
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2017 by Shannon Richard

Excerpt from Undone copyright © 2013 by Shannon Richard

Cover design by Elizabeth Turner

Cover photograph by Katie Lamb

Cover copyright © 2017 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever Yours

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

forever-romance.com

twitter.com/foreverromance

            First published as an ebook and print on demand edition: September 2017

            Forever Yours is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever Yours name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-4555-6509-2 (ebook), 978-1-4555-6512-2 (print on demand)

            E3-20170719-DANF

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Chapter One: A Girl Walks Into a Bar

   	Chapter Two: Freak-Outs, Flightless Birds, and Fortune Cookies

   	Chapter Three: Unwanted, Unpleasant Business vs. Pleasant Business… Very Pleasant Business

   	Chapter Four: A Long List of Likes

   	Chapter Five: A Rather Harsh Reality Check

   	Chapter Six: Secrets

   	Chapter Seven: How to Eat Your Feelings

   	Chapter Eight: You Know What They Say About Assumptions…

   	Chapter Nine: Pariah vs. Piranha

   	Chapter Ten: Making Up Is Hard to Do

   	Chapter Eleven: More People Eating Their Feelings with Pancakes

   	Chapter Twelve: No Strings Attached

   	Chapter Thirteen: Chicken Potpie, Fuzzy Fox Slippers, and Fate

   	Chapter Fourteen: Cupcake Surcharges

   	Chapter Fifteen: Gold, Diamonds, and Wine Straight Out of the Bottle

   	Chapter Sixteen: Wine as Currency

   	Chapter Seventeen: Unsteady

   	Chapter Eighteen: Getting Down with My Gnomies

   	Chapter Nineteen: Surprise Yourself

   	Chapter Twenty: The Death of a Bachelor

   	Chapter Twenty-One: Fools Rush In

   	Chapter Twenty-Two: The Grim Truth

   	Chapter Twenty-Three: When You Find Me

   	Epilogue: No Better Love

   	An Excerpt from Undone

   	Acknowledgments

   	About the Author

   	Also by Shannon Richard

   	MORE BOOKS IN A COUNTRY ROAD SERIES

   	You Might Also Like…

   	Newsletters




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    




  
   
      
         
            To Nikki Rushbrook

            What you’ve done for this series

goes above and beyond.

            I’d even go so far as to say you know these books second only to me.

            You are an invaluable reader,

brainstormer, and friend.

            Also, thank you for bringing Julie Garwood,

            and a love of historicals, into my life.

            You’ve been a saving grace to me in so many ways.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            A Girl Walks Into a Bar

         

         Bethelda Grimshaw was dead.

         And there was no one to mourn her. She was the only child of only children. She’d never married. She’d never had kids. She didn’t have friends.

         She was survived by her cat.

         The woman wasn’t exactly what anyone in Mirabelle, Florida, would call well liked…or liked at all, really. She was more like a vulture, quick to swoop in and pick at someone’s misfortune. In life she thrived on causing misery to anyone and everyone.

         So no, she wasn’t missed in death. Not even the least little bit.

         The thing was, no one really knew why Bethelda was the way she was. She hadn’t always been a horrible human being, but somewhere in those forty-seven years of her life, things had changed.

         At one point she’d been a writer for the town newspaper. She mostly did local interest pieces, her stories focusing on the people of Mirabelle. They had the tendency to lean a little on the gossipy side, and when they turned downright defamatory, she’d been fired. It was only a few years later that she found another outlet to spew her hatred.

         The Grim Truth was Bethelda’s blog, and it had been around for about a decade now. No one would outright admit to reading it, yet everyone knew when a new story was up. One of those small-town mysteries. She changed the names of the people in her posts, giving them a new moniker that was insulting more times than not. It was always clear who she was dragging through the mud. There was never any doubt.

         The night before Bethelda’s funeral, there was some sort of weird memorial service going on at the Sleepy Sheep. It was Mirabelle’s most popular watering hole, a bar built by Owen Shepherd just after World War II. The building had survived many a hurricane and a number of bar fights, but for the most part it wasn’t a rowdy place.

         The inside and outside were made of the same darkly stained mahogany, the rich brown walls giving off that Scottish pub feel. Well, what parts of the wall that could be seen. Some of the space was taken up with cartoons of sleeping sheep, and there were signed dollar bills attached to the walls and ceiling.

         Over a dozen tables were scattered around the floor with chairs surrounding them, while booths lined much of the walls. Over the years there had been a number of additions to the place: pool tables, a dartboard, a jukebox, and a stage in the far corner where live bands would sometimes play. And those weren’t the only things that had been added on. A couple of years back a small—but exceptionally efficient—brewery had been built.

         The founder might have passed away over five years ago, but the business was still in the family and going strong. There was usually some member of the Shepherd family working behind the counter and serving up alcohol to everyone who wanted a drink. That night it was both of Owen’s grandsons: Nathanial “Shep” Shepherd and Finn Shepherd.

         It was clear they were brothers, with just a few variations here and there. They had the same wavy black hair, though Finn’s was cut just a little bit shorter than Shep’s. There was a slight gap in their heights, Finn standing at about six-feet-two to Shep’s six-feet-three. The younger Shepherd made up for that inch by being just a tad bit more muscular. The biggest differences in their appearance were that Shep’s arms were covered in tattoos and Finn was sporting a pair of black-framed glasses. But behind those lenses were the same startlingly blue eyes as his brother’s.

         And their eyes paired with those sexy smiles? Well, the Shepherd boys were a force to be reckoned with for sure. Though only one of them was still using his good looks and easygoing nature to charm the female patrons. Shep was a happily married man now. He and his wife, Hannah, had a fifteen-month-old son, Nathanial Owen Shepherd III, otherwise known as baby Nate or Nate junior.

         Finn on the other hand? Well, he wasn’t settling down anytime soon. Or ever. He had absolutely no interest in that path. None at all.

         That hadn’t always been the case, but after one particular woman had taken his heart and shoved it through a meat grinder, he was better off alone. Though that didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy the company of a lady here or there.

         But Finn had a strict set of rules that he never broke: no locals, no staying the night, and no repeats.

         Mirabelle wasn’t the biggest of towns, either in population or size. It could be a bit jarring to run into someone he’d walked out on in the middle of the night. So nonlocals it was, and there were plenty.

         The summer was the busiest season for tourists, but even in the winter people were still coming and going. The water was that stunning emerald green year-round, and a room right on the beach always offered a good getaway.

         Though on that particular evening, Finn wasn’t focused on finding someone to let him into her bed. He was too distracted by what was going on at the bar.

         It wasn’t a wake for Bethelda so much as a roast. If there was a mean thing to be said about the woman, someone said it.

         “Good riddance,” Cynthia Bowers hiccupped as she took a sip of her whiskey sour. “That horrible woman was full of hate.”

         “She was vile with a capital ‘V.’” Mindy Trist lifted her glass of cranberry and vodka, clinking it to the rim of Cynthia’s.

         It was no wonder neither woman had any love lost when it came to Bethelda. They’d both been targeted in many a Grim Truth article. Cynthia’s husband Rodney had a tendency to end up in other women’s beds, while Mindy had the habit of letting any man into hers. She’d even tried to come after Finn a number of times.

         The only reason Mindy and Cynthia were friends was because Mindy had never let Rodney into her bed.

         “Hear! Hear!” Shelby and Herald Wiggins lifted their glasses in the air from their seats over in a booth.

         It had been awhile since Finn had seen the couple not screaming at each other. They had a tendency to get into rather heated altercations. Heated being the operative word. Just a few months ago Shelby had set Herald’s truck on fire. Bethelda had a field day with that story.

         Finn hadn’t exactly been the woman’s biggest fan, either. Far from it. Not only had she tried to destroy his brother’s relationship with Hannah, but Finn himself had been the subject of more than a couple of the woman’s stories. They’d mostly involved his ex-girlfriend Becky Wright…now Rebecca (because it was more mature sounding) Milton. It was fine with him. Becky had been his girl. Rebecca? Well, she was the one who’d shoved his heart into that meat grinder.

         
            THE GRIM TRUTH

            OLD LOVERS NEW LAST NAMES

            Dr. Do Everyone a Little has been back in our small town for over a year now. He returned from his time away getting himself an actual education, unlike his useless older brother Wild Ram. A full-time bartender, I ask you, what kind of a job is that?

            But that isn’t today’s story. No, today’s story is about the younger miscreant. Now don’t get me wrong, he is a fairly decent veterinarian. Though, there isn’t a very high bar to compare him to considering the only other man capable of the job isn’t the world’s best, either. And again, that is a different story for a different day.

            Years ago, Dr. Do Everyone a Little used to be seen around town holding the hand of Gold Digger. There were more than a few times when the childhood sweethearts were caught with their pants down. They were like animals in heat. But in those years that Dr. Do Everyone a Little was away, Goldie moved on to better and richer pastures.

            Tomorrow, Goldie will be walking down the aisle to marry Dr. Smarmy Smile. Apparently, she has a thing for men sporting that Dr. title, even if they are in a lesser field of said title. But Dr. Smarmy comes with much more than a fancy name. He comes with a whole-hell-of-a-lot of money. That family has been in the green for longer than I’ve been alive. And now Dr. Smarmy has a bit of a monopoly on the dentist business in this town. So as he is the one getting everyone’s money, I’m sure that smarmy grin he’s sporting is one of the shit-eating variety.

            The breakup between Dr. Do Everyone a Little and Gold Digger might’ve happened years ago, but it doesn’t mean that certain people are over it. I’m sure that a lot of my readers will remember that the two doctors have had a bit of rivalry going. They’ve always tried to one-up each other in all aspects of their lives, since way back when they were children. It appears now that Dr. Smarmy has won.

            He got the girl.

            Dr. Do Everyone a Little has apparently set himself out on a mission: screw every woman he meets. And he’s doing a pretty good job of it, too. It helps that he regularly works at his family’s bar, the Den of Iniquity. There are plenty of willing women who would be more than happy to drop their panties when it comes to Dr. Do Everyone a Little.

            And drop them they do.

         

         That particular article was old. Rebecca and Brett Milton had gotten married well over a year ago, but Bethelda had still liked to write about that particular story every once in a while. There were a couple of stories that were tried and true, and she apparently thought it was her part to keep everyone up to date with the saga. He didn’t give a fuck about it, and he could say that in all honesty now.

         These days he might live by the once-burned-twice-shy philosophy, but he was over Rebecca. Really and truly.

         Finn pulled his focus from the people cheering Bethelda’s death and moved to the other end of the bar toward his friends. Brendan and Paige King were sitting on one side of the corner, while Jax and Grace Anderson were on the other side.

         “You want another?” Finn asked, nodding to Paige’s nearly empty beer glass.

         “Please.” She nodded, lifting the glass to her mouth and finishing off the last of the amber liquid.

         There was no doubt his friend needed a drink…or five. Paige worked at Adams and Family Funeral Home, had since she moved to Mirabelle five and half years ago. Her job there entailed writing obituaries and putting together the photo tributes for the recently deceased. But it was just one of many jobs she held. She was also a pretty successful artist; her pieces were displayed and sold in many businesses all over town. And then there was the fact that she was raising three children.

         Paige only worked at the funeral home three days a week, and that Tuesday had been one of them. She’d been the one putting together the program, prayer cards, and tribute for Bethelda’s funeral. She looked like she’d had the day from hell because of it, too. The freckles on her nose and cheeks were standing out in stark contrast on her skin, and wisps of her long brown hair had fallen out from the messy bun on the top of her head.

         When Paige had first come to town, Bethelda had set her sights on making Paige’s life as miserable as possible. For whatever reason, Bethelda had a real problem with people who weren’t from Mirabelle. And she let them know it. Regularly.

         It was just too bad for Bethelda that Paige had met Brendan. Once the two had started dating, there wasn’t a chance in hell Paige was going anywhere without him.

         But it wasn’t just Paige who Bethelda had gone after. Brendan and Grace were brother and sister, with two different fathers, and a mother who’d died of breast cancer years ago. That story had been written about enough times to be the length of a novel at this point. Jax’s relationship with Grace—and the fact that his parents weren’t the best of human beings and causing drama in their own right—probably made for two books by now.

         Hell, Bethelda had written about all of Finn’s close friends at one point or another.

         “Today was that bad, huh?” Grace took a pull on the straw floating in the pomegranate-blueberry concoction Shep had mixed up for her.

         “It was awful. Going through every year of Bethelda’s life? Putting it in order? Seeing it all laid out? I don’t know. It’s just…” She tried to formulate the words. “She wasn’t a nice woman. Not to any of us. Not ever. But to see her, from when she was a baby to now…” She trailed off again, shaking her head.

         “It humanizes her,” Brendan finished for his wife, reaching over and running his hand across her shoulder blades. “Which makes it harder because none of us ever really looked at her like she was one.”

         “I think this is just her reaching out from beyond the grave to make our lives more miserable.”

         “What do you mean?” Finn asked as he slid another glass of beer in front of Paige, taking the now empty one away.

         “How many other funeral homes are in Mirabelle? And she picks Adams and Family. She came in last year and planned out the whole thing. Brought in the pictures she wanted me to use and everything. Me. She hated me. I mean, a case could be made that she hated everyone, but I feel like her vendetta toward me was stronger than, say, Stephanie Freck who works at Lawson and Sons. Or Kendra Barrington over at Sheffield’s. And not only did she pick Adams and Family to have her funeral, she specifically chose the café to cater it. There were five other options and she wants Café Lula. A place that she liked to say on many occasions had the worst coffee in town.”

         “Which is such a ridiculous thing to say because everyone knows it’s the best in town.” The frown on Jax’s face was more intense than usual, and rightly so.

         Grace and her grandmother Lula Mae owned and ran the café, Lula Mae making more of the savory dishes while Grace was usually in the back baking sweets all day. And it was no wonder Jax was defending the coffee. The man went there every single morning that he was on duty; he’d get a cup before he started his patrol. It was something he’d done well before he and Grace had ever become a thing. He’d used it as his excuse to see her every day.

         “Thank you, baby.” Grace patted her husband’s hand, giving him a small smile.

         “And it isn’t just that,” Paige continued. “Writing that freaking obituary was one of the hardest things I’ve ever written. How do you honor the dead when you didn’t respect them in life?”

         “That is a question I do not know the answer to.” Finn rested his palms on the bar as he leaned forward.

         “I thought you were supposed to be the all wise bartender.” Brendan raised his eyebrows as he brought his glass to his lips and took a sip of his beer.

         “I don’t work here full-time, so I’m only wise half of the time.” Finn might be a veterinarian for his day job, but he still liked to pull shifts at the bar every once in a while. Kept him close to his roots. “It’s my brother who is full-time wise.”

         “What do you need wisdom on?” Shep asked as he sidled up next to Finn, sliding a fresh mixed drink in front of Grace.

         Finn grabbed all of the empty glasses and headed over to the bin in the corner, placing them with all of the other dirty dishes before he turned around. His eyes caught on the front door as it opened and someone walked inside. The second he was fully able to take her in, his step faltered before he stopped moving and just looked at her.

         She had brown hair. Long, rich brown hair. It fell over her shoulders in soft, thick waves. The desire to sink his fingers into it came automatically; his palms itched to act on it, too. Instead he moved his focus to her face, taking in her golden brown skin, almond-shaped eyes, and a full mouth with the prettiest lips he’d ever seen.

         It was the last day of January and that night promised to be a chilly one, already dropping down to the low thirties. She wore a formfitting, black leather jacket. It was zipped up the front, and she rubbed her palms against her arms in an attempt to warm up. The blue jeans she wore were skin-tight, the dark denim wrapping around each and every one of her soft curves. From her hips, to her thighs, and on down. He wasn’t exactly sure how tall she was as she was wearing high-heeled boots—the black leather going up to about mid-calf—but if he had to guess he’d say she was probably five-feet-seven or so when she was barefoot.

         This woman wasn’t from Mirabelle. Finn would know if he’d seen her before, and he most definitely had not.

         She hesitated for only a moment before she looked to the bar and headed that way, the heels of her boots clipping against the hardwood floors. It was a Tuesday, so even though there was a good crowd, it wasn’t full. There were a number of empty spots at the bar, and the beautiful brunette headed for one a few seats away from Paige.

         As Shep was standing closer, it would’ve made the most sense for him to get her a drink, but Finn stepped in and blocked his brother as he took the space in front of her. Out of the corner of his eye he could just make out the raised eyebrow Shep gave him before moving off down to another patron at the bar.

         “What can I get you?” Finn asked.

         The woman’s gaze moved to his as she settled in her seat, and golden brown eyes focused on him. Seeing her up close, he realized she was tired. Not so much in a physical way, but more in an emotional way, and it was only in her eyes. But the weariness faded away when she looked at him. Her mouth fell open as she breathed in, and it stayed open for just a second, no words coming out.

         It was clear she was slightly taken aback by him. Well, she could just join the club, because she wasn’t the only one who was surprised by what—or more accurately who—was in front of them.

         She was stunning.

         “I-I’d like a beer. What do you guys have on tap?” Her eyes darted to the left and to the line of taps. There were a few brands on there, but what they served these days was mostly what the bar brewed.

         “What do you like?”

         “Something strong. Do you have a stout?” She had a very slight southern accent that was accompanied with just the right amount of husk. Sexy. Super sexy. The kind of voice he knew he’d really like whispering things into his ear, or moaning his name.

         “Yeah.” He nodded, grabbing one of the short glasses they used for tasters. He was more than slightly impressed that she requested a stout straight off the bat. “Here. This one has chocolate undertones,” he said as he slid the little glass in front of her. “It’s one of our own brews.”

         “Beer and chocolate?” she asked as she lifted it to her mouth. “That’s how you kill two birds with one stone.”

         Finn wasn’t going to lie, he was fascinated with the way her lips touched the glass. And he couldn’t stop watching as her eyes closed in satisfaction as she drank. Her eyelashes were just long enough that they rested on her skin when her eyes were closed. She also had the lightest dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose. And her cheeks were pink. He wondered if the coloring was from the cold outside.

         It was probably only a moment—just a handful of seconds—that she sat in front of him tasting that beer, but for him it could’ve been a lifetime that he watched her. And he wouldn’t stop watching her if he had any choice in the matter.

         When she opened her eyes he forgot himself. They were changing, becoming even more golden. It was the clink of the glass hitting the bar that brought him back to the moment.

         “That’s amazing. I would like one of those, please.”

         “Coming right up.” Finn grabbed a bigger glass and pulled down the lever, the rich brown liquid filling it up.

         “Thank you.” She gave him a genuine smile as he set it down in front of her.

         The woman’s smile was killer. Killer. “You visiting?”

         “Yeah.” She nodded before she took a sip of her beer and swallowed. “Just in town until Thursday.”

         Two nights. He could totally work with that. Though for a fleeting second he wished he had longer to work with. He pushed the thought away; it went against some of his rules. “Business or pleasure?”

         “Unwanted business. Unwanted, unpleasant business.”

         “Well, if you need it, you now know where to find good beer while you’re here. And if you need any other recommendations on what to drink, I’d be more than happy to be at your service.”

         “Is that so?” That smile of hers quirked to the side.

         “It is.” He grinned.

         “Well, how very chivalrous of you. So who is it exactly that is at my service?”

         The way she said service put so many other ideas in his head of just how he’d like to spend a few hours with her. He could show her some service all right. “Finn.”

         “Well, you’re very accommodating, Finn.” And there was that smile playing on her lips again. He wondered what they tasted like. The beer most likely, but what else?

         “We aim to please.”

         “Clearly.”

         “So who is it that I’m being so accommodating to?” He flipped the question she’d used to get his name.

         “Brie.” She stuck her hand out to him and he immediately grabbed it, their palms sliding across each other’s. Her hand was soft, still slightly cooled from the weather outside, and it fit perfectly in his.

         “It’s nice to meet you, Brie.” He didn’t want to let go, but he forced himself to. Mainly because it would be a little odd to hold hands with a stranger from across the bar.

         A roar of laughter filled the air, and Brie’s golden brown eyes left his, looking over to the people in the corner. “Someone is having a good time.”

         Finn glanced at the group before returning his focus to Brie. Her head was still turned, her long hair brushed back and over her shoulder so that he could clearly see her neck. He wondered what the hollow of her throat tasted like, and he wanted to trace the delicate silver chain of the necklace she wore with his fingertips.

         “They’re placing bets,” he told her.

         She looked back to him, her eyebrows raised high in question. “On what?”

         “Tomorrow’s funeral.”

         Something flickered in her eyes, something he thought looked a lot like unease as she set her glass on the bar and leaned forward. “They’re placing bets on a funeral?”

         “The woman in question wasn’t exactly…uh…popular with many people here in Mirabelle.”

         “That’s the understatement of the century,” Shep said as he came up on the other side of Finn.

         “Brie, this is my brother, Shep. Shep, this is Brie…she’s visiting Mirabelle for a couple of days.”

         “Shep…” she trailed off, her eyebrows scrunched together slightly as she studied him. “As in Shepherd?”

         “Indeed. Have we met before?” Shep’s eyes narrowed on Brie’s face.

         For just a second something hot and possessive burned deep in Finn’s stomach. Yes, Shep was more than taken when it came to his wife, and there was no chance in hell he’d ever do anything to mess that up. But before Shep had gotten married, he hadn’t exactly been celibate, and this might not have been Brie’s first time in town.

         “No, we haven’t met.” Brie shook her head. At her words Finn’s knot of tension eased up. “I’m staying at the Seaside Escape Inn.”

         Shep and Hannah owned a giant inn right on Mirabelle Beach. It was three stories tall, not including the giant ten-foot-tall pylons it stood on. They’d remodeled the whole thing, keeping the first floor for their house, while the second and third floors had been converted into six individual condos that they rented out.

         “Well, in that case your first beer is on the house.” Shep nodded to her glass on the counter.

         “It’s delicious, by the way,” she said as she reached for it, taking a sip.

         “Thank you.” Shep grinned. “Brewed it myself.”

         “Be careful how many compliments you give the guy.” Brendan looked down the bar to Brie. “He already has a big head.”

         “That’s a bit of the pot calling the kettle black,” Jax said as he looked between his friends.

         Finn smiled. It wouldn’t be a typical time spent with Brendan, Shep, and Jax without a few insults getting thrown around. The guys had been best friends since they were five years old. Finn had looked at Brendan and Jax like they were his older brothers, and they’d always treated him like a little brother.

         “Guys, this is Brie. She’s renting a room at the inn.” Shep introduced her to the group. “Brie, meet Brendan, Paige, Grace, and Jax. So if you need a mechanic, an artist/photographer, a baker, or a deputy sheriff during your time spent in Mirabelle, you know who to talk to.”

         “Well hopefully the first and last on that list won’t be needed.” Grace smiled at Brie. “But if you need something to eat for breakfast or lunch, Café Lula is just down the road from here.”

         “Best coffee in town, too,” Jax added, making Grace’s grin grow.

         Everyone introduced themselves, saying “Hi” to Brie, and she returned the greetings. Another round of raucous laughter filled the bar. Brie glanced over to the group of people causing the commotion before she looked back to them.

         “Who was she? This lady who died.” She moved her beer to her lips, hiding her mouth with the glass as she took another sip.

         “Her name was Bethelda Grimshaw,” Finn answered.

         He thought he saw that unease flicker in her eyes again, but it disappeared a second later. Must’ve been a trick of the lights.

         “Why didn’t people like her?” She lowered the glass and set it on the bar.

         “Well, let me start by saying I don’t think what’s going on over there is OK.” Grace frowned, glancing to the corner before looking back to Brie. “Bethelda wasn’t exactly what you could ever call kind to me, but that over there is just perpetuating hate with hate.”

         “Agreed.” Paige nodded.

         “What did she do?”

         “She had this blog called The Grim Truth.” Brendan ran one of his fingers across the frosted glass of his mug. “And she liked to write about everyone’s dirty laundry.”

         “The dirtier the better,” Shep added.

         “Even if she was the one making it dirtier.” This from Jax, who took a sip of beer after he said it.

         “She sounds delightful.” Brie didn’t hide an ounce of sarcasm in her words.

         “Yeah.” Paige tipped her head to the side. “The woman thrived on creating misery, and though I’d say a lot of the people in this bar were touched by that meanness—all of us included in that group—not everyone is celebrating her death.”

         “It just means you all are better people than she was.” Brie’s voice had gone very small as she spoke. She looked away from all of them, lifting her beer to her mouth and taking a long drink of it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Bethelda Grimshaw was dead.

         That sentence should’ve had more meaning to Brie Davis. It should’ve made her sad. It should’ve done a lot of things.

         It should’ve, but it didn’t.

         Bethelda was a stranger. A stranger who’d given her daughter up for adoption twenty-eight years ago.

         Brie had been eighteen when she found out who her mother was. Well, who her biological mother was. Because Brie’s mother was Anastasia “Ana” Davis, the woman who—along with Brie’s father, Marcus Davis—had adopted her when she was two days old. Those were her parents. The people who had raised her. The people who had taken care of her. The people who loved her.

         This little venture into Mirabelle wasn’t Brie’s first time. She’d come down ten years ago, right after she’d found out who Bethelda was. It was something she’d been beyond intimidated about, and as it turned out, she was right to have been.

         At the time, Brie hadn’t told her parents about the search. Though they did know about it now. Her not telling them hadn’t been because they wouldn’t have been supportive, because they would have. No, she didn’t tell them because she’d wanted to do it on her own.

         Bethelda’s name had been the only one Brie had gotten in her search. Her biological father hadn’t been documented on anything. She’d thought she might be able to find out who he was from the meeting with Bethelda.

         She’d thought wrong.

         Looking back, she wasn’t quite sure what she’d been hoping for when she met Bethelda. Happiness at being reunited? A bittersweet moment filled with the time lost but hopeful for the relationship they could have? Tears of joy?

         Yeah, none of those things had happened. To say that Bethelda had been less than thrilled to see Brie would be a huge understatement. She’d been vicious. Told Brie she wanted absolutely nothing to do with her.

         The whole encounter was probably a total of two minutes. That was all the time Brie had gotten of Bethelda. It had been the most painful, miserable moments of her life. She’d never felt more unwanted.

         Yeah, there weren’t any tears of joy, but Brie sure had cried. She’d driven to the closest gas station and sat in her car for an hour, sobbing like an idiot. Those were the last tears she’d cried for Bethelda, and she’d vowed the woman wouldn’t get any more from her.

         Brie hadn’t broken that vow, either. Not even when she’d gotten the phone call from Bethelda’s lawyer five days ago. There hadn’t been any tears shed when she’d found out that her biological mother had passed away.

         It was a brain aneurysm that had done it. Bethelda was driving back from the store when it happened. Her car had veered off the road and hit a tree. She’d been dead before the crash. The first thought Brie had at the information was that she was thankful Bethelda hadn’t taken anyone else out with her. The lawyer had kept talking, trying to sound sympathetic for Brie’s loss.

         Yeah, he must not have known the woman very well.

         She didn’t understand why she was getting that particular phone call until he got to the crux of the conversation. Imagine her surprise when she found out her name was in Bethelda’s will.

         Brie’s first thought on that? She didn’t give a flying fuck what the woman had left to her. It could be burned for all she cared. There wasn’t a single thing she wanted.

         At least, that was what she told herself for the next few days. But that very morning Brie had woken up and she knew that wasn’t true.

         Maybe it was because she’d been given up for adoption that she was so obsessed with history. She hadn’t known her own, so she wanted to know everybody else’s. It was always her favorite subject. All through grade school and college, so much so that she’d gone on and gotten her master’s. Now she was working on her PhD at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

         She’d finished her years of course work and was now working on her dissertation. The focus? Post–World War II America. She was fascinated with how the country, and its people, where changed by such a significant event.

         She’d settled into her life in Chapel Hill, found the balance between teaching and research. Though, she wasn’t teaching that semester, taking the time to focus more heavily on her dissertation. Well, that had been the plan before that phone call.

         So yeah, she had a thing for history, and this was an opportunity for her to learn some of her own. It was the only reason she was in Mirabelle. The drive there hadn’t been the easiest thing. In the eleven hours it had taken her to get down there, she’d told herself to turn around a dozen times. What if that history she was going to discover was something she didn’t want to know?

         Now one night in town, she knew without a doubt there was going to be a whole hell of a lot of history she didn’t want to know. Bethelda was so much worse than what she already knew—two beers and an hour at the Sleepy Sheep had confirmed that.

         There was so much hatred. Soooo much hatred.

         The hard part wasn’t that it sucked seeing how much people hated the woman. No, the hard part was knowing that she came from the woman whom people hated.

         She’d liked the people she met at the bar that night. Shep, Paige and Brendan, Grace and Jax…and Finn. God, she’d really liked Finn. She could stare into that man’s sapphire-blue eyes for days. He’d had a good amount of five-o’clock shadow dusting his jaw, and the desire to know what it would feel like beneath her palm had burned her brain every time she’d looked at him.

         He was all sorts of sexy, from his southern accent to the way his smile made his eyes even bluer. And his glasses that framed those eyes? Good Lord, she’d never known how glasses could make a man sexier until she’d met him.

         When she’d looked into his face for the first time, she’d forgotten about Bethelda. It had been the first time her mind had been blissfully clear since she’d gotten that freaking phone call five days ago.

         Once he found out who she was, he wasn’t going to want a single thing to do with her. None of them would. She didn’t blame them, either. How could she? She shared the same DNA as the woman who’d caused all of them so much misery.

         When she’d gotten back to the inn she’d immediately opened up her computer and pulled up the blog she’d been told about. The Grim Truth hadn’t been around ten years ago. If it had been, Brie would’ve found it when she’d done her research. And it wasn’t like she would’ve come across it in the years since.

         After that day, she hadn’t wasted any time looking into the woman. She’d shut that door…or at least she thought she had.

         Brie rolled over in bed for what was probably the seventy-ninth time and stared up at the ceiling. She hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in days, and tonight looked like it would be a repeat performance.

         She just needed to get through tomorrow, find out what was in that will, and then be on her way.

         Then she could move on. Put all of this behind her.

         Bethelda Grimshaw was dead. And it didn’t bother her one bit.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Freak-Outs, Flightless Birds, and Fortune Cookies

         

         Adams and Family Funeral Home was in downtown Mirabelle. Like a lot of the businesses in the area, it was an old Victorian house. The building was two stories tall, had a wraparound porch, and was painted a cheerful buttercream yellow.

         It stood out in stark contrast to the overcast gray sky. The weather was pretty gloomy, and beyond appropriate for the day.

         There were a dozen or so cars parked in the lot off to the side of the building, and Brie pulled her white and blue MINI Cooper into one of many empty spots. She shut the engine off before leaning forward, looking out the windshield and over to the funeral home.

         “Just get it over with,” she muttered to herself before unbuckling her seat belt and getting out of the car.

         Clutch in hand, she made her way to the building.

         She was wearing her leather boots, the heels clicking against the brick path and echoing in her ears with each step. A blast of cold wind blew in from behind her, plastering the back of her sweater dress to her thighs.

         Her entire outfit was black. Her boots, her tights, her dress, her jacket, her scarf. She’d stood in front of the full-length mirror that morning totally aware of the irony of the situation. Black was a color for mourning, but Brie wasn’t in mourning.

         The front door of the funeral home was painted a dark green, the same color as all of the shutters. She wrapped her hand around the brass knob, taking a deep breath to steady her nerves. She had to do what she could to help ease those nerves; they weren’t going anywhere. How could they? She felt like a lamb walking into a lion’s den.

         Letting out her breath in a foggy rush, she twisted the handle and pushed the door open. Once inside, she realized that the hallway was empty, and so was the front room just off to the right. No one was sitting behind the receptionist desk.

         She took a few more steadying breaths, and the sweet scent of apples and cinnamon filled her nose. Someone had made cider, and the warmth of it seemed to sink into her bones, heating her up from the inside.

         Calming slightly, she looked around the space, taking in the dark mahogany wood floors and railing on the banister. The furniture was all beautifully maintained antiques, and the photos on the walls were stunning. Even though she’d just had a short drive through town late yesterday and early that morning, she knew they were taken locally.

         “Hello. How can I help you?” a thickly southern feminine voice said from behind Brie, making her spin around.

         The woman in front of Brie was rather striking. Her face all angles, with a sharp chin and cheekbones. Her reddish brown hair was pulled up into an elegant twist at the back of her head, and dangling gold and emerald earrings hung from her ears. She had a cup of something steamy in her hands, her fingers wrapped around the porcelain. When she walked by, Brie got an even stronger hit of the cider scent.

         “I’m here for the Grimshaw memorial.”

         Surprise flickered in the woman’s eyes. “Oh, it’s just in there.” She pointed down the hallway. “There are refreshments that you can help yourself to. The kitchen is just off the end of the hallway to the right.”

         “Thank you.” Brie gave the woman a small smile before she headed off down the hall.

         There was the soft sound of someone playing the piano coming from the room that the woman had indicated. When Brie stepped over the threshold, her eyes panned over the fifty or so seats. There were seven people in the room in total, including herself and the piano player in the corner.

         Wow. Well, this was a promising turnout.

         There wasn’t a casket as Bethelda had been cremated. Instead, a hot pink urn sat in front of a poster-size photo of her. Brie barely glanced at it before she took a seat a few rows back from the front. The seat was at an angle behind an elderly lady in a thick, wool sweater. The gray material looked like it would be soft to the touch. She was rubbing her fingers against rosary beads in her tiny, weathered hands, the words of the Hail Mary just barely audible as she whispered them in a low chant.

         Brie pulled her focus from the woman in front of her and looked up, her eyes landing on the photo of Bethelda a few feet away. It was the same photo that was on The Grim Truth blog. As Brie had only met Bethelda once, she wasn’t exactly sure how old the woman was in the photo. Late thirties maybe. She looked like what Brie remembered from that day. Same expertly cropped hair. Same perfectly sculpted eyebrows. Very similar cat’s-eye glasses. The ones in the picture were blue, but when Brie had met her she’d been wearing purple ones.

         One thing Brie remembered so clearly from that day—before any harsh words were said…or before Brie had been rejected—was when she’d first looked at Bethelda. Growing up Brie had always wondered who she’d gotten her features from. There hadn’t been very much time to figure it out then, but she sat there now, staring at the picture. Studying it.

         Well, she hadn’t gotten her eyes from Bethelda. Brie’s were golden brown, Bethelda’s were hazel. They didn’t have the same nose, or mouth, or ears. Yeah, ears. Brie’s earlobes weren’t attached at the base, while Bethelda’s had been. It was an odd thing to notice, but Brie had.

         They did have the same jawline though. It was just slightly squared, shaping their faces and giving them the same cheekbones, too. Then there was their hair. Bethelda’s was bright red, and Brie’s was more of a mahogany, the reddish tints made even more noticeable in the sunlight.

         They didn’t have the same skin tone. Brie was tan year-round with no added help from the sun. That was probably from her father’s Cuban side, something she found out from a DNA test she’d taken years ago. A DNA test that hadn’t helped her find out who her father was. Another door shut.

         Bethelda had pretty fair skin, fair skin that sported a good amount of freckles. Another small thing Beth had gotten from Bethelda, a slight band of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

         That was it. They had nothing else in common.

         “How did you know Bethelda?”

         Brie pulled her gaze from the picture and looked in the direction the question had come from. It was the little old lady sitting in front of her. She had a pretty clear voice—steady but on the soft side—and blue eyes.

         “I—” Brie was more than slightly taken off guard. How was she supposed to answer that question. “I actually didn’t really know her. Did you?”

         The woman looked Brie over for another second, her eyebrows bunching together. Brie knew the question the woman wanted to ask. If Brie didn’t know Bethelda, why was she at the funeral?

         Instead the woman’s eyebrows relaxed and she nodded. “Yes,” she said, giving a sad smile. “I’m Ella, by the way.”

         “Brie,” she responded, relieved, feeling like she’d somehow escaped a firing squad.

         “Well, Brie. I knew Bethelda from the day she was born. I was very good friends with her mother, Petunia.”

         Petunia…Brie’s grandmother. Her grandfather had been named Harold. She hadn’t been able to find out too much on them in her research, because there hadn’t been a lot. Just a few archived articles from the Mirabelle Newspaper and what could be learned from public records.

         They were both products of the Great Depression. They seemed like the kind of hardworking, God-fearing people who were formed by being raised in the south. Harold fought in WWII for two years before he came back to Mirabelle and got a job at the power plant. Petunia had been the secretary at what was still the only Catholic church in Mirabelle.

         Brie’s parents were Catholic, and they’d raised her in the faith. When she’d found out the Grimshaws were Catholic, too, it was one of those similarities that was pretty interesting to her. A tie she had in both lives.

         Petunia and Harold had both passed away. Harold from a stroke seventeen years ago and Petunia from pneumonia thirteen years ago. Their deaths might’ve happened before Brie had found out who Bethelda was, but she still felt like she missed out on a relationship with them.

         Maybe they would’ve wanted to know her…she’d never know. She wondered if they were kind people. But that was the sort of information she couldn’t get from a computer.

         “You were friends with Petunia Grimshaw?” Brie couldn’t stop herself from asking.

         “Oh yes. She was one of the first people I met when my Owen brought me to Mirabelle. She came over to the little place Owen and I were staying with the most heavenly peach cobbler. Their family was famous for that thing, made it for every single pot luck, and you were lucky if you even got a bite let alone a full helping of it.”

         Ella leaned closer like she was imparting the greatest secret to Brie. “When Petunia gave me that recipe she made me swear I’d never share it with a soul unless they were family. She didn’t want it to die with her…and by that point she and Bethelda weren’t on the best of terms. So four women have gotten it from me. My daughter, my granddaughter, my daughter-in-law, and my granddaughter-in-law, who bless her heart, can’t cook at all, really.”

         “So you were close with Petunia.”

         “Very. It’s the reason I’m here today, to show respect to my friend.” Ella’s eyes narrowed on Brie’s face. “Have we met before? You look awfully familiar, and these days I don’t remember as well as I used to.”

         “No, ma’am, we haven’t met before.” Brie shook her head.

         “Well, next time I run into you, that won’t be the case. Are you just in town for this?”

         “I am. I’ll be going home tomorrow.”

         “And where is home?”

         “Chapel Hill, North Carolina.”

         “Oh, I’ve been there.” Ella beamed. “It’s a beautiful place.”

         “It is.”

         “Well, I hope you get back safely. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Ella said as she slowly stood. “I need to use the powder room. It was nice meeting you, Brie.” She offered her a departing smile. “And like I said, next time we run into each other we won’t be strangers.”

         “It was nice meeting you, too, Ella.” Brie smiled, saying good-bye to the woman as she slowly walked away.

         Turning back to look at the front, Brie’s eyes landed on the hot pink urn. Such a bizarre choice in color. But as Brie learned more and more about Bethelda, she was discovering that there really was no understanding the woman.

         The thought kind of ticked her off. If Bethelda had given Brie the chance, maybe she would’ve understood the woman who’d given birth to her. Now? Now there wasn’t much of an opportunity for that.

         The longer Brie stared at that pink urn the angrier she got. She stood up abruptly, needing desperately to get out of the room. The back of her neck was hot and itchy and her heart was racing. She needed fresh, cold air. Needed to take deep, steadying breaths.

         Once she got to the hallway, she turned to head back out the way she’d come in. She froze in her tracks instead. Finn was standing by the front door, Ella on one arm while they talked to Paige and Grace.

         Fuck.

         He was wearing a fitted navy-blue suit that more than showed off the impressive size of his biceps, and his black hair was slightly tousled, like he’d run his fingers through it multiple times.

         No. No. Noooooooo. He couldn’t see her here. None of them could. None of them could know who she was. She turned around and headed in the opposite direction, passing the door to the kitchen. Her eyes landed on a back door and she headed through the space, the scent of cider even stronger as she passed the pot of it steaming on the stove.

         The lock was just a dead bolt and she flipped it, thanking God it wasn’t one that needed a key on both sides. The second she was outside the cold air slapped her in the face, but fresh air or not she still couldn’t breathe properly.

         She needed to get out of there now.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The office of Schmidt & Whitley wasn’t in Mirabelle. It was actually over an hour north in Tallahassee. And all during that sixty-plus-minute drive, Brie couldn’t stop going over everything that had happened that morning.

         Walking into that room, talking to Ella, seeing Grace, Paige, and Finn.

         God, seeing Finn. That had been the most unexpected part of the entire morning. Because really, when she’d walked into that place there’d been no doubt in her mind she was going to have some sort of bad reaction.

         Her bad reaction wasn’t about being sad, though, because she wasn’t sad. But shouldn’t she be sad?

         The woman who gave birth to her was dead. Not only that, but very few people had actually cared about that fact. Not that she’d been at the funeral home very long, but she had a pretty strong feeling there hadn’t been many more people who’d come to pay their respects to Bethelda Grimshaw.

         When she pulled into the lot of the law firm she found a spot close to the door and parked her car. It was still beyond gray outside, and as she walked up to the brick building she felt a few drops of rain hit her nose.

         The car ride up to Tallahassee hadn’t completely calmed her down. How could it when for the second time that day she had no clue what she was walking into. At least she was breathing regularly now though. She had one thing going for her.

         She walked into the building and turned to the right. A woman sat behind a glass and steel desk, her platinum blond hair in a straight bob. She was typing away at her computer and glanced up looking bored when Brie walked in.

         “How can I help you?”

         “I’m Brie Davis. I have a one-o’clock appointment with Mr. Whitley.”

         “Have a seat. He’ll be right with you.” She gestured to the waiting room behind Brie.

         It was kind of cold inside the room with its modern furniture and sparse decor. Everything was black and white. A very square leather sofa sat in the corner accompanied by matching chairs. There was a huge picture of an eight ball on one wall and a rusted bolt on the other.

         Brie sat there for about five minutes or so, flipping through an entertainment magazine. She wasn’t much for celebrity gossip, but there was an article about the newest season of Sherlock and as Brie was a pretty big fan—of both the show and Benedict Cumberbatch—her interest was piqued.

         “Ms. Davis?”

         She looked up to the man who’d just called her name. Their two conversations on the phone had been long enough for her to recognize the voice of Lincoln Whitley with just those few syllables of her name.

         His voice matched how he looked. Late thirties, relatively attractive, fit. He had thick blond hair and blue eyes. Though his eyes paled in comparison to Finn’s. Everything paled in comparison to Finn.

         OK, she had no idea where that line of thinking had come from. She was probably just still losing it. Hadn’t gotten over seeing him at the funeral home. Yeah, that was it.

         “Mr. Whitley.” Brie stood, brushing the sides of her dress down. She took a step forward, holding out her hand.

         “Please, call me Lincoln,” he said as he grabbed her outstretched hand and shook it. He didn’t tighten his grip, one of those weak handshakes that men reserved for women.

         It was like holding a limp fish. Nothing like when Finn shook her hand the night before. He’d had a firm steady grip. And good hands. Good Lord he had good hands.

         Strong hands. Masculine hands.

         “Right this way.” Lincoln’s voice brought Brie back to the moment, and he let go of her before gesturing to the hallway behind them.

         There was more of the same coldness in the rest of the office. Not a single touch of color. Just white walls and more black-and-white photos. There was a close-up of the stem of an apple, old tires stacked on top of each other, a patch of mushrooms in the grass, a fuzzy caterpillar crawling along a fence.

         Lincoln had a corner office, two glass walls separating his space from everyone else. Brie took a seat in the boxy gray chair across from his desk, a desk that was made of more steel and glass.

         “I was surprised you called me yesterday,” he said as he settled in his seat. “You sounded pretty adamant about not coming when I talked to you the first time.”

         “You weren’t the only one who was surprised.” She gave him a half smile that was fully forced. She didn’t like being here and she wasn’t impressed by this guy. Maybe it was the small talk he started with. Asking about her drive down, how the funeral was that morning, where she was staying in Mirabelle. She didn’t want small talk, she just wanted to get out of there.

         “Well, it’s all pretty straightforward,” he said as he opened the folder on his desk. “Ms. Grimshaw left you everything.”

         Brie was pretty sure she’d blacked out for a second. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

         “Your mother left you everything.”

         The response came out before she could stop herself. “Bethelda wasn’t my mother.”

         Lincoln’s head moved back on a flinch. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

         “It’s fine.” She waved off his apology. “But if we could just refer to her as Bethelda or Ms. Grimshaw, I would appreciate that.”

         “All right.” He nodded his head slowly. “Well, it’s all yours, everything from the house to its contents and the cat.”

         “I’m sorry, there’s a cat?” She sounded slightly hysterical when she asked the question. And why Brie chose to focus on the cat at that moment she had no earthly idea.

         “Yes.” He looked down at the folder. “Her name is Delores. She was brought to the local shelter in Mirabelle after Ms. Grimshaw’s passing. They’ve been taking care of her for the last week. If you don’t claim her, she will be given up for adoption.”

         “Why?”

         “Well, if you don’t take it someone will—”

         “No.” Brie shook her head. “I didn’t mean the cat. Why did Bethelda leave me everything?”

         “Of that I have no idea.” He shrugged his shoulders. “She contacted our law firm about a year ago and we drafted up the paperwork. All she said was everything was yours.”

         “You’ve got to be kidding me. This has to be some sort of joke.” Brie sat back in the chair, staring at Lincoln in disbelief. This wasn’t happening. This was not happening. The back of her neck started to get hot and itchy again.

         “I assure you, it isn’t a joke. It’s all laid out here quite clearly.” He placed one of his hands down on top of the papers.

         Yeah, she didn’t care what those papers said, because this was a joke all right. Brie just wasn’t sure if it was one Bethelda was playing on her or if it was a cosmic joke the universe was in on.

         Maybe it was a little bit of both.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Brie went to Target.

         There was one just down the road from the law firm. She’d passed it on the way in, spotting the red and white sign like her own personal beacon. The second she stepped inside she made a beeline to Starbucks.

         Shopping and caffeine. Two birds. One stone.

         So now she was pushing her cart around the clothing section sipping on a venti green tea latte with soy milk—soy because it tasted better, not because she had a troubled relationship with dairy.

         She really didn’t need the fuzzy fox slippers she threw into her cart, or the blue and black flannel pajama pants, or the thick white sweater that would look awesome with her red pants, or the oversized floral T-shirt, or the pair of yoga pants with the bright blue stripe down the side. They all went into her cart anyway, along with the fourth book in a historical romance series she was reading and the first in one she hadn’t read before.

         When she got to the grocery section, all hell broke loose. Three different kinds of potato chips (sea salt, barbecue, and spicy jalapeño), two bags of Dove chocolate (both dark and milk), a bag of mini KitKats, and a box of wine.

         Yup, boxed wine. Desperate times and all.

         She might not have had any answers when she walked out of the store over an hour later, but at least she wasn’t right on the verge of freaking the fuck out anymore.

         On a scale of one to ten, she’d been over an eight when she’d left the law firm with the keys to Bethelda’s house in her hand. Now? She was probably at a five, five and a half.

         The woman had left her everything. E-V-E-R-Y-T-H-I-N-G.

         Why?

         Why?!?

         WHY?!?!?

         It just didn’t make any sense. Ten years ago, Bethelda had made it perfectly clear she didn’t want anything to do with Brie. Wanted nothing to do with the daughter she’d given up all of those years ago. Yet, now Brie was the owner of all of the woman’s possessions…including a cat named Delores.

         Brie hadn’t ever really been a cat person. She liked dogs. That was all she’d ever had growing up. They’d gotten Arnold the pug when she was seven, and when she was twelve they’d rescued Esmeralda, a Lab mix. They’d overlapped a little in the middle, but when her parents had to put Esme to sleep a few years back they hadn’t gotten another dog, and for good reason.

         Two years ago both of her parents had taken on professorships at the American University of Rome. They’d sold the house Brie had grown up in, put most of their belongings in storage, and moved across the Atlantic.

         Brie hadn’t told her parents about the recent development with Bethelda. Ana and Marcus weren’t coddlers by any means; it was just that they knew exactly how bad it had been for Brie when everything had happened before. She didn’t want them to worry.

         So self-medicating with shopping and wine it was.

         When she got back to Mirabelle it was close to five. She’d stopped and picked up some sushi for dinner. It was one of her favorite meals, and she was going to enjoy every last bite. Luckily for her, she wasn’t the type to lose her appetite when she was upset or anxious. Clearly from her food-purchasing binge, she was quite the opposite.

         She was probably going to gain a couple of pounds by the end of this trip, but no one was looking at her ass anyway. What did she care?

         So there she sat at the dining room table of the room she was renting at the inn, alternating between dipping her shrimp tempura and her California roll in the soy sauce mixed with a little wasabi. Her eyes kept darting to the other side of the table and to the set of keys she’d put down by her purse…the set of keys to Bethelda’s house.

         Once the sushi was finished, Brie sat back in her seat, grabbing the fortune cookie and ripping open the plastic. Growing up, it was the rule of fortune cookie in her household that the whole cookie had to be eaten before the fortune could be read. She cracked the cookie in half, popped a piece into her mouth, and slowly chewed.

         What would she find in that house? Would she get the answers to the questions she’d been wondering for most of her life? Did she even want to know those answers?

         She popped the rest of the cookie into her mouth, her fingers rubbing against the piece of paper in her hand.

         Of course she wanted answers. She wanted the answers to those questions she’d been denied. And that house might have them.

         Brie looked down at the white slip in her hands, reading the tiny print.

         The penguin, ostrich, and kiwi have wings but cannot fly. Don’t be a flightless bird.

         And with that Brie stood up, snatching the keys and her purse from the table before heading for the door.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Unwanted, Unpleasant Business vs. Pleasant Business…
Very Pleasant Business

         

         Bethelda Grimshaw was a hoarder.

         Well, OK, maybe not a hoarder hoarder. There weren’t dead animals in the freezer. Nor did the woman have bags of old hair or years of garbage piled up. Actually, her house was surprisingly clean—everything had a place and there was a place for everything. It was just that it was filled with stuff.

         Brie had had no clue what she was going to walk into when she pulled up in front of the lime-green bungalow, with its robin’s egg–blue steps and matching front door. It was about a fifteen-hundred-square-foot house, raised three feet off the ground on a concrete slab, and complete with an A-frame roof over the porch. The trim and shutters were all painted white. Somehow the whole look worked even if it was eye popping.

         The inside, however, was about twenty times more overwhelming.

         The front door opened up to a foyer, and down the hall was the living room, a living room with almost no wall space visible. What wasn’t taken up by furniture was hidden with framed photos or paintings. The four windows in the room were covered with thick brocade curtains, the pattern a mix of magenta and baby pink. There was a turquoise sofa on one side and red chairs on the other.

         Both of the hall closets were packed with Christmas. Each bin was made of clear plastic so that Brie could look in, but besides that, they were clearly labeled. In one closet she found garland galore, ornaments in every color, glittery snowflakes, snowmen, a Mr. and Mrs. Claus, and a box filled with stockings. The other closet held three trees in varying sizes, two massive plastic bins filled with lights, and a full North Pole setup, complete with an elf village and a reindeer forest.

         Clearly the woman loved Christmas.

         The spare bedroom had been turned into an office. A stunning cedar desk sat against the one mostly visible blue wall, while bookshelves took up a majority of the rest of the space (with more trinkets and knickknacks filling the shelves). A printer, scanner, and fax machine were all set up on a row of filing cabinets. Then there was the closet that was filled with neatly stacked plastic bins. There were a few labels on the ones at the front that Brie could read: “Mom’s,” “Delores,” “Extra Lightbulbs,” “Tablecloths,” “Candles,” and so on.

         The room at the back of the house was Bethelda’s bedroom. It held a mahogany antique bed set, the four posters stretching up high to the ceiling. The bed was covered with a rather elaborate quilt made of rich red, purple, and gold silks. The walls were painted a soft sherbet orange and the one and only thing hung up was a painting above the bed. It was of the beach at sunset. The rest of the space was taken up with furniture.

         There was an armoire in front of the bed that held a flat screen TV, the four long drawers underneath filled with movies. On either side of the armoire were solid mahogany cabinets. They were both filled with scarves. Silk, cotton, wool, knitted, woven, fringed, no-fringed, and on and on. There were hundreds and hundreds of them, all neatly folded and color coordinated.

         Two dressers stood on the wall to the left of the bed, both of them covered with antique jewelry boxes of varying shapes and sizes, and all of them filled with rings, earrings, necklaces, and pins. The walk-in closet was packed to the brim, boxes and boxes of shoes on one side, clothes taking up the rest of the space, and more boxes stacked on the shelf that ran around the top, these filled with hats.

         The den at the front of the house was a library, bookshelves taking up the entirety of the available wall space. Floor to ceiling was covered in books, magazines, and newspapers. An overstuffed, emerald-green, velvet sofa sat in the center of the room facing a brick fireplace.

         The fireplace was kind of cool, too. As it was on a wall in the center of the house, there was a hearth in both the den and the living room. Both had been fitted with gas, the ever-present fake logs always ready to go.

         The kitchen wasn’t as overwhelming…comparatively. The space between the ceilings and the tops of the cabinets was lined with an assortment of glass pitchers. There was one with lilacs, another with limes, one that was covered in cherries, while another was a shockingly deep purple. There were fifty-two in total. Brie knew as she’d stood there and counted them all.

         The counters were a different story. They were tiled in a pretty sage green and almost completely devoid of clutter. A purple Keurig machine was on one side of the sink, a sky-blue utensil holder sat by the stove, and three egg yolk–yellow canisters were next to the bright blue KitchenAid mixer next to the refrigerator. The appliances weren’t brand new, but they were all in relatively good condition and shining white and clean. It all worked pretty well with the bright yellow walls.

         When Brie walked into the bathroom, she thought she was in a safari. The shower curtain was a mix of tiger stripes, cheetah spots, and zebra. The walls were wallpapered in a shimmering gold. On either side of the mirror, tall green palm fronds shot up from ivory white vases. And the fuzziest of black bath mats covered the white tile floor.

         And then there were the china cabinets scattered throughout the house. She’d counted seven in total. Seven. And each one was devoted to something special. There were three in the living room.

         The first was filled with figurines and good Lord, there were figurines galore. Little porcelain cats, hand-carved wooden elephants, Russian nesting dolls, and soooo many other random things. The second held colorful glass-blown bottles of every shape, color, and size.

         The third was all teddy bears, each wearing its own costume. There were some in biker outfits, others in steampunk; one was dressed as Scarlett O’Hara, another as Rhett Butler. There were debutant dresses and tuxedos, bikinis and swim trunks, superheroes and every Disney princess created. There had to be over a hundred of those little dressed-up bears.

         The two cabinets in the dining room had an assortment of glass on their shelves, the largest one displaying seven different dish sets. The slightly smaller one was showing off probably close to thirty tea sets.

         The cabinet in the hallway held a gnome village. An entire gnome village. There was a gnome post office, a gnome schoolhouse, a gnome city hall, a gnome grocery store, gnome houses ranging from little cabins to rather large mansions, and so on, and so on.

         Brie had never seen anything like it. Well, that was until she got to the last cabinet in the spare bedroom/office. It was the pièce de résistance when it came to everything in the house.

         Bethelda had apparently been a George Michael fan…a big fan if the shrine to the man was anything to go by. There was stuff from his time in Wham! all the way through his solo career. Over a dozen collector’s plates—with this face on them—were all prominently displayed. A shelf was completely taken up with books about him along with magazines, all with him on the cover. Bethelda had also collected every single one of his albums in every format that was available.

         There were watches with his face as the face, framed photographs with his signature, coffee mugs, ornaments, key chains, postcards, concert ticket stubs, T-shirts, sweatshirts, bracelets, necklaces, and a stuffed bear. The bear was probably Brie’s favorite part. It was wearing a black leather jacket with fringe, big sunglasses, and a cross earring dangled from its ear.

         She had to laugh because it was the only thing keeping her from losing it. Walking through that house would’ve made Brie out of sorts even if it hadn’t been bursting to overflow. And how could it not? These were the belongings of the woman who’d given birth to her. This was where Bethelda had lived…alone…with her cat.

         And that was the moment Brie reached her threshold for the day.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Finn hadn’t been on the schedule to work at the Sheep on Wednesday night. But he’d shown up around seven, hoping that a certain beautiful brunette would be needing a drink.

         She was only in town for two nights, so if he was going to see her again it was now or never.

         As there was a pretty good crowd at the Sheep that evening—a Jacksonville Stampede hockey game was playing on the screens behind the bar—Shep didn’t give his younger brother more than a raised eyebrow as he went to help a group of guys at the opposite end of the bar.

         For the next hour Finn’s eyes moved to the front door every time it opened. Every time someone besides Brie walked in, he found himself getting more and more disappointed.

         OK, so he had a little infatuation with her. No big deal. It wasn’t that weird. He’d liked talking to her the night before, liked her smile and her eyes. She was beautiful, beyond beautiful, and he’d thought about her a couple of times throughout the day.

         Well, maybe more than a couple of times. He’d had to take his mind off being at the funeral home earlier. It wasn’t like it was even close to his favorite location to be in the first place, but being there for Bethelda’s funeral had made the experience that much worse. If he could dislike the woman any more than he already did he’d be surprised. But when his eighty-nine-year-old grandmother had asked him to take her, he’d said yes. Because he never said no to Grandma El.
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