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To Dad ~ Who has always smelled like sawdust and coffee. 


And 


In Memory of Dawn Dowdle, agent extraordinaire, without whom this series would never have found its wings. You are missed more than your Blue Ridge Literary family can say. 
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Chapter One




“I have no doubt you’re going to kill your competition this year.” I grinned and handed the big lumberjack his change before tucking his purchases into a brown paper bag with my store’s logo and name stamped on the front in bold navy blue lettering—Carpenter’s Corner Hardware and Building Supply.   

Shaking hair out of his eyes, Scotty Trimmer stroked one hand down his short, red beard, hazel eyes twinkling. “I plan on it. Nate’s going to wish he’d stayed home this year when I get done with him.” Scotty was a giant of a man in his mid-thirties, soft-spoken and powerful, with gingery red hair and crinkle lines framing laughing eyes.

“Well, you know the whole town is behind you. You can count on the Carpenter women to be there tomorrow, cheering you on like always.” 

“I appreciate your support, Dawna.” Scotty tipped his chin, tucked his change into the front pocket of his blue flannel shirt, and lifted a hand in farewell. A swirl of dust kicked up and danced in a patch of sunlight on the rustic wooden wide plank floor as he left the store.

Scotty had dropped by my hardware store to purchase a new sharpening file and a tub of axe wax ahead of Pine Bluff’s annual Timber Festival that would be kicking off bright and early the following morning. While the Timber Festival showcased all things wood and paid homage to our town’s sawmill and logging history, the weekend-long lumberjack competition was the main event. And Scotty was the local axe-throwing champion—our town’s pride and joy. A modern-day lumberjack, he’d worked in the Oregon woods for Erickson Brother’s Logging Company for a decade before purchasing a logging truck and striking out on his own. Two years in, he now employed a handful of loggers and his small fleet of shiny, metallic green logging trucks were a common sight on our country roads. 

Pine Bluff sat in a picturesque valley in the heart of Oregon’s Blue Mountains, with the Elk River flowing around the eastern edge of town. The proximity to the river and wilderness provided easy access for fishing, hiking, and a rich abundance of other outdoor activities. With our fairly remote mountain location, Pine Bluff’s population had hovered under twelve hundred people for decades, and we liked it that way, thank you very much. My parents had moved our family to town when I was nine and I’d been here ever since. My high school sweetheart and I had married shortly after graduation, then started a family and a business. Even though we’d enjoyed traveling when we’d had the chance, in all those years we’d never once thought about picking up and moving anywhere else. Bob’s death hadn’t changed that for me one bit. If anything, it had made me set my feet even more firmly into my hometown soil. This was my town and I was as proud of it as if I’d created it myself.   

As I snapped the cash register drawer closed after completing Scotty’s transaction, the store phone rang. I lifted the receiver, glancing at the caller ID as I picked it up. Elkins National Bank. For crying in the buttermilk. How many times do I have to tell them that stupid loan isn’t mine? I let the call go to voicemail. 

In late August, I’d received a certified letter stating a twenty-five-thousand-dollar loan with Elkins National was delinquent and I had six months to bring it current before they started foreclosure proceedings on my hardware store. I’d talked to the lender and let them know they had made a grave error in their documentation since I’d never taken out a loan with them. For the first couple weeks after the initial conversation the bank had called once a week, but now six weeks had passed and the intrusive phone calls were amping up to at least once a day. Somehow, they’d even gotten ahold of my cell phone number. It was starting to feel more and more like harassment. So far, I hadn’t figured out a way to convince the bank the loan wasn’t mine and make them stop calling. Maybe it was time to talk to an attorney.

With fists propped on my hips, I turned my gaze to the plate-glass window facing Main Street and raised my face to soak in the October sun streaming through the window. The warmth immediately eased my mind and calmed me down. Autumn had always been my favorite time of year in my small mountain town. The cool, crisp days and vibrant colors sent my heart soaring. The cooler weather allowed me to wear cozy sweaters and boots, eat everything pumpkin, feel the leaves crunching under my feet, and watch my favorite not-so-spooky Halloween movies. I was a chicken at heart so chose Hocus Pocus or Practical Magic over Freddy Krueger every time. Most people complained about the loss of light with it getting dark earlier and earlier each evening this time of year, but the shorter days fed my inner couch potato. When it was dark outside, there was zero guilt about putting on my flannel pajamas and fuzzy socks by six in the evening. It was too dark to putter around with outside chores anyway so a person might as well get comfortable. 

In my humble and unbiased opinion, our town was at its finest in the autumn. Everyone in Pine Bluff threw themselves into preparations for the Timber Festival. The festival itself took place at Steam Engine Park, but the entire town overflowed with delightful things to take pictures of, delicious things to eat, and fun things to do. Cornstalks, scarecrows, and piles of cheerful orange pumpkins adorned every corner of Main Street. Banners sporting cute images of ghosts, goblins, and witches hung from each lamppost lining the downtown streets. A hot apple cider and decadent caramel corn stand had popped up in the parking lot at Literally, the charming and cozy bookstore a few blocks from my store. A large plywood cutout of pumpkins and another of scarecrows, with holes to stick your head through for photo ops, stood proudly beside the cider booth. Every store and business in the downtown area offered platters full of various delicious fall treats for their shoppers. For the entire month of October, I had a standing order at Cookie Crumbles Bakery for two dozen doughnuts—plain cake, powdered sugar, cinnamon twists, pumpkin, and apple fritters—that I picked up on my way to work each morning. Along with the doughnuts, I kept a pot of my traditionally bad coffee going for any souls brave enough to give it a try. 

“Hey, Mama, come out here and tell me if this works. I need your opinion.” My thirty-four-year-old daughter, April, stuck her head around the open doorframe. Her hair glinted the color of red-hot coals in the golden-hued fall sunshine. 

The sight of April caused a grin to spread across my face. After years away, she’d moved back to Pine Bluff six months ago and I was tickled to death to have her back in town. As the youngest of my three kids, I was more than suspicious April had drawn the short straw among her siblings when the three of them decided someone needed to come back to Pine Bluff to keep an eye on their crackpot of a mother. I was well-aware they had been worried about me, completely unfounded of course, ever since my husband of forty-plus years had died suddenly three years ago. I’d only mentioned once or twice how I thought their dad’s spirit was still hanging around the house and I’d been having full-blown, albeit one-sided, conversations with him. You’d think I’d said I thought aliens were invading. Suddenly the kids were all bent out of shape and concerned about my mental health. I snorted. They acted like I hadn’t always been a little bonkers. All of the best people are, aren’t they? Anyway, whatever the reason, April was here to stay and seemed to have settled back into small town life without a hitch. 

I stepped outside to see what magic she had created for our October display. 

“Ta da.” April spread her arms wide to show off her handiwork. “What’d you think?”

Until she had mentioned it, I’d never utilized the large front window of the store, except to stare out of and hang random sale flyers on now and again. With April’s eye for detail, she’d begun creating displays of her beautifully refinished furniture in the window, comingling with products I carried in the store. It shocked me how quickly the pieces she displayed sold, and how many people came into Carpenter’s Corner because they fell in love with something they saw in the window. Ultimately, they’d leave with something else they’d been meaning to pick up—a package of lightbulbs or a roll of duct tape. I could kick myself for ignoring the great marketing tool I’d had right in front of my face all this time. Better late than never, I suppose.

“This is perfect. I love everything about it. The table is gorgeous. I hope you have something else in the works, because it’s going to sell in a heartbeat.” 

The window showcased a sofa table the color of morning fog. April had discovered it at an estate sale where it had been lounging in someone’s barn covered in chicken poop only a few weeks ago. Now it was a stunning piece of furniture. She’d stripped it down to bare wood, sanded it to a smooth finish, painted it a gorgeous foggy gray, and given it a durable semi-glossy topcoat before displaying the table in the window. If I was a betting woman, I’d wager it would be snapped up within the week. 

“Have you seen my stash of furniture stuffed in the corner of your warehouse?” April snorted. “Believe me, I won’t have any problem choosing my next project.” 

I laughed. “True enough. Good thing I don’t have a big lumber order coming in this week. There wouldn’t be enough room for it,” I teased. 

April had recently moved her furniture restoration business, Carriage House Designs, into a section of my warehouse. It worked well for both of us. She could fill in at the hardware store when I needed an extra hand, and I kept the rent for her space reasonable. 

I turned back to the window to study the rest of the display. A large ceramic burgundy mixing bowl from the sparkly new kitchen nook I’d recently added to the store sat on top of the table, along with an antique tin orchard bucket overflowing with miniature pumpkins and colorful Indian corn. April had leaned three brooms upright against the wall and placed a tall black witch’s hat on top of each one. A hand painted sign stating “The Witch Is In” hung crookedly off the back of a dark-blue wooden distressed chair placed at an angle beside the sofa table. I chuckled. The entire display was silly and whimsical; exactly what I craved in my life. 

“Boy, do those flowers ever pop against the gray stone building. Using the rusty old wheelbarrow as a plant stand was brilliant.” I sat on the weathered wooden bench to soak in all the fall loveliness.    

April had filled the patinaed vintage wheelbarrow with burgundy and yellow fall mums in terra-cotta pots, then had tucked a mixture of orange and white pumpkins between the flowers with two black plastic crows perched on the flowerpots. 

“So, are you happy with it, then?” April asked. 

“No.” I wrinkled my nose. “I'm not happy with it. I love it!” 

April grinned and pointed to the entryway. “On the far side of the bench, I’m thinking about adding a bale of straw and piling more pumpkins on top.”

I raised my eyebrows. “We have more pumpkins?” I eyeballed the five in the wheelbarrow with the flowers and the two enormous pumpkins flanking the bench. 

“There’s six more in the back of your Jeep, along with the bale of straw. It’s entirely possible I bought out the pumpkin patch.” 

“Then I say do it,” I answered. “Orange twinkle lights and fall-colored leaf garlands would look great strung around the front window and door too.”

“I like the way you’re thinking. I’ll pop down to Country Roads and see what they have left for fall décor and lights.”  

Darlene Lovelace stepped out of her boutique, Lipstick and Lace, next door. She wore a mid-thigh brown floral dress with pops of persimmon, chocolate-colored tights, and a long faux fur vest in shades of brown and cream. At least I thought it was faux. You could never be sure with Darlene. Taupe western ankle boots completed the outfit.  

I cringed, waiting for whatever snarky remark she had for me this time. The woman didn’t disappoint.

“This is so much better. Good job, April.” With arms crossed over her chest, Darlene flung her long dark hair over her shoulder while she studied our display. “Normally, your mom sets out a pumpkin or two and calls it good. It’s embarrassing to be in the same building with her.”

April leveled Darlene with a look smacking of warning. “Gee thanks. We’re both glad you approve, your highness.” 

“Feel free to find yourself another store to rent, if it’s so embarrassing to have your boutique in my building.” I stared at Darlene over the top of my glasses. “I won’t hold you to your contract.” 

I owned the building both of our shops were in. Darlene had initially signed a three-year contract but now, at year four, I was only signing year-to-year leases with her. Main Street storefronts were limited in Pine Bluff, so if she decided to move her western clothing boutique, I wouldn’t have a problem finding another tenant for the space. 

Lipstick and Lace was only about a quarter of the size of my hardware store, so Darlene’s front window was much narrower than mine. Her window display looked great, but after her snide remark, I kept any praise to myself. She’d placed two dress forms in the window and clothed them both in rich fall colors. A strapless, olive-green maxi-dress with a thick, beaded western belt and a long silver pendant was draped over one dress form while the other wore a pair of acid-faded denim jeans with rhinestones lining the front pockets, topped with a rust-orange wool blazer. Darlene had paired the outfit with a necklace featuring leather fringe and silver and turquoise medallions. A vintage wooden crate displayed a pair of wine-red women’s cowboy boots. Strings of colorful fall leaves hung from the top of the window frame and two terra-cotta pots with fake boxwood shrubs rounded out the look. 

Without replying to either one of our snarky responses, Darlene whirled around, her long fur vest whipping out behind her, and flounced back into her store. The windows of the old building rattled as she slammed the door. Darlene had been a few years ahead of April in school. Where April had been athletic and a tomboy, Darlene had been the captain of the dance team. There’d never been any love lost between the two of them. 

“What a twit.” April brushed her hands off on her jeans and stepped back to take a final look at her display. “By the way, Scotty mentioned a bunch of people are going to Timber Creek later. It sounds like most of the lumberjack contestants will be there. Do you want to go over and get something to eat after work? We could mingle a bit and wish them all luck for the competition.” 

Timber Creek Saloon was one of three bars in Pine Bluff. Located on Evergreen Avenue a few blocks east of my store, it was the favorite gathering place for the local loggers. I imagined the bar would be filled to the rafters with friendly banter between the contestants before the competition started in earnest, bright and early in the morning. 

“Sounds fun. I’m in. Besides, it’s been a dog’s age since I’ve been in Timber Creek.”

“Good. There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about anyway. It’ll be a good time to get it done.”

Uh-oh. No matter the context or person, a knot of dread always formed in the pit of my stomach when someone said, “we need to talk.” 

“Talk about wha…”

The roar of a motorcycle drowned out anything else I was going to say as sixteen-year-old Westen Lund backed his red-and-black Honda Rebel up to the curb and cut the engine. He pulled off his helmet and ran a hand through his unruly curls before greeting me and April with a wide smile. 

Westen, a high school sophomore, was the oldest son of a local logging family. He’d be competing in the junior division of the lumberjack contest over the weekend. This afternoon, however, he’d be working for me at Carpenter’s Corner. I’d hired Westen two months before for three after school shifts a week, and a six-hour shift on most Saturdays. He’d been an excellent choice. The kid was a hard worker; always eager to learn. His happy-go-lucky personality was an added bonus. 

Choosing not to question April any more, we got back to work and the afternoon flew by. I balanced my ledger and took an afternoon walk to the bank and post office while Westen manned the cash register and April worked on a furniture project in the warehouse. Once I returned from running my errands, Westen restocked shelves and swept the floor while keeping up a constant chatter about this weekend’s upcoming lumberjack contest. 

“Who do you think is going to win?” Westen leaned on the broom he’d been sweeping the entryway with. “Is Scotty going to walk away with the trophy again? I hear the competition’s going to be tough this year. I mean, we all know Nate was right on Scotty’s heels last year, but Coach was saying there’s a couple guys who haven’t entered before who’ll be throwing this year. He said these new guys are younger and stronger than Scotty.” He shook his head. “Hard to believe. I sure hope he takes champion. I want to see him compete at State.”

This weekend’s contest was the last in the district for the year. The winner would get the opportunity to move on to the state finals held in Albany later in the month. 

I shrugged. “You never know what might happen. Scotty’s been reigning champion for what, five years? Some fresh blood in the competition will be interesting. Just think, Westen, in a few years, you’ll be throwing in the adult division.” 

Westen’s blue eyes sparkled. “I plan on taking first place in the junior division this year. At least in axe-throwing. I’m pretty sure I’ll end up making a big splash in the log rolling contest. My balance has never been the best.” 

“It’s a good thing the weather’s supposed to be fairly nice this weekend, then. You shouldn’t get too much of a chill when you fall into the pond,” I answered in a dead-pan tone. 

Westen laughed before pulling his cell phone out of his pocket and thumbing it on. “It’s six already. Is there anything else you want me to do before I head out, Dawna?” He brushed light brown bangs out of his eyes and leaned against the counter.   

I glanced at the clock on the wall. “Good night! Where’d the time go? No, there’s nothing else. Get out of here, Wes, and get some rest tonight so you’re ready to go tomorrow.”

He grinned. “Will do.” 

I locked the door behind him and flipped the sign to “Closed.” As I turned back to the interior of the store, a shadow crossed in my peripheral vision and I jumped a foot off the ground, pressing a hand to my racing heart. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought my husband had walked in from the lumber yard behind the store.

Bob had died of a sudden heart attack over three years ago, and I’d been practically insane with grief for the first year. Since then, I’d carried on the best I could, though I’d give anything for a single word from him. There’d been a dozen times or more in the last couple of months where I’d sworn the man was in the room with me. Sometimes the smell of Bob—sawdust and coffee—came out of nowhere and knocked the wind out of my lungs. Other times, a shadow danced across the room, or a light touch brushed my cheek when no one was anywhere near. Much to my kids’ dismay, I swore he was still around, watching over me. Though a couple of months before, April had finally admitted maybe I wasn’t quite as crazy as a bedbug. She’d felt her dad’s presence in the family home more than once and thought she’d caught a glimpse of him as well. We didn’t talk about it much, but it was nice to know I wasn’t the only one.

Sometimes I thought if I could concentrate hard enough, maybe I’d actually be able to see Bob for more than a fleeting second. I propped my elbows on the counter, steepled my hands, and leaned my forehead into my thumbs, closing my eyes for a minute to calm my thoughts, and attempted to conjure my husband. 

“Hey, Mom, are you ready to head over to Timber Creek?” April called as she strode out of the hardware store’s warehouse, effectively ending my ghost charming meditation. 

“Boy, am I.” I’d never been much of a drinker, but an ice cold beer sounded spectacular this evening. 








  
  
Chapter Two




The heavy wooden door to Timber Creek Saloon stood propped open with a bale of fragrant yellow straw. A scarecrow sprawled on top of the bale, his loose limbs looking suspiciously like a man who’d imbibed a bit too much of the ale the saloon kept on tap. They’d tucked a brown jug under the scarecrow’s stuffed arm and tilted his head down. A straw cowboy hat covered his painted-on face.  

“Now, that’s cute,” April said, “but I think this guy should’ve been cut off a while ago.” She tapped the brim of the scarecrow’s hat as we passed. 

Stepping inside the bar, I spied an empty table halfway into the room and made a beeline for it. The table was a small two-top pushed up against the wall and out of the way. Perfect for the two of us. 

“Looks like we arrived in the nick of time.” I pulled off my pine-green wool cape and draped it over the back of the wooden captain’s chair before I took a seat. 

The bar hadn’t completely filled up yet, but a steady stream of people flowed through the open doorway. Timber Creek Saloon was housed in one of the oldest buildings in town, and even though the building had gone through a dozen different owners over the years, it had remained a bar in every single one of its reincarnations. The current version mixed country rustic with a fancier era of western décor. A copper bar ran the length of the front room with a wide variety of bottles of liquors ready and waiting on the glass shelves lining an enormous gilt-framed mirror. Wooden swivel stools with leather seats lined the bar with a polished brass rail near the floor to prop tired feet on. Vintage tin tiles, original to the building, still clung to the high ceilings. 

A server navigated the crowd, making her way to our table. “What can I get you ladies this evening?” she asked once she arrived tableside. 

“I’ll take a pint of the hefeweizen you have on tap,” April replied.

“Make it two,” I added, holding up two fingers. “And then we’re going to share a basket of steak strips and fried mushrooms, please.” 

“You got it. Do you want ranch or blue cheese for dipping?”

“Both, please,” April and I answered together. 

When the server left to put our order in, April threw her head back and scanned the ceiling. “Ah, it’s still there.” She pointed to a dime-size hole in one of the tin ceiling tiles.

“Sure is. I can’t imagine anyone will ever plug up that bullet hole. It’s too good of a story.” 

As the story went, a squabble had broken out over a hand of poker and one old cowpoke had fired his pistol into the ceiling as a warning that tempers better settle down or else. A hundred years had passed since the infamous poker game, and I wasn’t sure how the game had turned out, but the bullet hole was still clearly visible to this day.

“I’m going to use the restroom before our dinner comes,” I said. 

Timber Creek’s his and hers restrooms were tucked in a corner of the back half of the bar. Two steps led to the slightly sunken room where a stage took up the back corner of the large room. The bar was already loud with so many people milling around, so I was glad to see there wasn’t a band setting up on the stage tonight. The pool table and dart boards were already bustling with lively games. 

When I came out of the restroom, Scotty stood at the end of the bar, laughing with his best friend and biggest lumberjack rival, Nate Durand. I said a quick hello, marveling at the size of the two boys, then chuckled at myself for thinking of thirtysomething men as boys. Nate towered as tall as Scotty, but instead of being big and bulky, he was lean and whip strong. Nate was as dark complected as Scotty was light. They’d always reminded me of the yin and yang symbol—two sides of a whole. From the time they’d started school, wherever one of them was, you could bet your last dollar the other was nearby. Both boys were born and raised in Pine Bluff, but Nate lived thirty miles down the road now, in a little town called Lost Canyon where his great-grandfather had settled a hundred years ago. At the hardware store earlier, Scotty had told me he didn’t care if he won the championship title; his only goal was beating Nate. He’d said it with a mischievous grin.

Like his best friend, Nate worked in the woods. He’d started his own logging business several years ago and was a one-man operation, taking smaller jobs from people who needed their land cleared for one reason or another. 

“I’ve heard good things about Nate’s business. Glad it’s going well for him,” I told April once I made my way back to our table. I pointed out the two men with a nod of my head. “Apparently, he’s built a small sawmill on his place and is cutting lumber now.”

“Interesting. Do you think it’s going to affect your lumber sales at the store much?”

I flapped a hand at her. “Gosh, no. Not a bit. Nate’s producing specialized lumber, locally sourced and milled. Completely different from what Carpenter’s Corner offers. Bill said Nate already has a huge waiting list for his live edge planks. People are wanting to use them for fireplace mantels and bar tops. Apparently he’s been taking jobs farther from home now so he can get his hands on more hardwood than what grows in this area.” 

Bill Wilder, the source of my information, was a long-time friend of my family. He and Bob had been partners in their construction business, but Bill bought me out and took over when Bob died. He kept me up to date on anything new going on in the construction world and was the first person I called to consult with when a customer in the hardware store asked questions I didn’t know how to answer.  

“I’m going to have to check out what Nate’s been doing. Maybe I can make a live edge table or two for clients.” April rubbed her hands together. “They’d be a great addition to Carriage House Designs.” 

The server arrived with our mugs of cold, frothy beer and steaming plates of fried food. She slid them in front of us and I thanked her, reaching for a slice of lemon to squeeze into my beer. A loud yell near the front of the bar startled me, causing me to knock my hand into the mug and slosh golden brew all over the table. I grabbed the stack of napkins the server had left and mopped up the spill while still attempting to look over my shoulder to find out what the shouting was about.

A man and a woman stood silhouetted in the open doorway. Because of the backlight, I couldn’t make out who they were. 

“Nate Durand, I have a bone to pick with you,” the man yelled.

The couple stepped farther into the bar, and I recognized the guy as a local chainsaw artist named Tommy Keifer. Tommy shook his fist Nate’s way as his wife tugged on his arm and whispered something I couldn’t make out. From the look on her face, she wasn’t happy Tommy was kicking up a fuss. 

I widened my eyes and turned back to April. “Crickey. What’s that all about?”

April jammed a breaded mushroom into her mouth and shrugged. “How should I know?” It sounded more like, “Ow ew I oh?” but thankfully I was fluent in interpreting full mouth speech.

“Obviously it was a rhetorical question.” I stuck my tongue out at her. 

April frowned and nodded her head toward the couple. “If we listen instead of yakking, we might find out.” 

She had a point. I dipped a steak strip into creamy blue cheese dressing and took a bite while glancing around the bar. Nate had stepped forward with Scotty right beside him. A group of lumberjack competitors congregated behind the two men. They all remained silent, their faces as still as stone as they stared at the newcomers. 

“Yikes. Whatever it is, looks like it could get ugly fast.” April took a sip of her beer and scooted her chair as close to the wall as she could get. I swiveled mine sideways so my back was against the wall and I wouldn’t have to crane my neck so hard to watch the commotion. 

Tommy strode forward, his wife trying to pull him back the whole time. He twisted out of her grip. “Mandy, let go of me. It’s time Nate and I settled this once and for all.”

Hands planted on his thin hips, Tommy brushed Mandy off when she reached for his arm again. He stepped forward a few paces and stopped a foot from our table, facing off with the group of lumberjacks. I pressed up against the wall to avoid getting whacked in the head by the man’s jutting elbows. If fists were about to fly, I wanted to make myself as small as possible. 

“I told you to stay off my property,” Tommy spit out.

Nate broke away from the other lumberjack contestants and stepped up to the chainsaw artist with a calm stride. He towered over Tommy, his height even more frightening than the fire in his eyes. Scotty stepped up beside his friend, arms crossed over a massive chest. Together, the two giant woodsmen created a solid and intimidating wall.  

Nate cleared his throat. “And I’ve told you, I have every right to be on your property. I own the timber rights to that tract of land. It says so in your title work and right on your deed. If you didn’t want that to happen, you should’ve addressed it before you bought the property.” His voice remained steady and calm.

“Nobody explained timber rights to me. The whole thing was underhanded, and you know it!” Tommy’s face turned red with rage. He darted up to Nate, dancing around the lumberjack like a banty rooster looking for a fight. Even though Tommy wasn’t a tiny man, Nate’s towering strength made him appear small. 

Nate sighed and lowered his voice a notch. “I’m sorry you didn’t understand how timber rights work, man. How about I buy the property back from you for what you paid for it and we call it even? No more hard feelings.”

“You know we’ve already started construction on the house and workshop. I don’t want to sell it back to you. What I want is for you to stay off my place.” 

“Once I get those two acres logged, I promise you I’ll stay off your land for the next twenty years. I’ll even sell you those timber rights if you want them. In the meantime, you’re going to have to deal with it.” 

Tommy raised his fist. By the look in his eye, it was loud and clear he wanted to pop Nate squarely in the nose. 

Nate narrowed his eyes and dipped his chin while looking Tommy straight in the eye. “Look, I’ve tried to make this right, but now it seems like you’re asking for a fight. Are you sure you want to do this?” He tilted his head slightly to indicate the group of lumberjacks standing behind him and Scotty. Nate raised his eyebrows, giving Tommy a chance to size up the woodsmen he’d be taking on. 

I leaned in and whispered to April. “Yikes. Doesn’t seem like a fair fight. Eight giants against one normal-size guy.”

April shook her head. “I’m sure they’re just trying to intimidate him. Nate won’t let things get out of hand.” 

A slap of metal on wood rang out as the owner of the bar flipped up the hinged pass-through and whipped around the bar like a madman. While Kevin Owens was friendly and welcoming, he didn’t take guff from anyone, drunk or sober. Showing no fear, Kevin strode around the loggers and up to Tommy until they were nose-to-nose. He thrust out an arm, pointing to the door. “Out. Unless you can all act like civilized human beings, you don’t belong here. Nobody’s fighting in my bar tonight.” 

It appeared to be the out Tommy was looking for. His wife heaved a sigh of relief as they turned to leave, but Tommy wasn’t quite done yet. He puffed up his lean chest one last time. “You haven’t heard the last of me.” He pointed a skinny finger at Nate’s chest. “Watch your back, you…you…doorknob.”

Nate laughed. “Doorknob? That’s the worst thing you could come up with?”

Tommy shot him with a glare as Mandy dragged her angry husband out of Timber Creek Saloon. Everyone in the room took a collective and relieved breath. 

“That was exciting. Reminded me of David and Goliath. It’s a good thing Nate controls his temper so well, or the other guy would’ve been squished like an ant.” April bit into another breaded mushroom. “At least Kevin didn’t have to resort to firing a bullet into the ceiling to get everyone’s attention.” 

“True enough.” I took a deep swallow of my beer, then wiped my mouth with a napkin. “I feel kind of bad for Tommy, not understanding Nate would retain the timber rights. Can you imagine buying land to build your dream home and raise your family on, only to wake up one morning to the previous owner cutting down your trees?”

April shook her head. “It would be pretty terrible, if I’m being honest.”

“Land disputes are notorious for getting violent. Wars and long-running feuds have been started over property rights.”

“Hopefully we didn’t witness the start of a land war playing out in front of us.” 

“Agreed.” 

With the Keifers out of the bar, Nate turned to the bar owner. “Sorry about the ruckus, Kevin.” 

“Not your fault, man. Thanks for keeping it calm.” Kevin shook Nate’s hand. “I appreciate it.”

“No worries.” Nate sighed. “Lesson learned. If I ever sell off any more acreage, I’ll make sure the buyer knows what retained timber rights means. I wasn’t trying to pull the wool over his eyes. You guys know me. I like to be honest and upfront with all my business dealings.” 

“Really?” A local logger, Matt Forester, swiveled around on the stool where he was sitting at the bar. “Strange. Must be a new leaf the great Nate Durand is turning over.” He glanced around at the other loggers. “Or maybe it’s only me you treat like dirt?” Matt sneered and turned back to the bar. He took a swig out of the bottle of beer in his fist. 

Nate grimaced at the man then rubbed his forehead and joined the rest of the lumberjacks without replying.

I dipped another steak strip into the blue cheese dressing and took a bite, contemplating the man at the bar. “I wonder what Matt’s going on about?”

April swiveled her head to look at him, then clucked her tongue. “Who knows? Matt’s always been an oddball. Probably thinks Nate did him wrong at some point. With Matt, nothing’s ever his own fault.” 

Matt was a logger who, like Nate, worked independently. He’d recently purchased a rusty rattletrap of a logging truck and sold the timber he cut to the local sawmill. I was pretty certain his logging truck spent more time broken down then it did actually hauling timber. It was common knowledge Matt had to go into business for himself because he couldn’t seem to get along with anyone he worked with. Word was, he’d burnt all his bridges with the logging companies in the area and there wasn’t anyone left who’d hire him. Matt was only in his mid-thirties but held himself like a skinny ancient man bent into the shape of a crescent moon. He had a foul mouth and an attitude to match. Even in the crowded bar, the barstools on either side of him sat empty while people milled around, choosing to stand rather than sit next to the guy. 

“It’s kind of sad. Imagine the type of life Matt must live. It’s got to be lonely,” I said.

We both turned to look at the man in question. Matt picked that moment to raise his voice as Kevin set a fresh beer in front of him. He was addressing the bartender, but apparently didn’t care who else heard the conversation. “I’m looking for a good woman who isn’t afraid of a little hard work, and who’s not dragging a bunch of baggage around with her. The last thing I want is to have to try and fix her. Not my job. I need a woman who can chop a load of wood, cook me a tasty dinner, and clean the dishes. Is it really too much to ask?” When Kevin only grimaced and turned to pull a beer for another customer, Matt supplied the answer himself. “I’m starting to think it is these days. Nobody wants to work.” He sighed and took a swig of his beer.

April shook her head in disgust. “I can’t decide if he’s looking for a girlfriend or a handyman. What a jerk.” 

My daughter had a valid point. 

Cheers and laughter rang out from the lumberjack contestants who were gathered around a cluster of tables they’d pushed together. It was fun to see them all enjoying each other’s company before the competition heated up in the morning. The men raised icy dripping mugs in toasts as they let loose with racy jokes and bits of song. 

With the excitement and drama over, I asked April what it was she had wanted to talk to me about. 

She took a swig of her beer, I assumed to add more steel to her backbone, then set the bottle back onto the table with a sigh. “Ever since we went to Astoria back in August, Becky has been after me to get you to consider selling the house and downsizing.”

“What? Why?”

“She thinks you don’t need that much space, and she’s not exactly wrong.” April shrugged. “It’s a lot to keep up for one little woman…”

“Hey. Watch it,” I growled through clenched teeth.

“In a smaller house, your power bills would be a lot less, the maintenance would be much more manageable, and it would free up a lot of your time.”

I pursed my lips and quietly waited for her to continue. 

“Mom? Say something.” When I didn’t answer, April also threw her brother under the bus. “Patrick thinks so too. The house was great when Dad was alive and all of us kids were at home, but now you’re the only one rattling around in all those empty rooms.”

“Oh, Patrick thinks so too, huh?” I said as little as possible so as not to explode and punch my own bullet hole in the ceiling. Good thing I didn’t have a gun in my purse. 

Becky was my oldest child. She had a sweet family of her own and lived on the Oregon coast where she owned a bookstore and her husband fished the waters of the Pacific Ocean. Patrick, my only son, was two years older than April. He’d gotten an animal husbandry degree and now owned and operated a dairy farm in Kansas with his wife and their young son. I loved my family, but they were overstepping their boundaries as far as I was concerned. 

April gulped. “Yeah, Patrick thinks so too.”

I tilted my head, leaned closer to my youngest child, and kept my voice low. It sounded menacing even to my own ears. Let her tremble in her boots. I didn’t care a hoot. “The three of you have been discussing how your old crackpot of a mother isn’t smart enough or capable enough to take care of herself anymore, is that it? You do all realize, do you not, that I am only sixty-two years old, not eighty-two? Sure, maybe in twenty years I can see you all sitting me down for this conversation, but as of now,” I narrowed my eyes, “I suggest you back off.”

April threw her hands in the air. “Fine. They’ve been hounding me to death about it, but I told them you would take it this way. It’s not that we don’t think you’re capable, Mom, we just think it would make life easier for you.” 

“Oh, would it? Would it make my life easier? Would it lessen how badly I miss your father? To have to go through forty-some years of accumulations and decide which memories to toss out and which were worthy enough to carry into my new, smaller, life? Would it be better for me to sell the beautiful house your dad and I raised our family in? And,” I was on a roll now, “have any of you considered where our family get-togethers would take place, or are they simply a thing of the past now, as well? What about the big family Christmas we’ve been planning? Is Christmas off the table now, too?”

April had shrunk down in her chair at my backlash. “Well, no. Patrick thought we could still have Christmas this year, then you could start looking for your new place after the first of the year.”

I nodded and attempted to bring my voice back into my normal range. “I see. One last hurrah, then the house goes on the market.”

“Yes, that’s the thinking.”

I leaned back in. “Read. My. Lips. Not going to happen.” 

April sighed and took another steak strip. “Fine. Let’s table it for now and enjoy the last of our meal.”

I forced a fake smile and took a sip of my beer. We’re tabling it forever, Missy.     

April tried to lighten the mood by regaling me with stories of the pranks the high school soccer girls played on the coaches on their latest overnight trip. As the assistant coach, April bore the brunt of a few of the jokes. Not one to typically hold a grudge, I let her coax a few laughs from me until I’d let go of my mad. By the time we’d finished our snacks and beer, I’d forgiven my kids’ interfering, and was ready to call it a day. April and I wandered over to wish the lumberjacks good luck before we headed out. 

"You guys do know there’s a lumberjill competition during the Timber Festival, don’t you?” April asked, looking around as if confused. “Where are the Jills? I thought they’d be here celebrating with you.” 

“We invited them, but they all said they were resting up for tomorrow and saving their partying until after the competition.” Scotty’s eyes twinkled as he chugged the rest of his beer and reached for the pitcher in the middle of the table. “Silly women.” 

The comment burned in my craw. Maybe I hadn’t fully let go of my mad yet. 

“I scoff at that,” Nate yelled, raising his glass in another cheer. The server squeezed her way in, thumping two more sweating pitchers down on each end of the table.

“Let the women rest,” another contestant bellowed, then laughed while reaching for one of the fresh pitchers. “More beer for us!”

Glancing around the table, I recognized most of the contestants. A few faces were new to me, but since competitors had to live in the region to compete in our local competition, they were simply neighbors I hadn’t met yet. Whoever they were, it was clear they were having a good time. A young man wearing round Harry Potter-ish glasses reached for the pitcher and knocked his neighbor’s beer over with his elbow in the process. Thankfully, there’d only been about an inch of liquid in the glass. Instead of anyone getting mad about it, the entire group laughed. The man who’d knocked over the beer leaned down and sucked it off the table. 

Coming up for air, he looked around the table where all eyes were on him. “What? No sense in wasting good brew, is there?” 

I shook my head at the absurdity of it all while the rest of the lumberjacks guffawed. 

Once things quieted down a bit, I broke into their revelry. “April and I are headed out but we wanted to stop by and wish you all the best of luck tomorrow.” I eyed the pints and pitchers of beer emptying at an alarming rate. “Though you might want to think about slowing down. I’d think you’d want to be at your best for tomorrow’s competition.” I indicated the drinks with a nod. “You know, like how the smart lumberjills are resting and making sure they’re in top form. Just a thought.” 

“Mother!” April made a disgusted sound in her throat and rolled her eyes. “Sorry, you guys. Sometimes my mom can’t seem to stop herself from handing out unsolicited advice.” 

My daughter grabbed me by the elbow and frog-marched me out of the saloon. 
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