real?”
Faire took a deep breath. “That's a good question. And the truth is, there's no way to know for sure. But I believe in what I do, and I've had enough experiences that feel real to me to trust that there's something there. It's not about proving it to anyone else. It's about following my own intuition and listening to what the universe is telling me.”
“Can you read me?” he asked, his eyes lighting up.
She shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t do that any longer. It’s been a very long time since I’ve relayed messages.”
Brian's eyes were fixed on Faire, full of anticipation. “Please, Mrs. Tinsley. Can you connect with my grandmother?”
Faire sighed, unsure what to do. She really wanted Brian to like her. To respect her and know she was more than just a forgetful old lady. Perhaps a part of her missed showing off her gift. Amazing people with what she could do.
“Okay. Just this once,” she said, taking Brian's hand. She closed her eyes and focused on the energy around her, searching for the presence of Brian's grandmother.
After a few moments, she found her.
Faire's eyes flickered open. “I'm sensing a woman's presence. She's telling me that she's your grandmother, and that she loves you very much.”
Brian frowned. “That’s a message any grandmother would give to her grandson. Of course that’s what you’d say. Yeah, I didn’t think so.”
Faire swallowed past the indignation that he thought she was a fake.
“Wait.” She concentrated harder. “Your grandmother is showing me a picture of you as a child, on a swing in her backyard. She says that you loved going to her house, and that she loved having you there.”
Brian tilted his head. “Hmm. yeah, that happened. I remember that swing.”
Faire continued. “She's saying something else now. She says that you need to know that she's always with you. That she's been watching over you since she passed.”
Brian nodded, still listening intently. “Okay. But is there anything else? Something more specific?”
Faire paused, then spoke slowly. “She's showing me a white bow tie. She says that she would have chosen the white one.”
Brian's eyes widened in shock. “What? How could you know that? I had two bow ties laid out this morning, and I chose the blue one at the last minute. The other was white.”
Faire smiled softly. “That's the message she wanted to give you. She chose something that only you would know, as a way of validating that she's always with you. Does that make sense?”
He glared at her. “How could you know that? Do you have cameras in my room?”
Faire shook her head, holding up her hands. His reaction was shocking. “No, Brian. Of course not. I could never invade someone's privacy like that. Your grandmother just wanted to give you a message, something only you would know, to let you know she's still with you.”
Brian looked away, still skeptical. “I don't know what to think. This is all too weird.”
Faire reached out and touched his arm gently. “I understand. It's okay to be skeptical. But sometimes we must have faith in things we can't fully explain.”
He studied her for a moment, then left her standing in the room. She heard him walk into his parlor, then on to the bedroom and slam the door.
Faire closed the supply room and locked the door, feeling shaken. She had kept her gift hidden away for years, after it had caused so much trouble and pain in her life. Once again it was causing distrust. She hoped that Brian wouldn't bring it up again, or—worse—tell anyone about it.
As she went down the stairs, Faire replayed the conversation in her mind. She had tried to explain to Brian, tried to help him understand what she could do. But she could see the skepticism in his eyes, the doubt that still lingered. It always ended the same way, with her feeling exposed and vulnerable, her gift doubted and dismissed.
And that is why she had worked hard to keep that part of her life hidden away, safe from prying eyes and skeptical minds. Painting the messages into her canvases would just have to be enough. Faire took a deep breath, then continued down the stairs, feeling a sense of sadness and resignation. Her gift was the biggest part of who she was. She had to keep it safe from those who didn't understand it.
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CHAPTER 10
  
T  aylor liked to pretend that she hadn’t thought about her rapist in several years, but the truth was that he was always lurking in the back of her mind. A faceless figure in black, waiting for the moment she let her guard down so he could take her back to that night. The incident, as she preferred to call it, was quite inescapable.
Rape wasn’t something easily forgotten.
The fact that her body was a crime scene that had to be investigated would always haunt her. The sterile hospital and the feel of the scratchy paper gown. The cold instruments and the sympathetic look in the eyes of the nurse who tended to her and gathered evidence.
It was all still there, a kaleidoscope of horrific memories that, once the door was cracked, flooded in, and took over every minute of the day. Since Shane’s revelation about a serial rapist the other night, she’d scoured records, arrests, and anything else she could find, trying to discover anything at all that would help her solve who the assailant was.
But, as always, she found nothing.
“Come on, Diesel. This way,” she called, taking a path to the right that led deeper into the woods that surrounded her property.
Diesel immediately pivoted and turned back, falling behind her.
She could always depend on him. He’d never leave her and would protect her with his dying breath. Taylor would bet on that.
Sam.
She sighed as she walked. He was mad at her. Or, more accurately, probably hurt. She’d put him off for several days. Basically, ghosting him.
It wasn’t that she was angry at him or anything like that. It was that she knew, in the mental state she was in right now, if he touched her in any intimate way whatsoever, she couldn’t predict how she would react. Sam also had a way of making her talk about things she’d rather leave unsaid. He was all about feelings and transparency. He couldn’t understand that she wasn’t brought up that way. That sharing feelings and fears wasn’t done in her family. To do so would make them weak. Unguarded.
Diesel saw a squirrel and sprinted ahead, nearly running headfirst into the tree as the creature scampered up.
“Too slow, boy,” she said, a small smile emerging at his clumsiness.
That was the other thing. She’d kept Diesel with her without even explaining to Sam why. How could she tell him that she was once again suffering with insomnia? Back to hearing every tiny sound and imagining it was someone breaking in?
She had her gun and had no qualms about blowing someone’s head off should they ever break in again. That didn’t help when she finally drifted off to sleep and was at the mercy of slumber. She’d had her gun next to her that night, too. He’d successfully taken the screen off her window, lifted it and crawled in, and was on top of her before she’d had the first inclination that someone was there.
What kind of cop allowed that to happen?
If the guys at the department ever knew about it, she’d lose every ounce of respect she’d worked twice as hard as they’d had to in order to gain.
Taylor felt the deepest shame. She’d wanted to have that stellar reputation in law enforcement. She wanted her family and colleagues to be proud of her. Being assaulted didn’t fit into that perfect box she’d made for herself.
They made it to the edge of the water and Diesel waded in.
Taylor sat down and pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them as she gazed out and watched Diesel frolic.
The sight of the water reminded her that when the memories came in hot and heavy like they were now, she felt like she was drowning, going under with the weight of helplessness.
It was a conundrum of the highest sort. If she opened a real investigation she’d be exposed, and everyone would know she hadn’t been able to protect herself. If she didn’t, he’d probably never see punishment and she’d never get justice.
Stop thinking about it!
She moved her thoughts to Jo and the surprising news that she was going on a date with Corbin. The same Corbin who had broken her heart when he left her stranded and looking like an idiot at a high school graduation party.
Why did all the Gray sisters have such an unlucky streak with love? Were all women like them? Or was it—as Taylor believed when she was a child—that their family was cursed?
She remembered that night that Jo was brought home by another boy when Corbin left her stranded. Taylor had been the one to hold her as she cried, stroking her hair, and telling her what a creep he was. He’d used Jo to make his ex-girlfriend jealous and Taylor still wanted to tell him what she thought about it. She would, too, if she ever got the chance.
No one treated her sisters that way and got away with it.
The sound of footsteps approaching caught her attention. She turned her head to see Sam walking toward her, a mix of concern and determination etched on his face.
“Hey,” she said. “How did you know I was down here?”
“I didn’t. Cate said you went for a walk with Diesel, and I’ve been looking on every trail. You wouldn’t answer my texts or calls, so I came to talk to you in person.”
Diesel ran up the bank, shook the water from his coat, splashing them with a spray of droplets. He launched himself at Sam.
“Whoa, boy. You’re nasty,” Sam said, pushing him away playfully. Diesel was unfazed and went jumping back in the water, going after whatever invisible foe he was fighting.
Sam sat down next to Taylor, their shoulders almost touching, but there was a growing emotional distance between them that couldn't be bridged.
They watched Diesel play, the quiet falling between them. Taylor was suffocating under the weight of guilt for making Sam feel bad, but she just didn’t know what to do. She’d battled scenarios in her mind, conversations with him in which she laid it all out there and told him her past. In every single one of them he ended up looking at her differently, as though she was damaged and weak.
Finally, she looked at him, and his eyes locked onto hers, searching for answers she wasn't ready to provide. “Hey,” he said softly, his voice tinged with a touch of hurt. “What's been going on? Why have you been avoiding me?”
Taylor averted her gaze. She could feel his presence beside her, his warmth a stark contrast to the cold emptiness that had settled within her.
She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts before turning to face him. “Sam, listen. It's not you,” she began, her voice barely above a whisper. “It's just ... I've been going through some things, and I need time to sort them out.” She continued, her voice trembling with the weight of her unspoken truth. “You've been there for me in the last few months, and I appreciate that more than words can say. But there are some wounds, some scars that run deep. I've been trying to keep them locked away, hidden from the world. From you. Recently something has stirred them back up again and I’m fighting some inner demons.”
His eyes softened, his hand instinctively reaching out to touch hers.
Taylor flinched, pulling her hand back as if his touch burned her skin.
His look of hurt was instant and heartbreaking.
“I’m sorry,” she said. It wasn't him she was afraid of; it was the unpredictable storm that raged within her.
“I don't understand, Taylor,” Sam said gently, his voice laced with confusion. “You know you can trust me, right? We've always been honest with each other. What's changed?”
Tears welled up in Taylor's eyes, threatening to spill over. She fought to keep her composure, but the weight of her pain pressed upon her, suffocating her words. Finally, she found the courage to speak, her voice raw and vulnerable.
“Sam, there are things ... things I've been through, things I've tried to forget,” she confessed, her voice breaking. “I've been carrying a darkness inside me, and I'm scared that if I let you in, you'll see it, too.”
Sam's expression shifted from confusion to concern, his eyes filled with empathy. He moved closer to her, his voice filled with tenderness.
“Taylor,” he said, his voice filled with conviction. “I'm here for you, no matter what. I may not understand everything you've been through, but I want to be a part of your healing. Let me in, let me share your burden.”
Taylor's resolve wavered as his words washed over her, their sincerity cutting through the walls she had built around herself. She felt the truth of his love and the safety it promised, yet the fear of exposing her vulnerability paralyzed her.
“You don't understand,” she whispered, her voice choked with anguish. “I'm not who everyone thinks I am. I’m not strong. Or brave. I’m broken, Sam, and I don't know if I can be put back together again.”
Sam reached out, gently grasping her trembling hands, refusing to let her slip away. His voice was filled with unwavering support.
“Taylor, love isn't about being perfect or whole,” he said, his eyes locked onto hers. “It's about accepting each other's scars and helping each other heal from the bad stuff. Whatever it is, you don't have to face this alone. We can face it together.”
Taylor tried to form the words. But it was impossible. A solitary tear rolled down her cheek, and she looked away. “No, I just can’t talk about it. Please. Give me some space, Sam, and let me figure this out on my own.”
“Are you trying to break up with me? If you are, please just do it because I can’t stand this feeling. Don’t stretch it out, Taylor.”
“I’m not breaking up with you. No—I’m just trying to find my way back to me. Give me some time.” She stood and turned away, feeling her own heart break as she walked away and left Sam sitting there, watching Diesel.
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CHAPTER 11
  
J o stood in front of the mirror and grimaced at her reflection. She sure wasn’t the looker she’d been in high school. Well, to be honest, she wasn’t one back then either. She’d been pretty enough, but nothing special. Anna was the pretty sister. Jo was the creative one.
That was why she’d always known the only reason Corbin Eastwood had asked her out was to make his ex-girlfriend jealous.
Jo had told herself to just enjoy it back then. To revel in having one of the most sought-after guys in town. She’d even made Anna insanely jealous.
It was harmless, she’d thought. Quickly enough she’d learned she’d been playing with fire. Nothing harmless about it. After he’d dumped her at the after-party prom, leaving her sobbing in the bedroom of Tula Rose’s parent’s house, she’d sworn she’d never talk to him again.
She’d kept that promise for more than a decade. Until he’d sauntered back into her life the week before, looking like a dreamy cowboy from an old movie, intent on apologizing, supposedly. It had easily turned into asking for a date.
Too easily. Jo wondered if Sam had put him up to it.
Corbin was relentless, refusing to leave until she’d said yes. Now she felt sick at her stomach with nerves. Going to a restaurant with him was going to be like walking down the hall in her high school with him that first day after he’d called her and asked her out. Everyone would be shocked. Not only that he had emerged and was out and about, but that he’d chosen her to do it with.
She picked up the phone and began a text to tell him she was suddenly sick with a raging fever. Before she could get it out, she heard a horn sound off from outside her cabin.
She went to the window, praying it was Taylor.
No such luck.
It was a truck, but it was Corbin who waved at her from the driver’s seat. He was half an hour early.
Dang it.
Corbin opened the car door and then reached in and picked up a cowboy hat, settling it on his head before he turned back toward the cabin.
Jo panicked. She wasn’t ready.
The dress she’d chosen was too girly, as was the one before it. Before that, the tattered designer jeans she’d gotten at the consignment shop the day before were too casual. The pantsuit too Dancing Queen. Yes, that one went straight into the yard sale basket when she’d peeled it off.
Three outfits she’d put on and discarded.
Thank goodness Levi was staying with Anna and the kids and hadn’t watched her erratic fashion show. He would’ve laughed.
Jo didn’t even want him to know she had a date.
She heard heavy boots walk onto the porch.
Three sharp raps.
Oh, mother of pearl. She was going to have to wear the dress.
Quickly, she ran back into the bathroom and slapped on some lipstick and spritzed herself with a body spray she’d picked up on sale at Walmart, then she made her way through the cabin to the front door and pulled it open.
“Hi,” she said, somewhat breathlessly.
“Hi.” He was leaning against the doorframe. He tipped his hat, as though he was a top student from the Dashing Cowboy School.
“Um—I’d invite you in, but I think we need to get going before it gets late,” she said, grabbing her purse from the hook next to the door.
She ignored his confused expression and stepped out, shutting the door behind her.
In truth, she wanted to minimize the chance that Levi would want to run home to the cabin for something and see them together. He’d never let her leave without an explanation and introduction.
Jo liked to keep her love life and her son life separate.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, then scurried to beat her off the porch and around the truck to open her door. “You look beautiful,” he added as she climbed in.
“Thanks. You look nice, too,” she grumbled, then pulled on the door to close it. Might as well get things going. The faster they ate dinner, the faster she could get home and back into her comfy clothes, and to her usual Friday night routine.
She thought of the Moose Tracks ice cream that sat in her freezer and the movie Levi had picked out for them to watch.
Corbin went around and climbed in. Soon they were pulling out of the farm and onto the highway. The radio was on, playing an old tune from George Strait to help ease the awkward moment.
“What do you think about Mexican food and margaritas?” he asked.
“Sure. That works. La Catrina?”
He nodded.
Good. La Catrina was easy to get seated at right away and their service was fast. If Jo was lucky, she’d be home by nine. Nope, she wasn’t about to let Corbin Eastwood reel her in again. She had her own home now. A great job. Her son.
She didn’t need anyone to come in and ruin it all.
One date and that was it. He could move on to one of his roadies he’d surely collected over his career. She peeked today and saw there was still an active fan club on Facebook for him, and a few commenters looked quite obsessive.
He had a lot of women he could choose from.
She’d felt sorry for Corbin and that was the only reason she’d said yes. It couldn’t be easy coming back to a small town where everyone looked at you like some sort of celebrity. Even Tula Rose had rarely made an appearance in the years since she’d made it big, playing on one of television’s most popular soap operas before getting her first movie role.
It was ironic that Tula Rose and Corbin hadn’t ended up together. Maybe because her success was ongoing, and he’d stopped his career cold, he felt insecure. Not to mention that he’d lost three fingers overseas. People didn’t mean to be rude, but so many would likely stare and maybe even ask how it happened.
“I appreciate you going with me on my first night out on the town,” Corbin said. “My mom said she’d be my date, but, with my luck, all her church friends would see us and give me the third degree. I sure don’t want to be telling the fine and upstanding matriarchs of Hart’s Ridge to mind their own business.”
Jo laughed. “You’d have your ears boxed so hard they’d be bleeding when you got home. If not by your mom, then by the other ladies.”
“No doubt,” he agreed.
The weirdness was broken and, as they headed into town, they talked easily of others they’d gone to school with—who married who or, in some cases, whose was the latest divorce. They moved on to the always hot topic of the influx of the upper-class folks moving into their town, causing an uproar as they bought up whatever lake properties they could, then remodeling or demolishing what was there to build bigger and better homes.
“People can’t even find decently priced rentals,” Jo said. “It’s a shame when they must move out of the town they were raised in just to live where they can afford. Not everyone can buy a house when they first start their family. They need to have options.”
“Yeah, my folks were telling me about that. It’s too bad,” Corbin said. “You also must blame some of the OGs. They see they’ll get good money for their land, and they slap it up on the market instead of passing it down to their kids. Or the kids get it and sell it promptly. Can’t put all the blame on the outsiders for buying what’s for sale.”
“True,” Jo said. “I never thought of it like that. We’re lucky that—when my dad was losing our place—Taylor was able to buy it from auction. I still don’t know how she managed it, but look at us now.”
He nodded as he turned into the restaurant’s parking lot. “Pretty sweet deal, it looks like. Sure wish I had something like that to work at every day.”
Jo wasn’t going to take the hint. They had all the help they needed at the farm without causing a stir bringing Corbin Eastwood on board.
Corbin got out first and rushed around the truck to open her car door for her. Jo stepped out and they went to the door.
The vibrant ambience of La Catrina engulfed Jo as she stepped through the restaurant's entrance, her heart aflutter with anticipation. It had been years since she had gone on a first date, especially with someone as familiar and intriguing as Corbin. They were led to a cozy booth near the stage, where the lively strumming of guitars already filled the air.
Glancing at Corbin across the table, Jo couldn't help but feel a rush of nostalgia. She remembered being the moon-eyed teenager who was so enthralled with him. A server broke up her sappy thought process when she showed up and took their drink order.
Margaritas for both, his with salt and hers with sugar.
Predictable, but good.
As they perused the menu, their conversation flowed effortlessly, reconnecting them on a deeper level.
“It's incredible how time flies,” Jo remarked, a hint of wistfulness in her voice. “Seems like yesterday we were in high school, Corbin.”
“Yeah, but we didn’t hang out much because you were always a drama kid. Couldn’t drag you away from that stuff.”
“And you were a jock,” she teased. “You only chased after the mean girls.”
“Now, don’t forget, you and I did have a month or so as a couple,” he replied. His warm smile mirrored her sentiments. Their drinks arrived, and they clinked glasses, toasting to their reunion. The tantalizing scents of Mexican cuisine mingled with the lively melodies emanating from the stage, where a local band was setting up their instruments.
Mid-sip of her margarita, Jo's attention was drawn to the guitarist on stage, whose gaze was fixed on Corbin. Recognition sparked in Jo's mind as she realized the musician was an ardent fan of Corbin's country music career. A sense of excitement welled up within her as she nudged Corbin, subtly directing his attention toward the stage.
Corbin followed her gaze, his eyes widening in surprise. Jo could sense his internal struggle, the flood of emotions threatening to overwhelm him. She reached out, gently placing a hand on his arm, offering unwavering support.
The guitarist waved enthusiastically, a silent plea for Corbin to join him. Jo leaned closer to Corbin, her voice filled with encouragement. “Corbin, you used to light up the stage with your music. Maybe this is a chance to reclaim that part of yourself.”
She could see trepidation flash across Corbin's face and his grip on the glass tightening. He hesitated, but then, with a look of resolve, he rose from the table.
Jo watched him ascend the platform, where the band greeted him with enthusiasm. They handed him a guitar.
Corbin took a deep breath, his hands steadying as he attempted to gather his composure.
As the band began to play the introduction of a familiar country western melody, the crowd's attention shifted toward Corbin.
But as soon as the first note left Corbin's lips, it was evident that a wave of panic washed over him, stifling his voice and freezing his strumming hand in place on the guitar.
The other guys snuck glances at him, but continued to play, waiting for Corbin to jump in. Jo's heart sank as she witnessed his struggle.
He gave it a few more seconds, then set the guitar down and came to their table and sat down heavily.
Jo reached out, her fingers gently grasping his. “It's okay, Corbin. I’m so sorry I pushed you to do that.”
Wordlessly, Corbin handed her his credit card.
“I don’t understand,” Jo said.
His voice came back, but barely audible. “I ... I need to leave. I'll wait in the truck.”
    
“I’M REALLY SORRY,” Corbin said, leaning back in the chair. “I don’t know what happened back there.”
Jo looked out over the sky. It was a dark but clear night, and the stars were out on grand display. The sight of them shining above her reminded her of why she loved living in the country. The ride home had been awkward, and Corbin had filled the silence with the radio.
“It’s fine. We all get nervous sometimes,” she said softly.
He took a long sip of his coffee. “Actually, I do know what happened.”
Jo turned to him, though he looked straight ahead. Even his profile was handsome, though she told herself it didn’t matter how good looking he was, she wasn’t interested.
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.
“I kinda do, and that surprises me. I haven’t talked about it to anyone but my parents and my doctors.”
“If you want to talk, I’ll listen. You don’t have to worry about me sharing your story with anyone. I’m not like that.”
He turned to her then. “I know that, Jo. Why do you think I asked you out? Out of every girl I know from this town, you are the only one I’d ever trust with a secret. You never told a soul what happened between us.”
“That’s something I just don’t talk about,” she said, her voice firm. “But I’ll keep anything you tell me to myself; you have my word on that.”
He shook his head, like he was disgusted. “It’s so cliché that it’s embarrassing.”
“You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” he said, letting out a harsh chuckle. “I have PTSD, Jo. The crazy thing is that it didn’t rear its ugly head until long after my music took off and I was finally a name people recognized. I thought getting past the head injury and the loss of my fingers was bad enough, then suddenly I get in front of a crowd at a concert in Nashville, like I’d done a hundred times, and I freeze. I had to fake a trip and fall to get out of there. Pretended it knocked me silly.”
“I’m so sorry,” she said, not knowing what to say but knowing it wasn’t enough.
“I’m still so angry,” he whispered, leaning forward until his elbows were on his knees. “They came out of nowhere. Ambushed us, and before I knew it, I was the only one left standing.”
Jo realized they weren’t talking about a concert anymore.
“I wish I could go back and kill them. Get their bad energy out of my head so I can move on,” he said. “They get to live their lives without knowing how the aftermath of what they did stays with me.”
“Tell me what they did.” Jo felt like he needed to talk.
“They tied me up and threw me into the back of a truck,” Corbin continued, his voice faster. “I tried to stay calm, but I knew that I was in for a rough time.”
She leaned toward him. “Where did they take you?”
“Some hell hole dilapidated building they were using as a prison. After they beat the shit out of me, they threw me into a small, dark cell,” Corbin said. “I was alone for hours, bleeding and just waiting for something to happen. And then they came for me.”
“Who came for you?”
“Two soldiers,” Corbin said. “They were big guys, with no expressions on their faces. They dragged me down a dark hallway and into a small room with a chair in the center.”
Jo nodded, jotting down notes as Corbin spoke.
“They tied me to the chair,” Corbin said, his voice trembling. “And then they left me alone for a while. I don't know how long I was there, but it felt like forever.”
“And then what happened?” Jo asked gently.
“A man came in,” Corbin said. “He was dressed in civilian clothing, but I could tell he was in charge. He asked me if I was a soldier, and, when I nodded, he started to beat me.”
Jo's eyes widened. “He beat you?”
“Yeah,” Corbin said. “He punched me in the face and the stomach, repeatedly. I screamed for him to stop, but he just kept going. He wanted to know where my battalion was headed next, and I wouldn’t tell him. Then he got out the axe, and when it swung down everything went black.”
Jo felt sick at her stomach, but she had to let him tell the rest. “And when you woke up?”
“I was back in my cell,” Corbin said, his voice barely above a whisper. “My body was battered and bruised; my hand wrapped in my shirt. I had no idea how long I'd been out. I just knew that I was in trouble.”
“And how did you get free?”
Corbin took a deep breath before continuing his story.
“I don't know how much time had passed, but there was a kid. He couldn’t have been more than fourteen,” he said. “He snuck in and called me a crazy American, like he was impressed. I dug in my pocket and threw him a pack of gum. I knew that I had to get out of there before they came back for me, and it worked. He opened the door.”
“How did you manage to escape without anyone seeing?” Jo asked.
“I don't remember much,” Corbin said, shaking his head. “I think I crawled out of the cell, and then I just started running. I had no idea where I was going, but I knew I had to get as far away from there as possible.”
Jo nodded, listening intently.
“It was the longest run of my life,” Corbin continued. “My body was beaten and battered, but I didn't stop. I kept going until I saw a friendly checkpoint in the distance.”
“What happened when you got to the checkpoint?” Jo asked.
“I collapsed,” Corbin said, lowering his voice to a whisper again. “I don't remember much after that. The next thing I knew, I was waking up in a hospital bed and, before the day was over, a nurse told me I’d lost three fingers and was recovering from a traumatic brain injury.”
“I’m so sorry, Corbin.”
“Me, too,” Corbin said, his voice now barely above a whisper. “It's something that I'll never forget. Because my brain won’t let me. I can’t out-sing it and I can’t outrun it. All I have to do is pick up a guitar in front of a crowd and, suddenly, I start shaking and I’m struck mute. That’s not all of it, either. My brain injury left me with some other wonderful side effects that like to creep up at the most inopportune times. I had it all and I lost it all, Jo.”
She really didn’t know what to say to that because she didn’t know what other skills Corbin had. They were only just getting to know each other again, and, to be honest, she didn’t have the time or room in her life that it would take to help him through the rough patch that he was clearly going through.
Her phone rang, saving her from saying something awkward. She saw Levi’s face pop up on the screen. What was he doing calling so late?
“Hello?”
“Mom? Can I come home now? I got in trouble and Aunt Anna is mad at me.”
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CHAPTER 12
  
W ith Baby perched on her shoulder, Faire sat on her stool in front of the easel, her pencil in mid-air as she considered what sort of message was trying to come through. She knew exactly who it was for. That part was easy. She’d woken that morning with Della Ray Hart on her mind. And not just a passing thought, either.
No, it was with urgency.
Because Faire no longer gave readings, she’d found the only way to stop the thoughts from harassing her was to put them on canvas. She hadn't seen Della Ray in several years, but Faire was blessed with a good memory, and she began to paint her face.
She and Della Ray were of around the same age, and Faire looked up to the woman for the huge part she played in the community with her outreach of foster care. Faire would’ve loved to do something like that, but after she’d been attacked in the media, it was best for her to lead a life in the shadows.
Della Ray had a handful of daughters, too.
Combined with the foster kids and grandchildren, she most likely never found herself feeling lonely. Faire was also confident that Della Ray’s daughters would take care of her one day when she couldn’t do so for herself, and make sure she never had to rent out her home to strangers to get by.
“But we’ll be okay, won’t we, Baby? We’re figuring it out together.”
“Okay, okay,” Baby squawked back, making Faire smile.
Her smile faded though when she remembered coming out of her room that morning to find that four of her six dining room table chairs were gone. She could only assume that Brian had taken them upstairs. The icing on the cake was that his cat was taking a nap on top of the table, as though posing as some fur-inspired centerpiece.
Faire didn’t mind cats. She really didn’t. If she didn’t have Baby, she’d probably have one or two herself. But her bird was everything, and he didn’t like cats.
They had an agreement.
Baby would be her best friend. Faire would keep him safe from cats.
“I know, I know. I’ll talk to him about it,” she said to the bird.
That was another thing. She and Baby had a way of reading each other’s minds. She’d never tell anyone else that, lest someone think she was spiraling into madness, but it was true.
As she added graceful curves to Della’s facial structure, the messages started coming in a bit clearer. Quickly, she began transferring the background she was seeing in her mind onto the canvas. She still didn't know what the location was, though it felt very European, but it was almost as if her hand had a mind of its own as she sketched out a beautiful forest with densely wooded hills. Then she saw a highway with long-reaching panoramic views of gorgeous scenery, and she sketched those as well.
In the readings she used to do, people would ask her, if she could get some direct messages from the other side why couldn’t she simply ask what it was she was trying to piece together.
For Faire, it just didn’t work that way. She couldn’t close her eyes and ask who are you and what message do you want me to give to your loved one?
No, she saw symbols. Numbers, too. And sometimes on her luckiest of days when the connection was strong, like today, she saw landscapes and landmarks. Places that perhaps she herself had never seen in real life but would be familiar to the person the message was for. Validation is what it was. Faire was sure that when she finished the piece, Della Ray would know instantly who the message came from and why.
She also felt things. A quickening of her pulse. A pain in a certain body part or a struggle to breathe. That was part of what had gotten her into so much trouble back in the day.
Bradley Merrick.
Her hand cramped suddenly. A sign that she shouldn’t go down that path. Twenty-five years later and it still brought her anxiety.
But it was too late. She thought of the first call from Merrick. She’d felt something off at the time, but he used his clout as a state senator to get in for a reading. It wasn’t for him. He was a huge skeptic. But his teenage son had seen articles about Faire’s abilities and had hounded his father until he’d said yes and made the call.
The boy desperately wanted to connect with his mother who had died a few years before in a car accident. According to Senator Merrick—when he’d called Faire—the therapist said it would be good for his son. Possibly give him some closure and help stop him from spiraling. Faire was sure after their long conversation that Merrick thought his son was going to pull some outrageous teenage behavior just before his reelection.
The reading was a bribe from Merrick to his son.
None of them could have predicted the mind-blowing outcome of that reading. Especially Bradley Merrick who, last she heard, was wasting away behind bars.
Faire heard a door slam upstairs and paused, her pencil mid-air.
Brian was coming down the stairs and it sounded like an angry stomp.
Oh, dear. She hoped everything was alright.
She put her pencil down and gently guided Baby into his cage and shut the door, trying to avoid his accusing glare. He didn’t like to be shut in and without her. She left her studio room, closing the door behind her, then walked to the foyer. She needed to chat with Brian anyway.
“Brian, did you by chance take my dining chairs?” she asked as she came around the corner.
He was on the last step, his attention on his phone. Faire didn’t know how he didn’t break his neck coming down without looking in front of him.
Brian looked up, his brow creased. “Yes, I did. I needed a makeshift desk last night to work on a legal case. But, more importantly, I am here to inform you that I will only be paying partial rent for next month.”
She put her hand out and grabbed the banister as she looked up at him, steadying herself.
“I’m not sure I understand.” Surely, she had heard him wrong.
“Not hard to understand. The air conditioning went off in my rooms last night, causing me unrest and inconvenience. You are legally required to keep rental premises livable in Georgia, under a legal doctrine called the implied warranty of habitability. If you don't take care of important repairs, such as faulty central air, tenants in Georgia may pursue various options, such as moving out or withholding rental fees.”
Faire was astonished at his outburst. What was he even talking about? She’d just had the entire system replaced with digital thermostats a few years before and hadn’t had a bit of trouble since. The air had worked fine in her room. And a legal doctrine?
“Well, Brian,” she began gingerly. “I’m so sorry about the air. I can call and get someone out here to look at it right away, and we should get it going by later today.”
“I will still only plan to pay sixty percent of the rent as a penalty for your neglect of my well-being.” He crossed his arms, tucking his phone under one armpit. “I barely got any work done last night and have a motion to file later today. I also expect you to cover half of the internet bill.”
She didn’t know what to say. He was a lawyer so obviously he knew what he was talking about. She couldn’t afford for him not to pay full rent, but, more than that, her feelings were hurt. She’d thought they were getting along grandly in the last three weeks.
What had changed?
Now she couldn’t even talk to him about returning her chairs, or about keeping the cat upstairs. She was feeling unsure of herself, and a bit shaky, to be honest. Perhaps this was normal stuff between a landlord and a renter, but—having no prior experience with it—Faire felt lost in what she could say or couldn’t. It was best if she took some time to gather her thoughts.
But why would he expect her to pay any of the internet bill? He set it up and she had no need for it. She didn’t even have a computer and didn’t want one.
He stood waiting, staring at her expectedly.
“I—I think I’m going to have some tea before I try to find someone to come out and look at the air system. Brian, would you like a cup?” she said.
Someone had to be the first to extend an olive branch, and it might as well be her.
He shrugged and dropped his hands, letting his shoulders sag.
“Sure. And some scrambled eggs and toast would be nice, too, if you can be bothered.”
    
FAIRE SIPPED her peppermint tea from the chair across from Brian at the small kitchen table. She hoped it helped settle her nervous stomach. He had asked for black English and she’d set it down with the plate of eggs and toast she’d whipped up.
She wasn’t hungry. At least not anymore.
Not after their first conversation of the morning.
They hadn’t spoken as she’d cooked. He kept his attention on his phone, and she let her thoughts wander. There were a few things niggling at her—and they were starting to come together—and she wanted to concentrate.
The day they’d met, he said he’d only be living there on the weekends when visiting his mother, but he had moved in and was there every day and night. He’d also told her he was handy and to give him a list to get to. She’d done that and he hadn’t touched a single thing on it. And if he was so handy, why hadn’t he looked to see what he could figure out on the thermostat? Even she could determine that the system was running and putting out cool air. Just not upstairs. That would likely be a zone issue. She didn’t know much more than that, from the short tutorial they’d given her when they’d changed her over to digital, but it just made sense.
Not that they’d cut her a break for coming out to clear it up, though.
Now she was going to get less of a rent check as well as having to pay a technician. She wasn’t done with that subject. The rent one—because it just wasn’t fair. But she knew how to mind her tongue and she planned to take herself up to the courthouse and ask about it.
“Do you want to watch a movie tonight,” Faire asked, still hopeful they could smooth things over.
He looked up and pushed his phone away, then smiled generously.
“I would love that, Mrs. Tinsley. Which one did you have in mind?”
“Oh, I’m not picky. Why don’t you choose?”
He leaned back and stretched his arms over his head. “Hmm. I’m thinking something old. What about It Happened One Night? That’s a classic.”
Faire stared at him for a second, then laughed.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
She waved a hand. “Oh, you’re teasing.”
He lost his smile and his eyes darkened. “Teasing about what? You’re the one who asked me to pick the movie. Do you have a problem with what I chose?”
She shook her head. “No. I mean—we can watch it again. I just thought since we saw it last weekend, you’d want to watch something different.”
He looked worried. “Mrs. Tinsley? Are you okay? That is not what we watched, I assure you. I haven’t seen that movie in at least four or five years. Last weekend we watched 45 Years. It was about the man and woman about to celebrate their anniversary when a letter comes to tell the husband that the body of his first wife had been found. You said you enjoyed it.”
Faire had no idea what he was talking about. She’d never even heard of a movie with that title. They had watched Clark Gable in It Happened One Night. She was sure of it.
“No,” she said. “Remember we talked about how it won all five of the Academy awards? And how well-deserved they were?”
Brian slowly extracted his tall frame from the small chair and stood, then took his cup and plate to the sink and set them down gently.
When he turned around, he looked sympathetic.
“I think I’ll skip movie night this time, Mrs. Tinsley. You can choose what you want to watch and not have to share your popcorn. Get some rest today.” He walked past her, out of the kitchen and then right out the front door.
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CHAPTER 13
  
T  aylor didn’t believe in coincidence but instead found that synchronicity was usually somewhere around her, waiting for her to notice. Her heart skipped a beat as she spotted the familiar figure of Faire Tinsley across the courtyard of the courthouse. It had been years since Taylor had last seen her, but she recognized her instantly. Faire Tinsley was a woman of timeless elegance. She carried herself with grace and poise, despite the lines etched upon her face that hinted at a lifetime of wisdom and experience—and worry.
Taylor hurried over to greet her, a mix of surprise and concern evident in her voice. “Mrs. Tinsley? Is that really you? I can't believe it's been so long. What brings you to the courthouse?”
Faire Tinsley's eyes lit up with recognition and relief as she clasped Taylor's hands. “Taylor! It's been far too long indeed. I'm here because I needed to speak with someone about an issue with my renter. It's been causing me quite a bit of distress.”
Taylor furrowed her brow, a tinge of worry creeping into her voice. “You have a renter? I had no idea. Did you already know this person?”
Faire Tinsley's expression turned slightly sheepish. “Oh, no. I put a sign in the yard, dear. He was the perfect gentleman for the first few weeks, but now I'm beginning to worry.”
Taylor instinctively guided Faire Tinsley toward a nearby picnic table. They settled down in the shade, surrounded by the courthouse's huge shade trees and the gentle buzz of conversation from passersby.
“Tell me what’s going on, Mrs. Tinsley.”
“Well, I don’t want to make a mountain out of a molehill. It’s probably nothing,” she said, then began laying out the story.
As they sat, Taylor couldn't help but notice the anxiety etched on Mrs. Tinsley's face and that her hands trembled ever so slightly, betraying the turmoil within. She talked of the first meeting with the renter—a lawyer, no less—and how he wasn’t what he had seemed at first. When she got to the part about the air conditioning and his claim he wouldn’t pay the full rent, Taylor was steaming.
It sounded to her like he was trying to take advantage of Mrs. Tinsley’s kindness. Unfortunately, though, she didn’t know the Georgia laws regarding such things.
“That doesn’t sound right to me, but I’m not up on landlord-tenant issues, other than to serve eviction notices when it comes around. You need legal counsel, Mrs. Tinsley.”
Faire looked down before meeting Taylor’s eyes again. “I don't think I can afford a lawyer. I'm already struggling, and that’s the reason I got a renter to begin with. Oh, Dean would have a conniption if he knew what I was doing, or that I was nearly out of money.”
Taylor reached out and placed a comforting hand on Faire Tinsley's shoulder. “Don't worry, Mrs. Tinsley. My mother's friend, Ellis, has a daughter who is an attorney, and I'm sure he'd be willing to call her and ask a few questions about this. I can take you to meet him today if you like.”
Relief washed over Faire Tinsley's face, her eyes glistening with gratitude. “Oh, Taylor, that would be an incredible help. I don't know what I would do without your kindness.”
They both stood.
Taylor smiled warmly. “Of course, Mrs. Tinsley. Let's go see now, if you don’t have other plans? I was in traffic court all morning, so I deserve a little detour.”
Mrs. Tinsley looked around the square, as though wondering if anyone was watching. Taylor could tell she was having a hard time being in public, after being shut in for so many years.
She took her arm and began leading her down the sidewalk. “Come on, this will be fun. Have you ever ridden in a squad car?”
Mrs. Tinsley was still shaking her head and laughing nervously when Taylor tucked her into the front seat of the car and shut the door. She looked so tiny in there. Much smaller than Taylor remembered her being.
When she started the car and backed out of the parking space, Mrs. Tinsley gripped the handle over the window.
“I’ll go slow, don’t worry,” Taylor said.
“Oh, I’m fine. Where does this Mister Ellis live?”
“His last name is Cross. He lives out on Beaver Dam road in the Redneck Yacht Club.” Taylor glanced over and, as expected, Mrs. Tinsley looked perplexed, and it made her laugh. “I promise, it’s not as bad as it sounds.”
They drove along a minute or two before Mrs. Tinsley turned to Taylor again.
“Your family? Are they doing well?”
“Better than ever,” Taylor said. “Do you remember that time I came to you when I was a teenager and tried to get you to connect with my mother?”
She nodded. “I sure do. Such a tragic story, and I couldn’t bring you the peace you were looking for. I never forget a failure.”
“Nope, Mrs. Tinsley. Turns out you didn’t fail. My mother just wasn’t dead.”
Mrs. Tinsley’s head turned so fast it looked like it was on a swivel.
“Not dead?”
Taylor chuckled. “Right. She was in prison with a life sentence, found guilty of my little brother’s death in that fire. She didn’t want us girls knowing a mother from behind bars, so she and our Dad concocted the story that she’d died, too. I went looking and figured it all out, and then I did my own investigation into her case.”
“Is she still there, dear?”
“No. She wasn’t guilty, and—along with an organization that represents falsely imprisoned people—we fought it and got her a new trial. The state of Montana settled with her before it went to court. She lives out on my property now.”
“Goodness, Taylor. That sounds like it should be a movie. How wonderful that you helped gain her freedom. You truly are a good daughter, but I always knew that. Good sister, too.”
Taylor couldn’t help but feel the pride well up in her. It wasn’t often that anyone praised her for how hard she tried to be all the things to all of them.
“Thank you, Mrs. Tinsley. I wish I could take a lot of the credit, but it was a team effort. Oh, look. We’re here.” She turned in and parked the car as close to the dock as she could get so that Mrs. Tinsley wouldn’t have to walk far.
“But there’s no houses out here,” Mrs. Tinsley said, looking around as she stepped out of the car.
“He lives on a boat. You aren’t afraid of water, are you?”
“Oh, goodness, no. I used to love swimming. And boating. How interesting.”
“Lucy lives out here, too. On a different boat with her son, Johnny,” Taylor said, leading the way to the dock. She noticed that a lot of the boats usually parked there were gone from their slips.
“You mean to tell me that little Lucy has a child?”
Judging by the incredulous tone in Mrs. Tinsley’s voice, she still thought of Lucy as a young girl.
“She sure does. He’s cute, too, but I think they are all at the farm right now. We have a dog-boarding business and a rescue out there. All new, of course, so it’s an all-hands-on-board kind of thing right now.”
They stepped onto the dock, and it moved just a bit.
Taylor took Mrs. Tinsley’s arm. “This way. I hope he’s here. He helps at the farm, too, sometimes.”
A blur of fur darted out and came at them and Taylor felt Mrs. Tinsley jump.
“Don’t worry. She’s sweet. That’s Brandy. Cate and Ellis share custody of her when they aren’t all under the same roof.”
Brandy approached them quickly but slowed to almost a stop about two feet away, her tail wagging, but her eyes wary.
“It’s me, Brandy,” Taylor said, and the dog bounded to her.
Ellis stepped out onto the dock and waved.
“Oh, you didn’t tell me he was so handsome,” Mrs. Tinsley whispered, making Taylor smile.
“Yep. Tall, too. But don’t get fresh, Mrs. Tinsley. My mom has dibs on him.”
Mrs. Tinsley giggled. “Oh, darn.”
“Hi, Taylor,” Ellis called out. “Your sister’s at the farm.”
“I figured. We’re here to talk to you, though.”
“Well, okay then. Come aboard. I’m always up for visiting with two pretty ladies,” he said, then stepped aside and waited on them. “Especially today. Most of the usuals are gone on a charity pontoon poker run. Too quiet.”
Taylor appreciated his effort to be nice to Mrs. Tinsley. She didn’t think she had much of a social life. Maybe a day out in the fresh air and with a new experience would make her realize that she could come out more often.
“This is Mrs. Faire Tinsley, Ellis. She lives in that huge house in town,” Taylor said, then explained where the home was located. “She just recently started renting out rooms upstairs to one man, and she needs some advice. I wondered if you might know a bit about it, or, if not, you could call your daughter. If it’s not too much trouble, I mean.”
“Okay. I’m sure glad to help if I’m able and, if not, I’ll give her a call. Let me get you both something to drink first. I just made lemonade?” He gestured for them to take a seat on the deck in the trio of chairs he had set up.
“Lemonade would be grand,” Mrs. Tinsley said.
“Sure,” Taylor agreed, and Ellis disappeared into the cabin. Brandy settled down at her feet and Taylor slipped off a shoe and used her foot to give the dog a back massage.
“Mr. Cross is very nice,” Mrs. Tinsley said. “I hope he doesn’t think I’m a confused old lady.”
“I’m sure he doesn’t. You appear very sharp, Mrs. Tinsley. I don’t think anyone would consider you confused. Or old.” She fudged on the last part.
“Oh, well, Brian does.”
She began telling Taylor something about a mix up on movie night when Ellis returned with three tall glasses of iced lemonade and paper towels to set them on.
He handed it out and sat down. “Tell me what you got going on,” he said.
Because Taylor didn’t have all the time in the world before she needed to get back to work, she jumped in and told the story. As she spoke, she could see Ellis’ expression turn to one of worry.
Then Mrs. Tinsley remarked that the renter brought in a cat without prior approval and had been letting it go downstairs to harass her beloved bird. And that the renter had taken some of her furniture upstairs in the dead of the night!
When Mrs. Tinsley finished, Ellis’ arms were crossed over his chest.
“First, let me say I’m so sorry that you are dealing with this, Mrs. Tinsley,” he said. “It sounds to me like he’s taking advantage of your kindness and is pushing boundaries.”
“Well, it was going to be a mutual benefit,” she said. “But now—I just don’t know what to expect from him.”
“Are you in fear for your safety?” Taylor asked, becoming more worried herself.
“No, nothing like that,” Mrs. Tinsley said. “But I really do need that income. Is he right about that warranty thingy?”
Ellis tilted his head. “Umm ... I’m not sure. Let me get Katie on the phone.”
He pulled his phone from his pocket, chose a number, and set it on the table.
They could hear it ring once, then twice.
“Hi, Dad. What’s up? I have a meeting in fifteen,” a young woman said.
“Katie. Hi, honey. I’ve got you on speakerphone and I'm sitting here with Cate's daughter, Taylor, and her friend, Mrs. Tinsley. I have a quick question for you about legalities between a landlord and renter.”
“Okay, shoot. Make it quick.”
Ellis summarized what was going on, then waited for his daughter to speak.
“Okay, first, the implied warranty of habitability is to protect tenants from landlords who won’t do repairs to make the living conditions meet the expected standard as promised in the initial rental agreement,” she said. “He’s stretching the law here a bit because he just told you about it and hasn’t given you time to fix it before declaring he’ll cut his rent payment. Also, the state of Georgia doesn’t have a law in place that specifies the amount of time a landlord has to fix anything. If this was July or August, with sweltering temperatures, that would be a different story. I could see a claim for noncompliance if that were the case, but it’s only June and the weather has been wonderful. I haven’t even turned on my unit in my condo yet.”
“I haven’t had to use mine either, except for one or two days when we had an unexpected peak in temps at the end of May,” Ellis said. “He sounds overly dramatic to me.”
“So, what should I do?” Mrs. Tinsley asked.
“Here’s my suggestion,” Katie said. “I’m not getting a good feeling about this at all, so why don’t you tell him that you are going to see about the repair as quickly as possible, but you will be expecting the full payment for rent. If he still balks, tell him that he’s welcome to a refund of his deposit and he can go elsewhere. Maybe even tell him he pays nothing for the time he’s been there so far this month. I think you would be better off finding someone else to rent that space, even if you must lose some money to get there.”
Mrs. Tinsley looked at Taylor for confirmation, and she shrugged.
“I’m not sure he has anywhere to go,” Mrs. Tinsley said. “He’s an only child.”
“I don’t think that’s your worry,” Taylor whispered.
“I think it sounds like a good plan,” Ellis said.
Mrs. Tinsley sighed long and hard. “Well, I guess that’s what I’ll do then, if you all think it’s for the best.”
“I do,” Taylor said.
“That’s a wise decision,” Katie said from the phone. “And for the next round of applicants, please do some due diligence on references and background, Mrs. Tinsley. There are some scary people out there. I see them in court all the time.”
Faire put her glass down and blotted her lips with the paper towel. “Oh, believe me, I know it.”
Taylor wondered if she was referring to the decades’ old scandal with the Senator. Everyone in town knew about it, and that it had sent her into being the recluse she now was.
“Thank you, Katie,” Ellis said. “Call me tonight when you get home so we can catch up. Love you, kiddo.”
“Love you back, Dad,” she responded, and they cut the connection.
“I tell you what, Mrs. Tinsley,” Ellis said. “I’ve done some minor troubleshooting on air units in my time with some of my homes. I’ll come take a look at yours this afternoon if you like. No charge. I can’t promise I can fix it, but maybe it’s something simple.”
She clasped her hands together. “Oh, could you? That would be so very kind. I really appreciate it.”
Taylor smiled at how grateful she was, but it made her sad that for so many years she had lived in the shadows. She was truly a sweet lady.
Maybe their chance meeting was not chance after all. Could it be that something else was at work here? It never failed that something or someone needy always ended up in Taylor’s path, as if fate was saying, “Now, what’re you going to do about it?”
She wasn’t sure what she could do to help but she was sure she needed to get her butt back to work before the sheriff called for her location and found out she was on the lake, sipping lemonade.


OceanofPDF.com




CHAPTER 14
  
I f Jo had done what she’d wanted to do, Levi wouldn’t have been able to sit for a week. Lucky for him, she’d refrained from corporal punishment, but he’d showed not an ounce of gratitude. Instead, he’d whined the entire ride to the community theater, arguing with her and begging her to turn around. She’d turned the radio up one mile in, but she could still hear him over the loud, throaty singing of Luke Combs.
Listening to the radio reminded her that the only saving grace she had right now in Levi’s eyes was the fact that she was a good friend of Corbin Eastwood. She hadn’t wanted to introduce them, but she couldn’t get Corbin gone fast enough when Levi asked to come home early. He knew exactly who Corbin was and said he’d watched old videos of him singing on stage.
Seems Corbin had a big fan in her son.
He had even gone to bat for Levi, trying to lessen the seriousness of why Levi came home early. That hadn’t flown with her at all, and she’d had to ask him politely to stay out of it.
Jo believed in life lessons as penance when it came to her kid, and the next four weeks would teach her son that teasing someone for having different interests than he did was not appropriate, nor was it going to happen under her watch.
He’d also lost his phone and television privileges.
Theater camp and chores—that was going to be the first half of his summer, no matter how much he complained.
While Luke’s voice rang out from the radio, it made her think of Corbin and what he’d shared with her. It sounded like a textbook case of PTSD, though she was no expert. She couldn’t imagine how it felt to him to be on at the top of his game and selling out concerts, to suddenly being unable to sing on stage.
They pulled into the parking lot, and she cut the motor on her Jeep.
“Mom, oh my God, please,” he said, begging her with his eyes.
“Don’t use God’s name like that, and, no, my mind is made up. Next time you want to embarrass your cousin for his choices on how to spend his summer, you’ll think twice and just congratulate him for wanting to broaden his intellect by being involved in the arts. Maybe you two will bond over this.”
“Who cares about intellect, whatever that is,” he growled, then slammed his hand on her dash so hard he made dust fly.
For twelve years old, he had some oomph behind that skinny arm.
Jo struggled to keep from her hand lashing out. She wanted to smack him on the back of the head. He knew how much she loved her old Jeep. She reminded herself that violence solved nothing, and she bit her lip to keep from flogging him with her tongue. Bad words were also useless when dealing with kids. Maybe they felt good in the moment—but, all too often, were inept.
She should’ve made him ride with Anna and Teague, but that would’ve sent him over the edge. It was bad enough that she was going to make him attend the Summer Stage Camp.
“Come on. Take it like a champ,” she said, then got out of the Jeep.
“Artsy fartsy. That’s what you want from me?” He muttered.
He was slow, but he knew when he was beat, and—moving like a sloth—he got out and followed her to the entrance.
Jo saw Anna’s car parked a few rows up. Pete had turned her leased car in, and the judge made him hand over his own BMW, which luckily was paid for. Anna opted to sell it and then she bought herself a used Chevy Traverse that was big enough for the kids and had cargo space if she needed to transport a dog or two. It was a nice development that her sister was choosing to have things that were practical, rather than choosing by name brand and status. She would’ve never thought Anna could change so much.
“Ready?” she asked Levi, her hand on the door.
“No. I want to go home.”
“Good. I’m ready, too.” She opened the door and stood aside for him to enter in front of her, then she followed.
The front foyer was packed with parents signing their children up.
“Let’s go find Anna and Teague,” Jo said, pushing Levi through. They went on to the auditorium and, when they entered the auditorium, Jo felt excitement course through her veins. She had always loved drama and acting, and being in the theatre atmosphere brought back memories of her high school days.
She spotted Anna and Teague sitting in the front row and made her way over to them.
“Jo, have you registered Levi yet?” Anna asked.
Jo shook her head. “No, I wanted to find you first and hopefully it’ll be less crowded when I go back.”
Levi plopped down in the chair beside Teague and crossed his arms over his chest, looking straight ahead at the stage framed by the long, red velvet curtains. Jo longed to be behind them, or at least to touch them. She didn’t see how her son couldn’t feel the excited energy that buzzed around them. It was a magical place and she let herself dream for a minute.
“Thinking of your glory days?” Anna teased.
“Ha. No, not really,” Jo said. “Okay, maybe a little.”
Anna laughed with her.
Jo had played the lead in her senior year production when they did Into the Woods. She was the baker’s wife, and she still remembered the feeling of accomplishment when they had two curtain calls in the final showing. Her three sisters had been in the audience, clapping hard enough to make up for the absence of parents watching her performance.
Jo had always enjoyed pretending to be someone else, so acting had come natural for her. Most of her castmates claimed they would follow acting careers, but the only one who really did—or at least that she knew of—was Tula Rose.
It was Levi’s appearance that changed Jo’s trajectory and stopped her from pursuing the arts. Ironic that they were here now, because of him.
“I think the crowd has cleared a bit,” Anna said. “You’d better get it done before they start the introduction meeting. Oh, and I think you might find a surprise up there.”
Jo was already out of her seat and on her way, but she stopped and turned around.
“I hate surprises. Tell me.”
Anna winked. “Nope. See for yourself.”
Jo went back to the foyer, and there were a few stragglers, but at least she could get to the table and get the form. She grabbed it and a pen, then went to a chair against the wall.
Her heart sank when she saw the $300 registration fee for the four-week program. She didn't have that kind of money, and she sat there debating what to do. Was that the surprise Anna was talking about? If so, that was really catty of her.
Suddenly, she felt a tap on her shoulder. She looked up to find a man smiling down at her.
“Need some help with that form?”
She tilted her head. The voice was familiar, but the face wasn’t.
“Once upon a time ... in a far-off kingdom ... there lived a young maiden, a sad young lad, and a childless baker ... with his wife,” he said, then smiled.
“Oh. My. Stars. Eldon Barlow!” Jo stood and walked into Eldon’s open arms.
Eldon played the baker in the high school production when she was the baker’s wife! They had been a stage couple!
He was the surprise Anna had teased.
Jo stood back and gazed up at him, noticing the stylish salt and pepper goatee first. Gone were his colorful outfits, and instead he wore slim-fitting black jeans and a black long-sleeved T-shirt. His hair was cut short and styled, his old curls tamed and his new look sleek and sexy.
He looked classy. Too classy for Hart’s Ridge.
“Eldon, You don’t even look like yourself. I would’ve never recognized you if you hadn’t spoken. Especially that line. I think I heard you say it at least a hundred times in practice.”
They laughed.
“Look at us. Once the two leads in the best production our school ever did, and now back together again in a theatre,” he said.
Jo appreciated that he didn’t mention the real last time they were together—when he rescued her after Corbin dumped her at the after-prom party. She hoped to never have to talk about that again.
“I can’t believe it’s you,” she said. This made Eldon the second person from her past to show up in the last week, and she’d talked about him to the first person! It was surreal. “What are you doing here? I figured you’d be somewhere on Broadway.”
“I was, for a long time. Well, not on Broadway. Not even close, actually. Not acting though. I was the theatre director until the pandemic closed us down. By the time it was safe to come up for air, we lost a lot of our board members and volunteers. We just couldn’t get the house back on its feet. I picked up online teaching for the last few years, and it was a fun ride.”
“What are you doing now?”
He opened his arms in a grand gesture. “This.”
“This?” she looked around at the small foyer. The floor needed to be repaired, or even replaced, and the wood casings around the tall windows were cracked. Their community theatre had heart, but that was about it. The people were all about the lake and fishing, but it was much harder to get the town to support the arts.
“Yes, my dad needed some help with my mom and, as irony would have it, a position came open here in town. Theatre Director. Same thing I was doing in the big city, but in a much smaller arena.”
“Oh—so you’re staying here?” she felt a twinge of nervousness. Coming to help his parents was one thing, but why would he want to settle in such a small town when he was used to bigger and better things? He needed to work somewhere where it was exciting. Somewhere far away.
He shrugged. “At least for the summer, yes. I also interviewed for the open drama teacher slot at the high school. But what are you doing here?”
“I—well, I was thinking about registering my son for the summer program.” She bit her lip, telling herself not to say too much.
His eyes widened and his mouth opened. “Son? Wow—so you’re married?”
She shook her head. “Nope. Just me and my son. His name is Levi.”
“That’s great, Jo. I can’t wait to meet him, but you said thinking about it. How can I talk you into it? I’m sure he has some of your talent in his blood and I’m praying we can pull this production off. I think I’m going to need a miracle by the looks of some of the kids who will be auditioning for the leads.”
“Well, I—” she looked down at the paper. “He’s really not that interested, though I do think he needs to do this to learn there’s nothing wrong with boys being in theater.”
“Oh, he’s that kind of boy,” Eldon said.
“No. He’s a good boy. Really. He just needs to break out of his comfort zone. But there’s the matter of—well, something else.”
Eldon always was intuitive and sensitive. That was part of the reason he was teased relentlessly as a teenager. That, and the flamboyant outfits he wore. His personality obviously hadn’t changed because he quickly sat down and leaned his head toward hers.
“Look, Jo,” he said, lowering his voice. “If you'd like to volunteer as my producer's assistant for the summer camp, I'll put Levi in for a full scholarship.”
Jo's heart leaped at the offer, but did she really want to get that close to Eldon again? He had a lot of energy. Physically and emotionally. And everything was always an exciting adventure with him. He had a way of pulling her into them, too.
They’d had so much fun in their high school drama class. But that was long ago, before she became a mom and had to get serious about providing for a life for Levi. Now she had her job at the farm. It kept her busy, paid the bills (barely, for now), and it was quiet.
Steady, would be the word.
“I'll think about it,” she said, feeling torn.
He sighed. “You always were stubborn. Okay—you only have to do the half days. And maybe help with some costumes. You can sew, can’t you?”
She rolled her eyes. “Who do you think fixed your costume during intermission that time you slipped and split the crotch? How soon you forget my good deeds.”
They laughed again and she remembered how easily they always were in each other’s company. They were similar in so many ways that being around him felt like putting on a favorite sweater.
“Is that a deal?” he asked.
She knew she shouldn’t say yes. There were so many reasons to say no, some she couldn’t even think about. Levi would think her the best mother in the world if she told him they couldn’t afford the fee and he was off the hook. He’d be good for a few days, until he got frustrated at her for something else.
He really did need a lesson in being humble. Without a father in the picture, she had to show him that he wasn’t going to call the shots. That she was still boss and would follow through on her punishments for misbehavior.
If she didn’t do it now, he’d walk all over her when he was a teenager.
“Deal. But I am not cleaning snotty noses, and I stand by that. Oh, and do not depend on me for any technical issues. You’d better have a light and sound tech.”
Eldon jumped up and did a happy dance right there in the foyer, causing a few heads to turn and some to laugh.
Jo couldn’t help but smile. Yep, that was the Eldon she remembered. She had to admit, it felt good to laugh. It was nice to be wanted, too. It looked like she was going to have to talk to Cate about a schedule change.
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CHAPTER 15
  
F aire was waiting in the parlor close to the front foyer when she heard the knock and hustled to the door. She peeked out through the stained glass first, then opened it.
“Hello, Mr. Cross,” she said. “Please come in. Thank you again for coming.”
“Absolutely. But, please, just call me Ellis.” He stepped in carrying a small tool bag.
His tall frame made her foyer feel smaller.
“I’ll show you upstairs,” she said. “Brian isn’t home right now. He must’ve gone to visit his mother.”
He had been there, though. When she’d returned from her adventure with Taylor and Ellis, she’d found the house empty, but he’d placed a small, black plastic bottle on her kitchen table.
The label said Brain Booster: Memory, Focus, and Concentration, and the bottle was set atop a note from Brian.
Try these. They’ll help.
She’d read the ingredients, noting the first one was gingko and the rest of them names she didn’t recognize.
Her memory was fine. She’d swear to it.
Or was it?
She put the bottle back down on the table. She wasn’t taking anything without a doctor’s approval. For that matter, if he couldn’t pay her the rent he owed her, he shouldn’t be spending money on pills she didn’t ask for or want.
“If you’d like, just direct me and you won’t have to climb the stairs,” Ellis said, breaking her out of her thoughts.
“Okay. The thermostat for that level is in the parlor. You’ll see it beside a painting of rolling clouds.” She was glad not to walk up there, feeling a bit tired out from her unusual detour at the lake.
“Great. I’ll make sure first that the thermostat is powered up.”
“Thank you. When you get done, I’ve got a slice of lemon cake with your name on it. Do you prefer coffee or tea?” Faire smiled up at him.
“I’m fine with either one that’s easiest for you,” Ellis said, smiling back. “And lemon cake is my favorite. I’ll skedaddle on up now and try to earn it.”
Faire blushed. He was just so handsome.
She’d changed her clothes from earlier that day into something more casual than her going-into-town outfit, but now she wished she had kept it on. The short-sleeved shirt she was wearing now showed her old lady arms, her dimply, loose skin giving away her age.
In the kitchen she got her stool from the pantry and used it to reach her best China cups and saucers. She thought about how lucky she was to have run into Taylor, and then meet Ellis. She’d learned in life that the kindest people weren’t born that way but were made after surviving their own tough circumstances in life. They give the compassion that they once yearned for themselves. She knew now what Taylor had survived, but she wondered what had made Ellis the man he is.
When she had two cups and two saucers on the counter, she got down from the stool and examined them. The dishes reminded her so much of Dean. They’d picked the China out together on their thirtieth anniversary. Johann Haviland in the Michele pattern. Delicate pink and gold flowers and set in a gold frame. A gift to themselves that could be handed down, they’d said. But now she had no one to hand them down to.
She’d been so proud of them that she’d used them during readings.
Enough about that. You have things to do.
Quickly, she set up her coffee machine to make a pot, thinking that Ellis looked much more like a coffee kind of guy than tea. She wouldn’t cut the cake yet. It needed to stay under the dome until the last minute to keep it at its freshest.
She paused, listening to see if she could hear Ellis moving around upstairs. She hoped so much that he could fix it and she wouldn’t have to pay a technician. This week she was rationing her groceries because her power bill was due any day. She wasn’t quite down to eating cat food like some struggling seniors, unless tuna counted. She didn’t need much, though.
“Mrs. Tinsley, I think I found the problem,” Ellis said, coming down the stairs.
She hurried out to the foyer.
“It was set to heat,” he said. “Just to be safe, I reset it and then switched it to cool. Also, be sure to keep the fan system on.”
“But I wonder why it was switched to heat?” Faire said.
“I don’t know, but I do have bad news for you.” He looked somber. “First, there isn’t a cloud painting on the wall. Next to the thermostat is a painting of a cat. That’s not the bad news—just an observation. Maybe you forgot. But I needed to use the restroom and—when I went in there—I saw that the toilet bowl was full of dirty cat litter.”
Faire gasped, her hand over her mouth. She ignored the revelation about the painting for the moment in favor of the pipes. “Oh, dear, why would he do that? Maybe it’s that flushable kind they advertise on television?”
“Even if it is that kind, it will still cause clogs. The system wasn’t designed to break down the heavier solids that are in those clumps. It can swell and block the pipes in your home. Then your sinks won’t drain, and the toilets won’t be able to flush. It needs to be fished out of there. If you have a litter scoop, I’ll do it for you.”
Faire sighed. This was all becoming too much. And where was her painting? She was proud of that work. She’d captured the rare phenomena of Kelvin-Helmholtz waves that came together on an unusually windy day. The upper layer of the clouds mimicked rolling waves and some thought it was an inspiration for Vincent van Gogh’s The Starry Night.
“If you can find the litter box, maybe the scoop is beside it,” Faire said. “Let me get you a plastic bag. I really can’t thank you enough for this, Ellis.”
“No problem. Glad to help.”
She got a plastic bag from under the sink and handed it to him just as the front door opened. Before she could react, Brian came into the kitchen.
“Who is this?” he demanded, as though he had a right to ask.
“Why, this is my friend, Ellis Cross,” Faire said indignantly. “He came to look at the thermostat and, apparently, you had switched it over to heat. He reset it and turned it back to cool, and it’s already working correctly.”
Brian’s face reddened and he looked livid. “I did no such thing.”
“I was also just going up there to fish the kitty litter clumps out of the toilet,” Ellis said. “You can’t dump it in there, my friend. It’ll cause a lot of plumbing issues.”
“I’m not your friend! And why were you in my bathroom?”
Ellis didn’t flinch. Faire looked from him to Brian, then back to Ellis.
It was a stare down, and Ellis was the calm, collected of the two.
Brian turned to Faire. “I did not switch the thermostat over. I haven’t touched it. Did you see the supplement I left for you? I think you need to start taking it as soon as possible.”
“Well, I—I—” Faire stumbled over what to say to that. If he was going down that route again, she needed to shut him down. She didn’t want him planting those thoughts in Ellis’ head.
“Is it your position that Mrs. Tinsley switched the thermostat over herself just so that you’d be miserable, and she’d have to pay someone to come take a look at it?” Ellis said calmly, raising an eyebrow at Brian.
“Well, I sure didn’t do it, and there’s only two of us living here,” Brian said, glaring at Faire.
“On that note, Mr. Robinson,” Ellis said, moving forward to step between her and Brian. “Mrs. Tinsley here has decided that because you are not happy with the conditions here, she will be glad to refund your deposit so that you may find something more suitable to your liking.”
“Oh, is that so?” Brian said, drawing his words out with sarcasm. “I tell you what, Mister Handyman and Mrs. Landlord. Why don’t the two of you study up on some law, and, if you want me out, you are welcome to file an eviction notice. I’m not going anywhere.”
With that he turned on his heel and left the kitchen in a dramatic flair.
“And DO NOT trespass into my LIVING AREA!” he screamed as he went up the stairs.
Faire looked at Ellis, sure the shock was showing on her face.
He led her to a kitchen chair, still calm and in control. “Here, Mrs. Tinsley, sit down. I’ll pour us some coffee and we can talk.”
“Oh, but I need to cut you a piece of cake,” she mumbled, suddenly feeling as though her tongue were coated in fur. Darned if she wasn’t feeling a bit faint, too. She didn’t do confrontation well.
He put a hand up. “Not right now. I’m sure you’re a bit shaken. Just stay right there.”
When he turned to go to the coffee maker, Faire slid the bottle of memory enhancer behind her small vase of flowers. She knew what it looked like—that she was an old lady headed into dementia and wreaking havoc on her renter.
Ellis came back with two of her China cups filled with coffee, then sat down. The cream and sugar were already on the table, and she doctored up her brew, then took a small sip.
She was in a real spot of bother.
“We need to talk about what you’re going to do, Mrs. Tinsley,” Ellis said.
“I don’t expect you to take on this trouble, Ellis. You’ve done enough for me today and I appreciate your time. If you’d tell me what I owe you for coming into town, I’ll write you a check.” She tried to sound brave, but she heard the quiver in her voice.
“He sounds very angry. I really don’t feel comfortable leaving you here with him. Why don’t you call up Taylor and see if you can stay out there for a few days? Let things simmer down?”
“Oh, no. I can’t abandon my home and my B— oh my goodness, I forgot about Baby,” she said, rising to her feet quickly. “He’ll be so upset with me for leaving him cooped up too long.”
“Baby?” Ellis asked.
Faire didn’t stop to explain. She hurried out of the kitchen and into her studio, straight to the tall cage. Oh, he had attitude, alright. If her bird had arms, they would be crossed over his chest and his nose would be so high in the air, he’d drown if it rained.
“I’m so sorry, Baby,” she crooned, opening the door.
Faire went back to the kitchen and Ellis smiled when she came through and he saw the bird. She took her seat again.
“Oh, that’s Baby,” he said. “Nice bird. But Mrs. Tinsley, back to our conversation. Perhaps you could go stay with a relative? Take your bird, too, of course.”
“I don’t have any relatives and I don’t want to leave my house with a stranger in it,” Faire said. “I’ll be fine, though I appreciate your concern. I’ve always been an advocate of talking things through, and when Brian calms down I’ll ask if he’s ready for a conversation. Surely, we can work this out into a peaceful situation, don’t you think?”
He didn’t look convinced.
“Okay, but to make me feel better,” he lowered his voice, “did you happen to write down the address from his check he paid you with? I’d like for Taylor to run him in her system and just make sure nothing strange comes up.”
Faire thought back, then remembered. “Oh, it was one of those starter checks for a new account. It didn’t have an address in the corner. He wrote a post office box there.”
“What about his driver’s license? Did you get a copy?”
She shook her head, feeling like an idiot now. “I didn’t even think to ask. I was being gullible, wasn’t I?”
“Don’t worry about that right now. I’m going to get Taylor to run his car plates and we’ll find out who it’s registered to. I’ll take a photo before I go. You don’t owe me anything for coming out. I didn’t do anything but turn the system back over to cool. I have a feeling your renter was trying to pull a fast one on you. But, without proof, it would take you more to fight it in court than it would to give him a break on next month’s rent.”
“If you think that’s best,” Faire said. She’d just have to figure out how to make do paying her bills just like she’d been doing. On a wing and a prayer.
“Maybe in a few days he’ll see how ridiculous he’s being,” Ellis said, standing. “Before I go, please promise me you will always keep your cell phone with you, and that if he so much as looks at you wrong you will call the authorities. In the meantime, I’ll get Taylor on this.”
Faire nodded, looking away to hide the sheen of tears she felt come up. It had been a long time since someone had acted concerned for her well-being. Ellis was such a kind man.
“Let me wrap up some cake for you, please. That’s the least I can do,” she said.
“Now that, I’ll let you do.”
She’d wasted so much of his time that now she hurried, slicing exactly half of the cake, and putting it on a paper plate, then covering it with tin foil.
“Here you go. I hope you enjoy it,” she said as she handed it to him.
“I’m sure I will, Mrs. Tinsley. Take care of yourself. We’ll talk soon.” With that he bent down and kissed her on the cheek, then turned and left.
Faire stood there holding her hand over the warm spot, blushing like a schoolgirl.
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CHAPTER 16
  
T  aylor sat at her desk, poring over the limited information she had managed to gather on Brian Robinson, the enigmatic renter causing trouble for Mrs. Tinsley. Despite his claims of being an attorney, she found no records of him being in any association or with any firm. A nagging feeling told her that there was more to this man than met the eye.
She’d finally gotten to the task, after spending the morning canvassing several farms and other properties, looking for a missing tractor that was stolen from Clarence and Lynn Dobbs. That was Shane’s case—he was the official detective, but, as usual, he had her doing the grunt work. That was on top of her doing her usual job of patrol, her own paperwork, and a multitude of other tasks that she juggled on top of her responsibilities at the farm.
Shane didn’t appreciate the life of a small-town detective when it came to stolen tractors and such things. He was still after the big crime cases, but Taylor hoped things would stay calm for a while. The difference between her and Shane was that every violent crime in Hart’s Ridge cut her to the quick, but he wasn’t attached to the people like she was. In a way she supposed that could be good, but it would never be her.
Taylor remembered suddenly that Faire said Robinson had a mother in one of their local nursing homes.
“Penner, cover for me in case someone comes looking. I need to do an errand,” she said, standing and gathering her things.
“Everything okay?” Penner asked.
“Yeah. Just doing some preliminary investigation for what might become an open case. I’ll tell you about it later.”
She hurried out and got in her squad car and made the short drive to the Magnolia Home for assisted living and long-term care. As far as nursing homes go, from the outside it looked nice. There was a row of white rocking chairs on the front porch, and the flower beds and other landscaping was neat and clean.
A van was pulled up close to the entrance and a man was helping a line of seniors into it.
“Good afternoon, Officer.” He nodded respectfully. “Want to join us at the Hart’s Botanical Garden today? They’re unveiling another critter sculpture by James Brinley. He does those things with a chainsaw!”
“That sure would be nice if I didn’t have to work!” Taylor responded, then went in.
The reception area was serene, filled with soft music and the faint scent of lavender and bleach. She approached the desk, where a middle-aged woman with a nametag that read Sheila greeted her with a warm smile. “Hello, how can I assist you today?”
“I'm Deputy Taylor Gray from the county sheriff’s department. I'm looking for information on a Brian Robinson. He claims to have a mother residing here,” Taylor explained, her gaze fixed on the receptionist's face, searching for any signs of recognition.
The receptionist furrowed her brows. “I'm sorry, Deputy Gray, but I don't know of any visitor by that name, but let me check the log.”
Taylor waited while Sheila tapped at her computer, moving through multiple screens.
“I don’t see anyone by that name for the last month. Are you sure this is the correct nursing home?”
“No, I’m not. I’ll try the other one next.” Taylor knew it was a long shot just walking in without the mother’s name, but her gut told her she had to try. “Can you write the name down and call me if any of your coworkers recognize it? Brian Robinson.”
A young woman, no older than mid-twenties, emerged from a corridor.
“Excuse me,” the woman interjected politely. “I couldn't help but overhear. Can I speak with you privately?”
Taylor turned her attention to the woman, intrigued by her sudden interest. “Yes, of course. Please, have a seat,” Taylor offered, gesturing toward the nearby seating area.
As they settled into the comfortable chairs, the woman appeared nervous, her eyes darting around the room. “My name is Tracey,” she began hesitantly. “I heard you mention the name Brian Robinson, and I couldn't help but inquire why you were asking about him.”
Taylor showed her badge as a gesture of trust. “I'm conducting a minor investigation, and Brian Robinson is involved. Can you tell me what you know about him?”
Tracey took a deep breath, visibly gathering herself. “Brian is my estranged brother,” she confessed. “But his real name is Jedidiah Camp. Or just Jed. He's not allowed to visit our mother here. In fact, he's estranged from my other brother and I as well. Jed is irrational and has caused a lot of problems for our family.”
An alias? That’s why she couldn’t find much on the internet about him.
Taylor leaned forward, her curiosity piqued. “Do you mind sharing more details? It might be crucial for my investigation.” Now it really would be an investigation. She planned on running a background check on Mr. Jed Camp as soon as she got back to the department.
Tracey's eyes filled with fear, and she lowered her voice to a whisper. “No, I can’t really divulge the family issues, but do I need to set up security for my mom’s room?”
“That depends. How frightened are you that he might show up here? He’s rented a room in town and told the landlord that he wanted to be close to your mother, to visit and help with her.”
Tracey paled visibly. “I can’t divulge the personal issues with our family, but I can tell you that Brian has a history of conflicts with property owners. Your friend should ask him to leave, but it won't be easy to get him out of there. You need to be careful when dealing with him.”
Taylor's concern deepened. “Thank you for your honesty, Tracey. Your insights will help a lot. If you have any further information or if there's anything else you think I should know, please don't hesitate to reach out. Furthermore, you may want to investigate a protective order to keep him away from your mother, if you have grounds for one to be granted.”
Tracey nodded gratefully. “I’ll look into it. Please tell his landlord to be careful. Brian can be unpredictable.”
As Taylor left the nursing home, she couldn't shake off the sense of unease that settled within her. It was evident that Brian Robinson had woven a web of lies, leaving behind a trail of strained relationships and potential danger. Now she had to figure out how to legally get him out of Mrs. Tinsley’s home, and, until that could be done, get her to agree to stay elsewhere.
She hurried back to the department to do some background on Jed Camp and see just what he’d been up to.
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CHAPTER 17
  
J o nervously adjusted her clipboard, scanning the bustling theater camp room filled with kids of all ages. It was only the second time setting foot in a theater in years, but here she was, an assistant director at the performing arts camp for kids. Not auditioning for anything, thank goodness, but still getting to immerse herself in something other than small town life.
She couldn't help but feel a mix of excitement and anxiety, hoping she could help these young creatives discover their talents.
She looked around and saw Eldon. He was obviously dressing up to make the camp more fun and was wearing short pants with a white shirt, cravat tucked in against his chest. The beret hat was the perfect accessory for his French-inspired director costume. All he needed now was a clapboard to use when shouting Action!
“Eldon!” Jo called out, her voice slightly shaky.
Eldon turned around, his eyes widening with surprise before he broke into a wide grin.
“Jo, darling! I can't believe you're really here,” Eldon exclaimed, enveloping her in a tight hug. “Are you ready for this adventure?”
Jo chuckled, feeling her nerves dissipate a little in Eldon's infectious enthusiasm. “I'm trying to be. I have no idea what I'm doing, but I figured you'd whip me into shape.”
Eldon waved off her concern. “Darling, you've got theater in your blood. It's like riding a bike; you never forget. Besides, we're in this together. We'll make magic happen.”
Jo nodded; her confidence bolstered by Eldon's words.
“Where is Levi?” he asked, looking out over the small groups of kids who gathered.
“Over there against the wall,” Jo said. “By himself.”
Eldon spotted him. “Oh. Yikes. Loner, huh?”
She let out a long sigh. “No, not usually. Most of the time he’s very friendly. He would just rather be at the farm, helping with the animals or really doing anything else, if it is outside. I wish some of his friends were also coming. He’s mad at his cousin, Teague, because he thinks it’s his fault that he must do this.”
Jo caught Levi’s eye and smiled encouragingly, silently willing him to give it a try. He shot her a grimace in return, clearly unconvinced.
“Trust the process, Jo,” Eldon said, seeing the exchange. “This will be good for him in more ways than one. It’s also a learning lesson if you stick to your guns. He needs to know you will stand by the consequences you set out.”
“I’m trying.”
“You got this. Today we’re only doing the preliminary interviews to try to narrow it down to those who will be comfortable in the lead roles, and those who won’t.”
They settled into their chairs as the auditions began, and everyone quieted down.
Jo had a sense of déjà vu. She’d forgotten how fun it was to be involved in the arts, and suddenly she was in the best mood she’d had in ages. She observed the kids, some with nerves etched across their faces, others brimming with excitement as they answered questions. They were testing for both the Winnie Foster and Jesse’s mother’s role and they both took notes on each girl who tried out. When Bronwyn stepped up, she beamed at them, seeming perfectly at home as the center of attention.
Jo had a favorite immediately, and she wondered if Eldon would pick the same.
Then it was time for the male roles and, as Jo watched nervously, Levi stepped up to the front of the stage. She could almost see his reluctance seeping through his hesitant steps, as if he'd rather be anywhere else but here. Jo could see the weight of his doubts pressing down on him, threatening to drown his potential.
She remained silent and let Eldon do all the questioning. Her heart swelled with pride when Levi turned off his surly attitude to be respectful as he answered, and he and Eldon talked back and forth.
Teague was next and, not surprisingly, he did a wonderful job. He seemed to own the stage and Jo wondered how much time Anna had spent coaching him in the last few days. She was the competitive sister, and it probably also trickled down to seeing her kids do their best.
Eldon released the kids to snack time and he turned to Jo.
“We’ve got some possible talent here,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect when I agreed to take this position. Hart’s Ridge didn’t seem too friendly toward the arts when I was coming up.”
Jo smiled at him sympathetically. “I don't think you got to see it from an adult’s point of view. You were just trying to stay alive within the high school bullies club.”
He grinned. “It made me a lot stronger when I moved away. Come to find out, New York City ruffians have nothing on the boys I grew up with.”
“I’m sorry you had to deal with that,” Jo said. “Sadly, it is still common for people around here to make suppositions about a person's life based on what they look like. I know it's not the same thing, but after I got pregnant with Levi you would not believe the side-eyed looks I got from people around town because I was so young. So many of them obviously assumed that I was white trash even though I had only had a few boyfriends.”
“Well, you were seeing Corbin Eastwood at the time. Hate to say it, but it was well known that he had tagged just about every girl in the county. I’m just sorry he got his claws into you. You didn’t deserve the way it ended.”
Jo felt a nervous flutter in her stomach. She needed to change the direction of the conversation quickly. She didn’t want to admit that Corbin was back in town, nor that she’d gone to dinner with him. Suddenly it felt like high school all over again.
“What are we doing next?” She asked him.
Eldon leaned in and began explaining the game to Jo, his voice filled with enthusiasm.
"Alright. We’re doing improv. We’ll split into two groups. The game is called Questions, and it's going to challenge their improvisational skills in a unique way."
Jo nodded attentively, eager to learn the details of the game. "How does it work?"
Eldon grinned and began to outline the steps. "Well, in this game, we're going to encourage the actors to perform a scene where every line they speak is a question. Statements are strictly off-limits."
Jo furrowed her brow, intrigued but slightly puzzled. "So, they can only communicate through questions?"
"Exactly!" Eldon confirmed, his excitement evident. "We're going to choose a setting to inspire the scene. Once we have that, we'll pick two actors who will only speak to each other using questions."
Jo contemplated the challenge, imagining the creative possibilities. "So, they'll build the story through their questions?"
Eldon nodded, his enthusiasm contagious. "That's right! They'll have to think on their feet, but also think before they speak. They'll use questions to progress the scene and develop the story."
Jo nodded, absorbing the rules of the game. "And what happens if someone accidentally responds with a statement?"
Eldon chuckled. "Ah, good catch! If a player slips up and responds with a statement, they're 'out' of the scene. But don't worry, another actor can step in to replace them and keep the scene going."
"Sounds like a great way to encourage quick thinking and teamwork," Jo remarked.
Eldon beamed. "Absolutely! It pushes them to listen, react, and support each other. We'll continue playing until the scene naturally ends or until we run out of actors."
Jo felt a surge of anticipation. She couldn't wait to see their improvisational skills shine. She looked at her watch, suddenly sad that she would only be there half a day. She’d forgotten how fun drama could be.
    
THREE HOURS LATER, Jo was back at the farm and stood in the kennel, watching Hank tremble uncontrollably as Cate tried to comfort him. The pit bull’s wide, fearful eyes darted around the kennel, looking for an escape.
Jo had read Hank's heart-wrenching backstory, knowing that he had lost his beloved owner, who’d passed away only the week before from a blood clot that started in his leg and made its way to his heart. His dog dad was wheelchair-bound after a car accident left him paralyzed. Hank was a shelter dog pulled and trained to be his service animal, and after two years together they were everything to each other.
It was evident that the dog was shocked at his new surroundings and overwhelmed, his trembling body betraying the anxiety that gripped him.
Beside him, Cate gently stroked Hank's back, attempting to soothe his frayed nerves. They had seen several dogs come into the newly formed rescue, each with their own unique story, but this one struck a chord within Jo's heart. She could feel the weight of Hank's past bearing down on him, haunting his every step. He’s already been through hell, then found his person, and now his person was gone.
As they tried to coax Hank into taking a bite of food, a truck pulled up outside the rescue. Jo turned her attention toward the noise, and her eyes met Corbin's gaze as he got out and came over. He leaned over the outer fence, resting his arms along the top as he watched.
"What's going on?" Corbin asked, his voice tinged with curiosity.
Jo took a deep breath, briefly glancing at Cate before turning her attention back to Corbin. "This is Hank," she began, her voice carrying a mixture of empathy and hope. "He was a service dog for a man who tragically passed away last week. Before that, Hank was a shelter dog. Now he’s in limbo, and we're trying to make him feel safe while we work on finding a foster home."
Corbin's eyes softened as he observed Hank's trembling form. "Poor guy," he murmured, "He must be terrified, being back in a place that reminds him of the shelter."
Jo nodded, grateful for his understanding. "Yes, he's extremely frightened. We've been trying to comfort him, but he's refusing food and his anxiety is through the roof. We really don’t want to have to sedate him. That’s a last resort."
From inside the run, Cate cooed to the dog, rubbing his flank. Hank continued to shake so hard it appeared he might hurt himself.
For a moment, Corbin stood there, his gaze fixed on Hank's quivering figure. Jo could sense the wheels turning in his mind, a glimmer of empathy beginning to pierce through his emotional barriers.
Corbin took a treat from the bucket hanging on the wall, then let himself into the run. Kneeling in front of Hank, he extended his hand, offering the treat.
“Come on, buddy. I know you’re scared, but these ladies are here to help you.”
Jo held her breath, hoping that Hank would react positively. Time seemed to stand still as they waited, anticipation filling the air.
Slowly, tentatively, Hank's quivering body calmed as he eyed the treat. His fear began to subside, replaced by the tiniest flicker of trust.
With caution, he took the treat from Corbin's hand, his tail giving a slight wag.
Cate slowly moved away from the dog, gesturing for Corbin to get closer. Jo was impressed that he did so, watching him plop down on the bedding of straw they’d put down for Hank.
“You gotta eat, man,” Corbin said. “Gotta keep up those muscles. You look like a tank.”
Cate handed Corbin the bowl of kibble and he set it down between him and Hank. He kept talking to the dog, mostly nonsense, but in a calm and soothing voice. One that sounded stable and protective, something Hank was missing right now.
Jo watched in awe as Hank, step by step, inched closer to Corbin, eventually attempting to crawl into his lap.
Corbin reached out and gathered the big dog, pulling him to his chest. Suddenly Hank released the longest, saddest sigh Jo had ever heard a dog do, then laid his head against Corbin.
“Oh my,” Cate said. “That’s impressive, Corbin.”
He smiled, then looked at Jo, giving her a wink.
Jo could see that his eyes were glistening with unshed tears and knew the walls he’d built around his heart were beginning to crumble.
Cate stepped forward, breaking the silence. "Corbin, would you consider taking Hank home and fostering him while we search for a potential forever home?" she asked, her voice laced with hope. "He needs someone who can make him feel safe until he gets over the loss of his owner.”
Jo’s voice filled with hope. "That’s a great idea. He’s a smart dog, Corbin. He was trained to assist his owner in numerous ways," she explained. "He could retrieve items, open doors, and even help him up if he fell. Their bond was incredible. Maybe Hank can be that support you need, too."
Corbin's gaze shifted back to Hank, who was now nestled against his side, finding solace in his presence. He looked like he was contemplating the possibilities.
"I appreciate the offer," he began, his voice tinged with hesitation, "I’m pretty self-sufficient and I don't think I'm ready for that kind of responsibility. Dealing with my own struggles is enough."
Cate stepped closer; her voice filled with gentle persuasion. "Corbin, fostering Hank could be a temporary arrangement. It doesn't have to be a long-term commitment. It might give both of you a chance to heal together. You've already connected with him in a way we haven't been able to. This could be a transformative experience for both of you. I know from experience that dogs can heal a place inside you that humans can never touch.”
Jo didn’t know if she should join Cate and continue trying to persuade him, or just stay silent. She could see he was considering it.
His gaze met Jo's, and she saw vulnerability in his eyes. "You know," he began, his voice thick with emotion, "I used to perform in front of thousands of people, but I can’t do that now. I've been trying to face my demons alone, but, maybe ... maybe Hank understands. He had a job and did it well, and now that’s been taken from him.”
“He’ll find purpose again,” Cate said. “It’s just going to take some time. Especially to find someone who doesn’t look at him and think he’s too scary to be a good dog. Pit bulls get a bad rap, no matter if they’re vicious or not.”
“Just like cowboys,” Corbin teased, looking at Jo. “Everyone thinks we’re beer guzzling womanizers and don’t want to give us a chance.”
“Hey, you had a date,” Jo teased back. “What more do you want?”
Cate looked from Jo to Corbin. “Hello? I thought we were talking about Hank?”
They all laughed, easing the serious moment.
“What else can you tell me about him?” Corbin asked.
“We have a lot of information. Hank’s three years old. He’s a laid-back dog, but he takes his job seriously. He's content just being with his person, providing them with comfort and support. He's terrified of loud noises, explosions, and gunfire. We believe he ran away from a traumatic situation, one that possibly involved yelling and gunfire when he ended up in the shelter. It's a part of his past that probably still haunts him."
Jo could see that struck a deep chord within Corbin. He pulled the dog closer and murmured comforting words in his ear.
“I guess that means fireworks displays on the Fourth of July might be too overwhelming for him," Corbin said. "I don’t like them either, Hank."
“Same,” said Jo. “Hate fireworks.”
“I do love his name,” Corbin said. “Hank Williams Jr. is my idol.”
“Is that a yes?” Cate asked, glancing at Jo hopefully.
Jo held her breath.
"Alright," Corbin finally relented, a mix of uncertainty and determination in his voice. "I'll give it a try. Just until you find a home, though."
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CHAPTER 18
  
F aire sipped her tea in her bedroom, gazing out the window from the velvet settee that was a favorite piece of hers. She was so glad that, at the last minute, she’d pulled it from the items she was selling. It brought her comfort on days like today when she was feeling a bit blue. Since she had decided not to try to evict Brian, she and Baby had been spending a lot more time in her bedroom.
It felt safe.
Not from violence or anything like that. He’d calmed down after his outburst a few weeks before. It felt safe from walking on eggshells in her own home. She was trying hard to make things work with Brian, but it felt like she was the only one giving anything to the relationship. What she’d found was that Brian was like a teenager, give him what he wants and he was happy, but if one thing didn’t go his way you could count on some sort of negative and passive-aggressive reaction.
“So silly,” she said to Baby. He was perched on the top of the settee behind her head. “We aren’t supposed to have any kind of relationship. That wasn’t the plan. I just wanted someone to quietly rent the upstairs, and now look what we’ve done.”
Baby trilled, as though telling her there was no ‘we’ in the situation. She’d done it to herself, without listening to his advice.
Now she had to always be on alert for Brian’s cat, too, who she found out interestingly doesn’t have a name.
Who doesn’t name their cat?
Maybe that was a new thing, but to her it felt rude. The cat probably thought so, too.
She and Brian hadn’t gone back to watching movies together, but things were on an even keel, and she even cooked him up breakfast most days. Nothing fancy, just a gravy biscuit or maybe some eggs and toast, though one day he did ask for Eggs Benedict, and she had to tell him she had no idea how to do that.
He told her she could look it up on the internet and then wore a self-satisfied smile when she told him she didn’t do the internets.
Cooking for someone wasn’t in her plan, either, but it did make her feel somewhat useful and it got him in a better mood, which was a plus. She just wished he’d pitch in for the provisions. Earlier that week he’d opened the door for the delivered groceries and took them without tipping.
It was an embarrassing thing she was going to have to make up for next time.
She’d noticed that he also helped himself to anything else she made, casseroles and desserts and such. Whether it was on the countertop, stove, or in the fridge, he didn’t ask before he took what he wanted up to his rooms. She prayed he wasn’t leaving uneaten food and crumbs around. She didn’t want to have to spring for an exterminator.
Only a few days before, she had pumpkin bread fresh from the oven and had it sitting out to cool. Before she could even get the first slice, he’d snuck in like a ninja and taken half of it.
Joke was on him because she’d decided just today that it was as good a time as any to go on that diet she’d been contemplating for years.
No more baking. No more store-bought snacks. Just some healthy fruits and veggies, and he’d already proven he wasn’t a fan of those, so they should be safe.
As for the missing painting, she’d found it leaned up against the wall in the hallway. He had switched it out for one of his own and, though it was a bit hurtful, she could understand that he had the right to make his space how he wanted it.
Still no furniture, though, which was interesting to put up his own framed art when he didn’t even have a couch. He didn’t have a bed yet either. She hadn’t gone into his room again—
she was afraid he might have set up a camera—but she hadn’t left the house in the weeks since she’d met Taylor on the square, so she would’ve seen him bringing it in. She also noticed that he’d taken a few of her light bulbs from her lamps in the front hall, so he may not have a real bed, but he’d obviously brought in some lamps.
Faire’s gaze landed on the framed photo that sat on her nightstand. It had been calling to her for the last week or so.
“Yes, I know, Dean. I’ve got myself into quite the fix,” she said.
Lately, he had been on her mind a lot. Sometimes she was mad at God for requiring her to live so long without her beloved. She supposed she was luckier than most, as she’d had four decades with him. She still remembered the day they’d met. It was through Dean’s first cousin, who was his best friend at the time. He always told her that in that instant he knew she was the most beautiful woman he’d even seen, and he was disappointed that she was already taken. Being a young man of honor, he wouldn’t dare try to steal his cousin’s girl.
Faire was just as smitten and couldn’t stop thinking about Dean or talking about him to all her friends, and even his cousin.
“I was brave back then, wasn’t I, my love?” Faire said, smiling at the photo.
Yes, she was full of herself in those days.
Not being able to stand it any longer, she broke up with the cousin and then set to searching the phone book for Dean’s family’s number, then promptly called him. His mother picked up the phone and, when Dean got on, she’d asked him to go with her to the Valentine’s Day dance.
It took some convincing, because he was twenty years old to her fifteen, and he also didn’t know how to dance. She laughed out loud, thinking of the first stiff moments and how awkward it was. She’d taken the lead, trying to get them into a rhythm.
“But when you pulled me close on that dance floor, I forgot everything around us and just melted,” she said softly.
She and Dean were an item from that moment on, totally head over heels in love. Dean asked her to marry him a year later over a tub of popcorn at the drive-in movie show. After that, he always teased her that she’d started the women’s lib movement in Hart County, shocking everyone when she was the first girl to call a boy on the phone and ask him out.
“Oh, Dean. I don’t want to be here without you anymore. I’m tired,” Faire said.
You still have a purpose you haven’t accepted.
The message came through crisp and clear, which was surprising because Dean didn’t usually connect with her so easily, if at all. He’d told her that, when it was his time, he wouldn’t be involving himself in trying to reach through the veil to communicate, that he’d be fishing all day long in the best-stocked pond there could ever be.
He’d held to that oath for the most part, but Faire supposed this was an extenuating circumstance. She was probably ruining all his fishing days with the shenanigans she’d gotten herself into.
Suddenly Baby straightened and looked toward the closed bedroom door, and a few seconds later, Faire heard the doorbell.
“How do you do that?” she asked, rising from the settee. Baby had an uncanny way of knowing someone was on their doorstep, even when they were deep in the house and too far for the bird to be able to hear.
Before she opened her bedroom door, she listened to see if she heard footsteps coming down the stairs. When she didn’t, she went into the hall and to the front foyer.
She peeked out the glass and, when she saw it was Taylor, she opened the door.
“Well, hello, Taylor,” she exclaimed.
“Mrs. Tinsley, is your renter here?”
She looked so serious that it scared Faire.
“I’m not sure. He might be sleeping. Did you see his car around back?”
“No, but I wasn’t sure where he parked. I tell you what, can you come for a short drive with me? I need to talk to you in private.” She kept glancing up the stairs.
Faire clutched the opening of her blouse together, feeling suddenly exposed. “Dear, you’re worrying me. Is something wrong?”
Taylor glanced up again, the lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s about Robinson. I found out some of his background. He’s not what he says.”
Faire looked up to the landing, too, before turning back to Taylor.
“Well, then, I know I don’t want to leave him in my home alone if he’s here. Come on, we’ll talk in my room.”
Taylor stepped in and followed Faire into the bedroom, where she shut the door.
“We can sit over there,” she pointed to two small reading chairs that were opposite her settee but away from the view of the window.
Taylor took a seat.
“Would you like me to get you some tea? Or lemonade?” Faire asked. She was nervous, but not so much as to forget her manners.
“No, thank you. I really must get back to work before I get in trouble. This isn’t an official case that I’m spending time on, but I’m worried about you.”
Faire took the seat next to her and leaned forward.
“Tell me what’s going on,” she said, finding her voice. Whatever it was, Dean wasn’t here to fix it and she was just going to have to put her big girl panties on and straighten it out.
“His real name is Jed Camp,” Taylor began.
Instantly, Faire felt a chill run up her spine.
“He’s a habitual squatter.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“That means he worms his way into people’s homes, then stops paying rent, and they can’t get him out without legal recourse. He tries to get his landlords or roommates to sue him, then he piggybacks on the filing fee and turns around and sues with a counterclaim.”
“But, why?” Faire was so confused.
“Judging by what I’ve read in his past cases, simply because he’s a psychopath. And that mother he visits in the nursing home? Nope. I talked to his estranged sister. Brian isn’t allowed anywhere near their mother.”
Faire felt the blood drain from her face.
“What have I done, Taylor?” putting her head in her hands.
She could feel Taylor’s hand pat her arm, but it gave her scant comfort. She’d allowed a criminal into her home.
“Look, Mrs. Tinsley. We’ve got to get that eviction notice filed to legally start things rolling. Unfortunately, Robinson knows the law and what to do to keep from being put out. He hasn’t committed a crime yet—even with his alias—because he had his name legally changed.”
“Oh, dear. I don’t even know what to say.” Faire put her hand up and Baby jumped onto it. She brought him down and cupped him in her hands, her usual gesture to seek comfort. Baby knew she was upset. Faire could tell by the way he was bristling his feathers.
“You can’t stay here alone with him,” Taylor said, making Faire’s heart sink. “I called Della Ray on the way over here and explained the circumstances. She said to bring you straight there and you can stay there for free. She said she’d enjoy your company.”
Faire shook her head, though the irony that she was painting a piece with her in mind wasn’t lost on her. “Oh, no, I can’t do that. I haven’t seen Della Ray in years, Taylor. Not only that, but who knows what Brian will do if I’m not here?”
Speaking of the devil, Faire heard his clunky footsteps on the stairs, coming down.
“So, he was up there,” Taylor said quietly, pausing to listen.
They heard the door open, then slam shut.
“He’s gone. I tell you what, Mrs. Tinsley. I want to go up there and look around. You go to the foyer and keep watch in case he comes back. I parked around the block so at least he shouldn’t see my cruiser.”
Faire nodded, but her heart was in her throat. If Brian found out someone had been in his rooms, there would be hell to pay.
She hoped desperately that Taylor would leave no trace.
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CHAPTER 19
  
T  aylor waited to make sure that Brian hadn't simply gone to his car to get something and would return. She and Faire stood in the foyer, their nervousness crackling between them.
When ten minutes went by, Taylor felt they were safe.
“Remember, call out to me loudly if you see him coming back,” she said, then took the stairs two at a time. The air grew heavier as Taylor reached the top, and a sense of foreboding settled over her. She looked down and saw Faire standing at the window, shoulders high and spine stiff.
Entering what Faire had called Brian’s parlor, Taylor's eyes widened in disbelief. The room was devoid of real furniture, save for a trio of worn lawn chairs arranged haphazardly in the center, a towel monogrammed with the Tinsley crest spread out before them like a rug.
A rolling cooler stood nearby, its lid ajar, revealing cans of beer and a half empty bottle of wine bobbing listlessly in tepid water. A sickening stench of filth mixed with the oppressive atmosphere, intensifying the unease that crept through her veins.
Her gaze wandered to the wall, where a strange, framed painting of a cat caught her attention. Its eyes seemed to follow her, a haunting presence amidst the disarray. Trash littered the floor, fast-food bags strewn carelessly, and a line of diligent ants marched determinedly, attempting to carry off a stray fry from a discarded fast-food container.
Taylor's disgust grew as she realized the state of neglect the room had fallen into without Faire apparently knowing. Stepping into the bedroom, her heart sank further. A single mattress, soiled and forlorn, lay in the corner. Stained blankets adorned it, their presence eliciting a shudder of revulsion from deep within her.
A solitary pillow in a white case—marred by mysterious stains—lay discarded nearby. The room exuded an air of desolation, as if the very walls mourned the degradation it had witnessed.
In the corner of the room, a litter box stood, a testament to the presence of a cat. Yet, Taylor could find no trace of the feline's existence. Scattered droppings and a peculiar square of missing carpet hinted at the chaos that had unfolded in this forsaken space.
With a heavy heart, she ventured into the master bath, only to be met with an even more distressing sight. The room was a scene of neglect and filth. A wet floor glistened under the dim light, tainted by strands of black hair that clung stubbornly to the tub. The bathroom mirror, streaked with grime, reflected Taylor's troubled expression back at her.
Her eyes shifted back to the bedroom, where a peculiar arrangement caught her attention before she remembered that Faire had told her about the chairs. They were lined against the wall in a row, acting as makeshift pedestals for a laptop and stacks of papers.
Her curiosity pushed her closer, and she gingerly picked up one of the documents. It was a legal summons to court, originating from Fulton County. The petitioner was a woman named Rebecca Lusk, and—reading further into the details—she had accused him of stalking and harassing her, and she feared for her life.
A sickening realization struck Taylor like a blow to the gut.
Brian Robinson's deeds extended far beyond what she had initially uncovered. The restraining order filed against him by Rebecca Lusk in the suburbs of Atlanta hinted at a dark and dangerous history, and not the fairy tale she’d uncovered a half hour ago at the office when she’d researched his real name. He had once had an article published and had claimed to be a descendant of Abraham Jay Burnham Levy, a once-prominent attorney.
She tried to reconcile the image of what it had said with the reality before her. How could someone from a respected lineage fall so far? The irony stung, adding to her growing apprehension about the man who now occupied Faire's house.
Her worry surged like a rising tide, and she knew she had to convince Faire to gather her belongings and leave immediately. The danger that lurked within her walls could no longer be ignored.
Leaving the bedroom, Taylor descended the stairs with a determined stride and stopped in front of Faire. “We must act swiftly. This man, Brian Robinson, Jed Camp, or whoever the heck he is, is more dangerous than we imagined. I need you to gather some things and we’ll leave immediately.”
Taylor's thoughts whirled with the weight of the truth she had discovered. The facade of Brian Robinson, the supposed attorney with a checkered past, had been meticulously crafted to deceive and manipulate.
Mrs. Tinsley sighed. “I really don’t want to go. This is my home.”
“I understand completely, but I'm afraid his presence in your home poses a significant risk to you. Go to Della Ray’s for a few days. Tomorrow, she’ll take you to file the eviction notice, and I’ll see if I can get the sheriff to call Judge Crawford. Maybe he can put it on the fast track.”
“I just wish I had someone to stay here with me,” Mrs. Tinsley said. “If Della Ray would like to come, that would be good, wouldn’t it?”
Taylor hesitated for a moment, choosing her words carefully. “It's more than that, Mrs. Tinsley. Brian has a history of deception and volatile behavior. He's involved in legal matters far more severe than we initially thought. Your safety is at stake.”
Mrs. Tinsley's eyes filled with tears, the gravity of the situation slowly sinking in. “But ... but I trusted him. How could I have been so blind?”
“We’ll get him, don’t you worry,” Taylor said.
The tears sparkling against the old woman’s cheek lit a fire in Taylor. She was beyond angry and couldn’t wait to address Mr. Jed-Camp-Brian-Robinson and tell him the gig was up and he needed to get the hell out of her town.
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CHAPTER 20
  
I n the week since they’d started theater camp, it had become a hurricane of activity at the center and Jo, for the most part, led the work on the costumes and set. As she observed her group of kids, she couldn't help but notice the camaraderie and support they shared. The theater seemed to provide a haven for these young souls, a place where they could express themselves without judgment.
Jo knew that even if Levi didn't land a role, the experience would still be valuable for him. Eldon was down to making the final decisions and, as far as she knew, Levi was going to try out again.
If he didn’t lose his courage.
He hadn’t wanted her help, no matter how many times she’d offered, but he was so enamored with Corbin that they’d been going out to the barn and practicing after Levi’s chores.
Corbin seemed to enjoy having a protégée. Either that or he thought it was an easy track for him to get back into a more personal relationship with Jo. He used the excuse to come practice with Levi to drop by every afternoon, then ended up staying for dinner. Usually by the invitation from Cate or Anna, and sometimes Taylor.
He always brought Hank with him, and the dog was doing better every day. He followed Corbin everywhere he went, not needing a leash or anything to keep him at his side.
Jo enjoyed Corbin’s company, but she wasn’t ready for a relationship. She also didn’t like feeling pressured, even if she did feel bad for the stuff he was going through. Corbin played it like it was a game and she was the prize. He wasn’t giving up easily.
Lucy couldn’t say enough good things about him and vocalized her prediction constantly that Jo and Corbin were the perfect couple and would end up married.
“Here we go,” Eldon said, waving the boys in closer.
Eldon was on his own in picking the final leads, and Jo was thankful she wouldn’t have to have a deciding say. She put her group to task and then stood off to the side to watch the boys try out for the last time. First up were the roles for supporting characters, but as the audition for the lead characters—Miles and Jesse Tuck—commenced, Jo's nerves started to resurface.
Eldon, ever the discerning director, had narrowed down the group to just four boys. Two for the lead and two for the understudy. Among them was Teague, whose talent seemed to flow effortlessly.
Jo couldn't help but feel a mix of hope for Levi, daring to believe that he could match the level of performance displayed by his cousin and the other hopefuls. Not because of her, but because she didn’t want him to be disappointed in himself.
Teague was the first to step up and his voice soared through the theater camp room, capturing the attention of everyone present.
Jo could see Levi watching him, worry gathering on his face.
Eldon's eyes lit up, clearly impressed by some of the boys’ vocals. The bar had been set high, and Jo watched with a growing sense of trepidation as the other boys took their turns.
The next two boys followed, and they also displayed commendable singing abilities.
When it was Levi’s turn, Jo had worked herself into such a nervous state of anxiety that she felt like she’d throw up, but, on the outside, she held it together and gave him an encouraging thumbs up.
Levi walked to the edge of the stage; his shoulders slumped. On cue, he began singing the song he’d been practicing with Corbin, but his voice was barely audible, and he wasn’t making eye contact with Eldon. His voice, usually strong and vibrant when calling the cows or singing in the shower, seemed timid and uncertain.
Jo could sense his fear and self-doubt creeping in, threatening to silence him entirely.
Just as she began to worry he might even walk off the stage, something clicked within him. His gaze lifted, determination shining in his eyes, and his voice gained clarity and strength.
Eldon leaned forward in his seat, his eyes widening in surprise. He exchanged a quick glance with Jo, who watched with a mixture of pride and disbelief. It was as if Levi had tapped into an untapped well of talent, one that he had kept hidden until this very moment. When he finished the song, his face colored with bashfulness, but he wore a proud smile.
Eldon, his voice filled with awe, approached Levi, a wide grin stretching across his face. “My boy, that was good! I had no idea you had such a voice within you. You've got talent, Levi, and I'm thrilled to have you as part of our production.”
What did that mean? Did he get the part?
Jo was about to burst from needing to know.
Levi, still slightly stunned by his own performance, smiled shyly. He glanced over at Jo, who couldn't contain her joy any longer.
She rushed to his side, enveloping him in a tight embrace. “Levi, I'm so proud of you! You were incredible,” she whispered, her voice filled with emotion.
Levi's eyes sparkled with a newfound confidence as he hugged his mother back. “Thanks, Mom. I couldn't have done it without Corbin. I can’t wait to tell him that I made it all the way through. And of course, you. You wouldn’t let me quit.”
In that moment, Jo realized that this journey was about more than just theater—it was about the bonds they were building and the obstacles they were overcoming.
“Okay, boys. Head on over and help with the set while I go over my notes,” Eldon said.
He waved Jo to follow, and they retreated to a quieter corner, away from the eager gazes of the hopeful kids.
“Well, what do you think, Eldon?” Jo asked, her voice filled with trepidation.
Eldon grinned mischievously, glancing at Jo before revealing the news. “Your son found his footing, didn’t he?”
Jo nodded and laughed. “He sure did. Color me shocked. But he’s been practicing.”
Suddenly Eldon’s smile disappeared. “But you know I can’t give him the lead, Jo. The rest of them will think we are playing favorites because he’s your son.”
Her shoulders slumped in the realization that Eldon was right. Not only the other boys, but the parents would be furious. They wanted their children to have a fair chance, too. Some of those parents were huge supporters of the community theater and were needed for their ongoing commitments.
“I understand,” she said.
He reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “Teague was better than Levi, too. I’m sorry.”
“I know. Ugg. Anna is going to be so happy if he gets the lead.” She hoped Anna had grown enough not to rub it in, or Jo would have to rip her a new one.
“Yes, Teague got it. He deserves it. But I want Levi to be his understudy. They can practice together at home when they aren’t here. Do you think he’ll do it?”
Jo cringed inwardly. She really didn't know if Levi would be able to stand the fact that his cousin was in the limelight, and he would be in the shadow. She hoped she had taught him better than to be a sore loser, but he really did seem to have embraced the thought of working his way to getting chosen. He was going to be so disappointed.
“I don’t know, Eldon. He has a lot of pride. It will be best if I stay out of it, and he takes the news from you. He will be less likely to act inappropriately with you.”
Eldon nodded, his eyes sparkling with pride. “I will say that there was something raw and authentic about his performance. He surprised me.”
A rush of emotions surged through Jo, pride for her son but also a renewed admiration for the world of theater and how exciting it was.
“By the way,” Eldon continued, his voice even. “I drove by the farm the other night, just to get a glimpse of what you all have going on out there. I saw Corbin standing there with you and Levi. Are you seeing him again?”
Jo’s good mood dissipated immediately, replaced by a feeling of guilt. “I—no. Not exactly seeing him. I mean, we did go on one dinner out but that’s it. He’s been coming over to help Levi practice since he came back around.”
“Do you think that's a good idea, Jo? I mean, you know what's best for Levi, but you know how Corbin used to be. I'd hate for your boy to develop a connection with him and then Corbin just ups and skips town and leaves him broken hearted. Just watch it, is all I have to say.”
“Yes, I know. I am. I really think that Corbin’s challenges have changed him, though. Still yet, I haven’t been encouraging him to come out. Unfortunately, my mom and sisters appreciate his helping hand so much with the animals that they keep reinforcing that he’s welcome to hang around. But excuse me, Eldon. I need to head to the restroom.”
Before she could get away, Levi, oblivious to the serious conversation, approached cautiously, his shoulders slouched, but a glimmer of hope in his eyes.
Jo changed her strategy and decided to break it to him before Eldon said it publicly.
“Levi, you got understudy for the part of Jesse. I’m so proud of you.”
Levi rolled his eyes. “Mom, that’s like getting a trophy for participation. Come on.”
“No, it’s not, Levi. The understudy is a very important part. If something should happen to Teague, you will have to step up. You will need to learn every word of the script as well as the songs.”
“I didn't want that stupid part anyway,” Levi said, the disappointed expression he wore cutting like a knife to Jo’s heart. “Teague can have it. I’ll stick to the farm stuff that I know. I’m going to teach Apollo to carry me. I’m ready to get out of here for good.”
Jo placed a reassuring hand on his arm. She had to be strong. “No, you aren’t, son. You’ll fulfill the role of being the understudy. It’s an honor, and the beauty of it is that this is a chance for you to try something new. To step out of your comfort zone. You'll learn and grow, and, who knows, you might even discover more talents you never knew you had.”
He shuffled away when Eldon called them all back, and Jo watched from afar, praying he wouldn’t be a sore loser in front of everyone. Thankfully, when Eldon announced the parts, Levi clapped Teague on the back, congratulating him.
How he’d behave on the way home and at the farm would be another story, she feared.
    
JO TRIED to talk to Levi on the way home, but he asked her to just leave him alone, so she respected his wishes and turned the radio up.
Ironically, a Corbin Eastwood song came on, filling the Jeep with words of heartbreak and a truck, something it seemed every country song had in common. Jo wished that some of them would sing of happy stuff more often.
Levi kept his eyes closed, his head leaned against the window, and Jo felt his anguish deep in her soul. This was only a part in a summer program, and she couldn’t imagine what she would do or how she would handle it when he got his first heartbreak.
She wished that he had a dad to help guide him through the rough spots.
Being a single mom was tough stuff.
As they pulled up at the farm, her eyes landed on Corbin, who leaned casually against the fence. He exuded a rugged charm, resembling a cowboy straight out of a Marlboro commercial. His anticipation filled the air as Jo and Levi stepped out of the Jeep and he lit up with an expected cheerfulness, ready to celebrate Levi's triumph.
Corbin held out a hand, poised for a high-five, but his expression quickly shifted when Levi walked past him without stopping, his expression surly.
They both watched as Levi headed straight to Apollo's pen, climbed over the fence, and buried his head against the horse's flanks. Jarret was there, brushing him, and he stopped and asked Levi what was wrong.
Levi didn’t answer, and Jo could see by his body language that he was fighting not to cry.
Apollo stood there calmly, swishing his tail in silent comfort.
Jo locked eyes with Corbin. She shook her head slightly, silently indicating that Levi hadn't obtained the lead role.
“Oh, no,” Corbin mouthed. His expression softened, understanding the weight of the situation.
“I’m going in to start dinner,” Jo called out, to let Levi know she wasn’t going to be listening to any conversation he might have with Corbin. However, she really didn’t go in, but she moved out of sight so she could supervise.
Corbin approached Levi and Jarrett cautiously, aware of the boy's dejected state.
“Hey, Levi,” Corbin began, his voice filled with empathy. “I know it's tough when things don't turn out the way we hope. Disappointment can sting. Believe me, I've been there.”
Levi's grip on Apollo's mane tightened, but he glanced up at Corbin, curiosity mingling with his sorrow.
“I’m going to start giving the boarded dogs their dinner,” Jarret said, looking over Levi’s head and nodding at Corbin.
When he left them, Corbin continued, his words carrying the weight of his own experiences. “You know, there was a time when I used to perform on stage, just like you did today. It was my passion, and I was good at it. But sometimes life has different plans for us.”
Levi’s surly demeanor started to soften as he listened, sensing the shared understanding.
Corbin took a step closer, his voice gentle yet resolute. “When my stage performances became a bigger challenge than I could overcome, I had to pivot and embrace the next best option, and that was sticking to making music in a studio, away from the public eyes. I missed the relationship with my fans because it was that connection that made me better at what I do. I’m lucky though that I can still express myself and follow my passion. Just in a different way.”
Jo noticed that Levi appeared to be absorbing Corbin's words. At least he wasn’t stomping off in a huff like he would do if she tried to have a conversation with him right now.
Jo watched the weight of disappointment gradually lifting from her son’s shoulders. Then she saw a slight smile on his face as he looked over the fence at Corbin.
She crossed her arms over her chest as she watched them together. Her heart swelled with gratitude for Corbin's ability to connect with Levi. She knew that his words of wisdom would have a lasting impact on her son, showing him that setbacks are not the end of the journey, but merely a detour along the way.
Which is exactly what she’d tried to tell Levi. But what young boy wanted to hear advice from his mom? With what looked like a newfound resilience, she saw Levi slowly climb out of the horse's pen and approach Corbin, a flicker of determination in his eyes.
He threw his arms around Corbin’s waist.
“Thanks, Corbin,” Levi muttered, his voice tinged with a mix of appreciation and acceptance. “I guess being the understudy isn't so bad after all. I'll make the most of it.”
Corbin smiled warmly, patting Levi's shoulder. “That's the spirit, Levi. Be a man and embrace this opportunity. Learn from it, and, who knows, maybe it'll lead you to something even greater.”
Everything was going great until Jo heard Corbin say, “be a man.” Jo didn’t want that kind of pressure on Levi yet. Little boys should have the time to be little boys without someone pushing them to be men. Life was hard enough when they really did become men. She wanted her son to enjoy his childhood.
It looked like she was going to have to have another heart-to-heart with Corbin. Cowboys were a sight for sore eyes to look at, but sometimes they needed to be set straight in the saddle.
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CHAPTER 21
  
F aire tucked her things into the dresser in the cozy guest room that Della Ray had showed her to. She admired the way that the room was decorated in a theme for lake living, all navy and white, a crisp and clean palate that felt comforting.
No matter how much she’d tried to convince Taylor, in the end she’d agreed to spend just a few days away from home, or until they could find out more about Brian. At least Taylor had let her bring her car, but she’d followed her all the way to make sure she did not detour to Rose Cottage as Faire had suggested.
Taylor was right, she couldn't afford to be staying in paid accommodations. She was thankful for Della's hospitality, she really was, but she didn't think anyone knew the volcano of anxiety that was simmering inside of her.
In the last week she had had more contact with people than she had had in years. By no means did she have agoraphobia or anything like that, she had just spent so much time hiding from the public and being a recluse that it just felt natural to her now.
She just wanted to shut the door and her and Baby to go to sleep. When she was young and things were hard, she would feel the same way that if she could just go to sleep when she woke up everything would be OK. But that only happened in fairy tales, and this was real life and, unfortunately, was hers.
A knock on the door startled her and she almost knocked Baby off her shoulder when she jumped.
“Oh, it’s you,” she said to Della Ray when she opened the door.
“Yes, just me,” Della Ray said, smiling. She carried a clean towel and washcloth and some travel-sized toiletries. “These are for you just in case you were in too much of a hurry to grab your own. And I have anything else that you might need. All you have to do is ask. Why don't you come out and sit on the porch with me once you get settled? It's always nice this time of the evening when everything quiets down.”
Faire hesitated, seeing the comfortable-looking bed from her peripheral view. But she didn’t want to seem ungrateful and rude.
“Okay. That sounds lovely,” she said. “I’ll just leave Baby in here.”
Della Ray had a houseful of dogs; some were fosters and others her own. Faire had walked in with a pillowcase over Baby’s birdcage, and he hadn’t yet seen them. She wasn’t sure how he’d react, and she had put him through enough for one day.
“That’s fine if you like. I used to have a bird and the dogs didn't bother her, but I understand if you are not ready to introduce them yet.”
“Oh, what kind of bird did you have?”
Della Ray smiled. “I’ll tell you all about it when you come out to the porch. I’ll have some sweet, iced tea ready."
She turned away and Faire finished putting away the three sets of clothing and a set of pajamas, then slid Baby into his cage. Taylor had set it on the dresser but Faire planned to do some rearranging so it could be beside her on the nightstand.
“I’ll be back in a bit,” she told him, and he turned and faced the wall.
Faire walked back down the hall and through the living room, looking at the many framed photos on the wall as she went. So many family gatherings, and she could tell when it went from their small, beginning family to the pictures including the grandkids.
She remembered that scripture teaches that jealousy and envy are soul stealers, and she walked out the door and took the rocking chair next to Della Ray.
“Tomorrow we’ll go to the courthouse and file the eviction,” she said to Faire. “I’m so sorry this is happening to you.”
“I had a Quaker parakeet, and, you know, they’re known for their spunk,” she said. “Mine knew that when I laughed, I was happy, and everything was fine. He learned how to do it and would laugh back at me to see I was okay.”
“That sounds sweet,” Faire said.
“It was, but then there were times he’d laugh at the wrong time if he sensed something was wrong and he wanted to make me alright. One Christmas Eve I stubbed my toe while walking around the mess the grandkids made on the floor. It was a bad one and I broke the pinkie toe but when I did it and screamed out in pain, he began hysterically laughing. Tom said he sounded demonic.”
Faire laughed. “Baby doesn’t do that, but he’s like a child when he doesn’t get his way. So sullen and refuses to look at me.”
“They’re funny little creatures, aren’t they?”
They both rocked back and forth for a minute or two. Faire considered telling Della Ray that she was sure her husband, Tom, was reaching out and trying to give a message.
The thought made her so anxious. She just couldn’t do it. What if Della Ray didn’t believe in the possibility that some people had the gift of communication in that way?
Worse yet, what if she laughed at her?
No, it was safer to just keep it in her storage room with the others. By now the spirits were more than irritated with her for keeping all their messages to herself but they just needed to go on and find someone else to be their voice.
Faire was surprised to find that Della Ray's company wasn't awkward in any way. They let the silence fall easily between them and she felt a gentle breeze carry the scent of blooming flowers through the air.
The sun cast a warm glow, enveloping her in a comforting embrace.
Faire turned and smiled at Della Ray, her eyes sparkling with joy. "I bet you never get lonely out here with all your grandchildren to come visit."
Della Ray chuckled softly, her gaze wandering to the bustling streets beyond. "Well, Faire, it's true that I have adult daughters and several grandchildren. But you see, when they grow up and become adults, life gets busy. When the grandkids were little, I had more time with them, especially when the girls worked and needed a free sitter. Now there’s school, then homework. Organized sports and weekend plans. I get invited occasionally when they remember me. Sometimes, I find myself yearning for more of a connection beyond the busyness, but I hold my tongue and take what time I can get with them, sparse as it may be sometimes."
Faire nodded understandingly, her expression thoughtful. "That makes sense. I must admit, I’ve always been envious of your big family, as well as your outreach of keeping foster children. But life has a way of taking us on different paths.”
“Yes, it does, but, speaking of family, I had a visit the other day from one of my past foster children, Molly. Poor thing lost her mother in that tragic incident just outside of town."
Faire's eyes widened in recognition. "Oh, yes, I remember hearing about that. How heartbreaking. And to think it was someone in law enforcement ... It's hard to fathom."
Della Ray's voice trembled slightly as she recalled the sorrowful events. "Indeed, it shook our little community to the core. But let me tell you, Faire, it's moments like these that make me appreciate Taylor. She's always been so protective of this town and its people, and I know we can trust her with our lives."
A warm smile spread across Faire's face. "You're absolutely right, Della Ray. Taylor is a true guardian of our community. Can I ask, though, how was the little girl?”
Della Ray smiled. “She’s doing so well. Her Aunt Jessica—the mother’s sister—adopted Molly and they’ve just continued to flourish as a little family. Jessica has a great job and is recently engaged to a firefighter. She keeps in touch with me through text messages, but this is the first visit since the case was solved. I was so very glad to see them and witness with my own eyes how well Molly is doing. It always worries me when a foster child of mine moves away. Some I can track on Facebook, but others I just don’t know anything. I keep a notebook with all their names—and the updates that I am privy to or not—and pray for them every night.”
“That’s so kind of you,” Faire replied.
Della Ray's eyes sparkled with mischief as she leaned closer to Faire. “Well, don’t think I’m some kind of saint or anything like that. My Tom used to tell me that I usually had the intention to behave but was easily lured away by other options.”
Faire chuckled. “I’m sure Dean would say the same about me. Look at us. Did you ever think we’d be sitting here together, two old widows in porch rockers?”
“We should’ve been doing this years ago. There were plenty of times I could’ve used a friend like you and I’m sure you were the same. We can fix that going forward and I can fill you in on all the town gossip you’ve probably missed. On that note, you know, Faire, if you really want to know more about this Brian Robinson character, I consider myself quite the sleuth on the internet. We could do some investigating of our own."
Faire's curiosity piqued. Maybe she wouldn’t have to wait on Taylor to report back with other details. "Well, Della Ray, I must admit I'm not the most tech-savvy person, but I'm willing to give it a try. Let's head inside and see what we can uncover."
In Della Ray’s living room, anticipation hung in the air. She settled onto the couch and patted the spot next to her, then opened her laptop.
Faire sat down close enough that she could see the screen.
Della Ray weaved through the digital landscape, searching for any traces of information, with surprisingly fast fingers. The clacking of keys echoed in the room, heightening the suspense that wrapped around them.
Minutes turned into an hour as they delved deeper into the depths of cyberspace, exclaiming with each discovery. Faire’s stomach dropped nervously as Della Ray brought up more and more online records of Jed Camp’s troubled past.
Legal disputes, unruly tenants, and a string of unsettling incidents stained his history. As they read on, it seemed that most of Jed’s counterclaims and delusions of self-defense failed miserably, but, based on the continuance of his antics, those losses didn’t bother him. It truly was a game to him—one with dire consequences to those he set his sights on.
“To think,” Faire said. “All I did was put up a sign, hoping for a decent tenant. He presented himself as a gentleman. I never in a million years expected all this.”
When they paused for a moment to read a lengthy article, Della Ray's voice was filled with both shock and determination. "Faire, this man is big trouble. It seems he's left a trail of chaos wherever he goes. But why he chose you to torment, my dear friend, remains a mystery."
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CHAPTER 22
  
W hen Faire woke up after a long night of tossing and turning, it was barely six o’clock and she was dressed and ready to walk out the door fifteen minutes later. She put Baby on her shoulder and had her bag in her hand when the tiniest of Della Ray’s dogs, followed by two more slightly bigger ones, came rushing to her.
They barked while she tried to shush them, and, when they stopped, they got between her and the door, wanting out.
“No. Go on. Move back,” she said, trying to get them away so they wouldn’t escape when she opened it. Baby dug into her shoulder with his claws, as though fearful he’d fall to his death into the jaws of the little ankle-biters.
Della Ray came shuffling out of the bedroom, busy cleaning the lens of her glasses with the hem of her shirt. She looked up, surprised. “Oh. It’s just you, Faire. You’re up early. I heard the dogs being rowdy so was going to come let them out.”
Faire felt irritated with herself for getting caught. “I—I—yes, I am. I couldn’t really sleep so I thought I’d take Baby for a ride.”
Della Ray slowly put her glasses on and approached Faire.
“You know,” she said. “After the dozens of children that I fostered over the years, I got good at one thing. You want to guess what it is?”
“I guess so,” Faire said. She still had her hand on the doorknob, but she couldn’t just rudely walk out. Della Ray had opened her home to her so graciously.
“I figured out every sign to indicate when someone was fibbing to me. And you, dear friend, are doing it right now. Wait right here while I get dressed and slap my face on. If you’re itching to go check on your house this badly, I’m going with you to make sure you’re safe.”
She didn’t even wait for Faire to respond. Just turned on her heel and went straight back into her room and shut the door.
“She’s a feisty one, isn’t she?” Faire whispered to Baby.
“I heard that!” Della Ray yelled out from behind the door, making Faire jump.
She should feel defeated but, if she was being honest with herself, she didn’t. She was glad that Della Ray was going to go with her. She never realized how much they were alike and how easy their friendship was. It would be nice to have some company. She wasn't scared of Brian, but she had to admit he was very unpredictable. She also appreciated that Della Ray did not make fun of her for being so worried about the house. Faire didn't know what it was that made her feel that her home was more than just brick and mortar, and why she tried so desperately to hold on to it. She supposed it probably had a lot to do with it being where she and Dean made all their memories and had so many happy times. But that was then. Now it could be a very lonely place, just because it was so big, and she did not have anyone to share it with, but it was still the place that she and Dean had made their home.
“I guess I should make us some coffee,” Faire said, half expecting Della Ray to answer her again.
“No,” Della Ray called out, making Faire chuckle. She had the thinnest walls in the world, obviously. “We’ll get breakfast in town at Tammy’s Biscuit Barn. Take the dogs out for me, please.”
Faire went back to the door and opened it, standing aside as the little pack competed to be out first. She followed, pleasantly surprised that none of them paid any attention to Baby on her shoulder. Outside, she sat on the porch swing and watched the dogs in the yard.
Her stomach growled. The Biscuit Barn sounded good. Faire hadn’t been there in years, but she still remembered the bologna biscuit and cheese grits she used to pick up occasionally before she stopped going out. Since then, her food was whatever she could get delivered from the grocery store. She knew there were things people could use now like Door Dashing, something or other, to have food delivered quickly, but she had no idea how to arrange that and no inclination to learn. She was lucky that it only took a few calls to talk the grocery store manager into getting one of his employees to shop for her, then deliver it to her front door.
Interestingly to her, being out around people wasn’t sending her into a heavy case of anxiety like it had so many times before. She wondered if someone could grow out of that kind of thing or if God had simply lifted the burden. She sure wasn’t going to be screaming from the rooftops that she was healed yet, but she was cautiously optimistic that perhaps this change would stay.
Going to the courthouse today and discussing stressful things would tell the tale.
She prayed that no one recognized her.
“Ready?” Della Ray said, popping her head out the door. “I’ll drive. Let me get the hooligans in.”
Faire waited while she called the dogs in, then they got in the car and Della Ray backed out of her driveway. She hit the gas like she was on the starting line of the Indy 500 and they both laughed as gravity pushed them back in their seats. Being with Della Ray was going to make it an even more interesting day.
Ten minutes and a lot of chatter later, Faire and Della Ray stood on Faire's street, peering at the empty space where Brian's car should have been. An unspoken understanding passed between them—they needed to seize this opportunity to explore the truth hidden within the confines of Brian's rented rooms.
With a shared glance of determination, they tiptoed through the front door, their footsteps hushed as they ventured into the dimly lit hallway. The air hung heavy with anticipation as they ascended the creaking stairs, their hearts pounding in sync with each step.
Reaching the upper landing, Faire and Della Ray were greeted by a sight that left them breathless. The rooms, supposedly Brian's rented spaces, were in a state of utter chaos. Discarded belongings, scattered papers, and an overwhelming stench of neglect filled the air. It was a disheartening display of disregard for the once-hospitable home.
They went into the bathroom, horrified to see at least four inches of murky water still standing in the tub, dirty towels all over the floor, and, worst of all, huge clumps of cat litter nearly filled the toilet bowl. He’d done it again.
Faire could see her dreams of a financially easier retirement going down the toilet.
Literally.
Their whispers mingled with a mixture of shock and disbelief as they surveyed the mess. Della Ray's eyes widened, her voice a mere whisper. "Goodness gracious, Faire, what kind of person could live like this? It's a complete disaster."
Faire nodded, her voice filled with both concern and urgency. "We need to be quick, Della Ray. If Brian returns and finds us snooping around, who knows what he might do."
As if in response to Faire's words, the sound of a key turning in the lock sent a shiver down their spines. Panic seized them, and they scrambled to descend the stairs before Brian's return.
Barely making it to the bottom of the staircase, Faire's mind raced for a solution. With a quick glance around the room, she spotted a piece of paper sitting innocently on the side table nearby. She snatched it up, clutching it tightly in her hand, ready to confront Brian.
Brian entered the room, a condescending smirk on his face. "What's this, Faire? Trying to collect the electric bill from me, are you? I'm not paying a dime."
Faire's voice quivered slightly as she faced him. "Why are you being like this, Brian? It's only fair. We can handle this amicably without involving the court."
Brian scoffed, his arrogance evident in every word. "Amicably? You think I'm going to waste my time with that? Let's settle this in court, then. You'll see."
As he turned to storm upstairs, a burst of rage emanated from him. Faire and Della Ray froze, their eyes widening in fear as Brian's accusatory words filled the room. "I know what you did, Faire. You let my cat out. You're the reason it's gone, the reason it's probably dead!"
Faire's hands trembled; her breath caught in her throat. She struggled to maintain her composure, her voice barely a whisper. "Brian, I don't know what you're talking about. I would never harm your pet. I haven’t seen it in a week. This is all getting out of hand."
Without giving them a chance to respond, Brian retreated upstairs, the resounding slam of a door echoing in their ears.
Faire leaned against the wall, her body trembling with a mixture of fear and disbelief.
Della Ray placed a comforting hand on Faire's shoulder, her voice filled with determination. "Faire, that man's behavior was beyond unsettling. We can't let him continue to harass you. We need to go to the courthouse and seek assistance. Gather more information about legal options and protect yourself. Let's not waste another moment. This has gone far enough."
Faire nodded, her eyes filled with a mix of gratitude and resolve. "You're right, Della Ray. And I’m calling Taylor as soon as we get in the car.”
Leaving the disarrayed house behind, Faire and Della Ray hurriedly made their way to the courthouse.
    
AS THEY STEPPED through the grand entrance, a sense of purpose enveloped Faire. Inside, they were greeted by the busy hum of people and the click-clack of heels on marble floors. A security guard stood at the metal detector and conveyer.
He nodded at them.
“Let’s just stand over here and wait for Taylor,” Della Ray said, feeling overwhelmed at the sight of the big machine she’d have to step through.
She led the way to an empty corner next to the wall of windows.
The door opened and Beverly Higgins came in with a younger woman at her side. She spotted Della Ray and Faire right away and approached.
Faire froze, like a deer in the headlights.
“Beverly, how are you doing, love,” Della Ray said, then embraced Beverly.
“I’m okay,” Beverly said, then gestured to the younger woman. “You remember Jenny?”
“Of course,” Della Ray said, then hugged Jenny too.
“This is Faire Tinsley,” Della Ray said, motioning to Faire.
“Yes, we know each other but we haven’t seen one another in ages,” Faire said. She could feel the heat rush up her neck and into her cheeks. The flush of shame. Then a vision of the massacre at their Christmas tree farm came to mind, making her nauseous.
Soon after the arrest of Chipper Dayne, the press had released crime scene photos they weren’t supposed to have, and it was hard to forget.
“Hello, Mrs. Tinsley,” Beverly said, and Jenny nodded politely.
“Beverly, I’m so very sorry for your loss of Amos and David. Jenny, you, too. They were good men, gone too soon. I sent flowers but I should’ve come to the service, or called, or—something. I’m so sorry,” Faire said, stumbling over her words. “I did pray for their souls. What a tragedy. A senseless and unspeakable tragedy.”
Jenny took both her hands in hers and smiled reassuringly. “Yes, it was. But, Faire, I know how you’ve struggled over the years so don’t you think another thing about it. To tell the truth, I couldn’t tell you who attended the services, or called, sent flowers, or anything. I was in a state of shock for weeks. We all were. But thank you for your prayers.”
Jenny smiled at her reassuringly, too. “Cute bird.”
“Thank you. Well, I hope you both are doing as well as can be expected,” Faire said.
“We’re getting there,” Beverly said. “Danny has really stepped up and I know his daddy would be so proud. Jenny has taken on a big role learning the administrative stuff from me. We’ve hired a few more key people who are working out fine. I think we’re going to be okay, in time. We’re still sorting out all the legal issues, though. Mounds of paperwork since so much of everything was just under Amos’ name.”
“Oh, I can’t even imagine,” said Della Ray. “When Tom died, it was the same thing. A mess to straighten out and we didn’t even own a big business like you.”
“Yes, ma’am. That said, we’d better get on with it so we can get back to the farm. They’re spraying the trees today and I want to be there when they’re done. So nice to see the two of you,” Beverly said, wishing them goodbye.
When they walked away, Della Ray grabbed Faire’s hand and squeezed it, then whispered. “See there. You got through that just fine and it’ll get easier the more you take yourself out and about. I’m proud of you.”
Faire felt lightheaded and her pulse was racing at an extremely scary rate, but she also was proud of herself.
They stood waiting, and Faire watched more people come and go, some getting irritated at the request to take off their belt and shoes before stepping through to be checked. It was sad that their world had come to this, but the people shouldn’t blame the security guards for doing their job, and they should be thankful they could do their business without fear of a shooter in the building. Or at least the extra security made the odds lower that one would sneak through.
When ten minutes had passed, Della Ray looked at her watch worriedly. “Didn’t she tell you she’d come right over?”
“Yes, but maybe she got tied up with something else. Let’s get started.” Faire said. The sooner she got done, the sooner she could get back into the safety of the car.
Her heart pounded in her chest as they approached the reception desk, where a helpful clerk awaited them.
"Good afternoon, ladies. How can I assist you today?" the clerk asked with a warm smile.
Faire took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. "We need to speak with someone about a legal matter, specifically regarding harassment and the actions of a tenant."
The clerk nodded sympathetically. “I can help you with that, but, I’m sorry, birds aren’t allowed in the courthouse.”
Faire felt a moment of panic before Della Ray stepped up. “It’s her support animal. Do you want to see her papers?”
The girl looked embarrassed. “Oh—no, that’s okay. Just come through the metal detector and follow me. I’ll guide you to the appropriate office."
“I’m here!” Faire heard from behind her.
She whipped around to find Taylor, out of breath and harried—but smiling—as she breezed through the front doors with a fat folder under her arms.
“Sorry. I was in Public Records and then stepped out to use my computer in my car for a second. But I’ve already talked to Judge Crawford, and he said for me to bring you back.”
“Hi, Taylor,” the clerk said. “You got this?”
Taylor nodded and gestured for Faire and Della Ray to go through the detector. She lay her gun and other items in the tray on the conveyer belt, then picked them up on the other side and beckoned for them to follow her.
“I see you snuck Baby through,” she said, laughing as they left the clerk behind.
“A little white lie never hurt anyone,” Della Ray said.
“That’s not what you used to tell me when I lived with you,” Taylor teased. “And I think I remember Lucy getting dish soap in her mouth for one really big one.”
Della Ray laughed. “I don’t remember that. Or at least I’m not admitting if I do.”
“We have a confession,” Faire said, doing her best to keep up with Taylor’s stride.
“Don’t tell me you went back to the house and Robinson acted up again?” Taylor said, then took a sharp right. “Let’s wait until we get into the office, and we’ll talk.”
With them on her heels, Taylor traversed the maze-like corridors of the courthouse, their steps echoing against the grand walls adorned with portraits of esteemed judges and historical figures. Faire and Della Ray exchanged glances, finding solace in each other's presence.
Finally, they arrived at a door with an elegant sign that read Private.
Faire assumed these days they no longer put their names out for any bad people to note.
Taylor knocked, and when they heard a deep voice telling them to enter, she pushed the creaky door open.
“Hello, Judge Crawford,” she said. “I appreciate your time today.”
He greeted them with a gruff sort of smile. "Welcome, ladies. Bird. Please, have a seat. How can I be of assistance to you?"
“As I told you briefly on the phone, Judge, Mrs. Tinsley is facing an escalating situation with a tenant who has been harassing and intimidating her. She would like to get the legal options available to her. Here are the public records I told you about.” She laid the folder on the desk in front of him.
They were quiet while Judge Crawford flipped through them, reading excerpts.
Finally, he looked up, his eyes filled with empathy and determination. "This is not good at all. I don’t know how this man got to my town, but I want him out. Tell me about your situation, in your own words, Mrs. Tinsley. Please provide me with all the details, and we will explore the necessary steps to ensure your safety and well-being."
For the next hour, Faire recounted the troubling encounters with Brian, the menacing environment he created, and the false accusations he’d hurled at her.
The judge listened intently, taking diligent notes, and asking clarifying questions.
As Faire shared more, including Brian’s statement today about the utility bill, a sense of relief washed over her. She was no longer alone in this battle.
Della Ray offered unwavering support, filling in some of the things that Faire forgot, her presence helping Faire with the strength to speak without faltering.
Taylor stood to the side, listening, ready to add her support.
When Faire had told him everything she could think of, the judge looked even more concerned.
“First, Mrs. Tinsley, it's my job to lecture you in the fact that you cannot just let any stranger off the street into your home. I do hope that you've learned a valuable lesson from this experience. These things often end in violence, and you aren’t out of the woods yet.”
“Yes, Judge. I sure have learned my lesson,” Faire said. She had already told herself she was going to have to find another way to provide for herself and had no plans to ever let another renter in her home.
He sighed loudly. “Normally, I would also lecture you about not having a written lease, but I think you’ve beaten yourself up enough. Just know that the eviction process is long and more to the benefit of the renter than the landlord. But there is also something called eviction for violation of lease terms or responsibilities. Basically, what that says is that in Georgia a landlord can evict a tenant for violating the terms of the lease, whether written or verbal, for not upholding their responsibilities under the Georgia landlord tenant law.”
“Which violation would it be, in her case?” Taylor asked.
“There are several lease violations that fall under this law. One of them is failing to allow the landlord access to the rental unit. He has repeatedly told you that you are not allowed into his living areas. Another is causing damage to the rental property, and he has done that with your carpet and who knows what else. But the main one would be either failing to maintain the premises in a clean and sanitary manner, or misusing the electrical, plumbing, and/or other fixtures. He has been told not to put cat litter into the plumbing of a more than 100-year-old house and yet he has done it again. You have more than enough to fall under the eviction for violation of lease terms or responsibilities. We could also use allowing unauthorized occupants or pets to reside in the rental unit because you said he brought the cat in without permission. However, you have allowed that cat to remain without asking him to remove it, so it's best not to use that one or—if he gets a good lawyer—they will argue that violation.”
“Oh, he says the cat is missing now and that I am responsible,” Faire said. “I swear, I have not seen or touched his cat. I would never do something like that.”
Taylor grunted her disapproval. “I do believe he has a mental issue.”
“Me, too. So, what’s the next step?” Della Ray asked.
“Landlords are not legally required to give the tenants a chance to fix the violation,” Judge Crawford said. “But they must provide the tenant with a verbal notice or a written notice to comply or vacate before they can start the eviction proceedings. It's common practice to give them three days to correct or vacate.”
“We need to get that rolling today,” Taylor said.
“Agreed,” the judge said. “Mrs. Tinsley, I will ring my assistant to go ahead and draw you up a written notice today, and Deputy Gray here will accompany you to give it to him in person tomorrow. I would rather you did not go to your home unaccompanied. I also want to remind you that no matter what the situation, you as a landlord are not allowed to forcibly remove the tenant by changing the locks, shutting off utilities, or removing his belongings. That can get you in a heap of trouble and you have enough to deal with. You must follow the legal eviction process to the letter, if you are to have a chance against this man."
“Oh, I’d never do anything illegally,” Faire said. Her stomach made a nervous flip.
“And that’s what Robinson is counting on,” Taylor said angrily. “He’s done this multiple times in several states. He knows the laws and thinks he found the perfect target. He didn’t bargain for our small town and how we have each other’s backs.”
“Darn right,” Della Ray said indignantly. “A shame that he had no moral compass in that weak spine of his. Imagine going to these lengths just to have a free place to live.”
The judge nodded. “It seems to be a recurring theme around the nation. People figure out how to use the legal system to their advantage for a life of crime.”
Della Ray tsk-tsked, shaking her head. “That's why even though my daughters insisted that we could get good money from doing an Airbnb on our lake property, I declined. Nobody needs that kind of nonsense.”
“Yes, I’ve overseen many squatter cases in regard to these vacation rental situations,” Judge Crawford said. “Mrs. Tinsley, because this piece of vermin seems to be a professional at this, I recommend that you get an attorney to walk you through the eviction process. Go ahead and serve the three-day notice today but put some calls out to find someone. There's no telling what Mr. Robinson might throw at you to stay in that home. I'm sorry to say but the best-case scenario might mean that he is in your house for at least another 60 days, but more if he can think of some legal recourse, and it sounds like he has a lot of it stored up in his demented little brain.”
“That’s so unfair,” Taylor said, and Della Ray audibly agreed.
Faire was speechless for a moment. She felt sick at her stomach.
It was her home. And now it sounded like Brian had more rights to it than she did. What if in her absence he did substantial damage? She couldn’t afford any repairs.
Dean would be turning over in his grave.
“Yes, Judge,” she finally said.
They thanked him and left his office, and Taylor led them back through, but this time out a side door as a shortcut. Outside, she pointed to the area they’d parked, then she gave Faire a huge hug.
“Don’t lose hope, Mrs. Tinsley. I might have a few ideas up my sleeve. Let me see what I can arrange, and I’ll give you a call tomorrow. You might have to take this nonsense, but you don’t have to take it lying down. Speaking legally, of course.” She winked as she bade them goodbye and headed for her own vehicle.
Faire was suddenly exhausted, and she could tell that Baby was, too. He also wasn’t used to leaving their once safe cocoon.
“Come on, Baby. I’m taking you home for a long nap and, because you’ve been such a good boy, I’ll even share my organic blueberries with you." She was glad she’d grabbed them from where she’d hidden them under the package of prunes in her refrigerator drawer.
Della Ray opened her car door for her, and Faire nearly collapsed into her seat.
Once they were on the road back to Della Ray’s house, with plans to meet Taylor in the morning to start the process with Brian, Faire turned to Della Ray.
"Della Ray, I don't know what I would do without you by my side. Thank you for being my rock through all of this."
Della Ray smiled reassuringly. "Hey—you need a ‘ride or die,’ I’m your girl. And I’m finding it’s nice to have someone my own age to hang out with. My kids think I’m old and need to be sheltered. They don’t know this old mare has a lot of giddy up left in her.”
“Glad you do, because mine done giddied up and galloped out of town,” Faire said.
They both laughed, and Faire lay her head back and released a long sigh of anxiety. Tomorrow, with Della Ray and Taylor’s help, she’d take the first crucial steps toward reclaiming peace and security.
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CHAPTER 23
  
T  his time Faire had driven, since Della Ray admitted she wasn’t an early morning person, and they were sitting around the corner of her house—waiting for Taylor—at ten minutes to five. The town was still asleep, lights off and nothing moving.
Della Ray had fixed them up two coffees in paper cups with lids.
Rising before the rooster, they were.
It was Taylor’s strategy to make sure they caught Robinson before he left the house.
Faire was nervous, but today she was feeling mentally stronger. After the courthouse the day before, she and Della Ray had started the evening with Chinese takeout and an old movie. Soon Della Ray spotted that Faire was having a hard time after the day's stressful events and she shut off the television.
“No more movie. It’s too serious. I have just the thing for us,” she’d said, then disappeared into another room and returned with a small box that she set on the table.
Exploding Kittens.
When Della Ray said the name and beckoned her over, Faire thought her friend had lost her mind, but it turned out to be a game that she had there for her grandchildren.
It was a little bit like playing Russian roulette with cards. If you pulled the wrong card, you were in trouble. Sitting there laughing with Della Ray, Baby on her shoulder also enjoying the new mood, she felt a part of her old self coming back alive. Faire couldn't remember the last time that she had giggled so much or had so much fun.
All over a kid’s card game.
Well, that and a glass—or three—of red wine each that Della Ray also poured, saying it was the perfect complement to the competition they were about to embark on. The evening made her remember that in her old life she was very social. She and Dean had loved to have company over, play bridge, or just do dinner and music.
“Oh, there she is,” Faire said, seeing the lights of Taylor’s car easing up behind her.
“Let’s do this,” Della Ray said, as though they were part of an elite SWAT team. She got out of the car with vigor.
Faire was glad she’d left Baby in his cage, and he looked like he was fine with it, too, for once. He’d obviously had more excitement the day before than he’d bargained for and just wanted to be left alone.
“Morning, ladies,” Taylor said, approaching them on the sidewalk.
They greeted her back and Taylor handed Faire a piece of paper.
“Here’s the notice, but what we are going to do is just go in and have a seat in the kitchen. Maybe make some coffee. Act normal, but make some noise. He’ll hear us and wonder what you’re doing coming in so early. When he comes down, you give him the paper, and I’m there as backup in case he gets ugly.”
Faire was trying to take in everything Taylor said, but her head was starting to feel swimmy. What if she said the wrong thing? Could she be held in contempt?
“Just go with your gut, Faire,” Della Ray said. “Give it to him and let him read it. Stay calm. You can do this.”
Faire nodded. “Yes, I can do this.”
She wasn’t convinced, but it was her house, and she needed to be involved. Faire's hands trembled slightly as she held the notice in her grasp. The weight of the situation hung heavy in the air, but she drew strength from Della Ray's unwavering support and Taylor's fierce determination. This was her moment to reclaim her peace of mind and protect her home.
They approached the front door of Faire's house, their footsteps cautious and deliberate. The morning sun cast long shadows on the porch, and a slight breeze rustled the leaves of nearby trees. Faire took a deep breath, steadying herself, and reached for the doorknob.
“I’m right here,” Taylor said as Faire hesitated.
As they stepped inside, the silence engulfed them. The house seemed to hold its breath, aware of the tension coursing through its rooms.
Faire switched on the foyer light and glanced at Della Ray, who offered a reassuring smile, and together they made their way to the kitchen. It smelled a bit rancid, and Faire fought the urge to immediately get her cleaning supplies out and get to work.
Taylor's strategy was simple but effective. Act normal, make some noise, and wait for Brian to descend from his living area.
Faire's heart pounded in her chest, the anticipation building with each passing second.
In the kitchen, she set the notice on the table, her fingers tracing over the words that held the power to change everything. She took a deep breath—summoning her courage—and prepared herself for the confrontation ahead.
“Please have a seat,” she said, taking one herself.
They joined her at the table and Taylor leaned in. “Legally we must go through the eviction process, but that doesn’t mean you can’t try to irritate him out of here. What are you ladies doing Saturday night?”
Faire looked at Della Ray. They both shrugged.
“We’re going to have a party,” Taylor whispered. “Sleep in that morning because you’ll be up late that night. I’ll tell you more later when I know we don’t have unwelcome ears around.”
Faire nodded. She couldn’t imagine what Taylor was thinking in having a party. She wasn’t in a partying mood.
The minutes ticked by, stretching into an eternity.
“I’m going to cook,” Faire said, popping up out of her chair. “I can’t just sit here.”
As she began pulling out her skillets, then the eggs and milk, her mind wandered, replaying the events of the past weeks, the torment and fear she had endured.
She refused to let Brian's presence intimidate her any longer. And she wasn’t making him a darn gravy biscuit today, either! Just for good measure she banged her skillet against the iron grate over her stovetop.
Taylor and Della Ray laughed, and that gave Faire the courage to slap a fork against the rim of the skillet, too.
Then, a sound echoed from the upper floor. Footsteps. Heavy and purposeful.
Faire froze in place. Her pulse quickened as she exchanged a glance with Della Ray and Taylor at the table. This was it. The moment they had been waiting for.
The stairs creaked under Brian's weight as he descended, his face etched with a mix of curiosity and annoyance. His eyes darted between Faire, Della Ray, and Taylor, searching for answers to the unexpected intrusion.
Faire's voice trembled slightly as she extended the notice toward Brian. "Brian Robinson, I have here a written notice regarding the violations of lease terms and responsibilities. Please take a moment to read it."
Brian's eyes narrowed; his face contorted with rage. "What is this nonsense?" he spat, his voice laced with contempt. "You think you can just barge into my house and hand me some piece of paper? You have no right!"
“Your house!?” Faire said, fury lighting her up.
Taylor stepped forward, her presence commanding and authoritative. "Actually, Mr. Robinson, we have every right. Mrs. Tinsley has been subjected to harassment and intimidation under your tenancy, and she is well within her rights to address these violations."
Brian's face turned red; his fists clenched at his sides. "You're all conspiring against me! This is a witch hunt! I won't stand for it!"
Della Ray stood, her voice laced with a steely resolve. "Mr. Robinson, the law is on Faire's side. We have followed the proper legal procedures, and your actions will have consequences."
The room fell silent, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife. Faire held her breath, her heart pounding in her ears, as Brian's eyes darted back and forth between the three women confronting him.
Finally, with a snarl of defiance, Brian snatched the notice from Faire's hand. His gaze lingered on the words, his face contorting with a mix of fury and disbelief.
"You think this legalese changes anything?" he growled, his voice laced with venom. "I won't go down without a fight. You'll regret crossing me."
Taylor stood taller, her voice firm and unwavering. "We're prepared for whatever legal actions need to be taken, Mr. Robinson. We’ve gathered a lot of material from public records and are aware of your history and the games you've played in the past. But, let me assure you, we won't back down either. Mrs. Tinsley deserves to live in peace, and we will do whatever it takes to make sure that happens."
Brian's face twisted into a malicious grin, a flicker of defiance dancing in his eyes. "You have no idea who you're messing with," he sneered. "I've dealt with people like you before, and I always come out on top."
Faire felt a surge of anger mixed with determination rise within her. She had endured enough of Brian's torment and manipulations. This was her home, her sanctuary, and she wouldn't let him take that away from her any longer.
"Mr. Robinson, your threats won't intimidate us," Faire said, her voice steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins. "We have the law on our side, and we are prepared to follow every legal procedure to ensure justice is served."
Della Ray stepped forward, her eyes blazing with a fierce resolve. "You may have fooled others in the past, but we see through your charade. We know the truth, and we won't allow you to continue preying on innocent people."
Brian's facade of confidence wavered for a moment, a flicker of doubt crossing his features. He glanced at the notice in his hand, his fingers tightening around it.
"You're making a big mistake," he muttered through gritted teeth. "You think you've won, but this isn't over. You'll regret challenging me."
Taylor's gaze hardened, her voice cutting through the air like a blade. "We'll let the legal process decide that, Mr. Robinson. But, mark my words, we won't back down. Your actions will have consequences, and justice will prevail."
With a final, maniacal laugh, Brian stormed back up the stairs, his footsteps echoing through the house until he reached his bedroom, slamming the door so hard it rocked the house.
Faire let out a breath she didn't realize she had been holding, feeling a mix of relief and empowerment.
Taylor placed a reassuring hand on Faire's shoulder. "You did well, Mrs. Tinsley. We've taken the first step, and now we must follow through with the legal process. But, remember, you're not alone in this. We're here for you, every step of the way."
Della Ray nodded in agreement, her eyes brimming with pride. "You showed great strength, Faire. We'll continue supporting you until this is resolved. And trust me, we won't rest until justice is served."
Faire couldn't help but feel a glimmer of hope. She had faced her fears, confronted her tormentor, and was on her way toward reclaiming her peace.
“Now, let’s sit down and get that breakfast you promised us,” Taylor said. “Over easy for me, please. We’ll show him he’s not running us off anywhere.”
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CHAPTER 24
  
T  hree days later, it was nearing time to get ready for bed and Faire sat in the reading chair in Della Ray’s guest room, her mind still reeling from the confrontation with Brian Robinson. His time was up, and the eviction process would be officially starting in the morning.
The weight of the ongoing legal battle loomed over her, casting a shadow on her thoughts. Seeking solace, she decided to light a few candles and create a peaceful atmosphere to calm her nerves. She’d brought several with her for just this kind of moment, and carefully she lit her favorites.
Baby was taking a nap in his cage, his beak tucked into his feathers. He’d settled in fine in his new situation, but, for Faire, it was the longest three days of her life.
It didn’t have anything to do with Della Ray. She was a delight and, in the short time they’d been together, she was becoming the closest friend Faire had had in ages.
As she settled back against the chair, her senses heightened, attuned to the spiritual energy surrounding her. Closing her eyes, Faire focused her energy, inviting any benevolent spirits to make contact. She hoped that—amidst the chaos of her current situation—a guiding presence could offer insight or clarity.
Soon, she felt a gentle presence drawing near, a familiar presence that she had sensed before. It was a spirit she had encountered in the past, one that had proven to be trustworthy and helpful. Faire opened herself to the connection, allowing the spirit to relay its message.
Images and sensations flooded her mind, as if a story was being woven through her consciousness. Faire saw glimpses of Brian Robinson, his past actions, and the dark secret he held close to his heart. The spirit conveyed the information with urgency, indicating that this knowledge was crucial to Faire's pursuit of justice.
With a deep breath, Faire opened her eyes, her voice steady yet tinged with a hint of apprehension. Brian wouldn’t take this information easily, and Faire had to decide if she really wanted to use it. A hint of déjà vu came across her, and she remembered how the last time something similar had happened she’d had to retreat from the world.
Her phone rang and Faire jolted forward, reaching for it on the side table.
“Hello,” she said.
“Mrs. Tinsley, this is Taylor. I just want to tell you that tonight I’m going to implement one of my strategies against Brian. I’m going to have a gathering there, and I just wanted to forewarn you in case someone calls to alert you.”
“A gathering? What kind of gathering?” Faire asked.
“A party,” Taylor said. “We’re going to do our best to irritate your squatter. “Nothing illegal. I have to stay on the right side of the law, but we’re going to show him tonight that your home is not his house.”
“Don’t you think I should be there? Not that I don’t trust you.”
“Well, part of my plan is it’s going to be a late party. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be there, but it might get a bit too loud for you.”
“Oh. I see,” said Faire. “You’ll be careful, won’t you? I don’t want you getting hurt, Taylor.”
On the other end, Taylor chuckled.
“You’d better worry about Robinson. He’s lucky if I don’t tear his head off for all he’s putting you through. But I’ll be careful, and I’ll call you tomorrow to let you know how it goes. I should be headed there in about half an hour. And don’t worry, I’ll clean up our mess.”
They hung up and Faire leaned back in the chair, thinking.
She was going to have a hard time sleeping, knowing that her house was about to be the staging area for a party and possibly an ousting. She could just imagine the shock on Brian’s face when Taylor and her posse arrived.
“I used to love a good party, Baby,” she said, making her bird look up from his nap.
Faire rose in her chair and went to the bedroom door. Before she went out, she turned to Baby one more time.
“And I’ll just bet that Della Ray did, too.”
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CHAPTER 25
  
T  aylor stood outside the front door of the house, her fellow deputies and friends by her side, their arms full of supplies. The cool evening air was filled with anticipation. Whether successful or not, it would be a fun experience for them to get together and at least try. Behind her, Penner, Kuno, Emily, Graves, and Shane Weaver formed a formidable group, ready to work within the law to make a certain once-welcomed guest get the point that he was now unwelcome.
“He’s probably upstairs,” she said. “So, we’ll just go on our merry way and make ourselves at home.”
As she reached for the doorknob, the door swung open, revealing a scowling Brian standing there in baggy pajama pants and no shirt.
“You, again,” he said angrily “What do you want now? It’s late.”
Taylor shrugged. “Nothing from you. We’re here to party.”
She pushed past him, and everyone followed. Brian watched them file in, his face shadowed with confusion.
“Hey, buddy,” Shane said, his tone friendly as he walked by Brian and went straight to the kitchen. Penner did the same, as though greeting a friend at the bar, and their nonchalance nearly made Taylor laugh.
She suppressed it because she had something serious to say. Her voice carried a firm authority as she spoke. "Brian Robinson, I have more right to be here than you do," Taylor declared, her tone leaving no room for argument. "I have Mrs. Tinsley's permission to enter this property, and I'm here to witness whether or not you complied with the notice you were given."
“What are you talking about?” he spit out, narrowing his eyes.
“Did you repair the damages to the space you’ve been occupying? I can list those damages if you’d like.”
Brian's sarcastic demeanor remained unchanged as he responded, "Why would I do anything you say? This isn't your place, and I'm not going anywhere."
Shane returned and stood by her side, his stance suddenly serious and protective.
A flicker of annoyance passed across Taylor's face, but she quickly composed herself. She knew that patience and persistence were key in dealing with someone like Brian.
She looked directly into his eyes, her voice steady and unwavering.
“Well, then, Mr. Robinson, the eviction process has officially started. You’ll be served tomorrow with more paperwork,” Taylor stated with emphasis.
“So?” Brian said. “I know the drill. I have my rights.”
“And also,” Taylor continued. “From tonight onward, there will be different people here each evening, using the premises as per the granted permission. You can look forward to plenty of music and food, possibly dancing. Some Karaoke, too. But you're more than welcome to join the party."
She could see a seething anger bubbling up within Brian, his face turning red with fury.
He stormed back upstairs.
“That went as expected,” Taylor said. “At least he’s consistent.”
“He’s an ass,” Shane said.
Behind them, the rest of the team swiftly moved into action, bringing in a large portable radio, ice coolers filled with nonalcoholic beverages, bags of snacks, and pizza boxes. While they were setting up the party atmosphere, Taylor's sister Anna and her sister Jo arrived, carrying a box of decorations.
“Where do you want us?” Anna said.
“Let’s do it here in the grand entrance and in the kitchen, because he could just ignore us if we stay in the parlor. This way he’ll have to try to get around us to get food.”
They nodded and got to work, hanging up decorations to transform the house. The foyer and kitchen came alive with vibrant colors as streamers were hung, noisemakers were scattered around, and balloons bobbed in the air.
Lucy hurried in next. She said she’d left Johnny with Cate, and she and Penner went to put on some music. Soon the lyrics from Village People’s
“Y.M.C.A.” filled the air, making all of them laugh and struggle to do the moves. It was turning out a lot more fun than Taylor anticipated. It almost took her mind off Sam. She would’ve loved for him to be there, too.
As the music blared from the radio, the volume steadily increased, filling the house with a festive energy. Hilarity and chatter filled the air as the deputies indulged in snacks and jovial banter with Taylor’s sisters.
Some of Anna’s friends from her old neighborhood soon arrived, then Cate’s friends from the animal shelter.
Two hours passed and the atmosphere grew livelier by the minute, as if a weight had been lifted off their shoulders. Just as it reached its crescendo, the door opened and in entered Mrs. Tinsley and Della Ray, clad in dazzling outfits that harkened back to the glory days of the 70s, Baby wearing a tiny blue bow tie around his neck.
“Mrs. Tinsley, what are you doing here?” Taylor asked, smiling ear to ear as she examined their matching ensembles.
“What? You thought you were going to make us miss all the fun?” Della Ray asked. “I’ve been waiting to knock the dust off these clothes for years. Good thing Faire and I are about the same size. Faire whipped up the bow tie with a shoestring—I can’t take credit for that.”
“Well, welcome to the party,” Taylor exclaimed, laughing at the serious expression on Mrs. Tinsley’s bird, perched on her shoulder, observing the merriment.
It seemed Robinson couldn't ignore the commotion any longer. He stormed back down the stairs, his face contorted with anger, and demanded that everyone leave, or he would call the police.
The laughter that erupted from everyone only served to incense him further. Several of them whipped out their badges and waved them at him.
"You fools! I'll call the real police!" he shouted, his voice dripping with rage.
Brian came to where Mrs. Tinsley stood, and he glared at her.
“You. This is all because of you and your problem with dementia. I’m a good renter!” he bellowed. “You’re just a crazy old lady. Tell them about the movie! Tell them how you messed with the thermostat. You’re the reason for all this!”
Mrs. Tinsley stood her ground, but Taylor could see she was shaken.
Shane stepped up. “Do not talk to a lady like that, Robinson.”
Penner and Grimes took a step closer, too.
Brian’s eyes flashed and he leaned slightly back, then brought his head forward with a violent force and spit right in Mrs. Tinsley’s eye.
Taylor felt wrath overcome her as she jumped into the middle of them, her voice laced with authority. "Brian Robinson, you are under arrest for assault."
“For spitting? That’s hilarious,” he said. “Looks like you need a class in law and justice.”
Before she could get to him, Brian then swiped his arm back and knocked Baby off Mrs. Tinsley's shoulder, sending the bird flapping and squawking to the ground.
Mrs. Tinsley's face twisted in shock and dismay as she bent and gathered Baby into her arms, holding him close to her chest, her eyes welling up with tears.
Someone turned off the music and the room fell into a stunned silence, interrupted only by the soft sobs escaping Mrs. Tinsley's lips.
Shane reacted, but Taylor beat him to it. With one fluid motion, she grabbed Brian’s arm, twisted it behind his back, and snapped the handcuffs around his wrists. "You just made a big mistake, Brian," she said, her voice icy with anger. "Spitting may not be a crime, but assaulting a bird will be. And if it’s not, rest assured, I will find a way to make it stick."
“Is the bird okay?” Emily asked. She was holding onto Kuno’s arm tightly, her face a mask of shock.
“I think he’s just shaken up,” Faire said, her voice thick with tears.
Brian struggled against the restraints, his face contorted with rage and disbelief. He tried to protest, but Taylor's grip on him remained firm, her resolve unyielding.
The room erupted with mixed emotions—outrage, satisfaction, and a lingering tension. They gathered in a circle, their gazes fixed on Brian, who now stood subdued and defeated.
Della Ray’s voice quivered with a mix of anger and sadness as she addressed Brian, her eyes still brimming with tears. "You have no idea what you've done. You've hurt an innocent creature, a loyal friend. And now you'll have to face the consequences."
“He sure will,” Taylor said. “Just wait until Judge Crawford hears about this.”
Mrs. Tinsley, still holding a trembling Baby to her chest, stepped up.
“Taylor, I’d like a chance to talk to Brian alone.”
Taylor looked at her like she had just grown a second head. “Alone? No—that’s not a good idea, Mrs. Tinsley.”
“Okay, then you can be with us,” Mrs. Tinsley said. “But I really need to have a conversation with him before you take him in.”
“I have nothing to say to you,” Brian said, venom dripping from his tone. “I want my lawyer.”
“This isn’t an interrogation, you idiot,” Taylor said, jerking up on the handcuffs, causing him to wince. She didn’t think it was a good idea at all to let Mrs. Tinsley have one last conversation, but she deserved to have her say. She’d been through so much at the hands of Robinson.
“Okay. Where do you want me to take him?”
“My parlor will be fine,” she said, then led the way.
“I’ll be right out here if you need me,” Shane said.
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CHAPTER 26
  
"B rian," Faire spoke, her gaze fixed on him. "There is something I need to share with you. It has been revealed to me, through a reliable source, that in the secrets you’ve been hiding there is one that has the potential to bring your life to a crashing halt."
Brian's eyes widened in shock, his face paling as he struggled to maintain his composure. His disbelief quickly transformed into anger, his voice laced with venomous fury. "How dare you! What nonsense are you spewing now? You think you have the right to pry into my personal affairs?"
Faire remained calm, undeterred by his outburst. "I understand this might be difficult for you to accept, Brian, but I assure you, the message I've received holds great significance. It pertains to the truth that lies at the heart of this matter. Think back to a time when trust was shattered, when the choices made reverberated through the lives of those involved," she hinted, her words carefully chosen. "A web of darkness was spun, threatening to ensnare all who dared to venture too close."
Taylor stood silent, still holding onto Brian’s handcuffed wrists.
Brain’s face contorted with rage. "You're making this up! This is just another one of your tricks, trying to manipulate the situation in your favor."
Faire's voice remained gentle yet firm. She stroked Baby gently. "Brian, the truth has a way of revealing itself, no matter how hard we try to hide it. It's in your best interest to confront this secret and come clean. The path to resolution and justice lies in facing the truth."
His eyes darted around the room, his mind racing as he weighed his options. The realization that Faire possessed intimate knowledge that could unravel his carefully constructed facade looked to be a blow to his confidence.
Faire took a deep breath, realizing that Brian needed more than just a revelation; he needed a glimpse into the depth of her knowledge. "It involves someone you once knew, someone whose memory still lingers in the shadows of your heart, wrapped in guilt and regret.”
"You don't know anything," he spat, his voice tinged with desperation. "You think you have power over me, but I won't let you destroy me. I'll fight back with everything I have."
Faire went to him then and leaned in, whispering in his ear.
Brian's face twisted with a mix of fury and fear.
Then she stood upright, her expression unwavering. "Now the choice is yours: face the consequences of your actions or continue down a path of deception. But, remember, the truth always has a way of prevailing."
She knew that—by exposing the truth—she would set in motion a series of events that would have far-reaching consequences. He had a decision to make.
“Fine, uncuff me and I’ll get my things and leave,” he said, his body caving in with his declaration. “I give up. I’m done.”
“If I uncuff you, you’re signing a paper that says you are moving out tonight, and will seek no future legal recourse against Mrs. Tinsley, either for financial gain or civil reasons.”
He stared at Faire, even as he nodded. “Yes. Yes. Let me go.”
Faire felt tension starting to roll from her neck. Not only that, but she felt a sense of accomplishment. She’d used her gift to save her home, and for that she finally realized she shouldn’t be ashamed of it any longer.
She watched as Taylor walked him out into the foyer and stopped him in front of Shane. Faire followed.
“He’s agreed to move out now,” Taylor said. “I am uncuffing him and giving him fifteen minutes to gather his things. Would you like to accompany him upstairs?”
Shane nodded, and Taylor took the handcuffs off. They all watched as Brian trudged slowly and methodically up the stairs, not looking at anything but his feet in front of him.
He looked defeated.
Faire turned to Della Ray and her friend rushed in for a hug.
“I’m so proud of you, Faire,” she said. “What did you say to him in there?”
“I passed along a little insight given to me from the other side,” Faire said.
“Oh, I’d love for you to give me a reading,” Emily said. “I’ve always been captivated by that kind of stuff.”
“I would be glad to,” Faire said, finding herself surprised that she actually meant it.
“I wonder where he’ll go next,” Taylor said. “Probably not back to Montana. He’s still a suspect in the death of his college roommate, but they don’t have the evidence to arrest him. That’s just one juicy detail I found in my research.”
“Would that roommate have the name of Alexander?” Faire asked.
“Yes, he does,” Taylor replied.
“That’s who I heard from, and, as soon as I said his name to Brian, he caved,” Faire said. “I don’t know what happened, but I know there’s a secret there that he doesn’t want to get out.”
Taylor took her phone out and scanned through it, then looked up.
“Yep. Alexander. Alexander Merrick.”
Faire heard the name and froze. “Did you say Merrick?”
Taylor nodded, then realization showed in her widened eyes.
“Do you think he was related to Senator Merrick?”
“Yes. I remember now that Alexander was the boy’s middle name. He must’ve been roommates with Brian, and that’s how Brian targeted me,” Faire said.
“Can someone fill me in? I’m lost,” Kuno said.
“Senator Bradley Merrick went to prison more than twenty years ago after he brought his son to have a reading with Mrs. Tinsley,” Taylor said. “Mrs. Merrick had died in a car crash in which they were all in the car when the boy was just a toddler. When he turned eighteen, he wanted to connect with his mom and his father finally relented and even allowed it to be taped live.”
“Okay?” Kuno said.
“In the reading, Mrs. Merrick revealed that she had not died from injuries sustained from the accident but, instead, from strangulation,” Penner said.
“The media went into a frenzy and the case was reopened, and eventually the senator was arrested and found guilty of first-degree murder. I always wondered what happened to the son,” Taylor said.
Grimes had his phone out and was searching past news articles.
“Found it,” he said, then began reading. “Son of imprisoned past senator, Bradley Merrick, dies from injuries sustained in a fall from a dormitory balcony during a drunken party.”
Faire knew suddenly that the fall wasn’t an accident, and she marveled over how fate worked sometimes, bringing things full circle. Merrick’s son was everything to him, and now he was gone, right along with his wife in a murder first deemed an accident.
They heard a commotion upstairs and Shane’s voice rose in anger.
Faire watched as Taylor, Kuno, and Grimes all sprang into action, running up the stairs two at a time, then disappearing into the parlor.
Five minutes later when they all came out, Shane had hold of Robinson’s shirt, guiding him to the landing, then down the stairs. The other deputies all carried his belongings. All except for Taylor, who wasn’t with them.
“What happened?” Faire asked.
“What happened was I found a starved cat stuffed in a tiny little metal crate pushed all the way to the back of the closet.”
Faire covered her mouth in horror.
“The cat he blamed me for letting go,” she finally said, feeling sick at her stomach. “He let it die up there?”
Taylor walked out of the parlor and stood at the top of the stairs, a cat crate in her arms.
“No, but she’s terrified and she’s severely malnourished. I’m taking her straight to Cate, and then the vet tomorrow.”
“Come on, Robinson. Out you go,” Shane said, beginning to push him out the door.
Faire reached over to the table and grabbed the paper and a pen. She handed it to Grimes and told him to make sure to get Brian to sign off that he was officially moved out. And to bring it back to her.
As Shane moved Brian past her, she stood taller and addressed him.
"The truth may be buried, but its echoes linger, Brian," Faire whispered, her words hanging in the air like an enigmatic melody as he walked out of the door, and it closed behind him.
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CHAPTER 27
  
J o's nerves were on edge as they made their way to the theater for the night of the performance. She sat in the front with Anna, the three kids and Jarret in the back. Taylor was driving Lucy, Cate, and Ellis and was meeting them there later. Cecil was coming and even her dad was going to show up and shockingly had asked if he could bring a date.
He was trying to be a better grandfather, Jo had to give him that. He had a lot of making up for but so far, so good.
She felt a mixture of excitement and anxiety coursing through her veins. The atmosphere was electric, and the anticipation hung heavy in the air. Teague, with his enthusiasm of being in the spotlight, was the only one visibly thrilled. Even little Bronwyn looked scared, and all she had to do was stand on stage and look cute.
Levi was also eerily quiet, but Jo couldn't help but feel proud of him. Despite the initial disappointment of being cast as the understudy, he had poured his heart into learning his lines and practicing the songs with Corbin, who had been a pillar of support throughout this new journey.
Jo suspected that Levi might secretly be relieved that he didn't land the lead role of Jesse Tuck, after all. A week into practices, he’d been alarmed to find that Jesse had a scene where he would have to kiss Winnie, who was played by a girl in Levi’s class. The thought of having to share an onstage kiss with a girl—especially one he knew and would have to face again outside of camp—was more than Levi wanted to take on, and Jo and Corbin had laughed about the conversation late after Levi went to bed.
Nevertheless, he had persevered in his commitment to being the understudy, and his dedication had not gone unnoticed. After tonight, she planned to take him anywhere he wanted to go to do whatever boyish activity he wanted to do, as a reward. Most likely it would be laser tag or some horseback trail, but he’d earned it.
When they arrived at the theater, Anna wished them a broken leg, causing the kids to laugh nervously. She and Jarret went to find their seats, and Jo ushered the kids to the backstage. On the way, she spotted Mrs. Tinsley and Della Ray, and waved at them.
They looked like they were already having a ball, and the show hadn’t started yet.
As expected, backstage was already a circus. They were early, but Eldon and some of the others had beat her there and were hard at work doing last minute touches to costumes and sets.
Finally, it was nearly seven o’clock and time to begin. With her family and Corbin in the audience, Jo prepared to take her place behind the curtain as the assistant director. Eldon took the other side, and they gave each other a thumbs up.
Jo mumbled a short prayer under her breath. If this went bad, Corbin would never let her live it down. He’d remarked more than once that the kids ought to just do a concert and not put on a silly play. It was only said in front of Levi once before Jo shut it down.
Just before the curtain rose, she scanned the stage, and a wave of panic washed over her. Teague—who was supposed to be standing in his designated spot—was nowhere to be found. She exchanged a worried glance with Eldon, who seemed equally perplexed.
Jo mouthed to him, "Maybe he's in the restroom," and Eldon quickly went to investigate.
Her pulse raced as she surveyed the sea of faces in the auditorium. The weight of responsibility bore down on her, knowing that all the hard work and dedication of the cast and crew had led to this moment.
She wanted nothing more than for the play to go smoothly, for the kids to shine, and for the audience to be captivated by the magic unfolding before them.
Eldon rushed back to Jo, his face drained of color. His voice quivered as he shared the news, "Teague is in the restroom. He's vomited all over himself and is refusing to come out."
The realization struck them both at the same time. They would have to rely on Levi to step into the lead role. Anna would be devastated.
Eldon hustled over to give him the news and, from where she stood, Jo could see the sudden stricken look on his face.
There was nothing they could do now. Levi would perform, or he wouldn’t.
As the curtain opened to reveal the first scene, Jo's heartbeat quickened.
Levi stood on stage, a mixture of fear and determination etched across his face. Angel, playing the role of Winnie, stood beside him, alongside the other leads. The moment arrived for the first song to commence, but an eerie silence engulfed the theater.
Jo's gaze darted to the other side of the stage, where Eldon anxiously perched behind the curtain. His wide-eyed expression mirrored her own growing sense of dread. The weight of the situation pressed upon them, threatening to unravel all their hard work.
Then, in a remarkable turn of events, Levi sought out Jo's reassuring presence. She smiled at him, channeling her unwavering belief in his abilities. Levi's focus shifted toward the sea of expectant faces in the auditorium, and, with a surge of bravery, he opened his mouth and began to sing.
"Off the train in New Hampshire, and it's back in an instant, the feeling that I'm somewhere I don't belong," Levi's voice rang out, filled with both vulnerability and determination.
By the second line, a spark ignited within the rest of the cast. The frozen moment shattered as each actor found their voice and joined in harmony.
The theater reverberated with a resounding applause. The audience, moved by Levi's unexpected but powerful save of the performance, erupted in a thunderous ovation even before the song had reached its conclusion.
Jo's heart swelled with pride, tears welling up in her eyes, as she witnessed the remarkable transformation taking place before her. Her son had turned a corner in childhood. He knew the burden was on him, and he’d stepped up to the plate.
The play continued flawlessly from that moment onward, with each child pouring their heart and soul into their performances. The songs continued to resonate with heartfelt emotion, the dialogue flowed seamlessly, and the story unfolded with a mesmerizing grace.
As the final scene approached, and the curtain call drew near, Jo could hardly contain her excitement. She stood just behind the curtain, her eyes locked on the stage, her heart beating in sync with the rhythm of the play. Every note, every line, and every movement seemed to magnify the triumph of their collective effort.
And then, as the play reached its climactic conclusion, the curtain fell, shrouding the stage in darkness. The theater erupted in a standing ovation, the applause echoing through the rafters.
The cast, bathed in the glow of their success, joined hands with her and Eldon, taking their final bows, basking in the adoration of the audience. As the curtain rose one last time, Jo’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. She gazed out at the crowd, a surge of overwhelming joy coursing through her veins. It wasn't just about the play's success—or the way that Levi had made her proud—it was also about rediscovering her own passion, her love for the theater reignited by the unwavering dedication of everyone involved.
When the curtain dropped for the final time, Eldon rushed to her and enveloped her in a warm embrace, holding her tightly. Words were unnecessary as their shared emotions spoke volumes.
Eldon whispered into Jo's ear, his voice filled with gratitude, "Thank you, Jo. None of this would have been possible without you."
In that embrace, Jo knew she would have to find a way to balance her life better so that she could continue being involved in the theater in some way. It had always held a special place in her heart, and—through the transformative experience of helping Eldon direct—she had rediscovered the fire within. She felt a calling to continue bringing stories to life, nurturing the talent of young performers, and simply embracing the magic of the stage.
As the applause gradually subsided, Jo and Eldon finally pulled away from each other. Behind them the kids were loud and raucous, celebrating their success by acting like little hellions. Endearing hellions, but still.
“We did it,” Eldon said, his smile making his eyes crinkle in a very endearing way.
“Yep,” Jo said, throwing her head back and laughing. “I cannot believe my son, Eldon! I’m just shocked to my core. Shocked and happy, mind you.”
He nodded enthusiastically. “He really pulled us through. Jo. He wouldn’t by chance be going home with your family tonight, would he? I’d love it if we went for a cup of coffee somewhere to celebrate and relive it together instead of a hundred feet apart.”
Before she could answer, Corbin stepped up beside them. “Actually, I was taking her out for a real drink. Right, Jo?”
Jo narrowed her eyes at Corbin. They had agreed to no such thing, period. She looked from him to Eldon, and they were locked on each other, their expressions serious.
“No, Corbin, that’s not right.” She wasn’t about to let him go back to treating Eldon the way he had in high school. They weren’t kids anymore.
“What do you mean?” he asked, his expression wide-eyed and innocent.
She could play just as innocent. She patted him on the arm in a friendly way. “I mean, just as soon as I tell Anna to grab Levi, I’m leaving with Eldon. I know what, why don’t you ask Lucy? She’s always up for a pretty face and a nightcap.”
Corbin looked stunned as Jo took Eldon’s arm and they walked away.
    
AS JO and Eldon exited the theater, the night air felt crisp against their skin, carrying with it a sense of accomplishment and easy camaraderie. Jo had always loved hanging with Eldon, for the simple reason that he was the only one she knew who was comfortable in his own skin, just being himself without a care what anyone thought.
In a world where most people were always trying to transform themselves into something they weren’t, Eldon was refreshing.
The success of the play still reverberated in her mind, and the radiant smile she couldn’t erase spoke volumes about the pride she felt for Levi’s incredible journey. Tonight was a night he’d never forget, and that she was able to play such a big part in it made it even better.
Eldon drove a teal-colored Prius and Jo laughed as she climbed in. A Prius wasn’t something you saw often around their small town, but she found that once inside she loved it.
Once out of the parking lot, they scoured the streets for coffee, to find only the bright neon sign of Huddle House still illuminating the night.
“Think we should?” Eldon asked, laughing.
“Absolutely, we should. I love Huddle House.”
They parked and went in.
The bustling diner was filled with a mix of late-night revelers and weary travelers, creating a lively atmosphere that instantly lifted their spirits. They settled into a cozy booth, exchanging amused glances as they observed the comical antics of a few intoxicated customers. Laughter filled the air, mingling with the clatter of plates and the lively chatter surrounding them.
“This reminds me of New York,” Eldon said. “So much energy. I should’ve been coming here every night.”
A warm smile graced the face of their server, who mistakenly assumed they were a couple, causing Jo and Eldon to exchange an affectionate look, not correcting her.
As they waited for their order, Jo found herself wondering about Eldon’s family. She hadn’t asked since they’d reunited, having been so busy with the theater camp.
The server brought their coffee and set it down with cream and sugar, then retreated.
“How is your family doing, Eldon?”
“Good, I suppose. My grandfather died last year, and my dad has had a hard time with that. We all have. He was a good man and he always made sure I knew how proud he was of me.”
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know,” Jo said, feeling guilty.
He waved a hand. “No, it’s okay. He got to see me make a living doing something other than the hard work of farm life. That was his dream, but on his last day I reminded him that, if it wasn’t for his courage and sacrifice, none of it would’ve happened.”
“Sounds like you’ve got a story there. I’d like to hear it if you want to share,” Jo said.
That was all the encouragement he needed, and Jo sat on the edge of her seat, listening intently to him talk about his grandparents and how they’d immigrated to the United States.
As Eldon shared the story, his voice grew somber. “My grandfather and grandmother had a very difficult journey coming to America,” he said. “They sailed from Liverpool, England, in the dead of winter. It was a grueling six-week journey in which they faced storms and frigid temperatures. At one point, the ship encountered an enormous iceberg that nearly tore a hole in the hull. Many passengers fell ill, and some even died. But—through it all—my grandparents held on to hope that they would make it to America and start a new life.”
Jo was captivated.
Eldon continued, “When they finally reached Ellis Island, they were greeted by officials who put them through a rigorous process of questioning and medical exams. My grandmother was nearly sent back due to a fever, but my grandfather convinced the officials to let her stay with him. They eventually made it to their new home just outside of Jasper, but it was not an easy road. They had to work long hours on their farm just to make ends meet. But they persevered, and their hard work paid off.”
Jo was inspired by Eldon's grandparents' resilience and determination. Not that it compared in the least, but it made her think of what they were trying to do with the rescue out at the farm. And the Gray Escape Boarding.
It was hard getting things going, but it would be worth it.
“They were farmers, you see,” Eldon explained. “They had heard stories of the fertile land in America and the opportunities it held, so they decided to take a chance and make the journey.”
Jo thought of her own ancestors and wondered if their stories were as dramatic and inspiring. She knew nothing of her heritage.
Eldon continued to share details about his grandparents' lives, including their struggles to adapt to a new country and their eventual success in building a thriving farm.
Jo listened with rapt attention, hanging on every word. As the story ended, Eldon smiled warmly at Jo. “I've always believed that understanding our past is the key to shaping our future,” he said. “That's why I love sharing stories like this with my students. It helps us all connect to our history and gives us a sense of where we come from.”
“I agree. I just wish I knew something of my own ancestry.”
“It’s never too late to do the research, Jo. I can help you.”
Of course, he would. Eldon was always the one willing to help anyone.
His voice became solemn as he spoke about how his grandparents' experience had deeply affected him. “Hearing about their struggles and triumphs made me realize the importance of hard work and perseverance. It also taught me to appreciate the opportunities I've been given, and to never take them for granted.”
As he spoke, Jo felt a newfound respect for him as a teacher, realizing that his personal experiences and family history likely informed his teaching style and the way he connected so well with his students and with the world in general.
“It's amazing what your grandparents went through, and what they were able to achieve. You should be proud of them, and of yourself for carrying on their legacy.”
“Thanks,” he said. “I am proud. And I hope that by sharing their story I can inspire my students to work hard and never give up on their dreams. Now, enough about me and my family. I want to hear you talk, too.”
Jo's mind wandered back to their high school days, when they had shared the stage in their production of Into the Woods. The memories flooded her mind, and she couldn't help but reminisce about their roles.
She leaned forward, her eyes shining with nostalgia. "Eldon, do you remember our high school production of Into the Woods?"
“Of course. That’s when we got so close. I mean—we were married,” he teased, about their roles as the baker and the baker’s wife.
Jo smiled softly, but inside she was quaking in fear of what his reaction was going to be. "Our teacher once shared an interview with the writer of the play, Stephen Sondheim," she began. “Sondheim spoke about his own life, his childhood marked by paternal absence and a mother who seemed to despise him. Before she passed away, she left him a heartbreaking note, saying she regretted giving birth to him."
Eldon's expression softened; his eyes filled with empathy. "I remember. That was incredibly sad," he murmured, his voice heavy with emotion. "But Sondheim took those experiences and channeled them into his plays exploring family relationships that changed people's lives. He's considered the 'God of theater' by many, and—despite what he went through—he made something of himself."
Jo nodded, her face growing serious. "I know. But you see, Eldon, what you didn't know back then is that I was pregnant during our time performing Into the Woods," she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper.
Eldon's surprise was evident, his eyes widening as he absorbed her words. "Pregnant? But ... I thought you got pregnant on prom night, with Corbin. Before he took off," he stammered, his voice laced with astonishment.
A tear trickled down Jo's cheek as she spoke, her voice trembling with a mix of vulnerability and resolve. "No. I never slept with Corbin. That’s why he left me there that night. I turned him down.”
“Because you were already pregnant,” Eldon whispered.
“Well, that, and I just didn’t want to sleep with him and be another notch on his bedpost. I didn’t tell anyone because I had no intention of keeping the baby. But in our class when the teacher talked about Sondheim having his own path in life, without the guidance of his mother and how he’d found himself, I made the decision to stop considering an abortion. I realized that my child would have their own purpose in life, and it wasn't my right to take that away from them."
"Jo, that's incredibly commendable," he said, his voice filled with warmth and respect. "Your life changed when you became a single mother, and I can't begin to fathom the strength it took."
“It got lonely; I’ll admit that. But Levi is the best part of me, and I’ve never regretted a single day of being his mom.”
"The father didn’t want to be involved?" he inquired gently.
Jo's tears flowed freely now, her emotions cascading uncontrollably, causing a few country boys to look their way as if gauging whether they should step in.
With a trembling voice, she revealed the truth she had concealed for so long. "No, Eldon. You are the father," she confessed, her voice choked with emotion. "I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you, but I always believed that you would achieve more fame than Corbin Eastwood ever even dreamed of, and I didn't want to be the obstacle in your path."
Stunned, Eldon's eyes widened, his hands reaching out across the table to grasp Jo's trembling hands. "Levi ... our son? From just that one night?" he whispered, his voice filled with a mixture of astonishment and awe.
Initially fearing his reaction, Jo found herself at a loss for words as she braced herself for his judgment. But Eldon's response shattered her expectations. They had only one night together, late after a rehearsal for the play when everyone else had gone home. They’d immediately sworn it was just a thing and had never talked about it again.
For Jo, it hadn’t been just a thing. Eldon was her best friend and she thought, after that, he just wasn’t interested in her that way.
He gently wiped away her tears, his own eyes welling up. "Jo, Into the Woods had another meaning," he said, his voice quivering with a mix of vulnerability and understanding. "It taught us that humans make mistakes, and those mistakes are an integral part of our existence. We stumble, we fall, but it's what we do afterward that defines us. And right now, in this moment, I can only feel an overwhelming sense of love for you, and gratitude that you kept Levi and that I will have a chance to know him."
Jo's tears transformed from tears of fear into tears of relief. She couldn't believe that Eldon was accepting their son. It was a moment she had never dared to imagine.
With their hands tightly clasped together across the table, he spoke from the depths of his heart. "Jo, from the very first time we sat next to each other in class, I was in love with you. Every moment we shared, every laugh, every tear, and that one special night we had and never talked about again, it was all leading to this. When I picked up the pieces after Corbin Eastwood left you stranded and I believed he was the father of Levi, my love for you only grew stronger. But I never thought you’d return it. I was nothing like the guys in school. And I’m different from the men around here. The men like Corbin."
“You being different is what makes you special, Eldon. All those years ago, when you were bullied for standing out and doing your own thing, you could’ve conceded and conformed, but you didn’t. You were strong in who you believed yourself to be. That’s admirable. And I’m willing to see what happens with us if you are.”
Eldon laughed. “Ha. Won’t they all be shocked if we ever tell that I’m Levi’s father. They’ll wonder how that happened. They always thought they had me figured out, didn’t they?”
Jo laughed with him. She didn’t care about small-minded bigots. She knew that Eldon was a diamond in a bucket of coal, and the exciting and flamboyant personality that literally lit up a room was exactly what had always drawn her to him.
As the weight of their past lifted, she reached out and put her hand on his arm. “I want you to get to know Levi better. We don’t have to make any rash proclamations yet. We can take it one day at a time. See how it goes."
Eldon nodded, his eyes shimmering. "I would be honored," he replied, his voice unwavering. "As long as you don’t try to stick me in some blue jeans and cowboy boots.”
In that moment, amidst the clattering of dishes and the hum of conversations, Jo felt solace and a renewed sense of belonging. The weight of the revelation mingled with the bittersweetness of missed opportunities, but it also held the promise of a new beginning.
As their conversation continued into the night, they made a pact to embrace the present and to nurture the newfound bond they shared with Levi. They talked until their cups were dry and the server had stopped coming around.
“I guess I should take you home, and let you get to bed sometime,” Eldon said, his voice regretful.
“I guess so, too. Levi might not want to stay over at Anna’s and will be watching for me to pull up.” She began to gather her things.
Suddenly, like magic, amidst the dying ambiance of Huddle House, the strains of the song "It Takes Two" drifted from the jukebox, the lyrics carrying a deeper meaning than she had ever realized, even when she sang it way back in high school during the play she and Eldon did together.
They looked at each other, eyes wide with shock.
They laughed, and Jo realized the song of unity, of shared journeys, and of the strength that lies in the connections people forged was their song. She wondered what would happen with them, and whether, if just maybe, the path they had traveled separately had led them to the very place they were meant to be — together.


OceanofPDF.com




CHAPTER 28
  
T  aylor leaned back on the porch swing and looked around the farm, her family gathered to celebrate the success of the play, laughter and joy filling the air. Diesel napped at her feet, or pretended to, as she skimmed his shoulders with each back-and-forth motion, his presence giving her more comfort than hers did him.
Cecil sat in the chair next to the door, his head back and eyes closed, taking a nap. He had put in extra time today with one of their new rescue intakes, a pit mix that was so afraid of everyone that he was putting on a fierce show.
Levi and Teague perched on a rustic bench in the distance, right outside Apollo’s pen, singing the songs of “Tuck Everlasting.” Jarret sat with them, whittling on a piece of wood with his pocketknife. Jo thought he must be the only teenager in the county who knew how to do something with his hands other than scan their phone.
Teague had recovered well from his stage fright and wasn’t in the least embarrassed. Levi was glad to be back in the role of the slightly older cousin who Teague could look up to, especially now that he’d been the star of the play.
Since his singing debut, he’d decided he wanted to take guitar lessons, and Corbin had gifted him one of his old guitars. He didn’t know the first thing about playing it yet, but that didn’t stop him from trying.
Jo had invited Eldon over, and the two of them had walked the farm, arm in arm, and couldn’t stop talking to each other. Taylor sensed something was happening there, especially in the absence of Corbin’s presence, which was unusual these days. Around Eldon, Jo had a happier spirit, lots of laughter, and she seemed to burst at the seams to talk. It reminded her of a younger Jo, when she used to write plays and then dress them up, directing them as the characters she thought up.
Anna sat on the edge of the porch, Bronwyn perched between her knees getting her hair braided. It brought back memories that Taylor had thought long buried, the four of them fresh from baths in their matching nightgowns, taking their turns sitting in front of Cate as she braided each wet head. Taylor smiled as she heard Bronwyn tell Anna that she’d decided she wants to be called Wyn, because Bronwyn looked like the word brown when spelled out, and Wyn was shorter and prettier to say.
Speaking of Cate, she and Ellis had taken control of cooking on the grill and putting together the side dishes. They worked effortlessly together, moving around gracefully like a well-oiled machine, as though they’d been together forever.
It made Taylor feel so happy to see Cate being comfortable in her own skin.
From her spot on the swing, Taylor could hear Della Ray Hart and Faire Tinsley inside the house, working together in the kitchen to create the desserts.
Earlier, Faire had amazed all of them when she brought out a gift from her car and presented it to Della Ray. It was a gorgeous painting that she had done herself, and, as soon as Della Ray saw it, she burst into tears, then went into her pocketbook and brought out a postcard.
The painting was the exact image of the postcard, a gorgeous landscape of the Black Forest in Europe, flanked by lush valleys and a beautiful river. The postcard was the last love note that Della Ray had from her husband, a note that he had penned to her when he was in Germany on a business trip, telling her he’d take her back there someday. However, he had died before they could make the trip.
Della Ray carried the postcard with her everywhere. Faire said that she hadn't known what she was painting or why, but she knew for certain that Tom wanted her to give the finished piece to Della Ray, and that she would know what it meant.
As it was becoming known to more people, Faire had a room full of paintings, and, judging by the one that she gave Della Ray, she was beyond talented.
Lucy was beside herself over it, and had already talked to her about possibly putting together an exhibition if they could find a place in town, or even putting it in Faire’s big home and opening it to the public.
Taylor had never seen Lucy so excited about anything.
There were so many plans for the future, and the once lonely piece of land that Taylor had saved from auction was now a bustling family property full of life and laughter.
It was all a picturesque scene, one that should have brought her nothing but happiness. Yet her heart felt heavy, burdened by the weight of her unspoken truth. Sam was absent, the void of his presence a painful reminder of the last time they’d seen one another.
Johnny suddenly whipped past the porch, so fast on his tiny legs, much better with balance and speed now and proving it as he ran with Lucy’s phone, shrieking his delight to have her full attention.
Taylor watched Lucy chasing him, envying the joy on her sister’s face.
Her regret deepened.
She had pushed Sam away, seeking solace in her solitude, fearing the repercussions of revealing her secret. But the thought of hurting him, of losing him, tore at her soul.
“Watermelon!” a voice called out, and the kids hollered their delight.
It was Sam, walking into the yard looking like the all-American boy he was, a watermelon balanced on his shoulder as he smiled big enough to blind her.
Lucy turned around. “Before you get mad, I invited him. Live with it.”
She didn’t wait for a reply, just went back to playing with Johnny. If Lucy hadn’t have done it, one of her other sisters would’ve anyway. Sometimes Taylor regretted keeping them alive for so long.
Not really—but it felt good to think it.
Sam put the watermelon on the picnic table, then came to where she sat.
It was as though his presence triggered a silent signal, and all the adults quietly moved further away, giving them privacy.
"Hey, Taylor," he said softly, his eyes filled with longing. "I’ve missed you. Can I sit down?”
Her heart skipped a beat at his words, at the vulnerability shining in his eyes.
“Or do you want to go take Diesel down to the water?”
They walked in silence, the sound of their footsteps echoing against the backdrop of nature's symphony. When they reached the dock, Taylor's emotions threatened to consume her. Sam's presence, his unwavering support, only intensified the ache within her. God, she missed him. The sight of him. His smell. The solid reliability of him.
She wished again, for the hundredth time, that they hadn’t grown up with such different lifestyles. While Sam had what appeared to her to be the perfect childhood, hers was anything but. Someone like him couldn’t even begin to understand the complexities within someone like her. Like her sisters. They went through life always trying to prove they were more than what they started out to be. What everyone expected them to be. Every time Taylor felt like she was getting close to finding that place where she felt at peace, the finish line was moved further out.
Sam looked at her, his eyes pleading for answers she had been withholding for too long. "Taylor, please," he implored. "Tell me what's going on. I can't bear this distance between us anymore."
Tears welled up in Taylor's eyes, her heart torn between the fear of vulnerability and the desire for healing. She was good at keeping things inside. Always had been.
But then she’d never had someone like Sam who really wanted to know her. Every deep, dark piece of her soul.
The dam within her finally broke, and the words spilled forth, her voice trembling with pain. "Sam, there's something I've been carrying ... a secret," she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper. "Years ago, I was assaulted, and it's haunted me ever since."
Sam's face registered a mix of shock and compassion as he took a step closer, his eyes mirroring her pain. "Taylor," he said softly, "why didn't you tell me?"
The floodgates opened, and Taylor poured out her anguish, recounting the horrors she had kept hidden, the shame that had clouded her every thought. With each word a burden lifted, and she felt the healing power of vulnerability.
"I was afraid," she admitted, her voice filled with raw honesty. "Afraid of being judged, of being seen as weak. I didn't want my past to define me or tarnish what I’ve made of myself."
“Oh, Taylor,” Sam said, his expression softening. “I’m so, so sorry, babe.” His arms outstretched—yearning to envelop her in their embrace. Taylor hesitated for a moment, her heart battling the instinct to push him away.
But this time, she chose to surrender.
As they held each other, Taylor's tears mingling with the gentle lap of the water, Sam whispered words of comfort and acceptance.
His voice resonated deep within her, cutting through the layers of shame and self-doubt. "You are the strongest person I know," Sam murmured against her hair. "What happened to you doesn't diminish that strength. It only amplifies it. Taylor, you deserve to heal, to let someone support you through this."
Taylor clung to him, her heart swelling with gratitude for his unwavering presence. In his embrace, she could feel the weight of her pain begin to shift. The helplessness she had feared was met with an overwhelming sense of safety and love.
Sam's words echoed through her, a salve to her wounded heart.
"You're right," she whispered, her voice trembling but filled with resolve. "I've carried this burden alone for far too long. It's time to trust you, to let you help me through it."
Sam held her tighter, his voice filled with unwavering support. "I will be by your side every step of the way, Taylor. Together, we'll navigate the path of healing."
As they sat there—their bodies pressed close—the sun began its descent, casting a warm, golden glow over the water.
Taylor's gaze shifted from her reflection to Sam's eyes, and in that moment she saw not only her mirrored pain but also the steadfast strength and love from his eyes to hers.
Thoughts raced through Taylor's mind as a glimmer of possibility took hold. Perhaps her own struggle could be transformed into something more significant, something that could spark change and bring solace to others who carried the weight of their own secrets.
A newfound resolve welled up within her. "Sam, if I have the strength to face my past, maybe ... maybe I can help others do the same," she said, her voice filled with a mix of determination and vulnerability. "No one should carry the burden of shame in silence. Maybe I can turn this into something positive for others as well."
Sam's eyes widened with admiration, his grip on her tightening. "Taylor, that's an incredible idea. You have the power to make a difference, to create a safe space for others. I'll be right there beside you, supporting you every step of the way."
Taylor felt a flicker of hope ignite within her. It was a glimmer of light in the darkness that had plagued her for far too long. She knew the road ahead wouldn't be easy, but, with Sam's unwavering support and the love of her family, she felt a renewed sense of purpose.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting hues of pink and orange across the sky, Taylor and Sam remained on the dock, their hearts entwined in a shared journey toward healing and justice. In that moment, Taylor realized that she was not alone. She had an army of love and support behind her, ready to rally around her when she was ready to take the next step.
The echoes of laughter and joy from the farm carried through the gentle breeze, reminding Taylor that her family's strength and resilience would fuel her own. And, together, they would continue to build this haven—a beacon of hope—for all those who had lived in the shadows of their own secrets.
In the depths of Taylor's soul, a flame of courage burned brighter than ever before, illuminating the path that lay ahead. And she knew that, one day, she would find her assailant, and, when that time came, she’d have the strength to confront him, to reclaim her voice, and to bring him to justice.
But, for now, in the embrace of love and understanding, she did something she usually never allowed. She swore to allow herself to heal, to find solace, and to discover the power of vulnerability.
“I love you, Taylor,” Sam whispered, his breath a tickle on her neck that sent a shiver through her. Oh, how she missed his touch.
And—as she gazed out over the tranquil water—she reminded herself that she was no longer defined by her past but by the resilience and love that flowed within her. It was a mantra she’d have to keep saying, until her heart finally accepted it, and she could let go of the emotional chains that bound her.
“I love you, too, Sam.”
    
ARE you ready for more Hart’s Ridge? Everything sounds lovely and peaceful now with the Gray family, but you know how things can change on a dime. One minute life is a bed of roses, and the next you’re picking thorns out of your butt.
You can get Book Six, NOBODY TOLD ME, now at the following link:
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
Hello, readers! I hope you enjoyed Instant Karma, the fifth book in the Hart’s Ridge series. The true crime wrapped into the fictional town of Hart’s Ridge and its fictional characters was loosely inspired by Jamison Bachman, a man dubbed Worst Roommate Ever, who eventually landed in jail for murder, then took his own life as he waited for trial.
Like Brian Robinson, he had a law degree but never passed the bar. He was deemed a serial squatter, before one woman had the courage to do what it took to get him out of her home.
Are you ready to read Nobody Told Me? In the sixth book in the Hart's Ridge small-town mystery series by Kay Bratt, Deputy Taylor Gray is called upon to investigate the sudden disappearance of a beloved young man. With time running out, she races against the clock to uncover the truth and bring him home safely.
Nobody Told Me is book six of the new Hart's Ridge small-town mystery series, written by Kay Bratt, million-copy best-selling author of Wish Me Home and True to Me.
Lastly, I invite you to join my private Facebook group, Kay’s Krew, where you can be part of my focal group, giving ideas for story details such as names, livelihoods, etc. to this series. I’m also known to entertain with stories of my life with the Bratt Pack and all the kerfuffles I find myself getting into.
Please join my author newsletter to hear of future Hart’s Ridge books, as well as giveaways and discounts.
Until then,
Scatter kindness everywhere.
Kay Bratt
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Kay Bratt learned to lean on writing while she navigated a tumultuous childhood and then a decade of domestic abuse in adulthood. After working her way through the hard years to come out a survivor and a pursuer of peace, she finally found the courage to use her experiences throughout her novels, most recently Wish Me Home and True to Me. Her books have fueled many exciting book club discussions and have made it into the hands of more than a million readers across the world. She lives with the love of her life and a pack of rescue dogs on the banks of Lake Hartwell in Georgia, USA.
For more information, visit www.kaybratt.com.
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