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“Are you sure this is the right place?” Lilly Rhodes asked again as her Kia Soul rolled to a shuddering stop. Slender fingers flexed and gripped the steering wheel in rapid succession. “I don’t remember it looking quite like this.”

“This is it!” Mrs. Maggie Swenson beamed. 

Lilly’s companion’s enthusiasm grated down her spine. She shot her a hard look, an incredulous expression that escaped the middle-aged woman. 

Lilly looked beyond the windshield and hood to the farmhouse, a square, sprawling two-level with a wrap-around porch. If it had been well-maintained, which it had not, this farmstead would have graced the cover of Better Homes & Gardens. In its current condition, Lilly placed it as a featured overhaul on one of the popular HGTV fixer upper shows. 

Bare spots on the roof revealed missing shingles and holes which promised attic issues. The house needed many new coats of paint and re-hung shutters. A screen door swung haphazardly out onto the slanting porch. To Lilly, the building looked tired, ready to let time and the elements finish what they’d started.

Maggie exited the vehicle as Lilly surveyed as much of the property the windshield allowed. She knew behind the house stood more buildings, sheds, and a barn. She watched as Maggie loped up the stairs to the porch, dancing to one side as her New Balance sneakers sunk through a rotten board. Lilly was secretly impressed with how swiftly and elegantly the woman moved about the porch and worked on unlocking the main door.

With a heavy sigh, she opened the car door and went to join the realtor. 

Lilly’s kitten heels crunched on the gravel driveway as she made her way slowly toward the house and the spritely woman. She clutched her MK handbag close, as if expecting a thief to jump from the unkempt peony bushes and make off with her purse. 

Only two short months before, she had been sitting in her Lowry Park loft, sipping a Surly Furious IPA, glaring at the stack of manila folders scattered across her coffee table. Little 3M Post-It flags marked where her signature was required; the splatter of pastels clashed with the seriousness of the papers on which they were attached. 

One pile of folders held copies of her grandparents’ Last Will and Testament, attorney notices, and more legal jargon Lilly was unable to wrap her head around. Her lawyer relayed the message buried in these papers was that her grandparents had left her their old farmstead in Lone Tree, Minnesota, southwest of the Twin Cities in Brown County.

The other pile contained divorce papers.

“Mrs. Rhodes, you need to come and take a look!” 

Maggie’s voice drew Lilly back to the porch before her. Unconsciously, she flinched at her name. Her old name. Why did it take so long for one silly little name change to go through and become official? 

Final. 

“Coming, Mrs. Swenson.” 

“Oh, enough with the ‘Mrs. Swenson!’” The realtor laughed as she swatted playfully at the air. “I told you back at the office, call me Maggie. Everyone does.”

Lilly sighed and made her way up the sagging porch steps to follow Maggie, but the other woman had already moved on to the interior of the house. Lilly cringed at the shriek and explosive bang of the screen door opening and closing. With a deep breath, she readied herself before stepping over the threshold. 

How long had it been since she last stepped foot in the old farmhouse? 

As she walked into the main entry, hardwood floors glinted in the warm sunlight. Before her rose a large wooden staircase, complete with an intricately carved banister, naturally drawing her eyes up toward the second floor where she could just barely see a recessed, rectangular outline of a closed attic door. Off to her left, a wood-framed entrance welcomed her to a sitting room furnished with chairs, couches, love seats, and coffee tables that were made by a loving, old hand. To her right, a twin entrance opened to a dining room filled with more wood furniture. 

But it was all clean. Hardly a hint of dust or cobwebs in sight. Perhaps the only fault Lilly found was the stuffy smell from the home being closed up for so long. It was as if she had stepped into her own home after a long vacation. 

“Oh, thank God!” Lilly’s relief gushed from her before she could control herself. 

“What, Lilly?” Maggie called from beyond the dining room. The realtor hustled back to the front entry, her face frozen in a perfect customer service smile. Lilly noticed another doorway behind Mrs. Swenson, teasing of a large, white, and clean kitchen. 

“Nothing, Mrs. Swenson, uh, Maggie,” Lilly cleared her throat as she turned and ventured further into the sitting room. “I just wasn’t expecting to find the place furnished.”

Why wouldn’t it be furnished? Her grandparents hadn’t died that long ago. No other family came forward to claim anything from the house. Where else would their possessions go? 

“When your grandparents, uh,” Maggie’s voice faltered. Lilly found it amusing that the chatterbox realtor was finally speechless. “When your grandparents passed, they left everything that was in the house, barns, any of the outbuildings to you. They wanted to make sure you were comfortable here.”

Lilly noticed the “didn’t you read the will?” tone in Mrs. Swenson’s voice. But that would explain why there was no estate sale, no auction, why none of her aunts, uncles, or cousins came clamoring for their piece of the inheritance. Her stomach sank as the words of the will she’d been staring blankly at for weeks solidified in her mind. 

She got it all.

Lilly stood at the foot of the stairs and turned slowly, taking the time to drink in the once familiar sights around her. The position of chairs, knickknacks, and pictures hadn’t changed in the near two decades since she last stepped foot in the farmhouse. Memories long buried struggled to the surface; ghostly remnants of children running through these very rooms, their laughter tumbling down the stairs. Lilly shivered as the last peal of giggles faded.

“Come on, we’ll have more time to explore the house later.” Maggie’s cheerful voice drowned the last memory as she grabbed Lilly’s hand and pulled her through the house. The immense kitchen whirled past as she hustled Lilly through a back door and onto the wrap-around porch. “Let’s check out the barns!”

Lilly regained control and pulled her hand from Mrs. Swenson’s. “Um, not right now, please.” 

Mrs. Swenson stood on the ground, looking up at Lilly, who was still on the porch, her words hanging in the space between them. “Why not, dear?”

She cleared her throat and tried to put on her best smile. “I’m not dressed for trudging through barns,” Lilly hoped that would stop any more questions. “And I’ll have plenty of time to go through them tomorrow.”

A knowing spark lit up the realtor’s eyes. “Not if you don’t want the cows to starve.”

“The what?” 

Lilly knew for certain the will hadn’t mentioned livestock.

A quick march across the backyard brought Lilly to the main barn, a large nineteenth century construction with fading red paint that loomed before her. She coughed as the strong smell of hay, dirt, and manure wafted out of the barn doors. Mrs. Swenson eagerly opened one of the doors and the assault on Lilly’s senses intensified. Lilly had noticed the lingering aroma of manure and animals when she arrived at the farm, but she’d figured it was merely a lingering scent, like towels that never lost their musty odor no matter how many times you washed them. The cows, hidden in the bowels of the dimly lit barn, moaned and bellowed. 

Lilly stared helplessly into the dark, smelly building. 

“If my grandparents have been dead for two months, who has been feeding these cows?” she demanded, holding a hand over her nose and mouth. She remembered now that she had always hated the barn, even as a little girl. This smell was not a memory she wanted to relive ever again. 

“The lawyers made arrangements with one of the locals.” That “didn’t you read what you signed?” tone returned. Maggie seemed at ease with the barn and walked into the structure, leaving Lilly alone. 

“Who is this local?” She groaned and followed the woman into the barn, gasping as her heel sunk into a suspiciously soggy patch of straw. 

“Watch where you step,” came Mrs. Swenson’s late warning.

Great. Just great. These were her favorite shoes. She begrudgingly followed Mrs. Swenson deeper down the main walk of the barn. 

“Mrs. Swenson—Maggie, who is the person that has been taking care of the animals?” Lilly asked as she goose-stepped her way closer to the realtor.

“I’ll give you his contact information when we get back to the house,” Mrs. Swenson replied with a dismissive wave as she stopped in front of a row of stalls. “Here they are. Aren’t they beauties?”

Lilly collided with the older woman trying to avoid a particularly foul smelling section of straw-covered path. She lost her balance—kitten heels are not meant for barns—and tumbled forward, landing in a large pile of hay. Thankfully, it was cleaner than what was strewn about the cement walk.

“Oh, Lilly!” Maggie gasped. “Are you alright?”

Lilly pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, instantly regretting looking down at her clothes. Besides pieces of hay and other assorted grasses, there were dark spots that she prayed were just mud. She searched the hay pile for her purse, lost in the ungraceful fall.

Why did she decide to wear Armani jeans and a Chanel blouse to a farm? A farm of all places! The soles of her kitten heels proved to be no match for the wild outdoors. Some stupid need to show that she was someone of importance. Someone who had left this small town and made something of herself.

But had she?

A large black and white mouth appeared by her head, opened, and let loose a spittle-laced MOOOOOOOOO.

Lilly raised her eyes and found herself face to muzzle with a large cow, wet mouth chewing lazily mere inches from her own. She screamed as she scrambled backwards away from the noisy beast. The cow answered with another mournful bellow before plunging her mouth back into the hay. 

“Oh, Mrs. Rhodes, Lilly—“ Maggie stammered, fumbling over which name to address her by.

“Schmidt,” Lilly corrected forcefully. She blanched, the feel of her maiden name still foreign on her tongue. “Lillian. Lilly.”

“Lilly, dearie, are you alright?” Mrs. Swenson clumsily helped her stand, swatting at the hay and straw that clung to her clothes and hair. Lilly cringed as the woman’s helpful gestures only managed to spread the mystery splotches on her clothes. 

“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” Lilly awkwardly side-stepped away from Mrs. Swenson. She turned toward the stalls and the cows in hopes of hiding her reddening cheeks. 

Before her, each in their own little stall, stood five black and white cows, each chewing her cud. The one that made the rude introduction stuck her neck through the iron bars of the stall, straining to get closer to the newcomer. Her neighbors weren’t nearly so curious, each busying herself with eating or settling in to sleep.

“So, those are the cows?” Lilly gestured toward the small herd, flinging muck-covered straw from her fingers. 

“Holsteins, to be more precise. There’s twelve in the herd at the moment, the rest must still be out in the pasture,” Mrs. Swenson reached forward and patted the first cow on the muzzle. “This here’s Dandelion.”

“Dandelion?”

“And her daughters, Daisy and Daffodil. As you already found out, Dandelion can be a bit of a handful. She’s got a mind of her own. So be mindful around her, and also around any of her daughters—she sure is protective of all her calves.” Mrs. Swenson went on, patting the two smaller cows in the stalls next to Dandelion. “These other two are sisters, Peony and Poppy, but not related to Dandelion. And Emerald, Magnolia... but I don’t need to bombard you with all their names, you’ll get acquainted with all the other ladies soon enough.”

“How do you know their names?” Lilly looked at each cow in turn, not sure if she could tell either of them apart. 

Mrs. Swenson smiled. “Your grandparents always had a calf or two available to any of the Four H-ers who needed a project. Many of my own nieces and nephews have used a Schmidt Holstein for a fair entry. These ladies, and the ones that came before them, are well known in the county.”

Lilly hugged her arms closer, ignoring the sticky squish of her shirt. This woman she stood next to was a realtor by trade, but as Lilly watched her move about the barn, interacting with the cows, she seemed to be coming home. 

“Now, when you have more calves, you’ll have to keep the flower names going,” Maggie instructed. “Beverly just loved flowers and Harold couldn’t stand to see her unhappy, so he allowed her to name each calf. As much as he griped about it, we knew he’d do anything that woman asked of him. Of course, they’re not all named after flowers, some are named after gemstones...”

The reminiscent ache to Mrs. Swenson’s voice gripped something deep in Lilly’s chest and twisted. How well had this woman known her grandparents? Why does she sound like she’s grieving more than their own granddaughter? She knew nothing about her grandparents or their life on the farm over the last fifteen years. 

“Ms. Schmidt?”

Lilly jumped as she felt hands gently guide her toward the barn door. The use of her maiden name—her grandparents’ name—eased the constriction in her chest with each step toward the main house, as if affirming that she did, in fact, belong back on the farm.

“Come, Ms. Schmidt, let’s get you cleaned up,”
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Maggie insisted that Lilly take a shower while she prepared them a light snack. Lilly wasn’t sure what type of food would be in a house that was supposed to be vacant for two months, but she was too dirty to argue with the woman. Thankfully, along with her moving boxes, she had brought an overnight bag on this adventure; she wasn’t sure if bank officials, lawyers, and the like would need her to spend the weekend instead of the day. 

Lilly stepped from the shower and relished the plush bath mat between her toes. How she had loved to lay on this mat when she was a little girl after her baths. She wondered if it was indeed the same bath mat or if her grandmother had bought them in bulk. She wrapped an oversized terry cloth towel around her still-steaming body and wiped the mirror clean. One thing she’d make sure to do would be to get ventilation fans and heaters put in the master bath. Her grandparents had kept the old building up to date for the most part over the years, but some necessities were still lacking. 

The faded tile of the counter and walls brought back more hidden memories of her time spent on the farm. As strange as it was to be back, rummaging through cabinets and closets like before, it was even more strange knowing that her grandma wouldn’t be ascending the stairs asking if everything was alright and if she needed anything else, and by the way, there are fresh chocolate chip cookies if she’d like some. She felt like an intruder, an unwanted house guest snooping through medicine cabinets. 

How long will it take before I start thinking of this place as mine?

Lilly dressed in silence to be attentive to the old house, not wanting to miss what stories it planned on telling. She had quite a bit to catch up on. Maybe the tales the house revealed would drown out the chatter in her head.

In fresh jeans and a V-neck T-shirt, Lilly quickly brushed her long hair. Her once meticulous auburn braid was deemed a complete loss after her barn performance. She thought about redoing the braid, but she wanted to get downstairs and see what Mrs. Swenson was getting into. Maggie. Lilly needed to let go of such formal titles this far in the country. She relented and opted to let her hair fall naturally down her back as she hurried down the stairs. 

“You clean up pretty good, Lilly,” Maggie grinned as Lilly entered the kitchen. 

The kitchen, expansive by nineteenth-century standards, appeared even larger due to the white tile floors and crisp white ceramic countertops. To break up the white, the cabinet doors were trimmed in barn red paint, connecting the outbuildings with the homestead. Pots and pans of copper and cast iron hung from the ceiling just within reach while standing at the large island. Lilly smiled as she relived family Christmases, the faint scent of vanilla and bread filling her nose. 

“I made some tea, would you like a cup? I couldn’t find anything much to eat. Looks like the fridge, pantry, and cupboards were cleaned out.” Maggie placed a tray with her grandmother’s tea service on the island. 

The spiced tea mingled with her memories and brought back the ache in her chest. 

“You were going to give me the contact information for the person who has been taking care of the animals?” Lilly returned, wanting to get back to business. If she stuck to the matters at hand, she’d be able to ignore the unease that steadily grew inside. 

“Oh, yes.” Mrs. Swenson nodded as she placed an empty teacup in front of herself and Lilly. “That’s Ryan.”

Lilly waited for more to come after the stated name, but only received a full cup of tea poured instead. 

“Does Ryan have a last name? Phone number? Address?” Lilly pressed. 

“You’ll need to go to Fritche’s and stock up on groceries,” Maggie continued as she took a seat on a stool next to the island. 

Lilly sighed and followed suit, knowing this wasn’t going to be as short as she’d hoped. 

“Mrs. Fritche will make sure you get everything you need. They’re still semi-full service, which is hard to find nowadays,” Maggie said. “Although, I do like the deli selection at the larger grocery store across town. The prices are more reasonable, but the service can’t match Fritche’s...” 

Lilly let her eyes and mind wander around the kitchen as the realtor continued her tale of the local grocery store feud. She allowed her mind to recall more family dinners prepared, she and her cousins chasing each other around the island, narrowly avoiding ruining Thanksgiving when her cousin Tammy collided with the turkey on the edge of the counter. 

“Swenson.”

Lilly blinked back to the present. “Excuse me?”

“You asked for his last name. Ryan Swenson.” The realtor took a tentative sip from her tea, then smiled. “Beverly always had the best taste in tea.”

“This was still here...?” Lilly stopped the cup a few inches from her lips. 

Of course this was still here, what realtor would bring tea to a client’s house?

“Oh, goodness, yes.” Maggie laughed, swatting at the air again. “Tea doesn’t go bad, dearie. It’s just dried leaves. And I checked the date on the box. This was bought just before... well... you know.”

Lilly convinced herself to try the tea. The aromatic drink spread comforting warmth through her body and slowly worked at her frayed nerves. Even as she felt herself relax, Lilly couldn’t shake the odd twinge of memory that came when Maggie mentioned the hired hand’s name. Ryan Swenson. It felt strangely—painfully—familiar. 

The mug almost fell from Lilly’s suddenly numb fingers when the pieces clicked into place. 

“Ryan is the hired hand?” The question blurted out before she could stop herself. 

Maggie gave her a puzzled look. “Yes, Ryan. I’m surprised it took you that long to remember him, dear.”

Memories erupted in Lilly’s brain like fireworks, some she’d thought long forgotten to the sands of time. She inwardly scolded herself for taking so long to put the pieces of the puzzle together. The Swensons were the closest farm to her grandparents’, and the closest thing to neighbors out here amongst the cornfields and barns. Maggie’s face finally registered in her old memories, though she hadn’t spent much time with that branch of the Swensons as she did with Ryan’s family. 

Lilly amazed herself at how well she blocked out memories of her old high school boyfriend.

“How are you related again to Ryan?” Her face flushed at the bluntness of the question.

“He’s my nephew. His father is my husband’s brother.” Maggie nodded. “Robert, my husband, and his brother, Matthew, grew up on the farm just down the road from here. The Swensons and the Schmidts farms were started up within years of each other, back when the original family members came over from the Old Country,” Maggie chuckled as she said these last words. “Matthew and his boys still run the family farm. Robert and I moved into town after we got married. Bob’s never been much into the animal side of farming, really. He likes to work more with his hands—machinery, tinkering.”

Lilly nodded mutely, sipping her tea and listening to the woman drone on.

Maggie added, “Bob works at the John Deere dealership in the repair shop. Though now, he’s gotten into volunteering at the high school to help build sets for the drama department. I think he’s gotten a touch of that ‘mid-life crisis’ you hear so much about.”

As much as Lilly would like the woman to just write down Ryan’s phone number and leave, it was nice to get a little view into the town’s happenings. Why not get some intel on the natives? It would be needed in the future. Lilly supposed that if someone gave a woman like Mrs. Swenson a willing ear, they’d be given more than just a little run down on the town. 

“Mrs. Swenson—sorry, Maggie—I don’t mean to be a pest, but if you could get me Ryan’s number, I’d really appreciate it.”

“Oh, yes.” The realtor nodded deeply. “I suppose it has changed since you were last here. You kids with your cell phones and all. I suppose you two didn’t have your own phones when you were going together in high school, did you? And I should probably get out of your hair, anyway. You’ve had a big day already, and there’s still more to do!”

Lilly’s well-practiced, polite smile drew tighter at Maggie with each word.

Maggie rifled through her purse and brought forth one of her business cards and a pen. She scribbled on the back and slid it across the island. “Here’s his cell. He always has it on him, so don’t hesitate to call him whenever you need help. He’ll be here tonight for the last feeding of the cows and probably the morning’s. Will you be staying or going back to the Cities?”

“I guess I’ll be staying the night.” Lilly picked up the card and slid it into her jeans pocket. “I had planned on heading back to Minneapolis tonight, but like you said, I’ve had a big day. And I have some boxes to unpack.”

“Unpack?” Maggie’s eyes sparkled. “Oh good! I was hoping you’d be staying on the homestead! Will Mr. Rhodes be coming soon?”

The question slipped out before the woman realized what she said. 

“Oh goodness!” Her hands covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, Lilly.”

Lilly nodded, understanding the slip-up. Much like her grandparents’ deaths, the topic of her divorce was glazed over from the moment the two women met at the realtor’s office earlier that afternoon. 

“No, Mr. Rhodes will be staying in Minneapolis. He got the loft in the divorce since I came into land so soon before proceedings and division of assets were finalized.”

A small wave of shock spilled over Maggie’s face. “You weren’t planning on living here, then?”

“No. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with the land and house when I found out I’d inherited it, but my dear ex-hubby decided that for me. So here I am.”

Mrs. Swenson rose and came to the other side of the island. She took one of Lilly’s hands in hers and gave a firm squeeze. “Don’t you worry about that now. We’ll be glad to have Bev and Harold’s granddaughter back home where she belongs.”

“Thank you, Maggie.” Lilly gave the woman a warm smile and surprised herself when she genuinely meant it. “Just give me a moment to get my purse and I can drive you back.”

“Oh no, I’ll text Ryan to come pick me up.” Mrs. Swenson grabbed her phone from her purse and tapped the screen furiously. “He’s got nothing better to do since he busted his leg up.”

Lilly watched as Mrs. Swenson gathered her belongings and headed toward the front door. The realtor switched into surrogate mother mode, giving Lilly instructions on how to care for the tea service so it wouldn’t get water spots, and advice that, even though the house was in the county, she shouldn’t forget to lock her doors. Remembering her grandma’s stern words about seeing a guest to the door, She followed after Maggie while agreeing to follow each of the woman’s directions. 

“Ryan’s on his way. He was at the farm down the road.” Maggie announced as she pulled open the door. “If that boy was using his phone while driving again, I’ll have his uncle talk to him.”

“Your husband?” 

“Ryan’s other uncle. His mother’s brother,” Mrs. Swenson answered, as if that made everything clearer. When the silence from Lilly drew out longer than expected, she answered her puzzle: “His uncle is the sheriff.” 

The throaty growl of a diesel engine roared from the yard. Maggie’s face lit up as she exited the house. 

“Oh, Ryan’s here!” Maggie bubbled. “Come out and say hi, Lilly!”

“Do I have to?” Lilly asked, ashamed at the edge of desperation in her voice as she saw the rusted green Chevrolet truck bounce up the gravel drive. She’d have to get that driveway fixed soon before she had to pay for everyone’s body shop bills. 

Lilly followed her out onto the porch as the truck pulled up next to her burnt orange Kia, dwarfing her vehicle. The man in the cab, Ryan, stayed in the vehicle as his aunt descended the stairs amidst her goodbyes and future promises to check in again soon. Lilly gave a small wave and a smile from the doorway. So what if they had dated back in high school? And that she had mercilessly ended things with him in the least effective way possible—if there was an effective way to break someone’s heart. That was nearly a lifetime ago; Ryan wouldn’t hold onto a teenage broken heart for this long. Would he? 

“Hi, Ryan,” Lilly called from the porch. 

Much of Ryan’s face was obscured by a John Deere cap and the shadows within the truck, but Lilly knew the returned expression was anything but neighborly. 
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Lilly spent the rest of the afternoon moving the boxes from the back of her Kia into the house. She didn’t have much in the realm of belongings, which turned into a blessing with the discovery that the house was still furnished. After a handful of trips, her move was complete. She sat in the living room, her heart sinking slightly at the sight of so few boxes clustered around her. Most of her marital assets were taken care of by Alec during the divorce. 

Her whole life was stored in fifteen UPS Store boxes.

Some of her friends told her she’d been railroaded by Alec and his lawyers, her own lawyer should have fought harder to make sure it was an equal division of property. Lilly didn’t want to drag out the divorce with fighting and negotiating over who got what. She wanted to be done with everything that pertained to Alec. Frankly, the majority of the stuff in their Lowry Park loft was Alec’s. He had insisted on decorating their home and she allowed him. As long as she was able to have a small workspace of her own, she was content. 

The announcement of her sudden inheritance made the decision to let Alec have whatever he wanted out of their loft all the easier. She took her books, computer workstation, pictures, clothes, laptop, and favorite coffee mug and bid the loft goodbye. Let Alec and Olivia redecorate how they wanted. 

Her grandparents not only left her the house but a sizable trust that paid for property taxes and utilities, which explained why she still had electricity and water. For the time being, she was set. But eventually, she’d have to look for a job. 

Back in Minneapolis, she held a part time, almost volunteer, position as a graphic designer for an up-and-coming environmental non-profit, but it didn’t pay a living wage. And it didn’t need to, since Alec had brought in most of the money in their relationship. That freed Lilly up to spend most of her time with the other socialite wives partying their way around the Twin Cities. And since Alec brought home the bacon, he reasoned he was in charge of decorating the loft, deciding what should be bought, where and how their living space was to be arranged. 

His money equaled his rules. 

And she had let him set the parameters of their roles in the marriage. He went to work each day at Wells Fargo while she had a role not much more than a trophy wife—arm candy for corporate functions and holiday parties. She worked for the pure enjoyment of helping others, offering her services for a nominal fee in return for the greater good. That nominal fee allowed her to partake in mimosa brunches. 

Ugh... was that all I did?

But now she would need to make her talents bring home her own bacon. 

Her drafting table, which Alec was more than willing to let her take, sat in an unassembled pile in the entryway, her computer tower and monitors alongside. She wasn’t sure where she wanted to put it. How much of her grandparents’ home did she want to completely change? Lilly needed an office, a creative place all her own. Perhaps in the morning she’d explore the house more and get ideas of how to make it more her home. There were plenty of rooms in the old house, certainly one could be easily converted to suit her needs.

The crafty country chic motif that her grandmother had spent her whole life curating throughout the house pulled at Lilly in two directions. One led her down a nostalgic path, the warm scent of sugar cookies and hot chocolate mingled with a long-lost sense of belonging and love. The other shouted at her that all these paintings of barns, covered bridges, and little Amish girls in fields needed to go. 

Now. 

“I don’t need to decide on anything tonight,” Lilly spoke to the empty house, as if to ease its worries. “I’ve got all the time in the world to get things how I want them.”

She paused and sighed as only the tick-tock of the grandfather clock down the main hall broke the silence. The clock chimed six o’clock and reminded Lilly she was starving. She had barely eaten most of the day. A local pizza place shared the same block as Mrs. Swenson’s realty office, perhaps they delivered. After a quick Google search for the phone number, Lilly ordered supper and knew she worried the employee when she excessively thanked them for delivering all the way out to her farm. With food on its way, Lilly unpacked another box in silence.

She missed hearing the city noises, trucks and cars moving about Downtown Minneapolis, the muffled chatter of tenants outside the door. Her ears hurt at the lack of sound outside. 

“I’m going to be talking to myself just so I don’t go crazy from loneliness and silence,” she smirked as she stood and stretched.

Twenty minutes later, the pizza arrived. Lilly found herself so starved for not only food but human contact that she bit back an invitation for the delivery boy to join her. Certainly, the high schooler would think this was the start of a low-budget skin flick, so she kept her mouth shut as she handed him the money. She sat amongst her meager belongings and ate her pizza in contemplative silence.

Lilly glanced through the large living room to the back of the house. She could see the barn in the growing dusk. A muffled moooooo drifted toward the house. 

Could she actually run a farm? The thought seemed outlandish. She was sure her grandparents left enough money for her to care for the cows’ needs, bedding, feed, medical care—do cows need medical care?—but could she run the farm? Earn a living off the meager herd? There was no mention of any cropland in the will, only the building site, so she was certain she couldn’t make a living off raising any sort of crop. 

Lilly didn’t have the slightest clue on how to run a lawnmower, let alone a five-ton tractor. 

Perhaps Ryan could help her out. What was his number again? Lilly dug Mrs. Swenson’s business card from her pocket and looked at the name and number scrawled on the back. 

Ryan. 

Yes, un-neighborly Ryan. She frowned as she shoved the card deep into her back pocket. What was his problem, anyway? 

Apparently, she was his problem. 

The amount of daggers thrown her way by his glare assured her that he, in fact, remembered her and the events nearly fifteen years ago, and that he did, in fact, hold tightly to the pain she had unwillingly caused. 

On top of being newly divorced, Lilly now had to deal with a resentful ex-boyfriend.

Wonderful.

Another cow voiced her annoyance over something. Lilly glanced in the direction of the barn and bit her lip. It had to be after their supper time, should she go out and feed the cows? What time did they need to eat? More importantly: what did they eat? Was Ryan coming to tend to them tonight, or did seeing the new owner of the property mean he was off the hook?

“I should call him,” Lilly muttered as she walked into the kitchen with the pizza box. Half the pizza remained and would be a welcomed breakfast in the morning. Or perhaps she could heal old wounds between her and Ryan with the promise of cheesy goodness if he came to help with feeding the cows. What was that phrase her mom used constantly? The way through a man’s heart is through his stomach.

She stared out of the back door at the barn. The idea of attempting to feed twelve cows made her blood run cold. “I should call him. Just to double check he is coming...”

Lilly exhaled loudly as she punched in Ryan’s number. 

It rang twice before, “What.”

Though now a little deeper and graveled over the years, the sound of Ryan’s voice transported her back a lifetime ago, startling her with visions of school lockers and Homecoming dances. She almost pulled her phone away from her ear at the sudden flood of memories.

“You there?”

“Is... this Ryan?” Lilly asked, fearing the response. 

“You called me,” he snapped. “What do you want?”

Oh, this is going to be fun. Lilly took a calming breath before she spoke. “This is Lilly Rhodes, I’m back now... living at the Schmidt farm—“

“I know who you are.”

Seriously? She cleared her throat. “I was just checking to see if you were planning on coming over to feed the cows toni—?” 

“I’m on my way now. I’ll be there in five.”

The line went quiet. 

“What the—” Lilly gripped her phone in both hands and let out an exasperated scream at the blank screen. “What an absolute jerk!” She stormed out of the kitchen and down the porch steps, her feet carrying her to the barn before she fully realized where she was headed. 

Maybe she’d dodged a bullet by dumping him in high school and leaving town.

“The first chance I get, I’m going to get a new farmhand! I don’t care how nice his aunt is, he’s gone. How could my grandparents like someone like that?” 

She stopped before the closed barn doors, the building cast in shadow as the sun started to set. Inside looked more foreboding than it had that afternoon. Lilly cursed herself for not grabbing a flashlight in her march out of the house. She went to the door and slowly pushed it open, surprised that the smell still didn’t get any better. 

“I can do this,” Lilly assured herself. “I don’t need jerky Ryan to do the job. This farm is my responsibility now.” 

Dandelion bellowed out a welcome—or was it a reprimand?—as Lilly felt along the inside wall for a light switch of some sort. Her fingers brushed against rough wooden walls and studs, what she was hoping was only some sort of linen instead of cobwebs, but she finally found something that felt like a switch. She flipped it and a harsh yellow light came from behind her. It was the switch for the yard light on the outside of the barn. Lilly sighed, thankful for some sort of light, and went back to her search. 

“What are you doing?”

Lilly spun around at the barked question. She instantly knew the voice and her lingering annoyance from their previous conversation flared once again. “I’m trying to find a light switch,” she returned. 

A heavy sigh came from the shadowy barn. She saw a black mass move around the opposite side of the barn doors. Suddenly the interior exploded in a wash of light. Lilly grunted as she tried to shield her eyes. 

“Light switches are over here,” Ryan grunted again. 

“Thank you.” Lilly lowered her hand, hoping to get a better look at Ryan. His back was to her as he bent over the front of the cows’ stalls. He wore the typical uniform of a farm boy: jeans stained with God only knew what, an untucked flannel shirt to guard against the growing chill of night, and the faded green baseball cap she recognized from earlier. 

“And to answer your question, I’m checking on my cows,” Lilly took a step toward him, trying to see what he was up to. If she could figure out what he was doing, then she could dismiss the farmer from any future duties and be rid of his rudeness. 

He snorted. “Your cows.” 

He lifted a bale of hay from a stack next to the stalls. Without another word, he broke it into sections and fed one to each cow. Their moaning ceased as the food was placed before them. 

Lilly put her hands on her hips. “Yes, my cows.”

Ryan tossed the last hay chunk to the final cow, brushed his hands off on his jeans, and turned around. Despite being hidden under the cap brim, his brown eyes sparked with a dangerous, taunting light. “What are their names?”

Oh, crap, Maggie said them earlier... 

“Dandelion,” Lilly pointed to the first cow. She was never going to forget her. “And her daughters...” Oh, crap, what are her daughters’ names...? 

Ryan arched a brow expectantly.

Lilly felt her cheeks burn under his hard stare. Why did he care if she knew what their names were? Was this some sort of stupid country test? If you didn’t know all your cows’ names, the cow police would come and take them away?

“Daisy and Daffodil.”

Was that a tiny glimmer of pleased surprise that passed over his face?

“And those two?”

“Peony...” Lilly’s voice faltered as she looked at the two cows, who chewed contentedly on their supper, “and Poppy. I don’t know the names of the rest of the herd, your aunt didn’t tell me.”

“Hmmph.” Ryan brushed past her and went around to the back of the stalls. 

Lilly followed him, her anger overpowering any need to watch where she was stepping. “Hey! What is your problem?” 

“I have no problem,” Ryan shrugged. He took a large metal shovel from the far wall and began to push the manure from behind the cows into a deep gutter just at the end of their stalls. 

“Yes you do! I have been nothing but polite—oh, dear God,” Lilly gasped and stopped short, her breath and stomach stuck in her throat. She abruptly turned away. 

Ryan continued to clear out the stalls, moving around Lilly as if she weren’t there. She certainly caught a smirk under his hat. He was enjoying her discomfort! 

She watched him work in silence, neither making an effort to continue any conversation. After he cleared the manure and soiled straw from the stalls, he went to a large panel on the far wall and flipped a large switch. Lilly thought it looked more at home in Frankenstein’s laboratory than a barn. The clatter of grinding gears and swinging chains filled the barn, drowning out any noises from the cows. Lilly saw a conveyor belt move along the gutter, pushing the straw and manure down into a hole. 

“What’s that doing?” Lilly shouted.

“Clearing the manure.” Ryan pulled a large straw bale from a stack near the Frankenstein switch. He broke it apart and tossed fresh bedding into the stalls. 

“Where does it go?”

Her question was lost in the noise of the gutter cleaner. Lilly crossed her arms over her chest and waited for him to finish his chores. She wasn’t going to waste her breath trying to talk over this noise if he wasn’t going to be civil enough to answer. She also needed to keep the pungent stench of freshly churning manure out of her nose and mouth.

After the new straw was in place, Ryan turned off the gutter cleaner. He barely looked at her as he walked back out to the main walk. He went down the walk to a door Lilly hadn’t noticed earlier and disappeared into a sort of back storeroom. Ryan emerged with two contraptions Lilly could only describe as scuba tanks crossed with a squid. Four metal nozzles hung down from a plastic cup that attached to a longer hose that went to the tank.

One more memory unlocked itself as she stared at the contraptions. Their names and functions sat on the tip of her tongue. Her former life seemed to amuse itself by tormenting her so. 

Lilly watched him in silence and amazement, astonished at how swiftly he maneuvered the machines. Ryan slid the two metal attachments into a steel pipe above the cows’ pens and hung the tank from a thin wire. Once that was in place, he took a blue paper towel from his back jeans pocket and wiped off each of the teats on Dandelion’s large udder, then attached the four nozzles. He stood, pushed a sequence of buttons on the tank, and walked to the next cow to repeat the process on the second tank.

“What are those things?” she asked.

“You used to do this all the time, City Girl,” Ryan grumbled. “Figure it out. Or did all that city living wipe your brain clean?”

She stared at him, mouth agape and her face flushed with humiliation. 

It was bad enough to be thrown back on the “old homestead” after being absent so many years. She practically grew up on her grandparents’ farm, born and raised in Lone Tree. Up until she turned fifteen, she had known the barn and all the outbuildings on the farm like the back of her hand. As Lilly gazed upon all the instruments and equipment in the barn, they all rang with dim familiarity, like trying to remember something from a dream. The very fact that she was back in the place she had spent so much of her childhood and couldn’t recall something that had been so second nature to her at one time ate her up more now than when she’d signed the divorce papers.

Lilly jumped as the tank attached to Dandelion whirred to life and milk began to suction out of her udder into the tubing and into the pipe. 

“Milkers,” she finally spoke as her foggy memory parted enough to pull out the right words. “Tie stall milkers.”

His silence didn’t surprise her anymore, only added to her growing dislike for the man. She jumped out of his way as he moved from cow to cow, shifting the milking machines down the row as each cow’s milk ran out. Lilly noticed how once he had hung a milker on one cow, he immediately was crouching by the next and wiping her udder. If he wasn’t going to tell her how to milk a cow, she was damn sure going to figure it out on her own. 

If Lilly was timing things right, the whole milking process took about ten minutes for each cow. Lilly watched intently, taking mental notes on how he handled himself around each animal, how he placed the milkers on the udders, and what buttons he pushed to make the machines work. It seemed to Lilly that Ryan’s years of this routine and knowledge of each cow probably expedited the whole process.

Once more, without a word, Ryan gathered the milkers from above the cows and returned them to the back storage room. As the door closed behind him, Lilly caught a quick glimpse of a large silver cylinder. Now that milking was done, she went back to watching the man who went about his business as if she wasn’t there. There was something peculiar about him, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. 

“How many times do the cows get milked a day?” She asked as he brushed past her. Again her question went unanswered.

Lilly followed him. She finally realized what was odd about him as he moved. Ryan limped slightly on the left side as he walked. What did Maggie say before, he busted his leg up? That could mean a myriad of injuries, especially for a farmer. She watched him in silence, wondering if she could ask about his injury. No, he’d probably storm out of here, Lilly told herself. Although, right now, that wouldn’t be a bad thing. 

He inspected the water cups that stood at the end of each stall. She didn’t remember seeing them before, but she was too busy falling face first into muck to notice. Each cup had a piece of tubing that let out a stream of water whenever a cow nudged it with her muzzle. Ryan tightened one that sprayed little Daffodil right up the nose. The little cow went back for a drink, hesitant for a moment at the thought of another impromptu shower. 

Lilly hugged her arms across her middle. She felt nervous. Why? Why was she so nervous around Ryan? They had grown up together, spent nearly every waking hour at this very farm, even dated... She knew Ryan. Right? It’s never easy reconnecting with an ex, especially one you weren’t prepared to run into. Lilly understood that. What had she expected of this abrupt interaction with Ryan? Not butterflies and rainbows and a cutesy reunion certainly, but one a little more civil than the arctic cold shade he was throwing her way. 

“It’s... it’s good to see you again,”

Ryan leveled a withering glare at her, and she immediately wanted to flee to the house. 

He walked past her and out the barn door. Lilly scrambled to catch up with him. The sun had just set, and the night grew suddenly cold. Her annoyance with Ryan was enough to keep the chill at bay, though. He was almost to his truck, parked once more by her Kia, by the time she caught up.

For someone with a bad leg, he moves fast!

“Ryan,” she called as she jogged to walk beside him. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. Let’s start over.”

“No need.” Ryan dug in his pocket for his keys. 

Lilly took advantage of this as his pace slowed while he extracted his keys. With a few hasty skips she placed herself in between him and the driver’s door. His eyes widened, then narrowed at her little stunt. She smiled up at him, her best impersonation of his aunt’s realtor smile. In the harsh glow from the yard light next to the house, Lilly saw the scowl form under his five o’clock shadow. 

“Please, Ryan.” Lilly held up a hand. She stopped herself from placing it on his chest. That would be too intimate of a peace-offering for someone who had decided to hate her before they were even reacquainted. “I’m just trying to be friendly. We’re going to be working together, and we used to be—“

“Working together!” Ryan interrupted. “We are not going to be working together. I’ll come twice a day to milk, feed, and bed the cows and let them out on pasture. You’ll be inside, keeping your designer ankle boots dry and your fake nails clean. You couldn’t even find the light switch, how do you think you’ll be of any help to me?”

Her cheeks burned, and she felt her calm demeanor slip away. 

I am done with this!

Lilly stood up straight, matching his height. She fought the urge to whip his stupid John Deere hat off his jerk head. “Mr. Swenson, I assume my grandparents set up a method of monetary compensation for your work before they passed?”

“Do you think your big words are going to scare me?” Ryan snarled. “That the poor, country bumpkin will bow to your will if you use words with more than two syllables?”

“You didn’t answer my question,” Lilly narrowed her eyes. “I know you’re being paid to take care of my cows—yes, my cows.” Lilly jabbed a finger at him as he began to open his mouth. “But my grandparents aren’t in charge anymore. I am. And if you wish to still have a job here, as I’m sure you do since I’m certain no other farm will hire you in your condition—”

His eyes narrowed and darkened. 

“I can just as easily find someone else to come and take care of my cows. I’ve tried to be nice to you, tried to learn about the cows, and from the start you have been rude to me and dismissed me. I’m sorry about what happened fifteen years ago but if our past is going to be a problem for you, if we can’t act like civilized adults to each other, let me know now so I can make new plans.” Lilly hoped her voice relayed the confidence she was faking. 

Ryan gripped his keys tighter in his hand. 

She crossed her arms over her chest, prepared to wait him out. 

“Excuse me, Mrs. Rhodes, but I need to get going.” Ryan’s words were clipped. “I need to get some rest before I come back in the morning.”

Lilly backed away from the truck and allowed him to climb inside. She kept her eyes on him as he started and maneuvered the vehicle to leave. He kept his eyes averted from hers, though she knew he must have felt her gaze burning into his skull. Not until he was half way down the driveway did Lilly exhale a shaky breath. 

She walked back to the house, her arms and legs quivering with adrenaline and what she hoped was triumph in taking a stand against the bad-mannered farmer. As she mounted the stairs and entered the house, her elation wavered suddenly and her stomach dropped.

She might have won this battle with Ryan, but what type of war had she just brought down on herself?
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After a long night of fitful sleep, Lilly’s alarm jolted her into an unfamiliar world of gingham and lace. For a moment, she felt like Dorothy waking up in Oz and trying to process the brilliance that was Technicolor. Maneuvering around the farmhouse still felt like a dream, flashes of memories slowing her adjustment to her new living arrangement. In the haze of a poor night’s sleep, she found it hard to tell what was a memory, a dream, or reality. 

As she got dressed in jeans and a light-weight cardigan set, Lilly contemplated putting her clothes away in the dressers and closet. She opened the drawers and smiled thinly at her grandmother’s clothes still folded neatly, silently waiting for her return. Lilly brushed her fingers carefully over a sweater, the delicate lace around the collar appearing as pristine as the day it was purchased. A dull ache formed in the pit of her stomach as memories of her grandmother wearing that sweater flickered in her mind. It had been close to two decades since she’d last seen Grandma Beverly, and the fact that she still wore that old garment gave Lilly an odd sense of peace. 

If she didn’t give up on this old sweater, then she surely hadn’t given up on me.

Lilly gently closed the drawer and tapped the top of the dresser absently. She’d have to move her grandparents’ things out eventually, to make room for her life in the farmhouse. 

But not quite yet.

Lilly finally made her way into the kitchen, her stomach leading the way. An empty pantry greeted her, making her stomach growl louder. Yet the thought of the remaining pizza in the fridge made her hunger sour. One can only handle so much pizza in a twenty-four hour period. Taking a trip into town moved up on her list of things to do that day as she regretfully snagged a piece of cold pizza and made her way toward the front door. She grabbed her purse and keys from the front table and exited into the early morning. 

Springtime outside in the country, even in the morning, is never truly quiet. Lilly heard her cows lowing in the barn as they started to wake, along with the distant calls of neighboring herds stirring. Low rumbles, almost like thunder, drifted through the grove of trees to the north and east of the farm, signaling the beginnings of field work. Lilly glanced at her watch and shook her head; she wasn’t much of a morning person herself, but after years of marriage to a man who regularly saw both five o’clocks in a day, she’d become a reluctant early riser. 

Given that it was a quarter to eight by the time she made her way out the door, she wondered when exactly farmers started their days around here. She didn’t remember when her grandfather started his morning chores. He'd started to do less around the farm when she and her family still came around. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw the farm actually functioning. 

She yawned, stomped down the porch steps, and added coffee to her mental grocery list. A quick Google search last night had revealed the nearest Caribou Coffee was 25.6 miles away, and Starbucks even further out at 28.9 miles. However, Lone Tree did host a small café. Lilly made a note to check out the café later that day. 

I thought Starbucks were everywhere, this is unacceptable, Lilly mused as she hoisted her purse higher on her shoulder. I must obtain an adequate coffee supply out here in the sticks.

The rusted green Chevy parked next to her car caught her off guard for a moment before her brain registered that Ryan must be doing his morning chores. Lilly looked at the old truck then over to the barn, biting her lip as she fought with the idea of going to the barn to say good morning. It was a shame they’d had such a rocky first meeting. She wanted to at least reach a civil peace with him. 

However, after how he had treated her the night before, and how she had also threatened his job, she figured keeping a healthy distance from the hired help would be a good thing for now. She started up her Kia, turned around in the driveway, and headed toward town. 

At least, what she thought was the road toward town. 

The gravel roads outside of town were laid in a large grid pattern, and an intersection was normally a sign of the end of one field or property line and the beginning of another. Lilly followed the road as long as it went straight, vaguely remembering that town was due west from her grandparents’ farm. Long stretches of cropland blurred by on each side of the road. The fields were black with freshly plowed soil. Large farming equipment, foreign to Lilly and certainly not resembling any tractor she’d even seen, chugged along the rows of dirt, preparing for planting. Lilly allowed herself to be gently lulled by the rhythmic rumble of the gravel under her tires, her gaze softening as she took in the sights around her.

Suddenly, her due west road stopped at the fork as a large irrigation ditch cut through the road. The gravel split to the left and right, either direction curving along the winding course of the ditch. 

“Which way is town?” Lilly muttered as she glanced at either fork. She tried recalling Maggie’s directions from the day before; however, nothing came to mind. Vague memories of driving out to the farm with her parents from Lone Tree intermingled with the return trip made by her grandparents. 

And who decided not to name country roads?

Lilly took a deep breath and aimed her Kia to the right fork. She wasn’t sure which direction the road would eventually send her in, but her smart screen on her dash stated she now headed northwest. 

“The fork must loop around the ravine a bit and go back straight west toward town,” Lilly assured herself as she followed the winding gravel road, the ravine to her left.

The road continued to follow the ravine until she crossed a small bridge. Her dash compass read due west. Town was only a few minutes away. 

Twenty minutes passed and no town met her gaze, only acres and acres of what would soon become corn, bean, and hay fields. The sporadic farmsteads dotting the landscape grew even further apart as she drove on. The once soothing soundtrack of gravel churning beneath her car shifted aggressively. Large chunks of stone popped against the undercarriage of her Kia, pieces of stone exploding against the wheel wells and below her feet. 

“Great. I’m lost,” Lilly fumed as she pulled over to the side of the gravel road. 

She glanced down at her purse lying in the passenger seat next to her and instantly felt the fool; her phone had Google Maps on it. She could open up the app and, without even having an exact address, the automated voice could direct her to where she needed to go. 

Lilly dug through her purse and withdrew the forgotten device. She opened her navigation app, plugged in her location, and hit the search icon, but the screen went blank with only a small white turning circle in the middle. 

“Oh, no you don’t,” Lilly shook her phone. “Don’t tell me you can’t find me!”

The white circle chugged along, growing slower with every rotation. 

“No, no, no, no!” Lilly grunted as the screen flashed to reveal a stylized radio tower with the words “NO SIGNAL, TAP TO TRY AGAIN” underneath. 

Lilly tossed her phone back onto the passenger seat and stared out beyond the windshield. She could possibly turn around and follow the road back to the original split, try taking the left fork to see if that would get her to town. Or she could try to get back to her grandparents’—her farm—once more. The sea of cropland around her seemed to swirl and spin. 

“Great, just great.” Lilly thumped the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. “Got lost my first time leaving the farm.” 

Lilly grabbed her phone once more and opened her car door. She reloaded her GPS app and held her phone up at arm’s length, willing the device to find some sort of WiFi or 4G signal. Over and over again, she restarted her app, walking around her car.

Before she realized it, she had wandered down into the grassy ditch along the gravel road. Her foot sunk down into dead grass growth left behind after the snow melted, muddy water squishing up over her shoe. 

“Great,” she muttered while attempting to free her foot. 

The mucky ground held onto her shoe like glue, her other foot at risk of being sucked into a soggy fate as well. Lilly trudged back toward the gravel, feeling the mud and dead grass wrap around her feet as if the ditch intended to trap her. No matter where she put her foot, she couldn’t seem to get a hold of solid ground. Finally, the grasses released her and Lilly stumbled up the side of the ditch, landing unceremoniously on her back side in the dirt with a wounded cry. 

Lilly stared at her soggy feet and watched as water ran out of her shoes and socks. She crossed her elbows over her knees and let her forehead rest on her arm. She tried to take a few calming breaths as her yogi had instructed her many times, but she found it difficult to obtain the inner peace she sought at that moment. 

“At least I have some flip flops in the car,” Lilly consoled herself. She rose stiffly to her feet, grimacing with each squelch of her shoes. She opened the back passenger door and rummaged around the floor for the pair of flip flops she had thrown back there a couple of months ago after her best friend Katie had taken her to get mani-pedis after Alec had served her the divorce papers.

I wonder if there’s a nail salon in town. Lilly sat on the cluttered back seat and tore off her soiled shoes and socks, threw them all to the floor, and slipped on the plastic sandals. 

What else can go wrong? She asked herself as she wiggled her toes. Her bright blue nails glinted in the sunlight, revealing a few chipped spots in the polish. Finding a nail salon bumped up a few notches on her mental list of necessities, a close second to coffee shop. 

“Maybe I should just head back to the farm...” She pressed the heels of both hands over her eyes and let loose a cathartic noise of exasperation. “If I could only find it!”

A knock on the car window nearly sent her out of her skin. She gripped the seat back and faced the source of the noise. Just outside her car door stood a man dressed in jeans and an untucked button-down Oxford. He bent down to look into the open door and gave a wide smile, his bright white teeth in contrast to the tan of his face. 

“Good morning, ma’am,” the man smiled again, “might be a stupid question, but are you lost?”

Lilly could only nod, her patience and dignity running thin. 

“Name’s Maxwell Carpenter,” he extended his hand into her car. 

Lilly slowly shook his hand. “Lilly Rhodes.”

“Rhodes...” Mr. Carpenter gave her hand a firm squeeze. “Say, you’re not the same Rhodes that took over the Schmidt farm, right?”

“That’s right,” Lilly found herself nodding again. She took the time to take in Mr. Carpenter a little more. His business-casual attire seemed at odds with a man out for a walk in the middle of the country, though his tanned skin said otherwise. He looked to be in his late forties, close cut blond hair that seemed to be thinning and graying. His smile was warm and his eyes appeared friendly. 

“Then you must’ve worked with Maggie on that deal,” Mr. Carpenter went on. “We all had a pool going to see who’d be able to sell that place first when it went on the market.”

“On the market?” Lilly twisted in her seat to better face him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think it was ever on the market.”

Mr. Carpenter nodded, a sheepish smile slipping across his face. “Sorry, Ms. Rhodes. Slip of the tongue. True, it was never on the market in the normal sense. There was a time limit on the will for when the next of kin had time to claim it. Then, it’d be put on the market if that window closed.”

“How do you know Mrs. Swenson?”

And how do you know so much about my farm?

“We work in real estate though for different companies.” Mr. Carpenter dug into the breast pocket of his shirt and produced a business card. “Prairie Pine Realty.”
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