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Trigger and Content Warnings




This book features a female main character who suffers from endometriosis and who has experienced both infertility and miscarriage. It features a male main character with an opioid addiction he is recovering from. The female main character is reclusive and distrustful because of the way she has been treated by the town and people in general. 

There are four scenes of explicit open door intimacy and foul language scattered throughout the text.












  
  
To every reader who doesn't fit into the box everyone wants you to cramp the corners of your soul into. To every reader who needs caffeine in the morning to get through the day. To every reader full of more shadow than light, who's still trying to define their happy ever after. We're not all the same. And that's okay. Because the world would be boring if we were.
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Chapter 1

Change is Around the Bend





The feed store is on the edge of town, and I didn’t expect it to be so busy on a Wednesday afternoon. My aunt sent me here to buy specialty blended sweet potato and fish organic dogfood for her geriatric Bichon Frize, Rumpelstiltskin. There’s a line at the counter and the worker is helping some guy figure out what the best diet is for his diabetic guinea pig, so I stare at the cork board just inside the door that’s plastered with notes and business cards. 

The ink is so faded, I can barely make it out. Farmhand needed. 

There isn’t a phone number- just an address. 

Maybe this is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for. I remove the tack, palm the ad, and make my way to the counter.

“I need you to tell me about this.” I place it on the slightly corroded metal surface and tap it with my index finger. 

The man behind the counter widens his eyes. When I raise a brow in response to the silent query, he guffaws. “You’re serious.”

“Yeah.” I let a trace of the annoyance I’m feeling slip into my tone.

The guy thrusts his hands in the air. “Shit, dude, sorry. No offense intended. It’s obvious you’re not from around here because everyone here in town avoids that woman like the plague.”

“That woman?” What is she, the Wicked Witch of the West? Or one of the Sanderson sisters?

“The owner of Sunset Lavender Farm. We all know better than to get in her personal space.”

I haven’t seen any other jobs I’m even remotely qualified for. For twenty-two years I’ve lived and breathed nothing but baseball. Until I underwent my fifth shoulder operation, got addicted to pain pills, and lost everything. 

I’m in Willow Creek because my cousins promised no one would recognize me here. It’s a chance to be anonymous for the first time in a very long time and get my shit together and my life back on track. 

“Well, I’m interested in this job. Do you know if it’s still available?”

“Oh it’s definitely still available. Like I said, we all know better.”  He places his hands flat on the counter and leans forward, giving me the most earnest, hound dog look I’ve ever seen. “Are you sure you want to do this?” He swishes his head back and forth, like he’s checking for eavesdroppers. “Dude,” he whispers. “I know who you are. You haven’t sunk so low you have to resort to working for the bride of Satan.”

The bride of Satan? That’s worse than the Wicked Witch of the West or the Sanderson sisters. But what other choice do I have? The longer I mope around my aunt’s kitchen, the more time I have to fondly remember when I didn’t care about anything. 

“I’m sure.” My voice sounds surer than I feel. “How do I get there?”

The guy wags his head back and forth. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. The last guy that offered to help her ended up with a permanently busted knee. Just turn left onto Main Street and keep going for about three miles. There’ll be a little white country church set back from the road, Potter’s Field Missionary Baptist, and the next gravel road on your left is the driveway. There’s a sign for the farm at the end of it.”

“Great. Wish me luck.”

“You’re gonna need it.” I hear him mumble under his breath as I walk away.


      ***The one thing I wasn’t willing to part with was the 1971 International truck I inherited from my grandfather. It’s perfect for Willow Creek because it has just the right kind of faded and still has the faint smell of the Mail Pouch chewing tobacco he always left sitting on the dash. 

The driveway is so washed out with ruts in some places my sportscar would’ve fishtailed through the gravel and ended up in need of a new paint job.

The breath gusts from my chest in disbelief when the barn and small log cabin come into view. They look pristine in comparison to the dusty gray lane and they’re nestled against the backdrop of mountains and lavender like something out of one of the Thomas Kincade paintings Mom hangs everywhere.

A German Shepherd watches me approach the porch. It doesn’t move from its spot, but when I put my foot on the bottom step, it growls. The rumble is a low, full of menace, warning. I tentatively step backward.

“We don’t like strangers.”

The voice emerges from somewhere over my shoulder. It’s cold and distant. A warning even more menacing than that of the growling dog.

I pivot to face the speaker and barely stop myself from stumbling backward. I’m caught between the German Shepherd I just saw lumber to its feet out of the corner of my eye and a woman with a rifle aimed at my kneecap. I can’t see her face under the brim of her dusty baseball cap. She’s wearing overalls and a flannel shirt, and her hair is one long dark braid dangling over her shoulder. 

“We?” I cautiously ask. Maybe she already found a farmhand.

“Me and Silas.” She gestures toward the German Shepherd.

I take back everything I said to my aunt about Rumpelstiltskin’s aversion to cuddling. At least he couldn’t make me his afternoon snack. I hold out my hand and step forward.

“I don’t have to stay a stranger.”

She chuckles. It’s not an amused chuckle. “Who are you and why are you here? You have five seconds to tell me before I fill your ass full of buckshot.”

“I saw the ad in the feedstore.” I drop my hand because she’s obviously not going to shake it.

She gives me a head-to-toe perusal. “You don’t look like you can handle this kind of work. Have you ever done manual labor a day in your life?”

Baseball is manual labor. People might think professional sports are glorified manual labor, but if I can hack hours of training, I can hack whatever this job is. “I’ve spent my whole adult life doing manual labor.”

Her lips curl into a sneer. “Your jeans and flannel might be faded, but they’re designer label. And you’re not even wearing steel-toed boots. You’re dressed like someone who’s trying to blend in, not someone who belongs.”

“I’m not afraid of hard work.”

“You wouldn’t last a day. I eat boys like you for breakfast.”

“I’m twenty-eight years old. I’m not a boy. And there’s no reason to point that thing at me.”

She drops the rifle from her shoulder. “It’s just a bee bee gun. And your age has nothing to do with whether or not you’re still a boy.”

“Well, I’m not a threat. I’m here because you put up a help wanted ad.” I give her a pointed look. “If you didn’t want strangers rolling up your driveway, you should’ve included a phone number.”

“I don’t want people calling my house.” She grits out. 

“So you’d rather they just show up? That makes no sense.”

“I have him,” she gestures toward the German Shepherd. “And this.” She refers to the bee bee gun. 

“It would still be easier to put your phone number on the ad.”

She shrugs. “I thought it would be a way to discourage the riff raff from applying.”

“So now I’m not only a boy, but I’m also riff raff?”

“I don’t know you from Adam. I haven’t seen you around town, so yeah.”

“Can I at least introduce myself?”

“Do you think an introduction is actually going to persuade me to hire you?”

“I’m the one standing here and I told you I wasn’t afraid of hard work. I don’t see anyone beating down your door for the opportunity to be harassed.”

“How am I harassing you? I’m just watching out for my interests.”

She’s easily the most obstinate person I’ve ever met. I haven’t been standing here for more than ten minutes and I’m already exhausted by her iron will. “I showed up here with good intentions in response to an ad you posted in the feed store. I’m not here by accident or design.”

I’m determined to stick to my manners. 

“Fine. Tell me your name.”

“I’m River Montgomery.” I step forward and stretch out my hand again. Maybe she just needed a name to go with it.

She takes a step back and shakes her head. “River? Your name is actually River?” 

When I nod, she doubles over laughing. She lays the rifle on the ground and puts her hands on her knees.

“Yes.” I cross my arms over my chest and glare. “Why do you find that so hilarious?”

She wipes away the tears of amusement sparkling on her cheeks. “It just is. How do you not see that?” 

It’s not my fault my mom was obsessed with the movie Stand by Me and named me after some actor that died two years before I was even born. “I’ve never had anyone complain when they were screaming it in my ear.”

The flat of her palm comes dangerously close to my face. “That’s what you’re going to lead with? This is a job interview - not a frat boy pool tournament. I have no interest in hearing about your bedroom escapades. The only reason we’re even having this conversation and I’m contemplating the decision to hire you is because that damn post has been up for six months and you’re the first person to show up.”

“I need something to do. I’m going stir-crazy.”

“Last I heard you were some big shot baseball player. Why don’t you go roll around in your piles of money? What exactly are you doing in Willow Creek? It isn’t a tourist destination. At least not yet. It might be soon because my half-sister is determined to change that.”

She grumbles the last sentence and I wonder what the story is there. I’m sure my aunt will fill me in if I ask.

“I’m here because my cousins live here. The Montgomerys. Ian, Jack, their two sisters and my aunt and uncle.”

“Grace Montgomery is your aunt?”

“Yeah…all my life.” I don’t know where she’s leading with her question, so I decide to be a smart ass.

Her eyes narrow. She doesn’t appreciate my sarcasm. 

I shrug and try to make it nonchalant. “I used to play. Now I don’t.”

“I heard you torpedoed your career. But I bet you still have fans. I don’t need any of them showing up here. Or worse yet, paparazzi hoping for an inside scoop. I’ll find someone more suitable for the job that’s used to hard work instead of signing autographs on the boobs of his fans.”

“There won’t be fangirls or paparazzi. I’m old news.” The admission leaves a bitter taste in the back of my throat. Almost everyone who was in my life could care less right now where I am or what I’m doing. My friends all turned out to be fair-weather ones and family is all I have left now.

“You can’t promise that.”

“I can definitely promise that. Everyone is perfectly content to let me slink off into obscurity. Including myself.” It’s true. There are things I miss, but being under public scrutiny isn’t one of them.

“So you’re running away.”

She’s frowning. Is it because she thinks I’m pathetic? Or a coward. “No.”

“Then you’re hiding.”

“No, I’m not doing that either. I just told you I don’t need to hide because no one cares.”

“I know that’s what you said, but…” She scans me from head to toe. “I don’t think I believe you. How did someone like you end up here?”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t need to tell you that. A busted-up pitching arm and a career in the toilet. Like you so eloquently put it – I torpedoed my career. That’s how.”

“This job is going to be hard for you to get used to. There’s no room for self-pity and you seem to have a lot of that. You’re going to get really dirty and sweaty on a daily basis and I don’t have time for crybabies.” 

For a glimmer of a second, I think she’s coming onto me with the sweat and dirt comment. But she’s still holding the gun, even if it isn’t aimed at me. She means actual dirt and sweat from whatever farm chores she’s going to make me do. I lift one of my shoulders and tug the brim of my cap lower. “I told you I’m not afraid of hard work.”

“Yeah, I got that. But Rhinestone, your jeans look like you pressed them, that’s a brand-new hat, and your boots don’t have any scuff marks. If I do this, it’s only because I don’t see a better option. It’s harvest time and I can’t do all this shit by myself.”

“So you’re saying yes? I’m hired?”

“As long as you’re okay with twelve dollars an hour plus room and board.”

“There was nothing about room and board in the ad.”

“It’ll be easier since we start at five every morning. I’ll give you coffee and toast.”

“If you throw in fresh fruit, it’s a deal. And you’re going to provide the rest of my meals too?”

“Fresh fruit? This isn’t a gourmet supermarket. You can have jelly.”

“I don’t mind cooking if you ever want me to take a turn.”

“ My meals probably won’t be fancy enough for your diva palate, but it’s food you don’t have to pay for or make yourself. If you think you can’t hack it suit yourself if you’re so inclined.”

“Where am I going to sleep?”

“There’s an apartment over the garage with an outside entrance.”

“I need to get my stuff from my aunt’s and drop off  the dogfood I picked up, but I can be back here in about an hour and a half.”

“That works. I can show you where the feed is, and you can help me do the evening rounds.”

“The evening rounds?”

“Yeah, the horses and the pygmy goats. I train mustangs and sell the goats as pets besides producing lavender.”

“I was a roper in high school.”

“At least you’re not completely hopeless. Maybe I’ll let you help with the mustangs once you’ve proven yourself.”

“I might need some personal instruction.” I realize how suggestive my words are after they leave my mouth. I hope she ignores it.

“Meet me back at the barns around six.”

I watch her stride away with a loose-limbed gait. She’s almost as tall as I am, and I stand there in a trance and watch her. The slamming screen door finally pulls me out of it.

***

“You’re working there?” My aunt asks in disbelief. 

Rumpel pounced on my leg as soon as I showed up, so he’s curled in my lap. I stroke him between the ears while I consider my answer. “I don’t think it’ll be that bad. She’s just a little grumpy.”

“Her mother tried to make Farrah leave.”

“Who’s Farrah?”

“She’s the town’s new tourism director. She helps her aunt run the bed and breakfast here in town.”

“Why would Roxanne Greene care if she’s here or not?”

“Farrah and Roxie are half-sisters. It was the scandal of the decade about thirty years ago.”

So that’s why she grumbled when she referred to her sister. “But she wasn’t part of that, right?” I don’t know why I feel the need to defend her. Maybe because I’ve been on the receiving end of unfair treatment, and I don’t want anyone else to experience what I’ve been through.

“No, not technically.”

“Either she was, or she wasn’t, Aunt Grace.”

“Well, she cut Farrah off in the grocery aisle. And she spits on every single olive branch Farrah extends in her direction.”

“That doesn’t make her a bad person. Maybe she doesn’t feel comfortable because it’s an awkward situation. Maybe she feels like she has to be loyal to her mom.”

“Her mom and the mayor still blame Farrah’s mother for everything that happened thirty years ago.”

“Thirty years ago? That’s irrational. At some point you should leave the past behind you.”

“The past shapes who we are. Especially in a small town. Whatever reputation your family has, it trickles down to you. All I’m saying is you need to be careful. You don’t need the money, so why are you even taking the job?”

“I’m always careful and it’s not about the money. If I don’t do something I’m gonna go stir-crazy.” I like the fact that the farm is isolated too – like a hidden gem. Somewhere I can reconnect with myself and my surroundings without the pressure of surveillance.

“There’s plenty of stuff you could do around here.”

“No, there’s not. I’m not gonna step on Uncle Ethan’s toes. He told me those were his weekend projects. This job comes with room and board anyway, so I’ll be staying on the farm.”

“You’re sure she doesn’t have designs on you?”

I set Rumpel on the floor and stand. “She definitely doesn’t have designs on me. She didn’t approve of my clothes and she called me Rhinestone.” I think she’s going to make my life a living hell. But that’ll give me the chance to do something besides wallow in self-pity. 

She reaches up and pats me on the cheek. “Then she doesn’t know what she’s missing. No one can hold a candle to a Montgomery man.”

I chuckle. “If you say so, Aunt Grace. I mean you’re only one by marriage, so you have half the story.”

“I’ve been around long enough to see the effect you and my sons have on the female population. Especially at the dunking booth the fire department sponsored at the Fall Festival.”


      ***By the time I reach the driveway, it’s nearly dusk. I pull my duffel bag out of the backseat and set it by the screen door while she watches me from the open barn with her hands on her hips.  

“I already fed the chickens, and they’re easy. But I need to introduce you to Sam.”

“Who’s Sam?”

“Sampson is my thirty-three-year-old Quarter Horse gelding. His teeth are worn almost completely down, he’s deaf and he’s blind in one eye, so I treat him with peanut butter on a spoon.”

I didn’t expect her to have a soft spot for elderly pets. My mom’s always reminding us that nothing is what it seems, and we shouldn’t let our first impression of someone shape how we approach them.  

The barn is spic and span except for the cobwebs in the corners. I gesture toward them. “Do you need me to get a ladder and a broom?”

“No, Rhinestone. Those are the Charlottes. Leave them alone.”

“The Charlottes?”

“As in Wilbur’s friend Charlotte.”

“Your favorite book?”

“One of them.”

The dimly lit barn has more than one surprise. As soon as we’re past the first stack of hay, cats come out of the woodwork. One dumps a fat mouse at her feet, and they all start twining around her legs and purring so loudly it sounds like a muffler with a pin hole. About half of them are missing something. Legs, ears, paws. 

She crouches down and they clamber over her arms. She chuckles warmly when they rub their noses against her cheek and pittypat their paws on her thigh. 

Almost all of them are solid black. “How do you tell them apart?”

“I just can. I’ll introduce them by name tomorrow. Maybe before you become better acquainted with the goats.”

When we finish up in the barn it’s almost dark. 

“Come on, I want you to meet the mustangs before it’s too dark. Especially Quicksilver and Lightning.” 

I hear her murmur “Bye Charlotte” to the web just over the entry. 

I follow her to the huge field behind the barn. She rattles some grain in a can and a small herd of horses thunders toward us. 

The one in the lead tosses his head and nickers.

“Quicksilver and Lightning?”

“Quicksilver is the lead mare and Lightning is the stallion.” She reaches out and strokes the neck of the big gray that just tossed its head. “This is Lightning.”

“How long have you had them?”

“About a year and a half. I’m training the two-year olds and two of the four-year-olds to be trail horses.”

“What about the rest?”

“I’m keeping them as breeding stock. Quicksilver is very bossy, and she’ll keep everyone in line. Even Lightning.”

“She bosses the stallion around?”

“She likes to nip his flank when she thinks he’s acting too big for his britches.”

“So she’s like you.”

She puts her hands in her front pockets and twists around to walk backward, her head tipped forward to observe me. “I don’t nip flanks, Rhinestone.”

What does she nip? Why do I want to know? I haven’t even known her for twenty-four hours.

When she rattles the can again, the rest of them crowd the fence. 

“Hello, my beauties.”

Her tone is soft and crooning, like the voice I’ve heard my sisters use with my newly born nieces and nephews. It’s like the rustle of wind through the leaves on a clear summer day. I’d follow her everywhere if she used it on me.

She’s right. The mustangs are beautiful. But so is their owner when she’s not throwing barbs at me. When her face is soft because there’s a cat purring around her ankles or a horse nuzzling her palm.

I move beside her and rest my forearms over the top board. “Did you name all of them?”

“Yes. Would you like to become acquainted?”

At my nod, she gestures toward the big gray. “Like I said, this is Lightning. The dappled horse behind him is Quicksilver. I think she just nipped his flank for taking up so much prime real estate.”

She flashes me a grin and I grin back. 

“The paint is Gypsy, the roan is Lily, the black one is Marauder and the white one is Zephyr.”

“Do you need help training them?”

“No. I don’t trust anyone to train them but me. Working with them is a privilege you’ll have to earn, Rhinestone.”

“How do I earn it?” I’ve never worked with mustangs, but the wildness I sense just beneath all that sleek muscle and swift shadow calls to me.

“You have thirty days to show me you’re a true cowboy who’s not afraid of hard work. You said you were a roper, so I’m assuming you can ride.”

“I can ride. And I already told you I’m not afraid of hard work.”

“That’s only because you’ve never actually had to do it. Trust me, you’re afraid.” She pats Lightning on the nose and wipes her hands on her jeans. “Come on, it’ll only take me a second to make us something to eat.”

I give the mustangs one last longing glance as they gallop away, their tails streaming like banners behind them.

She showed me she’s made of more than thorns that lodge in your skin and draw blood. She’s compassion and simple joy. All those battered cats can’t be an accident, and I’ve heard mustangs require a lot of patience and wooing. 
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Chapter 2

Dodging Rocks They Throw





He’s setting his muddy boots on the mat beside the door when the eerie sound echoes all around us. 

He jumps so high I’m surprised he doesn’t lose his footing. “What the hell is that?”

I can’t help laughing at his skittish reaction. “It’s a screech owl.”

“It sounds like one of those motion activated things they put in haunted houses. Are you sure it isn’t warning me you’re a serial killer in disguise?”

“You’ll get used to it. Especially when it’s the only thing vaguely resembling a human voice you hear for days.”

“Is there a reason you don’t have a phone?”

I point to the black rotary phone hanging on the wall. “I do.”

He rolls his eyes. “You have to be one of the last people in America who doesn’t own a cell phone.”

“There’s no point. The service is crap.”

“No it’s not.” He takes his phone out of his back pocket so he can prove he’s right. But he’s not. I am. 

I cross my arms and smirk. “I was right.”

He scowls. “You were right.” He points over my shoulder. “That’s an ancient artifact. I don’t even know how to use it.” 

“I’ll show you. I promise it’s not rocket science. But we should eat first.”

He washes his hands in the sink and sits down across from me. 

“What is this?” He stares down at the food like it’s poison.

“It’s my favorite.”

“Which is?”

“Fried bologna.”  

He pokes it with a fork. “That’s your idea of a meal?“ 

“You should’ve gotten leftovers from your aunt if you’re that picky.”

“I haven’t had a fried bologna sandwich since I was thirteen.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the basics.”

“The basics? We’re not in the seventh grade.”

“Fried bologna is one of my staples. It’s easy, it’s cheap and it’s filling.”

“This is me respectfully requesting a menu revision.”

I cross my arms and glare. “And this is me respectfully denying your request. It’s a free meal. Stop complaining.”

“If I can’t request a revision, can I at least request a revolving schedule?”

“A revolving schedule?”

“Yeah. So that I’m occasionally the one in charge of meals.”

“You think you can do better?”

He laughs like he can’t believe I’m questioning him. “I know I can do better. I was on the road a lot, and I learned it was better to stay in extended living hotels with a full kitchen so I could do my own cooking.”

“You’re welcome to break out your skills any time it suits you. But I’m not giving you a raise.”

“I didn’t ask for a raise. I’m just pointing out I’m a grown man and I have appetites.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re not even thirty. You’re still a man-child.”

“I’m not a man-child, I’m a man. I left childhood behind a long time ago. Especially when I had to pick up the pieces of my life by myself last year.”

“We all have tragic skeletons lurking in our closets. That doesn’t mean you’re not a man-child.”

He takes a defiant bite of the soggy sandwich and I watch his throat bob as he forces himself to swallow it. “Wanting a decent meal doesn’t mean I’m immature. It means I’m careful about what I put in my body.”

I quirk a brow. “Well according to the tabloids, you prefer blondes.”

“Don’t believe what you’ve read about me. And don’t try to hold that pile of steaming crap against me.”

“You’re the one that did things to feed into that steaming pile of crap.”

“Well, since I’m the only help you have, and probably the only help you’re ever going to get, you should focus on something else.”

“Like what?”

“Like how handsome I am. And the fact I learned to cook from my Aunt Grace.”

“You’re too arrogant to be handsome. It’s why you live up to your nickname – all flash and fraud and no substance.”

My words must prick just enough to make him uncomfortable, because his shoulders tense like I hit a nerve. “I have substance.”

“And now we’re back to your great tragedy. I don’t care if you’re arrogant. I do care if you’re lazy or incompetent. You don’t seem to be, so maybe all your pro training was good for something.”

“I can handle whatever you throw my way.”

“I’m gonna work you hard so be ready.” 

I take a final bite of my sandwich, wipe my hands and head up the stairs. “Lock the door before you go to your apartment. And don’t forget your duffle bag – it’s still by the door.” 


      ***Dean always did the talking. He was this smooth social paragon who was kind of smarmy but always knew how to put everyone at ease or told terrible jokes to make them laugh. I realize in retrospect that his confidence stemmed from the fact he liked being the center of attention. I was the silent one who stood there with my hands in my pockets and rocked awkwardly back and forth with a weird smile on my face that made me look like I’d just had the worst birthday party of my life because no one showed up.  

Now he’s gone and there’s no buffer between me and the world. No one to cushion me from uncomfortable interactions. I hate going to the grocery store. I hate it as much as I hate cooking. But there’s no one to do it for me now and I have to shop for Mom too. Her oxygen tank embarrasses her, and she doesn’t want to lug it everywhere she goes. She told me she felt like she was towing around an Airstream and everyone was staring at the size of her ass. I run errands for her every week, and that includes her ridiculous shopping list. I throw four packs of lunchmeat, three loaves of bread and some Campbell’s in the cart to go with the ice cream and brownie mix, and head for the vegetable aisle. I just need to find the canned turnip greens she specifically requested, and I can check out. I’m almost at the end of the aisle when I hear her.

“Trust me. Adding butterscotch makes chocolate chip cookies next level.” Farrah’s bouncing on her toes, her arm locked through that of her perfect boyfriend. His gaze on her face is obnoxiously adoring. I thought he was supposed to be this grumpy professor with a chip on his shoulder. Apparently, she tamed him just like she tamed everyone else.

“She’s got this knack for finding the perfect ingredient.” 

Ugh. The adoration is oozing from his voice too. 

It feels like the whole town is in love with my younger, perkier half-sister. It’s like I ceased to exist because I can’t channel Farrah’s little miss I shit rainbows and sunshine vibes and I envy how effortless she makes it all look. All the women kissing up to her now avoided her like the plague until my mother and uncle showed ass at the carnival last year. Their display guaranteed Zane won the election and ensured everyone who’d been skeptical of my sister was now firmly in her corner.

“Will you make them for the next bake sale?” The two currently fawning over her are in charge of planning all the extracurricular activity at Potter’s Field Missionary Baptist.

Their church is less than a half mile from my farm and they’ve never asked me to make something special. The one time I tried to make nice and showed up at one of their famous potlucks, it ended in disaster. They’re ignoring me now. Or haven’t even noticed I’m stationed in the middle of the baking aisle waiting for them to move. I toss an extra box of fudge brownie mix into my cart before I swing it around and stomp in the opposite direction.  Maybe I need more ice cream too. 

It's not like these women were my friends. But I have heartburn over their failure to acknowledge my existence. They would have at least waved before she rolled into town. I can’t help it that she’s a bubble-gum snapping, cute cheerleader version of Reese Witherspoon and I’m more like Grumpy Dorothy from the Golden Girls.

“There she goes again. I swear Roxie Greene doesn’t have a single courteous bone in her body.” It’s one of the church ladies and I can tell she’s not even trying to modulate the tone of her voice. My cheeks burn in embarrassment. Yeah, I’m definitely wallowing in ice cream and brownies tonight.

I can feel their eyes drilling into the back of my head as I check out.


      ***I know my mom is a hard pill to swallow. She’s the kind that tastes like chalk and gets stuck in your throat and makes you feel like you can’t breathe around the invasion.  

I still think she did the best she could. Or at least the best she knew how. 

Which is why I end up here every Sunday morning so she can scream at me. 

Because of that weird gratitude and sense of obligation I feel. And because she’s dying. 

I’m the only one who knows because the few friends she had left abandoned her after her meltdown at the carnival. She basically called my half-sister a greedy whore in front of the town. Because Farrah works for the new mayor, and he’s the town’s golden prodigal son, everyone’s chosen sides. And my difficult, thorny mother wasn’t the side they chose. 

Those skinny little fancy cigarettes she smoked her whole life because she said they made her feel like Coco Chanel finally caught up to her. 

She dogs my footsteps, pulling her oxygen tank along behind her. She’s wrapped in a fuzzy pink robe that dwarfs her, and she looks scared and tired.

That doesn’t stop her from haranguing me.

“You’re never going to make a decent living with your stupid little hobby farm. You should just move back home.”

I haven’t lived with her in twenty years. I escaped as soon as I could. 

I left for college two days after high school graduation, and I only came back when I had enough money saved up from consulting to buy the old Sheffield place. It was always a truck farm until I sunk my nest egg into making it produce lavender. My little hobby farm is finally turning a profit after twelve years. Well, at least enough of a profit margin for me to afford an annoying ass farm hand.

“Mom, I’m not moving back home. I have a thriving business and I’m happy. I finally hired a farm hand yesterday to help with the harvest. Can you please stop bringing it up? You’re like a dog with a bone.”

She harrumphs. “Well you’ll be forty this year, with no man in sight. If you’re determined to spend your life bitter and alone, you should at least avoid a broken back. And you’re lying to yourself if you think you’re happy.”

I don’t know what a broken back has to do with my lavender. Unless she means I’ll end up decrepit. “I like the hard work. And I’m happy with my life just the way it is.”

I love what I do. I can actually see what I’ve accomplished at the end of the day, and people from all over the world have my lavender in their house. I source to perfumeries, candlemakers, soap makers and two big organic tea companies. 

She grumbles about something underneath her breath. “I don’t know why you didn’t just become a CPA like me.” 

“Because I wanted to manage my own money, not someone else’s. And it’s boring.”

“Math isn’t boring, it’s essential. Maybe if you’d been better at it you wouldn’t have ended up as a farmer.”

She’s never respected my career choice. Even though it was six years of college. After all this time, she still thinks I sit around picking wildflowers and making mud pies.

“I do just fine. There’s nothing wrong with being a farmer.” My grandparents were farmers. Even though they died before I was born, I like to think I’m more like them than I am her.

“You could have done so much more with your life.”

We have this exact same conversation every week. She can’t let go of her disappointment. As much as she hates my half-sister and everything she stands for, I know she wishes I’d been the one with a career in the city who left it all to settle in Willow Creek. Then she’d have something to brag about. 

“I went to college. I run my own business. I’m here every weekend at your beck and call. What more do you want, Mom?”

“You know what I want. Grandkids before I die.”

“I’ll be forty in two months.”

“Your clock is still ticking. It’s slow, but it’s not broken.”

Dean and I tried over and over. And I could never carry to term because of my endometriosis. He called us quits over five years ago because he said he was tired of trying. Tired of being with someone who couldn’t give him kids. He’s with someone else now and the last time I creeped his Facebook page, there was a picture of him holding their third kid.

“It’s not going to happen.” I’ve never told her about my endometriosis. I wasn’t diagnosed until my sophomore year of college. The gynecologist told me it was likely inherited and her retreating to her room like clockwork every month, confined to the bed, suddenly made sense. Mine is that bad at least twice a year.  The birth control helps, but it doesn’t completely erase the pain. 

“There are a lot of women who decide to raise children alone.” 

She’s so persistent. Every time we have this conversation it rubs me raw. I bear it because if I open my wounds for her, it’ll get even worse. I don’t want to talk about the miscarriage. I don’t want to rehash my failed marriage.

“If I decide that’s what I want someday, then that’s what I’ll do.” I finish washing the last dish and place it in the drying rack. “If you’re gone, you can look down on them from wherever you are.”

She makes a weird gargling sound and I realize she’s laughing. “From wherever I am? I guess you’re like everyone else in town and you think I’m going to roast in hell.”

I dry my hands on the towel and avoid her gaze. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. I can’t believe even my own daughter thinks I’m going to hell.”

“I didn’t say that, Mom. I just meant that you could watch if you wanted. If there’s ever anything to watch.” She loves making me feel guilty for the things I say because she reads way more into my words than what I intended.

“I know what you meant. Even if you didn’t say it.”

This is how every single Sunday evening ends. With a mood swing from cranky to self-pitying. I know she’s afraid of dying and she’s convinced herself it’s just around the corner. 

“I’ll be out of your hair soon. Remember all the arrangements have been made. And I want a cellist at my funeral.”

So we’re back to this again. I sigh. “Will you stop? Of course I remember. How could I possibly forget since you remind me at every opportunity how morbid you are? I know you want crabcakes and Caesar salad at the reception. I know you already paid for the white coffin with the pink brocade interior. We rehash this every time I visit.”

“I’m just making sure you do things right.” 

I don’t know how she manages to sound strident and petulant. She’s the only person I’ve met who can manage to boss me around and whine about it at the same time.

According to her, I never do anything right. It’s been that way my entire life. I replace the towel and clasp my hands in front of me. 

“Is there anything else I can help you with before I go?”

“No.” She says curtly, her mouth pursed around the word. 

I drop a kiss on her bent head. 
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