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You can’t take time off now. It’s out of the question.” Diego Barrett, head chef at Finale’s, made his decree and turned back to the stove as if everything was settled.


Etta swiped at a lone tear and sniffed. It was hard to believe she’d ever thought she was in love with this guy. “Diego, I’m not asking for your permission. My grandmother died, and I’m going to Texas to take care of the arrangements.”


He never looked her way as he banged around the restaurant kitchen, lifting lids, stirring a pot here, tasting a sauce there. “What about your sister? She lives in Texas. Why can’t she handle things?” He stomped over to the table that held menu plans and supply lists. “And how the hell am I supposed to get anyone to cover for you on such short notice? The Mann party is coming in tomorrow night, and they could make or break our reputation. Remember, Etta? The Mann party? The big opportunity we’ve been working our asses off for?”


“If you could stop ranting long enough to listen I’ll tell you. Mimi will cover for me tomorrow, and everything will be fine. But I’ll be gone at least a week. Adjust the schedule accordingly.”


“For God’s sake, why can’t you wait a day or two? Why do you have to leave right now? I need you here.”


“The question you should be asking is, ‘Are you okay, Etta? Is there anything I can do to help?’ ”


Sounding like a spoiled child, he tried guilt. “You know what kind of pressure I’m under. Thank you for adding to it.”


She took off her apron and started gathering her things. “And thank you for your support, Diego.”


“How’s this for support?” He sat down at the table, his tone overwrought. “If you leave me now, don’t bother to come back.”


Without a second thought, she picked up a vat of cold soup, a lovely vichyssoise, and dumped it in his lap. “Oops. There goes the soup of the day.”


His howl of outrage and the pungent smell of leeks followed her out the door.
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Donny Joe Ledbetter hated funerals.


He huddled in his thin black suit coat as an uncommonly bitter wind whipped through Everson Memorial Gardens and battered the mourners who’d gathered graveside to pay their respects to the dearly departed Hazel Green. Miz Hazel, as she was known by one and all, had lived a colorful life and had died too soon at the frisky age of sixty-eight.


Amen and bless her soul.


She would be missed by the good folks in Everson, including Donny Joe. She’d been his next door neighbor, a grandmother figure of sorts, a never-ending source of unsolicited advice—some good, some bad. And of late, his business partner.


He didn’t treat her passing lightly, so when he was asked to be a pallbearer he agreed without hesitation. He had a real affection for the old girl. Too bad he couldn’t say he felt the same about her granddaughter.


He let his gaze travel over Etta Green. She had steamed back into Everson a few days ago to take care of the funeral arrangements for her grandmother, but grief could only go so far in excusing her surly attitude. Not that he’d had any direct encounters with her, but it hadn’t taken long for word to spread via the town grapevine that she’d bulldozed everyone in her path. Out of the respect people had for Miz Hazel, she’d gotten away with it. Now she perched on one of the spindly chairs set up for the family in front of the casket, her small fireplug of a body vibrating with defiance and anger.


What a piece of work.


He took in her face, grief clearly etched in every feature while the howling wind tossed her short dark brown hair around her head in all directions. Dressed all in black, her fists were clenched tightly in her lap as if it were all she could do not to shake them at the heavens for taking her beloved Grammy away too soon. Her pointy high-heeled black pumps tapped out a nervous rhythm on the dry winter grass, suggesting she might kick the shins of the first person who dared express any hint of sympathy. Donny Joe planned to keep his distance.


By contrast her older sister Belle had arrived in Everson just in time for the service. Ah, Belle. They’d had a mainly one-sided flirtation one summer a long time ago, and he hadn’t seen her since. She’d grown into an attractive, and from all appearances, even-tempered woman. Sitting demurely, ankles crossed, she wore a simple gray dress set off by a wide-brimmed black hat. A veil covered her face, giving her the air of an Italian film actress. She sobbed quietly behind the filmy material while her daughter Daphne stared straight ahead, not squirming or wiggling around like most young kids he knew. In fact she showed no emotion of any kind.


Donny wished he could be as stoic. Miz Hazel’s death had hit him harder than he’d expected. Despite her untimely demise she’d lived a good life, and the gathered crowd was a testament to how many people she’d touched. Shivering in the cold of the cemetery, surrounded by the grave markers of Everson’s deceased made him wonder about his own life. Who would shed a tear if he was to meet his maker tomorrow? Would anybody really give a damn if he lived or died? It gave a man pause.


Brother East, the Baptist preacher, asked everyone to bow their heads in prayer. Then after a chorus of murmured “Amens,” he instructed the pallbearers to say their final farewells by placing their boutonnieres on top of the half-lowered glossy white casket. Donny Joe removed the pearl-tipped pin holding the pink rosebud onto his lapel and trailed along in line with the others. Each man said a quick good-bye to Miz Hazel and laid their rose beside the giant funeral spray that adorned the box holding her remains. Donny Joe could feel his eyes start to water and blamed it on the stinging wind. When it was his turn, he stopped and took a moment with his thoughts.


“Good-bye, Miz Hazel,” he said in a choked voice. “I’m going to miss you.” He glanced up and his gaze locked unwillingly with Etta Green’s. She lifted an eyebrow as if doubting his sincerity, and maybe his manhood, too. What the hell was her problem?


Rattled, he broke eye contact and stepped forward, boutonniere in hand.


His foot caught on a half-buried tree root, a root from the stately old oak that would stand sentry over Miz Hazel’s final resting place. He stumbled, arms flailing, and then he fell. Fellow pallbearer Mitchell Crowley made a grab for him, catching only a handful of his suit coat as he landed squarely on top of the funeral spray and the casket underneath. Half the crowd gasped, and the other half laughed like things were just starting to get interesting.


For a stunned moment he lay there, his breath sawing in and out of his chest, feeling the polished wood and crushed blossoms pressed against his cheek, clutching the ornate edging that outlined the lid of the coffin to steady himself. The overwhelming floral smell filled his nose, and he could feel the tickle of a sneeze building. “A-a-achoo!”


“Bless you, Donny Joe,” someone yelled from the buzzing crowd.


That got him moving. A shower of roses, carnations, daisies, and lilies of every color and hue scattered like a potpourri of rats deserting a sinking ship while he scrambled on hands and knees to get up. Phone cameras appeared throughout the crowd, capturing the moment for posterity.


Mitchell finally got a grip on one of his arms and helped haul him to his feet. “Get ahold of yourself, buddy. We’re all going to miss her, but she’s in a better place now.”


“Sorry. Geez, I’m really sorry.” Donny straightened up, rearranging his coat and brushing off his pants. The crowd mumbled and tittered—probably discussing how much he’d had to drink.


Undoubtedly dismayed by his oafish performance, Miz Hazel’s granddaughters now stood, and he put out a hand in their direction, an apology of sorts. Belle Green lifted her veil, revealing her pretty tear-streaked face. Then she smiled and winked before letting the gauzy material fall back into place. Etta Green clenched her knotty little fists and skewered him with a glare hot enough to permanently singe all the hair from his body. Young Daphne stayed in her chair, stuck her thumb in her mouth and started to suck.
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Etta hated lawyers.


She sat stick straight on the edge of a big leather wing chair in front of Mr. Corbin Starling’s scarred walnut desk, impatiently waiting for him to commence with the reading of her grandmother’s will. Not that she actually hated Mr. Starling. He seemed nice enough, but she’d never had anything good come from dealing with those in the legal profession, so the sooner they could get this over with, the sooner she could be on her way back to Chicago.


Her sister Belle lounged carelessly in the chair to her left, relentlessly texting and checking her phone for messages. Their appointment had been for ten a.m. They had arrived ten minutes early. It was now five after, and her grandmother’s lawyer, after greeting them and asking if they wanted coffee or tea, left them to their own devices while he rifled through papers on his desk. Etta looked at her watch, and her foot started to tap. Patience wasn’t one of her virtues in the best of times, and now the crushing sadness she felt over losing Grammy Hazel threatened to derail her thinly held control.


Mr. Starling seemed to notice her impatience and glanced up. “I apologize for the delay. We’re just waiting for Mr. Ledbetter to arrive, and then we can get started.”


Etta’s foot stilled. “Mr. Ledbetter? As in Donny Joe Ledbetter?” The idiot who’d made a spectacle of himself at the funeral? She remembered him as a cocky, troublemaking teenager. Good Gravy.


“Yes, there are provisions that concern him.”


Belle leaned forward in her chair, giving Mr. Starling a generous view of her generous bosom. His eyes widened in appreciation of the gesture. Etta stifled a flash of irritation. Her sister’s idea of proper attire for a visit to see the family lawyer was a ruffled, low-cut red silk blouse and a pair of tight blue jeans. “I understand Donny Joe and Grammy Hazel got real close before she died,” Belle informed them.


Etta turned to look at her sister. “They did? How do you know that?”


“I had a real nice conversation with Donny Joe after the service yesterday afternoon. And Grammy was always going on about how much help he was to her around the house.”


Etta’s foot started tapping again. Donny Joe Ledbetter was her grandmother’s next door neighbor. She had vivid memories of him as a teenager from the summers she and Belle had spent at her grandmother’s house. Flirtatious, smooth-talking, too cute for his own good, and always stirring up some kind of trouble.


That was Donny Joe, then and now. From what she’d heard he ran some kind of swimming pool business these days. Now that she thought about it, she did remember her grandmother mentioning him a lot during their frequent phone calls of late, but she realized with a sharp pang of regret, she’d been too busy talking about her own problems and hadn’t paid much attention to the details.


Etta’s first instinct was to suspect he’d taken advantage of her grandmother’s trusting nature. But on the other hand, so what if he’d schmoozed his way into the old lady’s affection and she’d left him some small token of her appreciation in her last will and testament?


Fine and dandy. What did she care?


But he could at least have the decency to show up on time so they could get this whole ordeal settled. Her business in Everson, Texas was almost finished, and now that Grammy Hazel was gone, she couldn’t think of a good reason to stay any longer than necessary. Despite her assurances to Diego that he’d be fine without her, she couldn’t help worry.


Finally, there was a knock on the office doorframe, and Donny Joe stuck his head around the corner. “Sorry I’m late, Corbin.”


Mr. Starling stood up and waved him into the room. “Come on in, Donny Joe. We’re ready to get started.”


Donny doffed his cowboy hat and hung it on the coat rack by the door. “I had an emergency at the Senior Center. The pool wasn’t heating properly, and if Splashing with the Oldies doesn’t go on as scheduled there’s hell to pay. But I apologize.”


“Hey, Donny Joe,” Belle looked up from her phone and gifted him with one of her dazzling smiles.


“Belle.” He returned her smile with a dazzling one of his own, and then with the slightest nod in her direction acknowledged Etta’s presence as well. “Morning, Etta.”


He pulled a wooden chair up next to her, and sat with legs splayed wide, taking up more than his share of space in the room. Donny Joe was all lanky swagger, and Etta found herself bristling for no particular reason. Turning slightly in her chair, she angled her body so he was out of her line of sight, but a faint whiff of his cologne still wafted her way.


Mr. Starling cleared his throat and began addressing them somberly, so she focused on his words. “This is a sad occasion for us all. Hazel was a great friend to me and my family. We will miss her dearly, and you girls have my deepest condolences.” He put both hands on his desk and sighed. “This is the will drawn up by your grandmother three and a half years ago on her sixty-fifth birthday.”


He opened the file on his desk and began reading,


I, Hazel Faye Green, being of sound mind and body do hereby bequeath the following:






•   My string of pearls and matching earrings, the family recipe box, and my complete set of Nancy Drew Mysteries I leave to my great granddaughter, Daphne Jonquil Green.


•   My enamel turtle pin, my Joni Mitchell albums, and my Volkswagen bus I leave to my cousin, Beulah Cross.


•   My house, its contents and the surrounding five acres I leave to my granddaughters Etta Place Green and Belle Starr Green. I trust they will do all they can to keep the house since it has been in our family for over one hundred years.


Signed,


Hazel Faye Green








Etta slumped back in her chair, fighting new tears. The provisions in the will were basically what she’d expected, but hearing the words read out loud made the pain of Grammy’s death rise up and threaten to choke her all over again.


Grammy’s house. Growing up, it had always been a safe haven, a place to escape the never-ending circus of her parents’ chaotic marriage. And with Grammy Hazel’s help, it was the place she learned to cook. She loved the nooks and crannies, the tall ceilings, the wooden floors. It wrapped around her, comforting her like one of Grammy’s crocheted afghans. Built by her great-great grandfather and passed down to each new generation, the house still stood tall and strong, despite the human frailties of those who’d occupied it through the years. She was momentarily stirred by the connection with those who’d come before her. With the death of their father four years ago, the house now belonged to her and Belle.


But she would never seriously consider living in it. She had a life to get back to in Chicago.


Probably.


Oh, of course she did. Surely Diego hadn’t been serious when he’d fired her. And he couldn’t really fire her. Not outright anyway. She was a minority owner in the place, after all. Just because he’d told her if she left not to come back. Just because she’d dumped a vat of cold potato soup in his lap on her way out the door. She could be volatile, but so could he. It wasn’t the first time one of them had used food to emphasize a point, and it wouldn’t be the last. Even if they didn’t share a passion for each other any longer, they still shared a passion for their work and a passion to make Finale’s one of the best restaurants in Chicago. That’s why they made such a good team. Unfortunately, he held a controlling interest, and that put her at a disadvantage.


But back to the matter at hand. As far as she was concerned Cousin Beulah could continue to live in the house if that’s what she wanted. Maybe rent out a room if she needed help around the place.


Or maybe Belle would consider moving back to Everson. It would provide a stable home for eight-year-old Daphne. Everson would be a great town to raise a child. And a stable home was something her niece hadn’t known from the day she’d been born. They certainly had a lot to discuss. She glanced at Donny Joe. Why was he here again? The will hadn’t said a word about him. She looked at Mr. Starling expectantly.


“You said there were provisions that concerned Donny Joe, Mr. Starling. I don’t understand.”


Mr. Starling cleared his throat again and picked up another file. This one was two inches thick. He opened it carefully and sighed. “As I said, your grandmother’s will was written over three years ago. Since then circumstances have changed.”


“In what way?” Belle asked, glancing up from her phone.


“Over the last few years your grandmother has struggled some to make ends meet, and to put it simply, the house is no longer hers alone to bequeath.”


Etta scooted forward to the edge of her chair again. “What do you mean? Of course it’s hers. And she would have told me if she was having problems.”


“Well, why don’t you explain, Donny Joe?”


She turned her head slowly, taking in the tall man sitting beside her.


He wasn’t smiling anymore, and he seemed all business now. “Your grandmother approached me about turning her house into a money-making venture to offset some of her expenses. A bed and breakfast, to be exact. You may have noticed some of the renovations that have already taken place.”


Actually she had noticed a few things, but thought her grandmother had gone off on one of her many remodeling kicks. She was always repainting the walls and changing the drapes. “A bed and breakfast? Was this her idea or yours, Mr. Ledbetter? I assume you have some financial interest in this project? That must be the reason you’re here this morning.” Etta jumped to her feet, outrage fueling her words. As far as she was concerned he was the lowest form of dirt—a dirty, low-down, sleazy, cheating scumbag who’d taken advantage of her sweet grandmother’s trust.


Mr. Starling stood up. “Ms. Green, let me assure you that this was your grandmother’s idea, but yes, at this point Donny Joe has made a substantial investment that can’t be recovered if the work isn’t completed. Your grandmother’s greatest fear was that she’d lose the family home altogether, and now with her untimely death everything is up in the air unless you two are willing to follow through with her wishes.”


Etta glanced at Belle, who seemed bored by the whole proceeding, and then turned back to the two men. “So,” she asked tightly, “what’s the bottom line here? Where does that leave us?”


“It means Donny Joe is already part owner of your grandmother’s house. And if any of the construction contracts currently in place aren’t honored by you and your sister, he will own it all.”





Chapter Two
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I say, let him have it.” Belle flounced up the porch steps of their grandmother’s house and dropped into the old wooden porch swing.


“I say, over my dead body.” Etta kicked off her shoes and joined her sister on the swing. The chains creaked as they pushed back and forth in a slow rhythm. “We can’t just let Donny Joe have Grammy’s house. One of her last wishes was for us to keep it in the family. And what about Beulah? Where will she go if we can’t hang on to it?”


The family home was a white two-story sprawling house with a wide welcoming front porch and deep teal shutters. Although the neighbor’s house was set within walking distance, the property was several acres long, running out back behind the house and down to a creek. Etta had explored every inch of the place as a child, and even though she hadn’t spent much time here as an adult, the summers she’d spent here with Grammy Hazel held too many precious memories to count. She wasn’t going to stand idly by and do nothing to save it.


After the meeting at the lawyer’s office, Donny Joe said he had some immediate business to take care of but agreed to swing by their house after lunch so they could discuss all their options. Etta wasn’t looking forward to the meeting. Not in the least little bit. Too many things hadn’t been settled. And they weren’t likely to be settled by this afternoon.


Donny Joe Ledbetter?


Of all the people she didn’t want to be dealing with at a time like this. Good Gravy. What were you thinking, Grammy?


But Belle’s concerns, as usual, were all about Belle. “Well, I have zero interest in being an innkeeper in this backwater town. Can you see me decked out in a frilly apron, baking muffins, putting mints on pillows, and pointing the toilet paper? Not in this lifetime.”


Etta laughed at the horrified expression on Belle’s face. “I don’t know. You could probably make frilly aprons all the rage if you set your mind to it.” She stole another glance at her older sister and floated the idea she’d had earlier. “I thought it might be nice for Daphne if she could stay in one place long enough to finish the school year in the same city she started.”


“Daphne is fine. Moving around has made her adaptable.” Belle nudged Etta with her elbow. “Just like us.”


Etta stared at Belle as if she had two heads. She found Belle’s casual attitude appalling and without thinking exclaimed, “Not to mention neurotic and insecure. Just like us. You know I love Daphne like she was my own, but she doesn’t act like an eight-year-old kid. She acts like an uptight matron.” Etta winced, giving herself a mental kick in the shins. She had to learn to keep her opinions on Daphne’s behavior to herself.


Belle didn’t seem to be offended, though. “You worry too much. She’s an only child, and only children always act too grown-up for their age. Now if you’re through insulting my parenting skills can we get back to discussing Grammy’s house? Why don’t we just sell our share of the house to Donny Joe, and he can do whatever he wants with it. I could really use the money.”


“If you’d been paying attention this morning, I think the whole point was there is no money. Not unless we want to devote a big chunk of time and energy into Grammy’s B&B plan. And even then, there’s no guarantee we’ll see a profit.”


“So, we’re supposed to drop everything and move here because Grammy Hazel got a wild hair in her bonnet before she died? No thanks. I have a scrumptious new boyfriend waiting for me in Houston. I think he might be ready to pop the question. And what about your precious job at your precious restaurant in Chicago? I can’t believe Diego isn’t flipping out by now.”


Etta scowled at the mention of her friend–slash–partner–slash–ex-lover. As of nine months ago they had called it quits. As lovers, that is. But they were still bound together by their partnership in Finale’s. So, since then they’d been struggling to find an amicable way to work together at the restaurant. The tension between them had been building for a while and leaving suddenly for Grammy Hazel’s funeral hadn’t helped.


“He wasn’t exactly thrilled when I left.” Since then he’d been suspiciously and uncharacteristically silent. Etta nudged that uncomfortable thought from her head. Since their break-up, even though it had been a mutual decision, he’d been moodier, more of a bully to the staff than usual. Something she’d known she’d have to deal with somewhere down the road. The best she could do now was call Diego later and try for a temporary truce. “And you always have a scrumptious new boyfriend. What makes this one different from the last two or three?”


Belle sighed, the dreamy kind of sigh that always spelled trouble. “Roger Fisher. Oh, he’s nice looking, rich and he keeps hinting that he wants to take me to Paris for a long holiday. Of course, I told him I couldn’t go. Who would watch Daphne?”


“I thought rich was a given with all your boyfriends.”


Belle smiled. “True, but Roger has something else going for him. He isn’t married.”


“Well now, there’s an improvement.”


“Be sarcastic all you want, Etta. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m not going to do anything to discourage Roger. If I marry him Daphne will have all the security she needs.”


“That’s all well and good, but it still leaves the problem of cousin Beulah. Grammy Hazel would expect us to take care of her and you know it.”


Belle stood up. “Until we talk to Donny Joe there’s no point in trying to make any decisions, okay? I’m going to go find Daphne and see what she wants for lunch.”


Etta listened to the wooden screen door slap closed behind her sister and then stood up as well. She slipped her shoes back on and wandered inside, stopping in the foyer to admire the dozens of plants and flowers sent by Grammy’s friends and neighbors. She began gathering the attached sender’s cards, glancing at them as she went, thinking she should get busy writing thank you cards. It would be a good way to fill the time while she waited for Donny Joe to show up for their meeting. The outpouring of love for her grandmother hadn’t been surprising. The evidence was all around her. Everyone loved Miz Hazel.


She retrieved the note cards provided by the funeral home and sat down at her grandmother’s rolltop desk in the formal living room. She knew a lot of these names from the summers she’d spent in Everson, so it was easy to write sincere notes thanking them for their thoughtfulness. She sifted through the cards reading names. Bertie Harcourt. She owned the Rise-N-Shine Diner. The choice of most of Everson’s fine folks for breakfast with a side of gossip. Milton and Bitsy Jones. He used to own the barber shop, and Bitsy had served on the Garden Club board with Grammy for as long as she could remember. Hoot and Maude Ferguson. Dooley and Linda Parker. Etta’s eyes burned and her throat tightened reading the nice things people had to say about her grandmother.


She couldn’t believe she was gone. It was the little things she’d miss most. Sitting on the front porch listening to her tell stories about the family, cooking with her in the kitchen, and her hugs. Grammy gave the best hugs in the world. Troubles and worries disappeared when wrapped in her loving arms, and Etta would never have the comfort of that again. Closing her eyes she took a moment to collect herself. She had to keep it together if she was going to deal with the house and the problem of Donny Joe.


She set back to work, writing thank you notes, but she’d barely made a dent in the stack of cards when she came to one that made her stop and catch her breath. It was addressed to her.


Dear Etta,


Sending all my love and sympathy on the loss of your dear grandmother.


Love,


Diego


She smiled. That was as much of an apology as she was likely to get from him, but in Diego-speak it meant everything was forgiven. Please come home soon. It also meant nobody worked as hard as she did, so please, please come home soon, because the restaurant wasn’t so easy to manage while she was away. These days instead of preparing food she’d been pushed farther into the management side of running the restaurant. Ordering supplies, making schedules for work staff, paying vendors, all of the necessary nuts and bolts chores that had to be handled day to day.


Meanwhile, Diego got to concentrate on cooking. She’d been unhappy with the arrangement for a while, and maybe this would make Diego appreciate her a bit more. When she talked to him later, she’d fill him in on all the drama surrounding her grandmother’s will. He’d fill her in on things at the restaurant and tell her how things went with the oh-so-important Mann party. And then they’d laugh about the soup-dumping incident. Or maybe not. It might be too soon to mention the soup.


She checked the front window at the sound of a truck’s tires scattering gravel as it drove up the long driveway. Etta stayed at the desk watching Donny Joe park his shiny silver pickup truck and climb out of the cab. He glanced up at the house and then reached back inside the truck to grab a battered leather briefcase.


Donny Joe Ledbetter.


Even his name brought back memories of summers in Everson. And not the good kind. It reminded her of those awkward teenage years when every young girl starts trying to figure out what kind of woman she wants to become. A time when out of the blue flirting and teasing suddenly seem like worthwhile pastimes.


She’d never been very good at boy-girl stuff. The way boys and girls talked about one thing with their words and something else with their eyes. It didn’t come naturally to her. In the end it was a waste of time for her to try. Just as soon as any boy started talking to her, Belle would arrive on the scene, and Etta would become invisible. Belle after all was the prize, the blonde dream girl, the shiny object that set all young men’s hearts and loins on fire. Etta knew she couldn’t compete with that and eventually stopped trying.


And a boy like Donny Joe? Even in those days he was risky business, sure of himself, and oozing testosterone. Completely out of her league. Oh yes, she remembered him very well. He’d been one of many who circled around the edge of Belle’s world hoping to find a way to impress her. And since Etta was Belle’s younger sister he’d actually paid a bit of attention to her, too, hoping he was sure to earn some extra points with Belle. He teased her for being so short, poked fun at her for always having her nose in a book, ragged on her for being too serious. She’d blushed and smiled like a goose every time he took notice of her, and of course, developed a pathetic crush on him that was destined to go nowhere. She wasn’t the first teenage girl to long for an unattainable boy, but still, it was a little embarrassing looking back on it. That crush ended abruptly a few months later when she heard that he had gone joyriding in Grammy Hazel’s cherry red 55 Chevy Bel Air convertible and wrecked it. She’d loved that car. Apparently, Grammy forgave him at some point. Etta didn’t feel so generous.


Now watching him walk up the front walkway, she allowed herself an unhurried moment to admire the man. After all, he was a good-looking guy. Tall and muscular. A wide chest and strong arms. Personally, these days she preferred men with more sophistication, more polish. But still she’d have to be dead not to notice him. Worn soft-looking blue jeans molded to his thighs and a plaid flannel shirt over a clean white T-shirt covered his chest. Simple work clothes, but somehow on Donny Joe they didn’t look so simple. He looked like an ad for a magazine that screamed “Here he is, ladies. Come and get your dose of sexy, rough and tumble working man.” This afternoon he wasn’t wearing his usual cowboy hat, so she got a good look at his tawny head of hair. It reminded her of a lion’s mane. Wavy and thick. And the way he moved reminded her of a big lazy cat. Playful, but dangerous. Always ready to pounce.


Right now he was ready to sink his claws into her family’s home. She would do well not to get distracted by his surface animal charm and remember the true nature of the man lurking underneath. She jumped up when his boots hit the wooden planks on the porch and met him at the front door before he had the chance to knock. She pushed open the screen door and forced herself to greet him civilly. “Come on in, Donny Joe.” She guided him to the living room. “Why don’t you have a seat while I tell Belle you’re here?”
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Donny Joe noted Etta’s brittle smile, nearly laughing at her forced politeness. It was pretty obvious that she didn’t like him. That was fine. Dealing with her wasn’t his idea of a lazy day at the fishing hole, either. But she was a woman, so he did what he always did with women. He smiled back and said, “Sure thing, Etta. Take your time.”


He watched her lips purse slightly as if his effort to charm left a sour taste in her mouth. She was gonna be a hard nut to crack. That was for sure. Etta was short like her grandmother, not much over five-two, and they both had brown eyes that sparkled with fire when they were excited. She was a feisty one, all right. Cute and sassy. Normally, he liked that, but he had a lot on his plate right now, and Etta Green’s suspicious attitude was going to be a real headache.


Donny Joe waited for her to leave the room and then took a seat on Miz Hazel’s burgundy velveteen sofa. It always reminded him of the upholstery on the pews at church when he was a kid. Brushing his fingers over the arm rest, he watched the shade of the nap lighten and darken with every stroke. He ignored the tight place in his gut that kept expecting Miz Hazel to come bounding into the room bearing a big piece of pie, her eyes blazing with excitement over her newest proposal for the bed and breakfast venture. Wanting his opinion and making even her more outrageous ideas sound like the best thing since sliced bread. Most of his enthusiasm for the project had died with her, but he would do his best to follow through with the old girl’s wishes. To do that, he needed her granddaughters to agree.


He heard footsteps, and when he looked up Miz Hazel’s eight-year-old great-granddaughter was standing in the doorway staring at him with those serious green eyes. She wore jeans and a green T-shirt emblazoned with a purple dragon. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a neat pony tail.


“Hello,” he said, adding a grin that usually dissolved the reserve of most females young and old.


Her only reaction was to move closer. She held out her hand. “How do you do? My name is Daphne.”


She remained solemn, so he reverted to a more sober expression. He took her small hand in his and shook. “It’s nice to meet you, Daphne. I’m Donny Joe.”


“Do you know my mother?” She was studying him intently as she asked.


“Well now, I knew your mother when she was younger. She used to visit your Great Grammy Hazel every summer, so it’s been a while, but yes, I know her.”


“I don’t think we are going to stay here very long. I heard Mama talking to Roger on the phone. He wants her to go to Paris with him.”


Donny didn’t know what to think about this bit of information, but Daphne seemed to be gauging his interest. “Paris, huh? That’s quite a trip.” He was saved from having to make a more elaborate reply when Etta and Belle came into the room. Beulah Cross, Miz Hazel’s elderly cousin, trailed behind them. He stood up and walked over to greet Beulah first. He wrapped her in a big hug. “How are you holding up, Beulah?”


“I’m doing okay, Donny Joe. I miss her, that’s for sure, but I’m okay.” Beulah Cross was barely five feet tall and had to crane her head back to talk to Donny Joe. At eighty-two years of age she dressed strictly for comfort, and today’s outfit was some kind of purple leggings under a wild animal print Mumu. Red sneakers completed the ensemble. Donny thought it was one of her more conservative outfits.


“If you need anything at all, you just whistle. Okay, sugar?”


She smiled, and her eyes twinkled like he’d asked her to go skinny-dipping. “Darn tootin’. You know I’ll do it.” She held out a hand to Daphne. “Come along, darlin’. Let’s leave the adults to talk about boring old business stuff while we go have some of that chocolate cake Mrs. Burris sent over, okay?”


Daphne took Beulah’s hand but stopped in front of Donny Joe. “I hope I’ll see you again before we leave.” She held out her hand once more.


Donny Joe squatted down to her level and shook her hand. “I’d like that, too, Daphne. It was great meeting you.”


They were all silent until Daphne and Beulah disappeared into the kitchen. “Is she always so serious?” he asked.


Belle sat down in a side chair and crossed her legs. “Not always. Just around strangers.”


He noticed that Etta raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything. She sat down on one end of the couch and Donny Joe sat on the other. He picked up the briefcase and pulled out several folders. “I guess we should get down to it. These are the plans your grandmother had for this place. She designed every detail, and she spent hours laying it all out just the way she wanted it. Most of the work on the bedrooms upstairs has been completed, though eventually her dream was to add Jacuzzi tubs to every bathroom, but that’s way down the road.”


“That seems unnecessarily extravagant,” Etta muttered.


Donny ignored her and kept going. “The new appliances, cabinets, countertops for the kitchen are being installed this week, and then there is the outdoor pool and hot tub area. The plan was to have the hot tub installed next month and have the pool operational by this summer.”


“A pool? As in a swimming pool? Let me guess. That was your idea.”


He ignored her and kept talking. “Miz Hazel also had ideas for other outdoor spaces with the idea of attracting weddings and large group events. Construction on the wedding pavilion starts in a couple of weeks. The targeted opening date for the first phase is Valentine’s Day.”


“Whoa, hold on a minute. This coming Valentine’s Day? That’s only a few weeks away.” Etta stood up from the sofa and started pacing. “And you’re talking as if the Bed and Breakfast is a done deal. We haven’t discussed any of our other options yet.”


Belle smiled at him as if he should excuse her younger sister for her rudeness. “Etta is worried about Beulah.”


Etta turned on her sister. “Aren’t you worried about Beulah? You expect her to live in that old Volkswagen bus that Grammy left her?”


Donny Joe jumped into the conversation before it could get too heated. “Unless I have to put the house on the market, which is what we are trying to avoid, she’s welcome to stay here as long as she likes.”


“But she’s eighty-two years old. Without Grammy around, how long will she be able to take care of herself? And what do you mean, if you have to put the house on the market? Are you saying if we don’t agree to the B&B you’ll just sell it out from under us?”


“Look, I didn’t bargain for any of this, either, and I’m not trying to be difficult, but I already have a business to run. Backyard Oasis requires a lot of my time. Your grandmother had grand plans for this place, and for her sake I would have loved to see it up and running. But unless someone is going to step up and see them through then I have to pay the contractors and cut my losses.” Etta tried staring him down, but he stared right back. He wasn’t about to be intimidated by a mule-headed, five-foot-nothing shrimp of a female.


Finally she said, “I live in Chicago. Belle lives in Houston. Surely you don’t expect us to pick up and move here.”


“I don’t expect anything. That ball is entirely in your court. Of course you might want to consider that once we have a workable plan in place going forward, I don’t see why a long distance partnership couldn’t work—for the time being, anyway. Technology makes all kinds of communication possible—even from Paris. Right, Belle?”


Etta looked at him curiously. He shrugged. “Daphne was telling me her mother wanted to go to Paris.”


Belle smiled. “That’s true. We could telecommute, Etta. It would give us time to work out the details.”


“And leave you basically in charge to do whatever you like?” Etta asked Donny Joe.


He held up his hand. “There you go again, acting all suspicious, and to tell you the truth, it’s getting a little old.” He was through being treated like the bad guy in this situation. “Like I said before, that’s your call.”


Etta bit her lip while she stewed and mulled and pondered. He almost heard the gears grinding in her head before she turned to him and let loose. “Before I even think about agreeing to anything, I want time to study every last detail of Grammy’s plans. I want to see all the contracts that she signed or planned to sign, I want receipts of the work that’s been completed, and I want to talk to a lawyer about changes in zoning and property taxes. And I want it in writing that Beulah has a home here as long as she lives.”


He nodded agreeably and said, “That won’t be a problem. In fact it sounds like a sensible place to start.”


Belle’s phone rang and she looked at the screen. Frowning, she stood and walked to the doorway. “Damn, I need to take this. It sounds like you two have everything handled anyway, so good-bye, Donny Joe.”


“Bye.” Donny looked at Etta, not trying to hide his surprise at Belle’s sudden departure. “She’s not coming back?”


Etta sat back down on the couch. “Get used to it, Donny Joe. That’s probably the last bit of help we get from Belle.”


He put his hands on his hips. “And you’re okay with that?”


“It’s what I’ve come to expect, but I have another question.”


He braced himself for another onslaught. “Fire away.”


“All this long distance stuff is great while the renovations are going on, but who’s going to run the place when it’s open? And don’t say Beulah. She’s not strong enough to take on that much work.”


“No, in fact your grandmother handpicked someone for the job.” He opened one of the folders and turned to the last page and pointed to a paragraph half way down. “It’s right here.” He turned the folder around so she could see it. The name Etta Green was printed big as life in the middle of the page. “As you can see, she picked you.”





Chapter Three
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That is not even remotely funny. And I can tell you right now, that’s never going to happen. Not in a million years.” Etta slapped at the offending folder, causing pages to flutter to the floor. According to these papers her grandmother had picked her to help her run this place. The heavy boulder that had taken up permanent residence in her chest since her grandmother’s death threatened to crush her. But she didn’t believe this was a call from the grave. Grammy Hazel knew about her break-up with Diego. She knew they’d been struggling to keep their business partnership afloat, and knowing her grandmother she was providing a safety net in case it all fell apart. It had been an offer for them to work together. But Grammy was gone.


Donny Joe grinned. “I had a feeling you wouldn’t like that part, but hey, I’m just telling you what your grandmother wanted. It was her dream all along that you would come back and help her run this place someday. Why do you think she’s putting so much money into redoing the kitchen? Because you’re a fancy chef she thought it might lure you back home eventually.”


She wanted to shout that he had no idea what he was talking about. “Just because I spent summers here when I was younger doesn’t make Everson my home, especially now that Grammy is gone. And preparing fine cuisine at a top restaurant is not the same as churning out grub for a Bed and Breakfast.” Even she winced at how condescending she sounded, but she wasn’t about to apologize now. She grabbed the paper from his hand and pointed to the next paragraph. “And what’s this? ‘Etta’s Place’?”


“Yep. That’s the name she picked. Pretty clever, huh?”


“It’s not clever. It’s a really lousy joke.” The headache she’d been battling all day bloomed into a full-blown migraine. He was still smiling that cheesy smile, the smile that he’d probably used from the day he was born to smooth his path in life. He used it like a weapon designed to melt opposition, wear down defenses, and defuse disagreements before they could even get started. Especially if the opposition happened to be female.


She’d finally had enough. She stepped right up close, so close he had to look down to meet her gaze, and jabbed a finger in his direction. “Let’s get one thing straight, you-you glorified pool boy. I don’t like you, and I certainly don’t trust you. And ‘Etta’s Place’? If it’s an attempt to butter me up, it won’t work.”


“Hey, it wasn’t my idea.” He held up both hands like he was innocent of all charges.


“I think you somehow bamboozled my grandmother into agreeing to this crazy scheme of yours, and now you think you can bamboozle me, too. You come in here flashing that ridiculous smile of yours and pouring on the boyish charm. Well, let’s get one thing straight, mister. I’m not my grandmother, and I can’t be bamboozled.”


He stepped back and gently set the folder on the coffee table. His voice was soft and oddly wistful. “At least we agree on one thing. You’re not your grandmother.”


They glared at each other for a full minute, and she was the one who finally broke eye contact. When he spoke again his voice was cold as stone and the ever-present humorous glint in his eye had been replaced with something closer to anger. “I encourage you to go over everything with a fine-toothed comb, talk to a lawyer—talk to twelve lawyers, whatever you need to do to put your mind at ease. In fact I insist on it before we even think about drawing up new partnership papers.” He grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door. Being more than relieved to see him go, she trailed after him, but didn’t say a word to stop him from leaving. Things were far from settled, but Grammy’s death had thrown a Texas-sized cow patty into the middle of her orderly life, and she needed some alone time to process it all.


Donny Joe was out on the porch before he turned back to look at her through the screen door. “By the way, Miss Green, I don’t take kindly to having my integrity questioned, but out of respect for your grandmother I’ve tried to cut you some slack. Let’s be very clear. Everything in those plans came directly from her. So if you decide to pull the plug just remember it will be Miz Hazel’s dream that dies, not mine.” He loped off the porch, jumped into his silver truck and took off without looking back. His words rang in her ears long after the sound of his tires on the gravel drive died away.
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Donny Joe sat on a barstool nursing a beer, trying to figure out where he’d put his usual good mood. When Irene Cornwell asked him to dance he could barely conjure up a smile to go along with his “Maybe later, sugar.” He could feel the regular patrons of Lu Lu’s cutting concerned eyeballs his way and giving him a wide berth. Now was as good a time as any to snap out of it.


Sure, he was sad about Miz Hazel’s passing, and it was going to take a good long while to accept that she was really gone. But the last thing she would want was for everyone to sit around like a bunch of goddamned sourpusses. He held up his beer in a silent toast to Miz Hazel and took a long pull in her honor.


Speaking of sourpusses, it was hard to believe Etta Green was related to Miz Hazel. That woman couldn’t be more different if she tried. She must have sprouted from a spliced-on branch of their family tree. One covered in barbed thorns and prickly sticks. That tart tongue of hers would send a sane man running in the opposite direction as fast as his feet could carry him. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t blame her for being upset about the B&B situation. It was unexpected and inconvenient and sad.


For everyone.


But her suspicious nature made it hard for him to feel any sympathy at all. She wasn’t the only person firmly wedged between a rock and a hard place because of Miz H’s death. There was no easy way out that he could see. And while plenty of people might question his maturity from time to time, he made darn sure no one ever had a reason to question his honesty.


That really stuck in his craw.


Sure, he was easygoing, and he liked to have a good time. He wasn’t going to apologize for that. But when it came to business, he took things very seriously these days. He might have grown up on the wrong side of Everson’s Old Town Creek, and the folks around these parts might have once written him off as lazy and no-account like the rest of what passed for his family.


But that only made him more determined to prove them all wrong.


Eventually his hard work had paid off, and he’d found unexpected pleasure and pride at the place he’d managed to carve out for himself in his hometown. As owner of The Backyard Oasis he’d gained the respect of the other business owners in Everson. For the last six years he’d had steady sales, especially with high-end hot tubs and outdoor furniture. Fire pits were another big seller, but recently with the downturn in the economy the number of customers wanting new pools was down, and that was where the big money was made. He’d be scrambling for work like everyone else if things didn’t pick up soon. That meant he’d need to see a return on the money he’d sunk into the B&B. There was no getting around it.


But in the meantime, there was no way he was going to let Ms. Etta Green fly into town on her broomstick and sweep all of his hard work away like it didn’t matter. Just because she was mad at the world didn’t mean she got to take it out on him.


What was wrong with those two sisters, anyway? Their grandmother just left them the family home, for Pete’s sake, and they acted like it was some kind of god-awful burden. Some people didn’t know how to appreciate what they had. Nobody was ever likely to leave him a family home, unless he counted the falling down shack across the creek. Now there was a mighty fine legacy he could be proud of.


But to hell with Etta Green. He didn’t have a clue what she was going to decide to do about the house, and at this point he wasn’t certain he cared. The only thing he knew for sure was he was fed up with letting her ruin a perfectly good Friday night at Lu Lu’s.


Donny Joe turned around on his barstool and surveyed the bar thinking it was time to take Irene up on her offer to dance. He spotted her across the crowded room looking like a million dollars. She wore a flirty pink mini skirt with white cowboy boots and a white ruffled blouse. Like a sweet, frothy cupcake, she made a man want to dive right in and take a bite.


Bennie Martin had her cornered and looked to be droning on about one of his many scintillating subjects. His mother’s arthritis was a favorite, the difference between real mayonnaise and Miracle Whip could take up the better part of an afternoon, and he could go on indefinitely about the transmission he planned to replace in his ancient Buick. Whatever it was, Irene hung on his every word, seemingly captivated. She smiled, she nodded, but Donny Joe wasn’t fooled. Her toes were tapping and her shoulders twitched with the slightest hint of a shimmy shake. That woman wanted to dance with every fiber of her being. Donny Joe shoved off the barstool and headed in her direction. He knew how to make at least one of her dreams come true. It was past time to get this party started.
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“Sweet, sassy, and oh, my yes—sexy.”
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