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CHAPTER ONE


Anne Hooper ignored the implications of a grumbling rattle in the engine as she bumped her seventeen-year-old compact over the cattle guard, down a drive where gravel was merely a rumor, and into the farmyard.

Just as she’d been ignoring other implications since leaving another fruitless meeting and heading home this dreary late December afternoon.

She was too weary to deal with implications.

It wasn’t at all like the muscle drained tiredness that lasted from planting through harvest. This was a blank-brained numbness.

Well, maybe not entirely blank, because her brain had spotted an unfamiliar car parked by the back porch.

She blinked at it.

It wasn’t just unfamiliar. It was downright strange.

Not only was it not a pickup, van, or modest sedan — the common modes of transportation on the farms that surrounded Drago, Illinois — but it had lightly tinted windows, protrusions like curvy fins, and a glossy finish that had clearly never been besmirched by that haunting mixture of combining dust and cow dung.

Heck, this car didn’t look as if it knew what dirt was, much less manure.

So what was it doing outside her farmhouse?

Well, her farmhouse was stretching it.

The two-story frame structure that was rapidly forgetting what paint felt like belonged to her late husband’s great-uncle, Everett Hooper.

Still, it was her home, too. The home she was working her ass off to hold onto, despite days like this.

Nope, wasn’t going to let those implications in to her head. Not until she had the energy to wrestle them to the ground.

Until then, she would put one foot in front of the other.

Which, at the moment, involved climbing three steps to the enclosed back porch that served as a mudroom, then into the kitchen beyond it.

“ ’Bout time you got home, young lady,” Everett groused the moment she walked in.

Maybe he’d been concerned about her. Maybe he’d been concerned he might have to get his own supper. Hard to tell with him.

She wouldn’t have pursued the topic, but he also didn’t give her a chance. “Got someone I want you to meet. This is Peter Quincy. Quince, this is Anne, the one I’ve been telling you about.”

Before she could take in the strange man in her kitchen — even stranger than the car outside — he stepped forward and extended his hand.

She must have automatically raised hers — encased in a mitten since the car’s heater wasn’t worth spit and she reserved her warmest gloves for farm work — because there was her green knit-clad paw, wrapped in a large, bare male hand.

Her gaze dropped. Starting from clean, leather shoes planted incongruously on the faded linoleum, she panned up creased suit pants, a perfectly fitted jacket, past a crisp white shirt and richly colored tie, and up still more to a face as finely tailored as the suit.

Her stomach dropped, a sharp plunge that should have deposited it somewhere in the cellar.

“It’s good to meet you, Anne — Ms. Hooper,” the man said with a warm smile.

“Mr. Quincy,” she responded, then found a reserve of energy to add, “I take it the car outside belongs to you?”

“You like it?” His smile turned less polished, converting to a grin. “The salesman promised it would make people think of a panther. And by extension, they’d think of me that way. Did it work?”

That salesman had been wrong.

The man didn’t gain from the car’s reflection; the man matched the car. Sleek, understated, and with the promise of power under the hood.

She pivoted away to hang her coat on its peg by the door, putting her back to the room’s other occupants.

Power under the hood?

Where on earth had that thought come from?

Wherever it had come from, it needed to go back there. Right now.

She faced the room.

“In other words, it’s built so low to the ground it’s begging for farm roads to rip out its undercarriage,” she said.

Peter Quincy’s grin flickered, then surged to full wattage. “You’re right. It wasn’t built for farm roads.”

Whatever satisfaction she might have gained from being acknowledged right — and, actually, she felt a little like someone who’d pricked a kid’s balloon — evaporated when she stepped into the room far enough to make eye contact with Everett around Peter Quincy’s broad shoulders.

Everett’s look asked the question.

She shook her head.

No, this banker hadn’t agreed to the loan they needed, either.

No, she didn’t know what she was going to do next … except to keep putting one foot in front of the other. And refuse to contemplate that the next step might be over a cliff.

“Then it’s a good thing I got Quince to come on out here,” Everett said with a nod.

Peter Quincy looked from Everett to her and back, clearly knowing he’d missed something.

Belatedly, a possibility hit her.

Oh, God, what if this man was a buyer?

That would explain her stomach-dropping reaction — instinctive fear. Fear that the world had turned upside down in the past few hours and Everett Hooper had decided to sell this farm after all.

No, wait, her sluggish brain protested. That didn’t make sense.

First, Everett would never sell. Second, this man didn’t look like any buyer she’d ever seen.

“Yup,” Everett continued in a self-congratulatory tone. “You don’t think I have good ideas, Anne, but this was one. Sure was.”

And then she got it.

The old man had gone stark raving mad.

As if she hadn’t told him six dozen times—

“Everett.” She forced her words to crisp certainty. “You can’t be serious. What possible use could he be to me?”

“Hey.”

She ignored the stranger’s combined protest and half laugh, focusing on her great uncle-in-law, who sputtered in a good imitation of innocence.

“This has got to stop, Everett. I am fed up, and this one has got to be the most desperate, bottom-of-the-barrel—”

“Hey. I am here, you know, Ms. Hooper.”

Unlike the others, this stranger — this Peter Quincy — wasn’t going to be ignored. So she’d deal with him first, then set things straight with Everett once and for all.

And then she’d collapse.

She turned to look him up and down, pausing on his hands. Large and apparently capable, but if they’d experienced manual labor any time lately, she was a super model.

She pronounced judgment. “You’re no farmer.”

“True.”

“That’s what I meant — you’re not fit for farming. You might be fine for other things.”

“Thank you,” he said, solemnly. “I believe I am.”

She looked up sharply. His eyes were alight with laughter.

It caught at something in her. Something buried deep. Something she didn’t recognize. Or didn’t want to.

“Then you should have better sense than to listen to his fool idea.” She jerked her head at Everett.

“It didn’t seem like a fool idea when Everett suggested it,” Peter Quincy said mildly.

She propped her hands on her hips. “Oh, really? What could a man like you do on a farm like this?”

“Sleep.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Sleep. Eat breakfast, perhaps occasionally another meal.”

Before she could make sense of that, Everett erupted in wheezy laughter. “You thought I brought him in to farm? Oh, Lord, preserve me from nonsensical women.”

She spun back to the old man. “Don’t you start on me — not now.”

Apparently he recognized a woman at the end of her rope — or the edge of her cliff — because, for once, he gave a succinct explanation rather than launching into a meandering account.

“I rented the man a room, Anne. You know,” he added with a deliberation meant to warn her, “the large room at the end of the hall with its own bathroom.”

Everett met her gaze. She read his concern — several concerns, actually. Starting with the fact that the large room at the end of the hall with its own bathroom had once been the room she’d shared with her husband.

But if she’d been inclined to fall apart over such things it would have happened when they’d rented the room once before.

They hadn’t needed the money then nearly as much as they did now, and she’d been newly a widow, instead of a three-year veteran of that status.

She licked her lips.

“How much? Or—” Hope blazed. Maybe if they got enough rent, combined with her income from her part-time job at Stenner Autos… “—did you leave it to me to settle the amount?”

“No,” Peter Quincy said. “We agreed to a monthly rent.”

With hope sputtering out, she repeated, “How much?”

He named an exorbitant figure. Even higher than she’d have held out for.

Not enough to get rid of the wolf entirely, but enough to keep him on the far side of the door awhile longer.

And since minutes ago it had seemed she had no time left until the wolf battered down the door and set up camp in the middle of the kitchen, any time seemed like boundless luxury.

“Excuse me.”

She walked away from them at a reasonable pace and made it across the center hall. But when she hit the bottom of the stairs and her hand cupped over the familiar newel post, she picked up speed.

She pounded up the stairs, around the corner and into the hall bathroom, slamming the door behind her, and locking it before she burst into tears.


CHAPTER TWO


Peter Quincy had made a number of females cry in his lifetime, but never quite like this.

“What do you think you’re about young man?” demanded Everett Hooper.

Quince slowly brought his gaze back from the patch of ceiling overhead, above which he figured Anne Hooper was huddled, crying like a banshee.

“Not a thing.”

Everett squinted at him suspiciously. “You’re slick, but don’t start thinking I’m stupid. We agreed to a rent. Why’d you go and up it?”

“I hadn’t seen the farm when we agreed. It’s a much nicer situation than I expected.”

Everett’s suspicion showed no visible sign of dwindling.

Quince added, “With all the Zeke-Tech people trying to find places to stay, I knew that if someone else heard what I was paying, they’d offer more, you’d toss me out to bring them in, and I’d be right back where I started, with no place to sleep.”

The other man’s gaze eased at that self-interested explanation.

“As long as you’re not thinking thoughts you shouldn’t be thinking about Anne.”

Good God, what did the old geezer think he was? A monster?

Anne Hooper looked like she’d shatter from one good puff of wind.

Oh, she seemed physically strong enough. But thin in a way that made him think of people who’d lost weight from overwork. Or grief. That gave her face a drawn quality. And her eyes appeared over-large and almost bruised.

Her mouth, though, now that was wide and generous, meant to curve up into an inviting smile. Or to open to release soft, desperate sounds.

And despite the thinness, when she’d taken off that shapeless old coat, static electricity had molded her sweater to curves of breasts, waist, and hips that left absolutely no doubt that she was a woman … and that he was a man enjoying looking at a woman.

Okay, maybe some part of him had been thinking along the lines Everett feared, but not with any intention of ever acting on it.

It was just the basic — or base — male reaction to a female.

But Anne Hooper’s curves weren’t the reason he’d upped the rent.

Her eyes were.

Those huge, haunted, stubborn eyes that were never going to quit.
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Everett invited him to eat with them, but Quince figured Anne didn’t need an unexpected mouth to feed.

She did need time to recover her equilibrium.

Time apart would make it easier for them both to pretend he had no idea she’d broken down in tears over the prospect of his rent.

Besides, he had things to attend to.

So he ate dinner at the café in Drago.

Then he went to Zeke and Darcie’s house to stow his important belongings into a suitcase and laptop case, joined by a couple boxes with items accumulated in the past six months of being in Drago off and on.

Splitting his time between here and Zeke-Tech headquarters in Virginia had started after Zeke — born Anton Zeekowsky — returned to his hometown last spring.

Zeke had resisted visiting Drago, the town he’d been determined to put behind him forever. But once he arrived here, he rediscovered friends and feelings — especially about Darcie Barrett.

Before long, Zeke had decided to bring a division of his hugely successful company to Drago. Quince, who’d been in on the birth of Zeke-Tech and had worked with Zeke ever since, didn’t begrudge commuting. Not considering how happy Zeke was.

With his minimal packing done, Quince went out the back door and climbed the stairs to the apartment over the garage where Zeke and Darcie were living during renovations to the main house.

This was the potentially tricky part.

Because they’d already discussed this and there’d been no consensus.

He’d said that with construction wrapping up, Darcie and Zeke would move back into the main house, and as newlyweds they needed their privacy.

Neither had argued that point.

But when he’d said he’d start looking for somewhere else, their solution was to swap, with him moving out of the guest room in the main house and into the apartment when they moved out.

“It’s perfect,” Zeke said. “You’ll be right here whenever I need you.”

As CEO of Zeke-Tech, Zeke used to feel he needed Quince — his COO and best friend — constantly, to run operations while he concocted endless ideas.

But since Zeke had reconnected with Darcie there had been less demand on Quince’s time. Even with the company’s new involvement with the community and moving a division, these past months had felt nearly like a vacation to Quince.

“Being so close is probably why he wants to get away,” Darcie said dryly. “Give the man time off for good behavior.”

And that’s how they’d left it.

Quince had searched for a place over the past month, with no success because the influx of Zeke-Techers was straining Drago’s housing seams to bursting.

He had also chewed over his reaction to their offer.

Camping out sporadically in the under-construction house had been one thing. But now that moving the division was picking up speed, he’d spend considerably more time in Drago.

Setting up a more permanent residence over Zeke and Darcie’s garage — close, but not part of their happiness — grated.

That gut reaction had surprised the heck out of him.

He was genuinely happy for them.

But any doubts about the wisdom of gaining some distance ended three days ago with the celebration of Christmas.

He’d been welcomed warmly from Christmas Eve church services, through stockings and breakfast, into present-opening and a turkey dinner. He couldn’t remember a better Christmas … or one that made him feel more solitary.

As a swap-off for the upside, he’d happily live with that solitary feeling next December 25.

He just couldn’t do it every day until then.

He didn’t say any of that to Zeke and Darcie when they welcomed him into the apartment and he announced his move.

First, Darcie worried that construction in the main house had become too much of an imposition on him.

Since most of the time he’d spent in the guest room had been sleeping and the construction crew didn’t work then, that hadn’t been a problem.

Zeke started to get that stubborn look that meant he’d been presented with a change he didn’t like. So Quince launched into a long, involved recounting of how this came about to give his friend time to adjust.

Darcie eyed him a couple times in a way that made him wonder what she was thinking. Or if she saw more than he would have liked.

That wasn’t an issue with Zeke.

When Zeke’s stubbornness started to fade, Quince wrapped up his tale.

“…so striking up a conversation with Everett Hooper in the café at lunch when I got in from Chicago has turned out great all around.”

“Everett’s a good guy,” Zeke said. “Don’t know Anne well, but she’s doing work for Jennifer at the dealership, isn’t she, Darcie?”

“Yes. Jen says she’s terrific with the books — always on time and never an error. But their farm’s pretty far out.”

“Not that far from the Zeke-Tech site,” Quince pointed out.

“That’s smart,” Zeke said. “As long as you have what you need there.”

“You mean water, heat, indoor plumbing?”

“Good connections for phone and Internet,” Zeke clarified. “You can live without the rest.”

“It’s going to need to get out that way soon anyway. It’s prime real estate, being between town and our site.”

Darcie didn’t look convinced. “A farm, Quince? I don’t see you on a farm.”

“I consider it educational.”

Zeke frowned. When he spoke it was clear his concerns weren’t about Quince being on a farm. “She’s kind of pretty. Anne Hooper.”

“She is.”

Zeke’s frown deepened. He seemed to be waiting for Quince to say more. Quince calmly met his look with silence.

“He’s worried you’ll lose your heart.” Beneath Darcie’s dryness rested a lot of fond amusement. “And then you might not be available whenever he wants you.”

“He gave Vanessa a good shove in that direction. She’s not working as much now that she’s with Josh. Haven’t heard him complaining about that.”

“That,” Darcie said before her husband could answer, “is because Vanessa made Zeke work more, always pestering him — his word, not mine — with annoying things like the company’s bottom line and financial well-being. But you’re an entirely different story, since you do work he might otherwise have to contend with.”

“It’s not only that,” Zeke grumbled.

The other two laughed.

“Hey,” he protested.

Darcie kissed him on the cheek. “We know. You’re truly worried he might lose his heart.”

“No need to worry. You know I don’t lose my heart.”

“You did.” Zeke muttered. “Once.”

Quince was aware of Darcie’s laser attention. But he was an old hand at this.

“That’s why it won’t happen again,” he said lightly.


CHAPTER THREE


Thinking about that conversation on his way back, he focused on the farm element.

Actually, the idea of a farm appealed to Quince the instant Everett mentioned it in the café.

Fields of corn — even in their current winter-stubble state — should provide plenty of mental elbow room. Plus, it was something completely new. Something he knew nothing about.

Maybe that combination would soothe the itch he’d been feeling for a while.

So when the casual conversation at the café’s counter had turned into a specific offer from Everett, Quince said yes immediately — pending approval of Everett’s great-nephew’s widow and Quince’s approval of the room.

Quince had approved the room — big windows flanking the headboard, showing sweeps of corn stubble that looked as if it went on forever — before Anne’s return.

He wasn’t at all sure, however, that he had her approval.

He breathed a little easier on that point when he returned with his stuff and she let him in. No warm words of greeting, but she did open the door.

“I suppose we’ll have to get you a key,” she said, stepping back for him to enter.

“That would be good,” he said mildly.

With Everett downstairs watching television, Quince now was putting his clothes in the closet and drawers while Anne insisted on “seeing to” the bedroom and bathroom.

As far as he could tell, “seeing to” meant cleaning what looked to already be immaculate spaces.

He didn’t begrudge the old man staying downstairs — he had a bad leg that clearly made climbing stairs uncomfortable. Plus, Quince guessed Everett came from a generation — and a mindset — that wouldn’t have made him particularly successful at housework.

But Anne Hooper was clearly worn out.

Her eyes were slightly puffy. She blinked slow and often, as if fighting against the lids’ longing to close. Each movement had a slice of hesitation before it, making him think she was exerting her will to activate her muscles.

He tried to talk her out of this cleaning.

She ignored him — he was being his most charming, too — and kept going.

At least now that she’d finished vacuuming the drapes, he could ask questions.

“How much help do you have here?”

“Help?” She gave no sign of being familiar with the concept.

“With the farm,” he said, to narrow the discussion. “Everett says you run the place.”

“Does he?” She sounded oddly pleased.

“Yeah, but you must have some help — hired hands? Or…?” He had no idea what else.

“Neighbors pitch in if they can at harvest. Everett helps where he can.”

He waited, but she said no more. “That’s it?”

She shrugged. “Most farmers don’t have a whole lot more. Farming’s the ultimate do-it-yourself project.”

Quince’s farm experience was of the Old-MacDonald-Had-A variety. Even so, this struck him as a tough situation.

One woman, with an elderly and partially disabled man trying to run a farm of — well, he had no idea what size.

“How long have you been running the farm?” He could have kicked himself as soon as the words were out.

Everett had said at the café that Anne took over when her husband died suddenly.

“Three and a half years.”

Her flat response gave no hint of emotional turmoil. But it didn’t welcome questions about the death that had necessitated her stepping in any more than Everett’s tone had at lunch.

“Been on farms all your life?”

“No.”

“Where’d you grow up?”

Silence followed that.

He knew this tactic. It was the Zeke defense. He hadn’t let it defeat him as a freshman in college when they were randomly assigned as roommates. He sure wasn’t going to let it stop him now, with her.

“Where did you grow up?” he repeated.

“All over.”

“All over where.”

She gave an exasperated huff. “All over the world. My folks are Foreign Service.”

“Yeah? That must have been exciting.”

“It was—” She clamped her mouth closed.

“It was what?”

“Interesting.”

Yeah, like that was what she’d started to say.

“I bet it was. Glamorous, too, huh?”

With her back to him she set down the bedside lamp she’d lifted to dust under with a clank. “No. It was mostly feeling like you never fit. Anywhere. Always surrounded by strangers. What do you do for Zeke-Tech, Mr. Quincy?”

She clearly meant that to push back — you ask me nosy questions, I’ll ask you right back. He chose not to take it that way.

“I’ll tell you if you’ll stop calling me Mr. Quincy.”

She looked over her shoulder at him, a hint of wariness in her eyes. “You prefer Peter Quincy?”

“I prefer Quince.”

“It says Peter Quincy III on your check.”

“I prefer Quince.”

The hint of wariness in her turned to something he liked even less. Like she’d spotted something.

“It’s self-preservation,” he said, deliberately deadpan. “I have this vision of there being a fire in the house and by the time you’d yelled, ‘Fire, Mr. Quincy!’ I’d be a cinder. Or a tornado’s coming and you holler, ‘Get in the storm cellar, Peter Quincy III!’ but by then I’m swirling around in the sky with a cow. But ‘Quince’ — now that’s short enough to get me out without being singed or sent to Oz.”

She didn’t smile, but her expression eased.

A little.

“Okay, Quince. What do you do for Zeke-Tech?”

“I’m COO — that’s Chief Operations Off—”

“I know what a COO is. So you’re the one who helped Zeke start the company. The one who’s been his friend since college.”

“Zeke and I roomed together, yeah, and I was around at the start.”

She flicked him a look that seemed to doubt the sincerity of his modesty. But he meant it.

Zeke was the creator. Vanessa Irish, the second person to join the company after him, was the business brain. Each was brilliant. Him? He was the conduit between their brilliance and the outside world.

He put his empty suitcase in the center of the closet shelf. It took up a lot of room, but this way he could pull it out and be started packing in an instant.

“Did you farm before here?”

“No.”

Anne had earlier pointed out a narrow closet in the bathroom with extra towels and supplies, now she took a set of sheets from it, and started to turn down the bedspread of the large bed.

“There are already sheets on it,” he objected.

“These are fresh.”

“How much fresher than the ones already here?”

“Enough to make a difference.”

Oh, yeah, this woman was definitely stubborn.

He went to the opposite side of the bed and folded the spread in an echo of her movements. “You look tired. Let me do this.”

She stripped the pillow on her side and bundled the sheets while he struggled with one pillowcase. “I am tired. But you will not do this.”

That caught his interest.

Ninety-one out of a hundred women would have responded on the basis that his comment had been a criticism of their looks — whether a sarcastic “gee, thanks,” or a needy “I know, I look just awful,” or an incensed “you’d look tired too if you did everything I do.”

Another eight women would have ignored his comment, either because they thought it was none of his business or they were too well-bred to respond.

Anne Hooper had answered with plain, flat fact.

“So you thought your uncle had brought me here as some sort of hired hand?”

“No on both counts.” She snapped out the bottom sheet. He caught it and stretched one elasticized corner over the mattress and pad, drawing in a deep breath. It smelled like the last days of summer. A particularly nice smell as winter knocked at the house, trying to get in. “Everett is not my uncle. He is my late husband’s great-uncle. And I didn’t think he hired you as a hand. I thought he was presenting you as my potential husband.”

Quince dropped his side of the sheet.

Without looking up, she continued tucking.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Quin— Quince. You wouldn’t have been the first and I’m very afraid you won’t be the last. There is nothing Everett wants more than to keep this farm. He’s lived here all his life. Generations of Hoopers have lived here. And he’s convinced the way to keep it is to get me married to a farmer.” She snapped open the top sheet, working efficiently. “In case you haven’t noticed, Everett Hooper is a stubborn man.”

She had a homemade blanket spread across the bed now and was reaching for a comforter.

Part of him wanted to comment that it seemed to run in the family, except she and Everett weren’t related that way, and he had something more important to say.

“To be clear, I’m not interested in getting married.”

He heard the grimness in his voice and wondered at it. Usually, he handled the issue with considerably more grace and charm.

Not that it came up every day, but over the years there’d been a few instances when he’d felt the need to be upfront with a woman on this topic.

None of the other women he’d informed he was never going to marry had reacted the way Anne Hooper did now.

She smiled.

As she tossed one side of the bedspread in his direction, a slow genuine smile spread those soft lips and curved that generous mouth.

He tugged the spread without looking at what he was doing.

The smile created a shifting around her eyes, added light to them. Even her voice smiled when she spoke.

“Even if you were interested in getting married, Quince, you’d be safe here. First, I’m not looking for any kind of relationship, much less marriage. And second, like I said before — you’re no farmer.”
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The first morning, Peter Quincy returned to his room after breakfast, informing them he was going to work there using a mobile hotspot.

But he was downstairs when she came in from the barn shortly before noon, after a daunting inventory of necessary equipment repairs. He held the door open for her as she came in.

Then he resumed buttoning up a beautiful topcoat in apparent preparation to leave.

The coat was as well-tailored as the suit he’d worn last night. Its charcoal gray fabric made her want to reach out and touch it.

Not that she would with her work gloves on.

Or off.

“I was telling Everett that I’m going to need better connection,” Quince said to her. “I’ll take care of that — my expense and—”

“We can’t—”

“Already said yes, missy,” Everett interrupted triumphantly. “Man needs it for his business.”

As if he knew all about it, despite refusing to have anything to do with computers, leaving all that to her.

“I’m going into town now—” Quince started.

“And I’m going with him.”

Everett’s announcement didn’t surprise her. He had been eyeing that car out the window like it was the tastiest pastry in the bakery. Of course he was taking the first opportunity to ride in it.

“—and I’ll get installation set up. You can always cancel it when I leave. But in the meantime it should help you, too. Need anything in town?”

She declined and they were gone, while she stood in the middle of the floor.

It made sense that he needed better connection. And it was generous for him to pay for it. Why did it make her feel uneasy?

Almost as uneasy as his presence did.

He hadn’t done or said anything to warrant it.

He’d been a perfect gentleman last night. This morning he’d complimented the breakfast of bacon and eggs by word — “delicious” — and deed — eating seconds. He’d carried dishes to and from the table without being asked, loaded the dishwasher, and dried the bowl she’d hand-washed. Far, far more than Everett did.

Still the uneasiness was there.

Apparently, just because he was here.

But she’d take some uneasiness for the rent he was paying.
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By the morning of New Years Eve day, Hooper Farm was in the process of getting vastly improved Internet connection.

Quince had known the hot spot wasn’t going to carry the load for good, but it was worse than he’d thought. As for the Hoopers’ setup, it felt like he should get out and hand-crank something or other to get it moving.

He’d thought Zeke was going to have a stroke these past couple days, but everything would be faster now that Larry was here.

Quince had only misled the Hoopers a little about how he was getting improved connection. Instead of using a tech from the local company, he’d called on one of Zeke-Tech’s experts, who’d helped set up the newly complete computer lab Zeke-Tech built for the town and knew what was what in Drago.

When they drove into town the other day, Everett had made the mild deception easier by gruffly announcing he wanted to be dropped off near the library. So Quince hadn’t needed to explain why he met with Larry.

Only after Quince finished his business and picked up Everett for the trip back to the farm did he wonder what the other man had been doing. Especially after he’d caught a reflection of Everett’s face as he looked out the passenger window, and had seen the man smiling.

But he hadn’t asked, because that might open the door to Everett asking questions, too.

“Are you all coming to the New Year’s Eve party tonight at the computer lab?” Larry asked now, as he finished checking wiring in Quince’s room.

“Sure,” Quince said.

“No,” Everett said simultaneously, but with considerably more emphasis from the doorway.

Quince looked past Larry, who gave a slight what-are-you-gonna-do roll of his eyes, to Everett. “Why not?”

“Foolishness. Staying up to all hours of the night, drinking things you wouldn’t drink any other time, singing songs you wouldn’t sing any other time, kissing folks in front of a lot of other people. It’s—”

“That last one’s a good reason to go.” Larry chuckled.

“Bah,” Everett said.

Apparently, he really meant it, because his lean, stubbled cheeks had picked up color.

“We’ll I’m going,” Quince said as his phone announced an incoming text. “Sounds like fun.”

“It should be,” Larry said. “Mrs. Richards and some of the other regulars at the computer lab have it all planned out. Including the food. Some of us might not have anybody to kiss at midnight, but nobody’ll go home hungry. You want the primary here or downstairs?”

“Downstairs. Don’t want it in a guest room,” Quince said with divided attention as he responded to the text.

Vanessa Irish, Zeke-Tech’s CFO and resident financial genius, was asking if she should bring a gift to the party tonight.

He’d been social tutor for her and Zeke from the start. It felt like role reversal to text back, “Ask Josh. He knows the local customs. Then tell me.”

She’d truly blossomed since she’d met Josh Kincannon, the principal of Drago High School. Quince had to give the guy a lot of credit for breaking through her defenses.

“Guest room? This is the master, isn’t it?” Larry’s question didn’t have much questioning in it.

That brought Quince’s head up. Everett developed an abrupt interest in the view out the window.

They’d put him in the master bedroom.

Larry was going on. “But I guess downstairs makes sense if they’re going to keep using it after you leave, Quince.”

“We aren’t. It goes when he goes,” Everett said.

Quince recognized that abrupt defensiveness as an invitation to battle, but ignored it, because he also recognized it as an attempt at diversion. He stepped in front of the older man to prevent him from following Larry out. “This is the master bedroom?”

Everett met his eyes with a flat, level look. “Yeah.”

“The room Anne shared with your nephew?”

“Great nephew.”

“You could have told me,” he said mildly.

“None of your business. It’s the room we rent out. You agreed to rent it. Over and done.”

The older man sidestepped Quince and limped past him, then started downstairs. The syncopated sound of his steps conveyed the difficulty he had with his leg.

Everett was right. It was a straightforward transaction. They’d offered it and he’d accepted. It wasn’t like he’d requested this room.

The room where Anne Hooper had slept with another ma— with her husband.

Her husband.

He pivoted and started for the stairs, too.

None of his business.


CHAPTER FOUR


“Happy New Year!”

It wasn’t yet the new year for them, but the crowd at the brand new Drago Community Computer Lab cheered lustily along with video streams of the Eastern Time Zone’s celebration.

The core group had been celebrating most of the day, with time zone after time zone reporting in as it stepped into the new year.

Mrs. Richards, in conjunction with friends she’d made in the past month around the globe while volunteering at the lab, had orchestrated the celebration. Zeke-Techers helped set up the communications, including web cameras, and the good people of Drago contributed food, spirits, and designated drivers.

Drago’s turn to celebrate its New Year would come at the top of the next hour.

For now, Quince was enjoying watching conversations spill from Mrs. Richards to Wales, from Malaysia to young tech whiz Warren Wellton, and from Turkey to Malcolm Cottle, a high school counselor who coordinated classes at the lab. And then the conversations crossed and mingled.

Zeke and Darcie were part of a group near the heavily laden buffet table, along with their high school classmate and friend, Jennifer Truesdale, and her significant other, Trent Stenner.

High school aged kids also mixed in, a good percentage of them from the football team that Trent helped coach. Larry and a couple other Zeke-Techers were talking with Jorge O’Fallon from Stenner Autos and Ted Warinke, who owned the hardware store.

Quince spotted a flurry of activity at the front door, sending an eddy through the crowded room as three newcomers made their way inside.

“Ms. Irish! Ms. Irish!” called the first one in, a high school senior named Fay O’Hearn.

She was trailed by a man and woman, both beaming.

Years of habit as the designated people person among the three Zeke-Tech founders had Quince edging through the crowd to reach Vanessa Irish’s side at the same time the girl did.

But Vanessa didn’t look beleaguered, as she usually did in social situations.

Another way her relationship with Josh Kincannon had changed her.

Her relationship with Josh, and his three kids, Quince supposed.

He didn’t know if she’d voluntarily opened up to the Kincannon family, or if it had been a coup, but either way, being drawn into their clan had relaxed her as never before in the years he’d known her.

The smile she gave Fay provided further evidence of that.

“It came in today’s mail,” Fay was saying. “Aunt Rose and Uncle Al brought it to me at work — I was helping serve at a party — and when I opened it, they said I could come to tell you — I got it! All the financial aid I need. My first-choice school. I wasn’t even sure I’d get in — and then to get it all.”

The girl flung herself on Vanessa.

Quince put a hand to Vanessa’s back to keep her from staggering into the people behind them. She steadied herself quickly, and hugged the girl back.

“That’s wonderful, Fay. You deserve it. You worked hard.”

“If it hadn’t been for you, it never would have happened. I know you don’t like to talk about your past, and for you to be so generous—” The girl broke off on a sob and hugged Vanessa again, even tighter.

The man who had to be the uncle Fay mentioned reached them, grabbing Vanessa’s hand from Fay’s shoulder and pumping it. “All you’ve done, all you’ve done.”

The aunt put an arm around Fay, then pressed Vanessa’s hand, still caught in Uncle Al’s grip. “Oh, Ms. Irish, we can’t thank you enough.”

“All you’ve done, all you’ve done for our Fay,” the man kept saying, pumping Vanessa’s hand.

“So wonderful!”

“An angel.”

Quince saw two things then — the scene was about to overflow Vanessa’s comfort level and Josh had nearly reached them, his gaze on Vanessa.

“Hey, Josh, did you hear Fay’s great news?” Quince’s question drew Josh’s gaze — only for a second, but long enough to see they were on the same track. “I bet everybody here would like to know — maybe a general announcement?”

“Absolutely. C’mon, Fay, let’s get to the front.” Josh wrapped an arm around Fay, detaching her from Vanessa. He pressed his other hand to Vanessa’s shoulder for an instant, before using it to corral the aunt and uncle.

Quince eased Vanessa toward a line of chairs at the edge of the room, where they sat, out of sight, as Vanessa generally preferred.

Josh hushed the crowd, got the computers muted, then made the announcement.

The room erupted into cheers and congratulations.

Vanessa smiled and put a hand to her heart, a gesture Quince had never seen from her before.

As the tumult eased, she faced him. “You always do that, Quince.”

“Do what?”

“Step in like that, when things get … emotional, and I get uncomfortable.”

He smiled. Vanessa noticing it was a major change. “Maybe I do.”

“You do,” she said.

On the other hand, she hadn’t changed entirely. She remained blunt.

“Okay, I do. So where are the kids toni—?”

Before he could complete the sentence, she said, “Xena’s at a sleepover. Topher and Livvy are with Josh’s aunt. You step in and then you back off.”

He stilled. Just for a breath, but he saw her recognize it.

“I always thought it was because I was uncomfortable and you were doing it for me. But you’re uncomfortable, too,” she said with something like wonder. “Peter Quincy uncomfortable? Mr. Smooth?”

“Mr. Smooth?” he murmured with most of his usual humor.

It didn’t deflect her. “Some of the employees call you that. Why are you uncomfortable?”

Blunt could land a blow when you were on the receiving end. His chuckle wasn’t quite right. He heard it. Hoped she didn’t.

“We all have our moments, Vanessa. Even Mr. Smooth.”

He saw sympathy and regret sweep across her face. “Oh, Quince. I’m sorry.”

“What for?”

“I never noticed. You’ve been a good friend to me all these years, and I never — never noticed you. Not really.”

His mouth quirked. “Don’t apologize, Vanessa. You have no idea what a safe haven you’ve been.”

“Oh. You mean because emotions never entered into the equation.” She considered her own words, then frowned. “But, Quince, with the executive coaching and, uh, other things, I might not be a safe haven any more for you.”

He laughed. It sounded and felt fine. “I’ll muddle along, Vanessa.” Then he sobered. “As long as other things make you happy.”

She smiled slowly. “They scare me to death, but they do make me happy.”

Josh reappeared, and Vanessa’s expression proved the inadequacy of happy.

Quince felt a twist of concern. Vanessa was a special woman, not used to romantic entanglements. This man better treat her right or—
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