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      I AIN’T HIRIN’ no baby killer to work in my store.”

      Joe Brody ground his teeth together at Mr. Thompson’s words and reminded himself he needed a job more than he needed his pride. “Your ad says you need—”

      “I don’t need somebody like you.” Short and squatty, the middle-aged man rocked up on the balls of his feet as though trying to impress. Or intimidate. Either way it didn’t work because the hardware store owner refused to meet his gaze.

      Since he’d stepped off the bus this morning everyone in town, the women especially, had avoided looking Joe in the eyes. Glancing at him frightfully as though one glance would taint them for life.

      “Look, Mr. Thompson, I served time I didn’t—”

      “I said no. Now git before somebody sees you.” The heavy man’s chins bounced as he did that rocking thing again and jerked a thumb toward the door. “Business is bad enough without you scarin’ off customers.”

      The bell attached to the door jangled loudly and footsteps clicked against the cheap tile floor. Joe glared at Thompson even though he’d focused his attention on the newcomer.

      “Ah, geez, what do you want?”

      Surprised someone besides himself warranted such a response, Joe glanced at Thompson’s customer then did a quick double take at the woman presently returning the man’s baleful glower with one of her own.

      She slammed a box on the counter. “This didn’t work.”

      Her voice was rich and husky and laced with sheer fury. Thompson remained by the cash register, and as the two faced off, Joe used the moment of invisibility to his advantage.

      Thin but stacked, the woman was a sight to behold after his ten years in prison. He guessed her to be in her mid to late twenties, a few years younger than his twenty-nine.

      Her jet-black hair was pulled away from her angular face and the dark hue tinging her cheeks hinted at the temper she barely held in check. If Thompson held true to form after all these years, he typically responded more favorably to women willing to flirt with him. Obviously, she didn’t know that.

      “No returns.”

      She flattened her palms along the top of the counter and leaned forward, her height giving her a distinct advantage over Thompson. “You deliberately sold me the wrong product.”

      Thompson didn’t acknowledge her accusation. “No returns if the box’s been opened.”

      Long, straight tendrils teased the length of her jaw and she brushed them away in irritation. That’s when Joe noted the presence of a plain silver wedding band.

      “Of course I opened it—you said it would work.”

      “Did I? Can’t remember.”

      Her gaze narrowed, and Joe had a hard time holding back a chuckle. Not many people had ever stood up to Thompson’s dictatorial ways, but this woman was the exception.

      “Look, I know you’re still mad at me for buying the house—”

      “Got that right.”

      “But you can’t change the fact it wasn’t for sale to you.”

      “Shouldn’t have been for sale to outsiders, either. You city folk think you can move in here and buy up whatever you want. You tricked that old fool, but you ain’t gonna trick me!”

      “You have no idea what I want, and I didn’t trick anyone. Now, you guaranteed this part would fit that old sink—”

      Thompson waved her toward the door. “Go bother somebody else.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? But I’m not budging until you give me my fifty dollars back.”

      Joe eyed the box. Fifty dollars? He gave a small cough.

      Thompson glared. “Why ain’t you left yet?”

      “Mighty pricey part,” he drawled, shooting Thompson a look that stated clearly he was on to his game. “Can’t help but wonder how business would suffer if folks thought your prices had a tendency to fluctuate depending on who was doing the buying.”

      The woman frowned as she caught on to what he implied. Then she flashed Thompson a quelling smile. “Oh, really? Fluctuate, huh? Maybe I need to call the local paper instead? Or the Better Business Bureau?” Her tone left no doubt that she would do just that and relish every minute.

      The little man sputtered a moment. He fumed at Joe, his bushy brows nearly obscuring his eyes they pulled so low. “You stay out of this,” Thompson grumbled.

      The woman leaned over the counter and grabbed the phone receiver off its base.

      “Hey, now—”

      Eyes wide, her expression changed to one of innocence. “Would you like to call the BBB yourself?” She glanced around the otherwise empty hardware store before she gave Thompson a shrug. “Looks pretty dead in here, but I imagine it’ll only get worse once word gets out.”

      The threat of losing money darkened the man’s complexion to a dull maroon. Mouth pursed, Thompson made a noise deep in his throat and stomped his way around the counter.

      “Man can’t make a decent living. Folks always whining and complaining and not willing to abide by the law. Sign says no returns and it means no returns.” He pointed a finger at her. “Don’t you be tellin’ folks I done this now, you hear me? I’ll have all sorts of kooks in here wantin’ money.”

      She made a face at the word kooks but nodded as Thompson stalked by. “I won’t say a word…so long as you don’t try this again. I want the right part at the right price.”

      The man complained some more as he waddled a wide path around Joe and headed toward the plumbing supplies.

      Joe turned back to the woman, figuring it was about time for her to recognize him and go running like all the others. She dropped the handset back on the base, her gaze sparkling with amusement and lingering irritation, the almond-shaped eyes completely without fear or condemnation.

      “Thanks for the backup.”

      Hesitant, still waiting for her to call him names, Joe tried for a smile. “No problem.”

      The woman took a step in Thompson’s direction but hesitated, one hand on the counter. “So…exactly how much does ‘fluctuate’ mean?” Almost as soon as the words were out of her mouth, she stuck her hand up in the air. “No, never mind. Forget I asked. I don’t think I want to know how badly he took advantage, but I’ll watch him in the future. If I come back at all.”

      Joe glanced over his shoulder at Thompson and saw the guy still muttering to himself as he sorted through plumbing fixtures. “Demand store credit if he tries to charge you more than thirty bucks.”

      Her full lips parted in shock at the price difference, and after a deep inhalation that caused his attention to stray south, the fire reappeared in her eyes.

      “O-kay,” she said slowly. “Well, I see how he works.” She nodded again. “Live and learn, right?”

      That motto he knew well. “Right,” he agreed, watching as she squared her shoulders and headed toward Thompson. The sway of her jean-clad hips forced him to remember the silver band on her finger.

      Exhaling a breath he didn’t know he held, Joe shook his head and grabbed his duffel from the floor. Time was wasting away.

      Outside, the muggy morning air latched onto his skin despite the shade covering the storefront. August was a hot, hot month in southern Ohio. The humidity nearly unbearable as it was trapped between the valleys and hills. Days like this were best spent on the water, boating, swimming. Picnicking somewhere private with a beautiful girl in a bikini top and cut-off shorts.

      All in good time. After all, he’d served his and at least he wasn’t on a job site somewhere with an armed guard ready to fire should anyone try to make a run for it. Still, as he walked down the sidewalk and people scattered into shops or crossed the street to avoid passing him, he wondered how well some of the other guys would do when they made it home. Not many people liked the state releasing inmates for time served due to statute reorganizations. Especially not those convicted of killing a child.

      Joe glanced at the clock in the town square and grimaced. Eleven-ten. Thompson’s Hardware had been the fourth job listed in the Help Wanted section of the paper. Four of four, and after pounding the pavement walking the distances between locations, he’d been turned down by each and every one of them.

      On the corner of Main and Elm, he hesitated outside Pat’s Diner. Back in high school it was the popular place to hang out, and pretty much the only place to eat downtown.

      Through the glass door he spotted an empty bar stool well away from the patrons who occupied the booths, and he grabbed the handle before he could change his mind. If he kept his head down maybe no one would notice him.

      “Good morning, what can I get—” The waitress’s mouth dropped open. “Oh. My. God.”

      So much for no one noticing him. The woman’s cheeks filled with color and her hand moved protectively over her heavily rounded stomach. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t put her face with a name.

      “C-c-coffee?”

      His neck prickled from the multitude of stares brought on by her behavior, but he ignored them as best he could and nodded. The pot shook wildly as coffee splashed into his cup.

      “C-cream?”

      She still hadn’t let go of her belly.

      “Black’s fine, thank you.”

      His thanks seemed to throw her. She bit her lip and then said, “You, um, want something to eat?”

      Joe shook his head and stared down into the murky depths of the rich-smelling brew. The pregnant waitress hurriedly waddled away with an audible sigh of relief, meeting up with another waitress at the end of the counter.

      Comments came to him then, the whispers getting louder and easier to hear. The words baby killer and murderer at the forefront. Josie’s name. Josie’s killer. His manslaughter charge and how he’d gotten off easy when an eye for an eye would’ve been better.

      The diner door opened behind him and Joe immediately shifted his back to the wall on his left. Old habits were hard to break even though he’d been in a workhouse most of the last ten years. Still, once the other inmates had discovered what he’d been convicted of, things had a tendency to happen. So-called accidents. If not for his height and build he probably wouldn’t have lived long, but as it was he’d gotten used to putting his back to the wall for protection.

      Head down, Joe took a sip of coffee, but just when he thought his morning couldn’t get any worse, Taylorsville’s police chief took a seat two stools down from his.

      “Mary, can I get a cup to go?”

      Mary. Mary Bishop. That was her name. She was John Bishop’s little sister, and that explained the familiarity. She looked like John, who’d been one of his buddies in high school, but was a good bit younger. Seven or eight when he’d been convicted, which put her around eighteen now.

      Like magic Mary reappeared out of nowhere and handed the lawman a plastic-capped cup as though she’d already had it ready and waiting. Known he was coming as though he’d been called.

      “Here ya go, Hal.”

      “Thanks, hon, I appreciate it. That baby doin’ okay?”

      Joe watched as her gaze darted nervously to him before she placed both hands over her front.

      “Fine now. The doc says I’m okay so long as nothing more goes wrong.”

      Silence.

      It was almost comical how quiet the diner was compared to when he’d walked in. Not even the normal sound of banging and clanging pots and pans could be heard from the kitchen. The proverbial pin could’ve dropped and the most hard of hearing would have flinched from the noise.

      “Nothing’s going to happen,” the chief stated firmly as he pulled the perforated tab off the top of his coffee, giving the task more care than it needed. Casually, his leather holster creaking as his badge flashed beneath the lights overhead, Hal York turned to face him.

      “Isn’t that right, Joe? Nothing’s going to happen because as soon as you drink your coffee, you’re going to leave town.”

      Joe didn’t move. “I heard about Melissa,” he murmured softly, acutely aware their audience listened to every word. “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t,” Hal ordered, his voice gruff. “Don’t you even say her name. Maybe one day God’ll forgive you, but I won’t and neither will my daughter.” He leaned toward Joe. “Leave town and don’t ever come back. Do it, or I’ll make you wish you’d stayed in prison.”

      Several people in the diner seconded the chief’s sentiment, and Joe tried to ignore the slight tremor in his hand as he lifted the cup and finished off his coffee before reaching behind him. More than one person gasped as the occupants of the diner waited to see what he was reaching for, and bitterness filled him. It took some doing to ignore them all as he pulled a few bills from his wallet and tossed them onto the countertop, leaving Mary a tip he couldn’t afford.

      Joe told himself it was to prove a point, but he couldn’t lie to himself. She reminded him too much of Melissa’s overwhelming panic when she’d found out she was pregnant. Pregnant and unwed, and having to face her father the cop.

      Without a word to Hal, he grabbed his duffel and left, wincing when the diner erupted into a small roar of voices just before the door swung closed behind him.

      Let them talk all they wanted. Threaten. He wasn’t going anywhere except to see his dad at the nursing home and then—

      Then he’d have to do what he’d done for the last ten years–keep his head down and figure out how to survive in a place where everyone hated him.

      

      ASHLEY CADE decided that when she had a bad day, she really had a bad day. She’d been up nearly all night with her teething toddler and finally settled him only to see her chance at getting any sleep disappear with the rising sun.

      Downstairs she’d discovered the coffeepot had chosen today of all days to die, and then she’d been so distracted by Mr. Thompson’s two-faced, childish prank of deliberately selling her the wrong item, she’d forgotten to stop by the diner to splurge on her much needed caffeine jump.

      Now, as she parked the truck beneath the shaded carport in an attempt to keep the already torn seats from drying up and cracking more, she had a headache that pounded like a jackhammer.

      Should she have stayed in the city?

      No. The cost of living would’ve eaten up her savings and she wanted a career that would allow her to stay home with Max. No way could she have bought a house anywhere near as nice as this one, much less owned her own business.

      She’d made the right decision. It was just days like this that made her wish she’d never gotten out of bed. Made her ache with loneliness and want someone to lean on, just for a little while. Companionship and Mac’s husky belly laugh beside her.

      The door of Wilson’s battered old truck squeaked when she opened it, but the pain streaking through her head was nothing compared to the start she got when she realized a large dog stood two feet away, teeth showing.

      What now, a dog bite?

      “Go on, get out of here.” She tried to shoo the dog away but the dirty brown animal stared at her, unmoving, a mix between a lab and a retriever. “Go on. Go.”

      The stupid dog wagged his tail. Uh-huh, like she’d fall for that. “Get out of here. Go!” When he still didn’t move she swallowed her unease. “You’d better go home, dog. Your owner might find another and ship you off to the pound.”

      Its skinny butt wriggled back and forth, tail flying. What was it with people who got a pet and then didn’t take care of it?

      She eyed the dog’s thin frame and wondered briefly if it was hungry enough to make a snack of her. That’s when she noted the way it froze and tilted its head to one side. Seconds later she understood the cause.

      Her son’s angry cries filtered from the open windows of the house and she groaned. So much for him sleeping long enough for her to get something done.

      “Oh, Max.” She kept an eye on the dog as she leaned in the truck and searched for the bag with the sink piece inside. Holding it in one hand, her keys in the other and ready to swing if she needed to, she edged out from behind the protection of the door and shut it.

      The dog stepped forward.

      “Forget it, mutt. Go home.” She pointed to the hill behind the garage and carport, since the closest house was on the far side. “Go on, go!”

      At her tone the dog scampered back a couple steps as though waiting for her to throw something at it. Ashley refused the niggle of guilt she felt at the sight. How many people had run him off? Should she toss him some scraps?

      If you do that you’ll never get rid of him.

      The dog loped several feet in the opposite direction before turning back to look at her again. Max’s ongoing cries reminded her that Wilson was on his own inside. She ignored the mutt as best she could and quickly walked toward the house, all the while checking over her shoulder every couple seconds to see if she was being followed, or better yet, chased. No sign of the mutt now.

      Ashley pressed a hand to her temple to ease the throbbing as she let herself into the kitchen. She tossed the plastic bag in the general direction of the table only to hear it clatter when it slid off the top, hit the seat of a chair and land on the floor with a crash.

      Great. The way her luck was going the stupid thirty-dollar part was now broken.

      “’Bout time you got back, missy.” Wilson stood next to the crib in the living room, a befuddled frown on his wrinkled face. “Thought I heard you, but then you didn’t come in—”

      “Sorry, Wilson. Hey, you know you can’t pick him up and use the walker at the same time,” she chided.

      “Just hate to hear the boy cry. Thought if I got closer he might hush.”

      She smiled at Wilson’s comment. When the old man had stopped by the road that night months ago to offer help, she hadn’t known what to make of him. Too many years living in the city and in a group home for kids past their prime adoption age had taken a toll. Somehow, though, she’d wound up staying with Wilson, not only accepting his help but his grandfatherly presence as well.

      “I was gone twenty minutes. Half an hour tops. After being up all night he should’ve stayed asleep.” Ashley lifted Max into her arms and snuggled his little body close. “Shhh, Max, it’s all right. Mommy’s here. It’s all right,” she crooned. She bounced him and talked nonsense to calm him down. “Oh, honey, why won’t you sleep? You’ve got to be tired. I know I am.”

      Red-rimmed eyes blinked up at her, his lower lip stuck out and quivered. She smoothed her hand over the downy blond hair that was such a contrast to her own, and kissed his forehead. It always amazed her how he had her hazel eyes, but nothing else.

      “Oh, you. Stubborn just like your daddy. You know that?”

      Max waved a fist in the air before he brought it close to his mouth and sucked on it. He lowered his head to her shoulder and exhaled with a shudder.

      “Max okay?”

      She shifted her son to get a better grip and turned. “He’s fine, but between him not sleeping and Mr. Thompson’s tricks, I’m going to lose my mind. Do you have any idea how much he over-charged me for that part he guaranteed would work? Twenty dollars! I picked up some tarps and stuff for the roof because the weatherman said there would be thunderstorms later, but next time I’m making the drive to Baxter.”

      Old Spice lingered in the air as Wilson made his way to his chair. Because of the pain in his hips, he’d moved downstairs several years ago into what had been the servant’s quarters. A small sitting room, bedroom and bath located off the kitchen, there was plenty of room for Wilson without him getting in the way of her plans for turning the large house into a B&B.

      “Might not be havin’ such a hard time if you’d warm up to one of the local boys.”

      She groaned. How many times had she heard this lecture? And how many times had she considered it of late? Just thinking about dating again made her feel disloyal.

      “Wilson, please. I’ve got too much to think about and do before next spring to even consider dating.”

      Chicken.

      “Max needs a father.”

      She closed her eyes and rested her cheek on Max’s head. Her son had a father. One of the few good guys she’d ever known. What were the odds of finding another one?

      “Max’s father hasn’t been gone that long,” she reminded him with a murmur. “And not everyone wants or appreciates an instant family.”

      “It’s been long enough, missy. Almost two years now,” Wilson countered. “And you said he was in training almost a full year before that. Nobody would blame you for gettin’ lonely for someone your own age, but suit yourself. You’ll change your mind soon as the boy is old enough to want friends an’ comes home crying ’cause he don’t have none.”

      Ashley carried her son with her across the room, but paused inside the doorway. She wanted to keep going, to ignore Wilson’s comment, but her curiosity wouldn’t let her.

      “What does my dating a local man got to do with Max having friends?”

      Wilson released his walker one hand at a time to grip the worn arms of his green recliner. Watching him balance always made her nervous so she looked down at Max and smiled as she waited for Wilson to seat himself.

      “This ain’t the city, missy,” he said with a relieved sigh. “You want Max to have friends then you got to be accepted as one of the town. To do that, you got to be kin whether it’s by blood or marriage.”

      He didn’t have to tell her that. Being related, or rather, her not being related to anyone in town other than Max, was a fact she knew well. But what did she know about family? Roots? In the group home the mantra was every kid for herself.

      She was so out of her element here.

      “Might not be right, but it’s the way it is and if you ain’t gonna get married, then you’ve got to go out and get involved in things. Make friends.”

      “How? What things?” Exasperation sharpened her tone. Lack of caffeine, lack of sleep and the unpleasant memories of her difficult childhood made the thought of putting herself out there iffy at best, and disastrous at worst. She wasn’t a “get involved” kind of person. Especially not when gaining attention usually meant inviting trouble and getting picked on.

      How could she fit into this small, close-knit town when she never seemed to fit in anywhere else, including the base where Mac had been stationed? The military wives had pulled together after shipping their husbands off to war, but she’d never felt a part of that. And while she’d dated her share of guys as a stupid teenager, they were casual relationships that only lasted as long as the fun. She didn’t want to go back to that, couldn’t now that she’d known Mac’s love. Where did that leave her in Taylorsville?

      “Are you telling me I have to join the quilting circle and PTA just to buy plumbing supplies without getting ripped off?”

      “Wouldn’t hurt.”

      She rolled her eyes and instantly regretted the movement when pain shot through her skull. “Wilson, I want Max to have a home, roots, to grow up somewhere safe and nice—”

      “Like you didn’t have,” he said, nodding.

      “So what happened to small towns being open and friendly? You know…Mayberry?”

      “You been up watchin’ reruns again? There’s too many weirdos in the world now, that’s what happened. People’s got to get to know you first and with you always holed up workin’ on this house, nobody don’t know what to make of you. You’ve got to be the one to get out there. Ain’t a soul going to bring a cake to your door these days. You’ve gotta go to them.”

      Go to them?

      Ashley rubbed her nose against Max’s. “Yeah, well, I can’t deal with that now. I’ve got a sink to fix if we want water. Don’t I, Max?”

      “Be better off hirin’ a plumber since I cain’t get under the sink to help you. Bobby Butcher’s son’s a plumber. Think he got divorced a year or so ago, too. Then again,” he said with a frown, “I think his wife caught him cheatin’ with Don Boyle’s girl. Maybe you could call—”

      “Wilson?” She pasted a smile on her face, more than a little overwhelmed and slightly panicky. “Thanks for the advice, and when I’m ready to date you can fill me in on all the Billy Bobs out there—I’ll listen to every word—but in the meantime, all I can concentrate on is Max and fixing the sink. It isn’t rocket science. I’ve read the book, I’ve got the right part now… I’ll have it repaired before lunch.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I can do this,” she insisted. “I don’t need a plumber.”

      Wilson chuckled and slowly shook his head back and forth. “Just remember us Billy Bobs sometimes know a thing or two,” he called as she walked into the kitchen carrying Max. “And I say you’d be better off callin’ a plumber!”
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      THE DOORS OF the nursing home swooshed as they opened. Inside, patterned, coffee-stained carpeting led Joe forward in blessedly cool air until he came to a desk manned by a gray-haired lady wearing a red hat. She looked up at him, squinted over the broad, black rims of her glasses and frowned.

      He remembered that frown. He remembered those glasses. The hat was new. “Mrs. H.?”

      Her lips firmed and showcased the lipstick that had leaked out into the multitude of lines around her mouth. But other than grayer hair and a lot more wrinkles, she hadn’t changed a bit since high school English.

      “Mr. Brody,” she said, carefully enunciating each syllable like always. “You’re back.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She pushed herself away from the desk and stood. Holding the handle of an elegantly carved cane, she limped around the desk. “Follow me. We don’t allow just anyone to roam the halls amongst our dear patients. When you’re ready to leave, use the phone in your father’s room to contact the desk and someone will escort you to the door.”

      Jaw locked, Joe stared at the red bow bouncing atop the hat before giving in and following her fairly quick pace. “Is that normal? Escorting the visitors to and from the rooms?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer.

      She slid him a sideways glance. “For some, Mr. Brody.”

      Joe shook his head but didn’t say anything else as he shadowed Mrs. H. down the hall and to the right, down another hall past a cafeteria where a smock-clad woman led a bingo game and two men in wheelchairs played checkers.

      She stopped at room 209. Ted Brody.

      Joe stared at the numbers, at his father’s name written in black marker on a small white message board attached to the door, and a sudden case of nerves racked him. He’d always thought of his father as being invincible. The kind of man who’d go out with a bang instead of slow and painful as his body wore out.

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked at the teacher who’d been so brusque and demanding in high school. She’d been hated by some of the students because she’d made them strive to be better. Always reminded them to do their best, be their best, whether anyone watched or not.

      “Thanks, Mrs. H.”

      The old woman’s faded blue eyes narrowed on him from behind the thick glasses. “You always were a nice young man, Mr. Brody,” she stated as she turned to walk back the way they’d come. “Too bad you weren’t when it mattered most.”

      Joe stared after her, futile anger knotting his stomach. Everyone believed him guilty. And maybe he was. He certainly hadn’t known what he was doing as an eighteen-year-old kid turned father. Maybe if he had, Josie would still be alive.

      “Who’s out there? Murray? I’m awake so just come on in! The board’s a waitin’!”

      His father’s voice brought back a flood of memories. Joe pushed Mrs. H.’s cold reception and the incident at the diner to the back of his mind and stepped inside the room. The cloying smell of antiseptic and bleach tackled his nose as he dropped his duffel to the floor and smiled.

      “Joe?”

      He swallowed the lump in his throat and rushed forward, leaning over the hospital bed to wrap his arms around a frail body that couldn’t possibly belong to his larger-than-life pop.

      Thin arms surrounded him and hugged his neck, weak and shaking now that they weren’t separated by glass and guards. “Ah, Joe. My boy’s finally home, eh?”

      “How ya doin’, Pop? Flirtin’ with the nurses?”

      A gruff laugh rumbled out of his chest as his father pushed him back to arm’s length and patted him roughly. Gnarled fingers slid up his arms to cup his face. “Let me look at you. Ah, Joe, you look good. You still growin’?”

      Joe nodded, straining to hold back his tears. “We got a new guy at the home a month or so ago. He’s a chef in training and he fed us well. Think I’ll actually miss his cooking.”

      Him being in prison had taken a toll on his father. At seventy-four, his pop looked eighty-four, maybe older. Deep lines creased his face, and his hair had turned a blinding shade of white. Dark circles shadowed his eyes and he’d lost weight. At least twenty or thirty pounds since he’d last seen him in person two years ago.

      “I can’t believe it’s been so long.” He squeezed Joe’s forearm. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it up there.”

      “It’s all right, Pop, I understand.”

      “Had that stroke and just learned how to walk again when I fell and broke my hip. Been here ever since.”

      Joe nodded. He’d heard the apologetic story in every letter and call his father had made to the halfway house where he’d been moved before being released. And he’d gotten angrier and angrier because his brother, Jack, should’ve been there for him since Joe couldn’t. Shouldn’t have taken off and left their pop to face the town alone.

      “I know you would’ve come if you could. I’m just glad you’re healing up. I’ll go home and get things ready for when you’re released and then we’ll… Pop?”

      Something was wrong. His father looked away, a deep, ruddy color in his cheeks.

      “There’s nowhere to go, Joe.”

      He leaned against the bed rails, but stopped when the frame rolled a bit and forced him to lock his knees. “What happened?”

      A tear trickled down his father’s cheek. “Shameful. Man my age behaving like this.”

      “Just tell me what happened.”

      He rubbed his hands together repeatedly, the movement creating a sandpapery sound. “I couldn’t make it, Joe. I tried to hold on, but I had to sell out to pay all the bills. The hospital and the home here. I—I lied to you in my letters about the insurance. Didn’t want you to worry none.”

      Shocked, Joe looked around the room at the cold metal utilitarian chairs and trays instead of the antique rocker and quilt rack his great-grandmother had brought from Ireland.

      A lone picture of him and his mother was on the table opposite, another one of the four of them, taken before his mom died, topped the television. Joe stared at Jack’s face, wondering why his brother couldn’t have believed in him the way his dad did.

      “You needed what little money you made, Joe. I wasn’t going to take that from you. Would’ve only dragged things out longer and ended the same way regardless.”

      His old man reached beneath his pajama shirt and pulled out a length of string with several keys on it. “Got a little cash in a safe-deposit box from the sale. It’s not much, but you go get it and find a place to stay.”

      “I can’t take what you’ve got left, Pop.”

      His father’s mouth trembled. “It’s all I got to give you with the house gone. I did keep some of your mama’s things. Gave ’em to a friend to keep for me.”

      “Where?” he rasped. Surely his father hadn’t sold everything?

      “Willow Wood. Remember that big house up on the hill outside town? Met him once or twice through the years, but never really knew the man before I had to share a hospital room with him. You go on there and Wilson will give everything to you.”

      “Where’s Jack? Has he been here to visit? To help?”

      “Haven’t seen or heard from your brother since the day he left.” He wiped a hand under his nose. “Don’t expect to anymore. I tried to stop him but he made his choice. Maybe one day he’ll come home, or maybe he won’t.”

      The warm metal of the safe-deposit key bit into his calloused palm. Joe squeezed it tight. Four years younger, Jack hadn’t been able to handle the talk and speculation surrounding Josie’s death. Hadn’t been able to handle being a murderer’s brother. The day he’d graduated high school, he’d hopped on the back of his bike and roared off without a backward glance. Maybe he didn’t believe in Joe’s innocence, but Pop deserved better.

      “How soon will you be released?” Joe asked, shoving the memories and pain aside. He needed to know what he was dealing with. How much time he had to find a job, a place to live. Somewhere decent where he could take care of his old man. It was his fault his family was so divided.

      His pop’s chin firmed, the tears dried up and Joe was glad to note some starch reappeared in his shoulders. “Docs say it’ll be another few months at least. But I’ll show them, you just wait. After all this time without you, I’m going to get out of here. I won’t burden either one of us with paying the bill for this place.”

      “Don’t push too hard or you’ll injure yourself again,” Joe said.

      He acknowledged Joe’s words with a nod. “Town’s growing fast. Lots of work to be had. Saw jobs in the paper yesterday morning. You check those out. Promise me you’ll find something close by. I want to see you every bit I can.”

      Joe forced a smile to his lips and nodded. “Sure thing, Pop. I’ll have a job in no time.”

      

      YOU JUST GOING to stand there and watch it gush?”

      Ashley turned toward the sound of Wilson’s voice. He hovered outside the kitchen doorway, and for the first time since she’d bought the house from him, she was absurdly thankful the floor slanted. At least the living room wouldn’t flood.

      You hope.

      But as she presently stood ankle deep in water in the middle of her antique wood floor, she figured it was only a matter of time.

      “Well?”

      Ashley swore under her breath and grabbed a wrench from the toolbox she’d left on the table. She fell to her knees and gasped as water hit her in the face and surged up her nose.

      “Gonna have to get down there under it.”

      She ignored Wilson and attempted to maintain her position and turn the wrench at the same time, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t get a good enough grip to stop the flow. Mainly because she couldn’t see what she was doing.

      A frustrated growl escaped her as she flipped over onto her rear, banged her head against the cabinet on the way down and lay in the water collected in the bottom of the sink cabinet.

      “I’ll go turn the water off at the pump outside.”

      “I’ll get it here! You go down those steps with your walker and you’ll need another hip replaced.” Ashley let her head fall back to ease the strain in her shoulders, and sucked in a sharp breath as the icy fluid swamped her hair. Tears threatened, but she determinedly held them back even though a part of her mind wondered why the sink should be the only thing leaking.

      She shrieked at the sink and did the only thing she felt like doing at the moment—she hit the pipe for all she was worth.

      Amazingly, the gush slowed, sputtered, then peetered out with irregular drips. What the—

      She was still lying there, staring up into the underbelly of the cabinet at the stupid pipe and the stupid leak now dripping on her chin, when she heard Wilson greeting someone.

      Great. Just great. No doubt the mailman delivering yet another bill. She threw her arm over her face, the wrench still in her hand.

      The house she’d thought a godsend, the one that had been such an unbelievably good deal and came complete with a built-in grandfather for Max, could now be described only as a money pit. Pretty to look at, but a disaster where it mattered most. What was she going to do?

      A deep murmur reached her ears, low and rich. Strong. Her mind had to be playing tricks on her because if she wasn’t mistaken, she recognized that voice even though she didn’t know anyone in town.

      And whose fault is that?

      “She ain’t movin’. Think she drowned?” Wilson asked, his tone half serious, half amused.

      She frowned at Wilson’s comment and shifted onto her side when their visitor spoke again. She couldn’t make out his words, but at the moment she honestly didn’t care, either. There wasn’t a single part of her body that wasn’t cold and wet.

      Distracted, she banged her head on the cabinet on the way up and gasped out a curse.

      “I heard that. Makes two now, don’t it?”

      Talk about discriminative hearing. Wilson only heard the things he wanted to hear and nothing else.

      “Don’t forget to pay up. And it’s about time for you to make a trip to the store,” he added from somewhere on her left. Near the back door.

      Ah. So whoever it was, maybe Wilson hadn’t let them in to see the damage, not that water running out onto the porch from beneath the screen door wasn’t a dead giveaway that she had one heck of a problem on her hands.

      She eyed the belly of the cabinet and was tempted to crawl back in and shut the doors. Instead she wiggled the rest of the way out and glared up at Wilson, but someone’s jean-clad knees got in the way.

      Her gaze traveled up, all the way up, until she had to tilt her head back, since she still sat on the floor. She finally got a look at their visitor.

      The man from the hardware store?

      Amusement softened his rough features. “Looks like you could use some more help.”

      Bite me. He might have put her on to the fact the hardware store owner had ripped her off, but she’d handled the man. Sort of.

      She just couldn’t handle the house.

      Ashley glared up at her visitor while he surveyed the damage her attempt at do-it-yourself home improvement had wrought. Broad hands settled on his hips, fingers splayed, and his smile rapidly turned into a disgruntled frown.

      If he opened his mouth and said a word, so help her, she’d—she’d—

      Splash him?

      She shook with frustration and embarrassment. She didn’t need any more I-told-you-so’s. She’d get plenty of those from better-hire-a-plumber Wilson.

      Ashley shoved herself to her feet and attempted to ignore the way gravity took effect when water ran from her clothes in an undignified surge.

      Wilson snickered, the man smirked, but she forced her chin high anyway. Attitude is everything. How many times had Mac told her that?

      She spared a glance at Wilson only to note with no small amount of irritation he looked relieved, as though the cavalry had come to the rescue.

      Chauvinistic old geezer.

      She’d read the book on how to repair the sink. Done everything the so-called expert said. It wasn’t her fault the pipe had sprung a leak when she’d gone to check on Max.

      “Are you all right? You banged your head pretty hard.”

      “What do you want?”

      The man’s expression tightened at her rudeness and given his help earlier in the day and his supposed concern now, her guilty conscience forced a mostly sincere apology from her lips.

      “Sorry.” She indicated the mess around her. “It’s been a bad day.”

      “Yeah.” The man hesitated before he stuck out his hand. “I’m Joe Brody.”

      She transferred the wrench to her left hand so she could shake his right and noted how his gaze darted away from her. “Ashley Cade.”

      “Joe turned off the water and saved the day,” Wilson informed her, a gleam in his rheumy eyes.

      “Right place, right time. I, uh, saw the flyer posted at Meenick’s Garage. You still looking for a handyman?”

      “Are we ever.”

      Ashley glared at Wilson and wondered for the millionth time how wise she’d been to agree to Wilson’s stipulations for selling her his house. Despite the hugely discounted price—and it was huge—she’d agreed to let him live there for as long as he was able to take care of himself. She’d felt sorry for him, alone, no family. She knew what that felt like and now she couldn’t imagine life without the old man.

      Except on occasions such as this.

      “Ashley cain’t fix a darn thing and with my new hip, I cain’t, either. Whole house’ll fall in soon if we ain’t careful.”

      Their visitor acknowledged Wilson’s words with a slow nod. “We’d better get these plank floors cleaned up before they turn and warp.”

      “We?” Did she want a complete stranger walking into her house and immediately making himself at home? After she checked his references, maybe, but—

      Hellllo? What is a B and B, if not strangers coming in and making themselves at home?

      She fought off a wave of unease. Doing this with her husband at her side was one thing—Mac was one of those guys who’d never met a stranger—but…could she do this?

      “I, uh, came to pick up the things my father left with you,” the man murmured, his blue eyes focused intently on Wilson.

      So intently Ashley got the feeling she was being deliberately ignored.

      “But I’m also looking for a job and I’m good at work like this.”

      She tried not to be irritated by the fact he obviously thought Wilson still owned the house and was responsible for contracting the work.

      Ashley’s hands settled on her hips and the independent woman in her bristled as she took in his all-male appearance of scuffed work boots, old, well-worn jeans that molded his long legs and thighs with familiarity and an equally faded black T-shirt that stretched across impossibly broad shoulders and arms any bodybuilder would envy.

      The man’s nose had taken a beating and appeared to have been broken multiple times, a small scar lined the right side of his mouth and chin while another, more prominent scar cut across a good three inches of his neck before it disappeared beneath the band of his shirt. He’d been in his share of fights. But had he won them?

      “We’re certainly lookin’ to hire—”

      “But we need references.” She shot Wilson a pointed glare she hoped would remind him whose name was now on the deed. “And pay is mostly room and board, very little cash.”

      Joe Brody looked around at the dated seventies kitchen. She could practically see his mind working.

      “How little?”

      She wet her lips and stated the figure that had made the last guy laugh so hard, he’d left the house wiping his eyes and short of breath.

      Mr. Brody didn’t look happy about it, either.

      “I’ll take it,” he murmured with a slow nod.

      She stared, unsure she’d heard him correctly. “You acc—”

      “Halle-lu-jah!”

      The man nodded again. His gaze flicked about the room rapidly, but paused on her for a few seconds before he looked away. “My father’s in Ridgewood, the nursing home,” he clarified, voice husky. “I need to stick close until he’s released.”

      Ashley frowned at his behavior, not sure she liked how he wouldn’t hold her gaze. “So when your father’s released you’ll quit? Getting this house ready to open as a bed-and-breakfast at the end of next spring is a long-term job, Mr. Brody, and—”

      “Joe.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and shifted his weight from foot to foot. The water at their feet rippled. “Call me Joe. And we can, uh, discuss this later.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth and jaw.

      “Why later?”

      He swallowed again, the sound audible. A groan?

      “Just thought you might want to change into dry clothes, that’s all.”

      Mortification deluged her. Could she really have forgotten she stood there soaking wet?

      She lunged by the wanna-be handyman, each step a humiliating splash as she crossed the flooded floor. “I’ll be back,” she muttered, absurdly upset her statement wasn’t more Schwarzeneggerish.

      “I’ll get him started on the cleanup, missy. No problem.”

      No problem? Yeah, right. The first man to agree to take on the job of repairing her house and she’d just given him an impromptu peep show.

      Ashley pulled the T-shirt away from her body as she stomped her way up the stairs. Her pace lightened to a tiptoe when she passed Max’s room and entered her own, but once her door closed with a snick of the antique latch, she sagged against its frame and covered her face with her hands.

      What had she done to deserve this?

      A shiver racked her despite the heat of the day and she grabbed the fabric clinging at her waist, yanked it over her head and shivered again when water trickled down her back. She ignored the goose pimples, and stalked into the bathroom between her room and the nursery.

      Her last freshly laundered towel awaited in the linen closet but her hand froze over the cloth. She wouldn’t have time to do laundry today the way things were going so if she wanted a fresh towel tonight after her bath, well—

      “This is what you get for thinking a hundred-year-old Victorian would make a great fixer-upper.”

      Changing directions, she grabbed the already damp towel hanging on a hook by the tub and dried off. When she finished, she wrapped it around her dripping hair and stalked back into her bedroom for underwear and a change of clothes.
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