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            Excerpt from The Back Fence:

            Everland News That You

Actually Care About

            Classifieds:

            Need a Dog Walker? Got a bored pooch sitting around the house full of energy? Let Ruff Love Pet Walkers throw you a bone. One hour, fast-paced (no jogging) outdoor adventures. Call Norma at 912-555-9867. Discounts available for daily clients.

            Snug Cottage for Rent: Sunny, furnished one bedroom, one bathroom bungalow available on Love Street. Quiet neighborhood. Contact Doris Carmichael at 912-555-1700—no texting. Please respond with why this ad sounds attractive to you, and when you’ll be able to move in. Do NOT contact me with unsolicited services or offers.

            Free Lazy-Boy: Earl don’t need two and I want room for my sewing table. It’s sitting on the curb. 208 Kissing Ct.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            One week later…

         

         Pepper glanced around the cul-de-sac, another bead of sweat trickling down her brow. Sun charred the silvery Spanish moss draping the live oaks while the high-waisted Spanx beneath her pencil skirt compressed her organs into diamonds. Good thing she didn’t believe in signs from the universe because this shortcut through Hopes and Dreams Way had turned out to be a dead end. Moisture prickled behind her knees, under her boobs, and between her thighs.

         Please, Universe. Don’t be a sign.

         Her judicial clerkship offer had hinged on an immediate start date. The last week was a blur, packing her Manhattan life into three suitcases. She’d stepped off the Greyhound yesterday afternoon with barely enough time to pick up the keys for her new rental house and visit the local Piggly Wiggly, never mind getting oriented.

         The absence of a city skyline or a street grid left her sense of direction as broken as the GPS navigation on her smart phone. She huffed a small sigh, blowing up her bangs. Everland, Georgia, appeared to be block after block of grandly renovated antebellum homes, all with jasmine-smothered wrought iron fences, rocking chair–lined verandas, and names like Love Street, Forever Boulevard, Hopes and Dreams Way, and Kissing Court.

         Better find a dentist. A year surrounded by this much sugary sweetness put her at risk of a cavity (or five).

         A glance at her wristwatch revealed that her Human Resources appointment wasn’t for another forty-five minutes. Her shoulders relaxed. It paid to be prepared. Dead end or no, she’d left herself ample time to fire Siri and navigate her own route to the courthouse.

         The lace curtains in the gingerbread Queen Anne across the street twitched and a blue-rinsed older woman peered through the slit with a frown. Pepper adjusted the strap on her leather computer bag and bit down on the inside of her cheek. First impressions were everything, and a Yankee fish out of water marinating in a pool of her own perspiration wasn’t a great one.

         Head down, she quickly backtracked, retracing her steps. Homesickness nipped at her heels. Or more accurately…sister-sickness. Tonight there’d be no cuddle fest over Chinese takeout in Tuesday’s Hell’s Kitchen walkup, no debriefing about her day before her sister performed—in side-splitting detail—impersonations from her latest Broadway casting call. There wasn’t time for a check-in, but she could fire off the next entry of their ongoing Ugly Selfie Challenge and let Tuesday know she was in her thoughts.

         Pepper paused beneath the Forever Boulevard street sign, stuck out her iPhone, and contorted her face into a hideous, triple-chinned expression.

         And that’s when it happened.

         The menacing growl sluiced icy dread through her insides, numbing her core. She didn’t have to turn her head to confirm what her body reacted to on instinct.

         Dog, two o’clock.

         Collapsing her shoulders in a protective cringe, arms shielding her face, she recoiled in jerky steps as fast as her tight skirt allowed. A white ball of fluff with matching organza ear ribbons sat on a red-bricked walkway in the shade of palmetto fronds—devil’s spawn in a lap dog disguise. It curled back its lips to reveal razor sharp fangs.

         Pug or Pit Bull, it didn’t matter. Man’s best friend was her worst nightmare.

         The tiny tail twitched. She swallowed a whimper. Easy, easy now. The fence separating them was five feet high. Fluffy wasn’t going to spring through the air, latch on to her throat, and gnaw her jugular like a corn cob. Dogs were statistically more likely to lick a person to death.

         By a lot.

         By a lot, a lot.

         But try telling that to her dry mouth and trembling hands.

         The growls crescendoed into shrill yaps. Fluffy reared on hind legs, an eight-pound demon cavorting in the seventh circle of hell.

         Pepper’s stomach responded with a queasy burble. More yowling rose ahead, a Boxer-looking hellbeast tried cramming its fat head through its white picket prison. Nope. She veered around a parked minivan and crossed the street, pulse leaping with panic.

         “They don’t want to hurt me. They don’t want to hurt me,” she chanted a mantra from Canine Calm, a weekend cognitive therapy clinic she’d shelled out three hundred bucks on after a close encounter with a Shih Tzu in SoHo last summer left her, well, shit-tzuing her pants.

         Blink and breathe. Unravel the negative feelings within before they unravel you. Observe fearful emotions and give them space as they arise, watching them float away like soap bubbles. Blink without judgment. Remember, there is no right way or wrong way to blink. Simply be the blink.

         Blink that. She’d dropped out an hour into the nonrefundable session. But now her ears were hot and her jaw tight, all the hallmarks of spiking blood pressure.

         She could chant “They don’t want to hurt me” all day, but the faint white scars on her cheek, one below her eye, and the other to the side of her nose, the exact match to a Doberman pinscher’s mouth, begged to differ. Her nervous system issued a warning: Imminent threat to life and limb. Take cover.

         Two Corgis joined the din, followed by a baritone bow-wow-wow from another backyard.

         Which way to go? No direction was safe.

         “Is that lady dancing?” a high-pitched voice asked behind her.

         “Dunno,” another answered.

         Pepper turned, and two kids, the girl in a full-skirted pirate getup, the boy in artfully ragged breeches, froze on identical scooters. Their chubby pink-tinged cheeks offset tawny skin, and matching skull-and-crossbones hats perched on top of their thick, black curls.

         “Ahoy there, mateys.” It sounded like she’d been sucking helium. She cleared her throat, striving for a more natural tone. “Don’t you two look cute.”

         The little girl scratched the side of her nose. “Mama’s using us as models—”

         “For the Village Pillage ad.” The boy fiddled with his eye patch. “She works for Mayor Marino’s office, and we gotta beat Hogg Jaw—”

         “Village Pillage?” Any distraction from the canine chorus was welcome. Even if it meant hanging out with kindergarteners.

         “Memerating Cap’n Redbeard—”

         “And Everland’s true claim to the lost treasure.”

         Deciphering hieroglyphics might be easier than understanding those last sentences. Pepper frowned. “You mean commemorating?”

         “And Mama promised us ice cream afterward if we smile real good.” The girl bared her teeth in an overwide grin or grimace, hard to say which. “Two scoops of Superman flavor for me and mint chip for Will. Daddy said it was bribery, but Mama calls it in-cent-i-vi-zing.” She pronounced the last word with careful enunciation.

         “Mint chip is one of my favorites, too.” Thank God, her ploy worked. The dogs were losing interest the longer they chatted.

         “Why do you talk funny?” Caution crept into the little boy’s voice, presumably William.

         “You mean my accent? Well, see, I’m from Manhattan.” A five-year-old had burned her, but who cares? The longer she rambled in the street, the better the chance that awful barking might eventually stop. “Lower East Side. At least that’s where I feel that I’m from. I was born in Moose Bottom, Maine, a place even smaller than here, if you can believe that. Located between Podunk and Boondock. No joke. And that’s not taking into account Boonie to the south or Timbuktu to the west.”

         The children’s mouths hung open.

         Had she spoken too loudly? Too friendly? Too weird? She had no experience chatting up small people. Kids might as well be aliens from the planet Crayon Gobbler, but these two saved her from a public panic attack. She’d had to suck it up and owe them one.

         “William John! Katydid!” An elegant black woman appeared on the top step of an ivy-covered house on the corner. Her tailored fuchsia wrap dress popped against her skin’s rich bronze, and her long dark hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail. “Get your scrawny behinds back here and brush your teeth. Ah, ah, ah!” She held up a hand, a diamond catching the sunlight. “Don’t go telling me that you already did because your toothbrushes aren’t wet. Let’s go, let’s go, we’re not going to be late, I’ll tell you that much for free.”

         “Aw, man!”

         “Coming, Mama!” The siblings shot Pepper a last lingering look before pushing off on their scooters, whispering as they powered toward the crosswalk.

         She gave the woman a just passing by, I’m a friendly new-in-town stranger who is not trying to kidnap your sweet children wave. The tentative gesture was met with a distracted smile.

         Pepper tucked the corner of her shirt back into her skirt, swallowing an envious lump as the woman reset her Bluetooth earpiece and disappeared inside the magnificent home. Fat chance she ate a Pop-Tart for dinner. Imagine having a big house. Cute kids. Effortless fashion sense. The total package.

         Must be nice.

         Someday she’d meet Mr. Right. One teeny tiny clerkship in Georgia and she’d be off to bigger and better things back in New York. At this very moment, her true love might be staring out his corner office with sweeping views of the East River as inexplicable longing compresses his chest. “You’re out there,” he’d mutter, slamming a fist against his open palm. “Out there somewhere. And I shall find you, my dearest darling.”

         Sooner or later, their gazes would connect in a crowded intersection and boom, a part of her soul would lock into his and that would be it. Cue the balloon drop. Blazing meteoroids. Unicorns dancing the fox trot. Rainbows—make that double rainbows—bursting over the cityscape. She’d plan a wedding in the Hamptons, stop hitting snooze on her biological clock, and have her own perfect life.

         Yeah.

         Someday…

         But on the bright side, right now she was finally heading in the right direction. A statue of Lady Justice rose from the end of the street, keeping watch over the Scooter B. Merriweather Courthouse, armed with a sword, balance scales, and a fierce resting bitch face. Pepper flashed her a thumbs-up. Ahead, her reflection beamed off the courthouse’s glass front door, projecting the image of—

         Oh. Schnikey.

         Desperate times called for a discreet bang fluff. Taming these frizzy, more-brown-than-blond locks into an A-line bob was a battle at the best of times. Georgia humidity required full-scale war with a leave-in conditioner offensive followed by a barrage of mousse, a wide-toothed comb, professional-grade blow dryer, and straightener.

         God as her witness, she refused to sport flyaways on her first day. She smoothed her part, shifting left and right, checking for VSL—visible Spanx lines—a real and present danger as her skirt warped and wrinkled.

         Wrenching the door open, she stumbled beneath the rotunda, stifling a relieved moan. Got to credit the South’s mastery of the fine art of air-conditioning. The wall directory listed Human Resources on the second floor, down the hall from her new boss, the Honorable Aloysius P. Hogg. Judge Hogg maintained a notorious reputation on the law clerk circuit. Whispers hinted that he didn’t interview for a Monday-through-Friday job, but expected seven-day-a-week indentured servitude, including all public holidays.

         On her way upstairs, the brass handrail cooled her damp palm. This wasn’t a dream job, but no one hired professional cupcake testers. And this year of dues paying in Nowheresville, USA, would land her back in Manhattan with a real shot at making junior partner with Kendall & Kline Associates, an elite corporate law firm with an impressive starting salary and more impressive annual bonus.

         Her phone buzzed with a text. Tuesday’s image flashed on the screen, her sister’s full lips pressed in the ultimate duck face as she did that unsettling trick where she crossed only one eye. The message read: Good luck today! You’ve come a long way, baby.

         Pepper grinned. Her sister was right. This courthouse was a far cry from her family’s sugar bush farm in Maine’s North Woods.

         The sticky truth about the maple syrup business was that people didn’t get into it to increase their bank account balance. Yes, there’d always been food on the table (provided coupons were cut), (hand-me-down) clothes on her back, and a (sometimes leaky) roof overhead—although prohibitive heating oil costs meant huddling around a cast-iron stove during the winter months.

         Dad boasted they were rich in love, but Mom’s parting words before leaving them behind for New Hampshire were tattooed on Pepper’s brain. “Whoever said money can’t buy happiness must have been poor, honey. Never ever forget that.”

         And she never ever did.

         Dad tried to put a positive spin on the situation: “From now on, girls, we’re a trio. Good thing three is my lucky number.” But there was no glossing over the fact that Mom had reinvented herself into a far-off Bedford suburb, remarrying a banker and becoming more invested in his stock portfolio than her two girls.

         Pepper tried to be a de facto wife to Dad—cooking, cleaning, organizing appointments—and a surrogate mother to Tuesday—nagging her for homework, making lunches, styling her long blond hair before they hurried to catch the school bus.

         The more Mom faded from their life, the more Pepper stepped in as Superwoman, self-appointed guardian of the family, and good thing, too. These days Dad was one bad sciatica attack away from being unable to handle the farm’s rigorous physical demands, and how long before Tuesday’s dreams of Broadway stardom dimmed? Her father and sister were reality escape artists, but someday they’d need her and her pragmatism. Pepper was the third little pig, busily building a sensible future.

         Or do you need them to need you?

         She lengthened her stride, walking faster than the whisper of doubt. At the end of the hall, Human Resources waited, promising the answers to her prayers. She let out a huge breath, the smallest trace of a smile settling on her lips. Almost there. A little routine paperwork and she’d carpe the heck out of this diem.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         The hum from the fluorescent lights cut through the examination room’s silence. Rhett removed his stethoscope eartips with an inward groan.

         “Well? Is he gonna pull through, Doctor?” The redhead in the sunflower sundress hitched her breath. No one gave a performance like Kennedy Day. No wonder she’d done well in all those pageants back in high school.

         But the real kudos had to go to Muffin, the Bichon Frise valiantly playing dead on the stainless steel surgical table. Still, not even expert training could override a strong, healthy heartbeat.

         Proper Southern manners dictated a few words of comfort, but his growing migraine crowded out any chivalrous impulses. “He’s going to live to lick another day.”

         Kennedy clapped her hands without a hint of embarrassment. “Aren’t you a regular miracle worker?”

         And aren’t you one hell of a dog trainer?

         He reached into his white lab coat pocket and removed a treat. In an instant, Muffin bounded to his feet with a short but definitive yip. “Seems Lazarus here has worked up a healthy appetite.”

         “Praise the Lord and pass the mashed potatoes. Come to Mama, Muffin Wuffin.” Kennedy scooped up the dog and smacked wet kisses on the top of its head.

         Muffin stared at him darkly, telecommunicating, See what I’m dealing with? Be a bro and hand over a Barkie Bite.

         Rhett passed the treat in solidarity.

         “Silly me!” Kennedy’s shoulders shook with her tinkling laugh. “Before I forget, I brought you something special.” She reached into the bedazzled insulated bag beside her chair and removed a cake, as if bearing a fake dead dog and baked goods were normal occurrences.

         Everland, his hometown, could be described many different ways, but normal wasn’t the first adjective that sprang to mind.

         The real miracle to this appointment would be shuffling Kennedy out before getting asked around for dinner. She sported that same determined look while wielding a pump-action shotgun on the opening day of turkey season. She might primp into the textbook definition of a Southern belle but had crack-shot aim when a tom was in her sights.

         “This right here is the praline Bundt that’s won the Everland Fair’s Golden Fork five years running.” She positioned the cake to make it impossible to miss the caramel glaze or her cleavage. “You do like a nice Bundt, don’t you, Dr. Valentine?” She dropped her voice to a purr. “Or are you more of a sour cream pound cake man?

         Dessert had never sounded so dirty.

         “Rhett,” he snapped automatically. “Plain Rhett suits me fine.” The words Dr. Valentine made him want to check over his shoulder for his father and make a sign to ward off the evil eye. “We graduated a year apart. My dad coached Sailing Club. Your brother Kingston was on my team.”

         “Of course.” She leaned forward with a suggestive wink. “And might I say you’ve gone from a dingy to a yacht.”

         Time to hustle her out before things turned dangerous. He didn’t want to lead her on. Not when her megawatt smile gave him flash blindness, even as shadows haunted beneath her eyes. Everyone knew last year’s divorce had hit her hard. Breakups sucked. He understood. He even sympathized. But at the end of the day, her failed marriage wasn’t his circus.

         He had his hands full with his own damn monkeys.

         “Listen. About the cake.” He handed it back and led her toward the door. “My office policy is never to accept gifts from—”

         “Gift?” She halted so fast her heels scuffed the linoleum. “Why it’s nothing but a harmless little nut cake!”

         “Did Lou Ellen put you up to this?” His sister acted like her fourth term as second vice president of the Everland Ladies Quilt Guild was a mandate to nominate him as the town’s most eligible bachelor, as if his single status was due to circumstance rather than choice.

         Online dating profiles kept popping into his inbox, as well as invitations to donate a dinner and movie date to the upcoming Village Pillage silent auction, or meet so-and-so’s third cousin, niece, dental hygienist, or belly-dance instructor. If he dared to smile at a woman at the post office, the local gossip blog, the Back Fence, posted a poll about wedding cake flavors by sundown.

         He’d rather lick one of his waiting room chairs than date under that kind of scrutiny. Besides, bachelorhood came with undeniable perks:

         He never woke without the covers.

         Never got an arm ache from spooning.

         Never had to fake laugh at a chick flick.

         And when blue balls struck, well, his right hand had him covered.

         Yep, all a man needed was a cold beer, a boat, and a couple of dogs.

         And if he ever hit his head hard enough to climb back on the relationship horse, it would be to a low-maintenance country girl who made up for a lack of drama with a love of big bird dogs. Labs would work. Or Chesapeake Bay Retrievers.

         “Weeeeell, I did run into Lou Ellen last week at the club.” Kennedy’s cheeks tinged pink as he opened the exam room door. “And she may have let slip that you were in need of a little female companionship. After all, it has been a long time since…well…”

         Ah. And there it was. His own personal elephant in its own personal corner.

         He reached for the knob, careful not to grind his molars, at least not audibly. If there were a better way to deal with references to that one time he was left at the altar…he hadn’t found it.

         Once, just once, it would be nice to make it a goddamn week without some reference to Birdie.

         “Remember this, Rhett Valentine.” Kennedy squeezed his bicep, her thick gardenia perfume exacerbating his headache. “There’s no I in happiness.”

         “Come again?”

         She screwed her nose like he’d come up a few Bradys short of a bunch. “H-a-p-p-y-n-e-s-s?”

         He took a deep breath. She had to go. Now. Before he said something he regretted.

         He ushered her and Muffin into the foyer. “Don’t forget to grab a Milk-Bone in the bowl by the magazine rack.” He shut the door, the loud snick cutting her off mid-protest.

         He scrubbed his jaw, eying the locked cabinet that stored the horse tranquilizers. Lou Ellen was going to raise hell once she caught wind of this snub.

         Tempting, but nah. “Suck it up, Buttercup,” he muttered. If the biggest problem in his life was a bossy big sister determined to sail him off into a happy-ever-after sunset, he should be grateful that things were looking up.

         Or at least not facedown in the gutter.

         Was he happy? Well-meaning busybodies pestered him with the question, but no one ever quit talking long enough to hear his answer.

         Yeah. He was. Happy enough anyway.

         He didn’t return to his office until Kennedy’s Miata convertible screeched from the parking lot. His three Golden Retrievers, Faulkner, Steinbeck, and Fitzgerald, dozed on their respective pillows and didn’t flinch when his desk phone rang.

         “Valentine Veterinary,” he answered.

         “The council work session got postponed to next Thursday,” Beau Marino drawled in his deep, no-nonsense tone. He was Everland’s youngest mayor in a century, son of a Bermudan bartender and local blueblood, and Rhett’s best friend since kindergarten. “Weather service predicts it’ll be blowing seventeen this afternoon with gusts to twenty.”

         “Sounds good.” Rhett broke into a grin. They jointly owned the Calypso, a bachelor pad in the form of a coastal cruiser moored at Buccaneers Marina. “I don’t have an appointment for an hour. I’ll swing by home for the marina key and pick you up after work.”

         “You know where to find me.” Beau lived in Belle Mont Manor, the biggest house in the county, but he called city hall home. Worked around the clock.

         Rhett hung up and drummed his fingers on the desktop, shedding the irritation from Kennedy’s appointment like an onionskin. An evening sail should screw his head on straight. Always did.

         As his headache faded, the wall clock chimed ten o’clock. Outside the street-facing window, a silver-haired man in a seersucker suit led a Maltese whose lavender ribbons matched his bow tie. Doc passed the same time each day, a warm and cozy thirty seconds carefully orchestrated to make his only son feel like shit.

         And the gambit worked.

         Migraine roaring back, Rhett opened his top drawer, shook two ibuprofen from the bottle, and chased the pills with a swallow from the cold coffee in the mug next to his keyboard.

         What masqueraded for an innocent pleasure stroll was, in point of fact, a one-man protest against Valentine Veterinary. Doc had made good on his long-ago vow never to darken the door to Rhett’s office—going so far as to drive to TLC Pet Hospital in Hogg Jaw for Marie Claire’s care—a dick move, but it proved the saying about Valentine men. They did stay true.

         Even if it was to words spoken in anger.

         Rhett was groomed to study family or internal medicine at Duke and join his dad’s practice, not bolt to UGA and become a doctor of veterinary medicine.

         Mama’s death had sent them both to hell, but they dealt with different devils. Seemed his old man was bent on sailing into his final years on a bitter ship.

         God-fucking-speed.

         As for him, Rhett had his dogs, a growing practice, and low tolerance for bullshit. He was sick and tired of being the bad son for having a different vision of his future. He sank into his leather office chair, shoved his glasses up his forehead, and exhaled.

         Next to his computer perched a brass-framed black-and-white photograph of a laughing woman surrounded by two labs, a Siamese cat, lop-eared rabbits, lovebirds, and three guinea pigs.

         He grabbed the picture and ran his thumb over the glass. To live with Ginny Valentine meant to love loudly, indiscriminately, and with gusto. Doc tolerated the chaos because it made his wife happy, and she was his sun, the light in all their lives. Rhett’s core constricted as if an invisible screwdriver tightened his solar plexus. Did Mama watch over them? He set the frame back down. There’d never been a single sign after her death. No visitation dreams. No soft shift to the air as he turned his shoulder muscles to jelly beating on the speed bag in his tool shed or sanded cedar planks for the fishing skiff he was building in his backyard.

         Nothing. Not even during the whole bad business with Birdie.

         With any luck, Mama was up there plenty distracted by drinking gin with Margaret Mitchell, her favorite author. Or flying. She always said that’s the one thing she wished she could do, fly wild and free like one of the storm petrels that haunted the coast.

         His gut twisted knowing how much she’d hate the way her beloved family had grown apart in her absence. Lou Lou smothered everyone in her path, relentless as a weedy vine. Dad sheathed himself in a thick shell, gnarled and bitter as a walnut casing. And Rhett, well, he grew long “keep your fucking distance” spines like a prickly pear cactus.

         He couldn’t fix any of that, but so help him, he’d give Mama a fitting legacy—a rescue shelter that bore her name. The Virginia Valentine Memorial Shelter would be her real monument, not that cold slab of ornate granite nestled beneath a dogwood in the Everland cemetery. Her love and compassion for any animal great or small deserved to be made permanent through bricks and mortar.

         Or do you want to atone? He rubbed the lines between his brow as if the gesture would erase the gnawing question.

         If Mama was a saint, he was another simple sinner who kept on trying.

         Word from the Low Country Community Foundation was that the construction loan was as good as wrapped up. The last obstacle before being deemed “shovel ready” was persuading Doc to donate the land. The shelter deserved to be built on the spot where Mama used to take them to play as children, the small rise where live oaks rang with katydids and tree frogs, herons silently stalked the tidal marsh at the bottom, and in the distance the ocean unfurled across the horizon like one of those bright blue ribbons Mama wore in her hair.

         He drained the rest of the coffee, grimacing at the final acidic swallow. Shit. He’d put off the request long enough, but for better or worse, Doc was his dad. The guy who’d walked him around the back patio on his feet, taught him how to trim a sail, and helped him win third in the state science fair with his stem cell research project.

         The guy who’d championed him.

         Rhett’s gaze tracked the ceiling fan in mute outrage. What the hell? Maybe Doc deserved a thank-you, because nothing ever made Rhett want to succeed at his clinic like the fact his father openly rooted for his failure.

         “All right. Let’s get this over with,” he announced to the dogs. They scrambled to attention as he stood and grabbed the three leashes dangling off the hook by the door.

         Doc was a creature of habit. Not only could Rhett set a clock by his dad’s morning walk, but the man had a sweet tooth. Right now he must be stopping into the What-a-Treat Candy Boutique for his daily Charleston Chew before joining the Scrabble game at the dog park. With a little hustle, Rhett could catch him by the courthouse.

         He shoved on his glasses and adjusted the frames. This conversation was going to be as fun as a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.

         But nothing good ever came easy.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sorry. I misheard you.” Pepper forced a laugh even as her stomach rode a high-speed elevator straight to her toes. “It sounded like you just said that I don’t have a job.”

         The HR administrative assistant’s polite smile died a slow death. Two faint lines emerged between her brows. “Pepper Knight, is it?”

         “Yeah, that’s me.” She took out a tube of gloss and smoothed it over her dry lips. In another minute or two, she’d chuckle about the misunderstanding, once the dust cleared and she signed her hiring documents.

         The woman tapped on her keyboard before making a series of henlike clucks. “Oh. I see. Oh dear.”

         “What?” Pepper pressed two fingers against her sternum. The last thing she wanted to do was play “heartburn or heart attack?”

         “My boss left me a note before going to Myrtle Beach.” Another cluck. “Your offer was withdrawn. I was supposed to follow up, but the notification went into my spam folder. Hand to chest, this computer upgrade is making me crazier than a one-legged cat in a sandbox.”

         “Withdrawn?” Pepper’s heart accelerated from third to fifth gear. Her neck muscles tightened. In pressure cooker situations some people became carrots, limp and lifeless. She was an egg. Hot water hardened her. She focused on the woman’s name placard. “Listen, uh, Maryann.” The struggle for a smile was real. “Let’s be reasonable. Of course I have a position. One that I applied, accepted, and, most importantly, relocated for.” Pressure built in her skull. She’d jumped at this clerkship rather than holding out for a more desirable location in Boston or DC because it was a guaranteed bird in the hand. A safe choice.

         “What can I do to make this work? A background check? A drug test? I can pee right now. Right here. Well, not here, here, of course, but—”

         “I’m sorry, darlin’. This one’s out of my hands. The position is revoked.” Maryann unscrewed her Diet Coke and took a long swallow before leaning forward, her voice a confidential whisper. “You didn’t hear it here, but this decision came from up the food chain, see. The judge’s mama is a long-time friend of Senator Haynes, the Senator Haynes, chairperson of the Senate Finance Committee, who called in an emergency favor. His oldest grandson has gone wild and needs discipline.” She straightened and resumed her loud voice. “But a pretty, smart thing like you? Why you’ll land on your feet in no time at all.”

         “No.” The walls closed in like an Indiana Jones movie. The floor dropped out like a sinister Tower of Terror. “This. Is. Not. Happening.”

         She’d entered a wormhole. This office was a portal to a parallel universe, a nightmare land where darkest dreams come true. Nothing was as terrifying as the HR assistant’s sympathetic expression.

         Pepper went to reapply more protective lip gloss, but the tube slipped from her trembling fingers, hit the floor with a clatter, and rolled under a nearby desk.

         Looked like the universe had indeed given her a sign this morning. Her hopes and dreams were at a dead end.

         “My job offer was rescinded.” Hot electrical currents zinged through her spine. “Regifted to a member of some back-scratching boy’s club?”

         “What’s the thing all you lawyers say?” Maryann held up her hands. “Time to plead the fifth. I said too much already.”

         “But this is straight up sexist, nepotistic bullshit!” The final word burst out as the beige and cream office decor faded behind a scarlet haze. How many years had she worked her butt off (or rather, grown it through midnight Chips Ahoy stress eating sessions)? NYU engendered a culture of extreme anxiety. Sleep deprivation, tension, and the dream of a social life someday were her constant companions because there was a future payoff. She needed this—no, scratch that—she deserved this job and all that went with it. Stability. Security. A chance to build a future on a rock solid foundation capable of weathering any of life’s storms.

         She earned this.

         Her body moved before her brain could register the fact. She slammed out of the Human Resources office, the door reverberating off the stopper with a satisfying thud. At the end of the hall, gold leaf calligraphy spelled out THE HONORABLE A. HOGG.

         “Honorable?” she seethed. “Ha!” Judge Hogg didn’t know who he messed with. He was tangling with the person who came in top of the class in oral arguments.

         “Miss? Miss!” Maryann shouted in the distance. “I wouldn’t go in—”

         Pepper stepped into the waiting room. A middle-aged woman in a lavender twinset and pearls glanced up from a file open on her mahogany desk.

         “I’m here to see the judge.”

         The forthright demand garnered a lemon-sucking face. “He isn’t to be disturbed this morning.”

         “Trust me.” Pepper clenched her hands into patriarchy-fighting fists, heart pounding like a war drum. “He hasn’t seen disturbing.”

         That’s right. Time for justice to be served.

         The assistant arched her overdrawn eyebrows in a “your funeral” gesture before shoving on a headset and hitting an intercom button. “Your Honor?” A pause. “Yes, I do, and I apologize. But there is someone out here insisting on speaking with you. A woman, sir.” Another pause. “Name?” she snapped.

         “Pepper. Pepper Knight.” This woman wasn’t getting her vote for Employee of the Year.

         The assistant repeated the name and nodded. “Yes, I see. Loud and clear, sir.”

         “Well?” Pepper shouldered her laptop bag as the assistant hung up.

         “I’m afraid Judge Hogg’s not in.”

         Pepper refused to break eye contact. “You spoke to him thirty seconds ago.”

         The other woman didn’t blink. “And he says he’s not here.”

         “But—”

         “Have yourself a good day.”

         Unless she wanted to kick in the door, there wasn’t anywhere else she could take this. Not right now. “Tell him he’ll be hearing from me. I’ll write to the governor’s office.” That’s right. Bust out the big guns. She might be a lowly law grad, but she was scrappy.

         “He and Governor Merriweather are playing at a charity golf event together next week down at Sea Island Golf Club.” The assistant opened up a stick of Juicy Fruit and bent it into her mouth.

         “I see.” Pepper’s shoulders slumped. She was outgunned.

         “Now if you don’t mind, I have things to do.” The assistant snapped her gum, clicking the mouse poised on her “Keep Calm and Carry On” pad.

         Pepper pressed her lips into a white slash. How could anyone keep calm when job offers evaporated into thin air, or overused phrases got slapped on everything under the sun?

         “Bless your heart.” The assistant glanced over again, her disdain dripping from every feature. “You’re still here.”

         “I’m going, going…gone.” Pepper tried slamming this door, too, but it was on a hydraulic hinge. No satisfying bang. Instead it closed slower than a Toto toilet seat.

         So much for moxie.

         She paused at the top of the stairs, leaning heavily on the bannister, dizzier by the second. Shit. The Spanx cut off her circulation. She’d embrace any and all lumps and bumps to be free of this twenty-first-century corset.

         The lobby was a blur, and her lungs clogged as she stumbled outside into the humidity. Drowning on air was an actual possibility. A row of ants marched down the sidewalk in regimental lines. They had somewhere to go. A job. Purpose.

         Lucky jerks.

         She chewed her lower lip, throat aching from all the curse words she stuffed down. The embarrassing-to-admit truth was that she’d harbored a secret fantasy where she’d turn up for this job and everyone would go “Hey, wow. This one’s special.” Exceptional even. They’d take one look and see all of her promise and the kind of legal pluck reserved for a John Grisham novel.

         “On your left. Whoa there. Moving by, moving by, like it or not.”

         Pepper swung around in time to see a tornado of tails, fur, and tongues. The woman in the middle of the chaos wore a Ruff Love Pet Walkers T-shirt and hurried past, her outstretched arms grappling four straining leashes.

         Pepper’s blood pressure skyrocketed at the horrific sight. Okay, there were worse fates. She rubbed her temples in a calming circle. She needed to take a moment, have a good long shower cry, and form a new plan. She’d start by drafting a list. Yes, a list—very official thing, a list. Full of options.

         She crossed the street and paused, bracing her hands on her knees, sucking in the thick hot air in great, greedy gulps.

         Don’t vomit. Don’t vomit.

         “You know this is what she wanted.” A deep voice boomed from behind the hedgerow framing the town green, not a shout per se, but hardly civil.

         She heard another man snort. The thick branches blocked any view. “It would have broken her sweet heart seeing you abandon the family practice. Tradition meant everything to her.”

         “The situation is not that cut and dried and you know it.”

         “You presume to know my wife’s mind?”

         “She was my mother.” The hedgerow shook, like someone kicked it.

         Pepper backed away slowly. That argument sounded like not her problem. She had enough to worry about without—

         Zzzzzt.

         Her head snapped up. Thunderheads blotted out the sun. The air smelled like rain.

         Zzzzzt.

         A dark brown roach rocketed across her field of vision. What was worse than hallucinating? Not hallucinating a flying bug on steroids. Time to turn tail and flee. Except her beloved Miu Mius weren’t made for running. Strutting? Yep. Kicking ass and taking names. You better believe it. But not a fifty-meter dash across the plaza’s herringbone brick path.

         It bombed her like a two-inch kamikaze, passing dangerously close to her earlobe, rustling her hair. Her heart raced, and not just from the unexpected exertion. Breathing was impossible.

         No. Nuh-uh. Nope.

         She swiveled her head up and down the quiet cross street, seeking safe harbor. Pointless. Scary Bug wasn’t going to honor any “Ollie Ollie in come free” code and go cavorting off to the nearest dung heap. Was that truck over there unlocked?

         Zzzzzt.

         Holy Joe. Cold dread seeped into her bones, freezing her marrow. Her skin tightened. Scary Bug was on her body. Her actual person. First the dogs and now this? Hello, God, it’s me, Pepper. Kill me and make it quick.

         Thick antennae tickled her neck and the ice melted into hot terror. Her heel caught a concrete crack, holding her foot fast even as the rest of her body kept moving. The world tilted. Three Golden Retrievers, trailing leashes, tongues flapping in the breeze, barreled around the hedge.

         “Steinbeck, Fitzgerald, I said stay, dammit! Faulkner, come on, man, not you, too.”

         She turned toward the shout, arms flailing like a Gumby blowup from in front of a car dealership as the leader took to the air, paws landing square on her chest, sending her flat-backed in the gutter.

         She curled into a ball, bracing for the moment when teeth bit down. Instead, no crevice remained unsniffed. The torturous waiting grew in intensity until someone—presumably the owner of these hellhounds—ordered them to back off. The commanding drawl was familiar.

         The exasperated tone from behind the hedgerow.

         The buzzing intensified. No time to put a face to the voice. She ripped her hand through her hair, and Scary Bug struck the concrete, bouncing twice before coming to a stunned stop. She scrambled to a half-sit. It would give her nothing but grim pleasure to drive a stiletto straight through its mother-loving exoskeleton. She raised her foot, took careful aim, and—

         “Look out!”

         She froze mid-stab, heel clattering off. Scary Bug took to the air with a final mocking Zzzzzt!

         “Oh no, it escaped.”

         “Word of advice”—now the deep voice sounded less wound up and more bemused—“step on a palmetto and you’ll be sorry. They stink something fierce.”

         She stared up. “A pal-mett-oh…” The question fizzled on her lips, doused by deep-set eyes framed by a pair of Clark Kent–style glasses. Dreamboat eyes. A shade reserved for tropical ocean photos touting Caribbean vacations, a deep marine blue that invited a person to sit back and float away.

         “I don’t know what wild hair got into these guys,” he muttered. “I’ve never seen them act that way.”

         She floated.

         And panted. Wait, no, that wasn’t her. A wet nose snuffled against her ear and she was back standing barefoot in a gravel road puddle as the neighbor’s guard dog barreled toward her, trailing its broken chain.

         She yelped, panic twisting her spine, leaving her cowering.

         “That’s enough. I said back off, Faulkner.” He scooped the dog leashes and tugged them close to his side, tousling his messy shock of sandy brown hair. “Are you okay?”

         “I—I—I…” She couldn’t breathe. Or think. But she wasn’t a child. And she hadn’t been bitten.

         “Jesus. All right. Listen. Breathe. That’s it, take another one. Good. And another.”

         If her fear was a storm, his voice was a life raft. She anchored her gaze on his face. Safer than the dogs at his side. Those fine lines around his striking eyes suggested he was thirtysomething, with a mouth a shade too wide for his angular jaw. But the lack of symmetry didn’t detract. If anything, the imperfection had a curious physiological effect, creating a delay in her brain’s language-processing center.

         “…no idea what bee crawled up their butts,” he was saying. “Let me give you a hand.” He took hers with his free one and the rough calluses at the base of his fingers caused friction on her skin. It was a big hand, broad and tanned, with freckles smattering the knuckles. The wind picked up, carrying a hint of soap, a little spicy, a little woodsy, and a lot manly. She leaned in, as somehow the smell could wrap her in some sort of invisible shield, keep her safe and protected.

         Except he’d turned his focus over her shoulder. She followed his ferocious gaze to an old man in a seersucker suit currently marching across the Main Street crosswalk, a Scrabble game tucked under one arm, and under the other, Fluffy, her lap dog nemesis from earlier in the morning.

         “Sorry if I interrupted something.” She shuffled a few feet back from his closest animal, slipping her shoe back on like the world’s most awkward Cinderella. “I accidently overheard part of your conversation and—”

         He snorted. “Way I see it, conversations are an exchange of ideas, not insults.”

         Before she could make a hasty retreat, the largest dog lunged. No time to scream before a slick heat swiped her wrist. It was official, on this worst of days she was going to toss her cookies in front of a—if not traditionally handsome, incredibly boyishly cute—man.

         His irises darkened to a concentrated indigo, and for a moment she could swear he saw her, really saw her. A person who’d had it up to there, but life went right on pouring. She wanted to linger, bask in the unapologetic stare, let the rest of the world blur into oblivion, as indistinct as an expressionist painting.

         Except fraction by fraction his brows pulled closer together. His mouth twitched.

         A crazy impulse set in to cry out, Stop! Don’t say anything! Don’t ruin it. Whatever it was.

         She wanted to clutch it to her chest, kick and scream, but the moment was gone.

         “You’re not a fan of dogs, are you?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Me? A dog fan?” The guy’s bemused question snapped Pepper from her floaty trance. “I wouldn’t say that. Not at all. Not even a little.” She shook her head three too many times, as if the moment required an extra lashing of awkward.

         Spoiler: It didn’t.

         “Wait,” she blurted as he cleared his throat. Some dim part of her brain registered she wasn’t about to stick her foot in her mouth, rather cram it in mid-calf. “Before you say anything, I know, okay? I know. Admitting to disliking dogs is like declaring ambivalence to bacon or a belief that Friends was a terrible show unworthy of ten seasons. But is that fair? I mean, if a dog person made a glancing remark about how they weren’t much of a feline fan, cat people would shrug it off as no big deal. To each their own. But not dog people. No, dog people find it impossible to tolerate canine aversion.”

         Her pause for a breath was met with silence. He passed a hand over his mouth as if erasing a smile. “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

         “Actually no.” She pursed her lips. “That was all off the cuff.”

         “Impressive.” It sounded like he meant “scary.” One of the dogs whined.

         Frowning, she jabbed a hand to her hip. “Stop looking at me like that.”

         “Like what?” His brows knit.

         “You’ve got the same expression I did this one time a crazy lady tried selling me a bag of crickets on the subway. Look. I’m a stable—very stable—exceedingly sane person and—aaaaaaaargh!” The closest golden retriever slurped her hand. If a horror film score synched with a whale’s death song it might match the noise escaping her mouth.

         “Faulkner. That’s the last time.” The guy yanked hard on the leash. “Quit now. The lady’s just not that into you.” Her not-so-secret admirer wagged his bushy tail, but retreated to a distance that made it possible for her to draw a shallow breath.

         At least the dogs were obedient. That helped. Some.

         “I’m sorry. Today’s been a nightmare. I was fired from a clerkship with the judge on day one. It takes a special sort of talent to lose a position you apparently didn’t even have.” Ixnay on the verbal vomit. This stranger hadn’t been selected at random to compete in the pain Olympics. And from the sound of his behind-the-hedge argument, he had his own personal Lifetime drama playing out.

         “Judge?” His glare stilled her frantic gesticulating. “Judge Al Hogg?”

         Her jaw twitched at the hated name. “Buddy of yours?” After all, it was a small town. They might be on the same bowling team.

         He coughed in his fist. “Not exactly. But the way I see it, congratulations are in order.”

         “Congratulations?” Her hands flopped helplessly to her sides, her exhale long and shuddering. “What for?” She didn’t have the fortitude to withstand him making fun of her. Her field of fucks was barren.

         “Know how every village has an idiot? Well, turns out, the same principle holds true for assholes. Trust me, you’d be happier pumping gas at Payton’s Pump-N-Munch out on I-95 than spending a day sucking air with that man.”

         “Are you honestly trying to put a positive spin on this situation?” She could throw sass or burst into tears. At least option A allowed her to retain a scrap of self-respect.

         He shrugged.

         “Cute. Too bad my funny bone’s as broken as my morale.” Overhead, raindrops fell, heavy and cool, and her lower lip trembled. No, no no, anything but this. Her tears weren’t for public consumption. The least her body could do is hold on until she reached her rental cottage and drew the light-canceling blinds.

         Pressure mounted against her diaphragm. A flush crept in. Nothing pretty or delicate. Nope. This was a hippo-splashing-in-a-puddle-of-ketchup affair.

         “Miss?” He sounded like he’d rather be anywhere else and she didn’t blame him one iota. In fact, she’d like to join him.

         Hey here’s an idea, let’s ditch the weird crying chick and grab a pizza.

         Instead she was trapped by an expected “the lady doth protest too much” role.

         “It’s fine. I’m fine.” She shaded her eyes. Not that she had to—the sun was cloaked behind a thick blanket of cloud—but because like it or not, waterworks were fast approaching.

         She was jobless and stranded in a town where the biggest store was the Piggly Wiggly. Talk about coming full circle. Georgia might be opposite from Maine in terms of geography, but it turned out that a small town was a small town was a small town. And the path that was supposed to keep her moving forward had led her to a place eerily similar to her original starting point.
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