





“What are you doing here?”
David said the words more harshly than he should have, but he didn’t want to have her here in this place that was his sanctuary.
“I’m sorry. I’ll leave.” Callie turned, then stumbled on the uneven ground.
He grabbed her to steady her. The warmth of her skin was like a door opening to a room with a crackling fireplace and the heady scent of welcome.
David had been cold for a long, long time. He felt the stir of a sense of possibility, the slightest tendril of hope. “Callie…”
Her lips parted, and he leaned toward her. It would be so easy to forget, to cast out doubts, to lose himself….
David backed away. He could not afford to trust her. Feeling Callie’s eyes on him every step down the road, he cursed himself. And fate.
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CHAPTER ONE

Blue Ridge Mountains
Georgia
THE CHAPEL WAS wall-to-wall strangers. All the better.
Callie Hunter had no desire to be connected to the hell-raising fourteen-year-old she’d been, bottle-black, scarlet-tipped hair, piercings and all. That summer she’d been banished to Oak Hollow by her mother was one she’d shoved to the back of the closet.
One stiletto-clad foot swung impatiently from her crossed knees. As soon as the service was over, she was out of here. Only her feelings for Miss Margaret, as her great-aunt Margaret Jennings was known, could have dragged Callie back to the mountain of Georgia. Not one time in the sixteen years since she’d left had she returned. Memories of shame and sorrow clogged the valleys and hollows of this Smoky Mountain landscape. Agonizing reminders lurked on each rounded peak, waiting to pounce on her with the stealth of a wildcat.
Faint murmuring began to creep through the congregation like fog stealing over a riverbank, spilling up the nearest rise of land, and Callie could only assume someone had, after all, recognized her. She steeled herself. The funeral would be over soon. She’d deposit a generous donation with the minister and jump into her car. Be back in Philadelphia before morning, burrowed safely in her real life where she balanced the scales of justice, put the bad guys away. Where Callie Hunter was a rising star in the District Attorney’s office, with plans to one day run for election and replace her boss.
Assuming, that is, that she could reverse the damage she’d done to herself in the high-profile case she’d recently lost, a severe blow to the reputation of the wunderkind known in the tough Philly press as Lady Justice for her ardent prosecution of crime and her record conviction rate. She itched to get home and prove herself. Her job was her life; every second she had to be away during this critical period was torture.
The murmuring grew loud enough to drown out the organ music that she found creepy. When mutters rose to a crescendo behind her, Callie gave up and turned, only to discover that no one was paying her an iota of attention.
Instead, every eye appeared to be focused on a man just entering at the back. Callie shifted to see who he was.
When she did, her heart stuttered.
No. It could not be. She examined the tall, powerful frame for signs of the boy she hadn’t let herself think of in years.
The man’s gaze flickered over her and onward. His stony expression never wavered.
She was seized by an impulse to get closer, to see if she was mistaken. Should she talk to him? But what on earth would she say?
He disappeared into a back pew before she could decide, and Callie turned to face the front again.
Just as well. There was nothing for her here. She couldn’t wait to be gone.
 
WHY WAS HE HERE? Hadn’t fifteen years in prison taught him hard lessons about caution?
Regardless of how intense those months together had been, he and Callie had parted ways as though strangers. There had been nothing to hold them together, it turned out, after the roller coaster of emotion, the drama and heartache. A boy’s damn-fool notion of honor had exploded in his face, had blasted his future to bits.
What had he expected to feel? He had no idea who she was anymore, except that she was beautiful—man, was she ever. The badly dyed black hair had given way to the natural blond he’d seen only at her roots, the profusion of curls she’d so often derided were now a shiny, straight cap. She’d grown a good three inches, he guessed, no longer that tiny rebel.
No rebel at all, from what he’d heard. A prosecutor—fate sure had a nasty sense of humor. Their role reversals appeared to be complete.
Didn’t matter. Nothing mattered really, only biding his time, doing what he could for the one person who still held a claim on his shriveled heart. If not for his mother’s need of him, he’d never have set foot in Oak Hollow again. The road pulled at him, the longing to disappear, to start over somewhere, anywhere that no one knew him.
He’d come from good stock; his father had died rescuing two hikers from a fall. However desperate and defeated his mother was now, she once had raised a boy single-handed, struggled to keep body and soul together for both of them. An excellent student—particularly at math and science—with ambitions of being a pilot and astronaut, David had grown up under the caring eyes of an impoverished town where hardly anyone made it to college.
She’d taken in sewing at night after long days of waiting tables to be sure he had basketball shoes and football uniforms. She’d grown vegetables and raised chickens to keep food on the table.
He wondered if she thought any of the struggle had been worth it when she’d been writing letters to a prison instead of the university where he was to have received a football scholarship.
He’d served his time, and he was supposed to be free now. Instead he was back in Oak Hollow, despised by everyone but his mother for dealing a mortal blow to the dreams of a town that had expected him to succeed for all of them.
Tough. The townspeople needed to get their own dreams.
The organ music swelled, yanking David from his musings. Just as well—the past was a hostile country to visit. He glanced toward the front and realized that there was nothing to say to the woman Callie had grown into. He should never have come.
Before the ushers began leading the mourners out, David Langley slipped into the shadows and through the side door.
With long strides, he left the past where it belonged.


CHAPTER TWO

“MS. HUNTER?” Outside the chapel, a stooped man with a weathered face paused before her. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
She accepted his handshake. “Thank you.” She let go, eager to leave.
But he lingered. “I’m Albert Manning. I need to see you at my office as soon as you’re ready.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m sorry. Miss Margaret’s death has addled me. I’m her attorney.” His forlorn expression spoke of a deeper sense of loss than for a mere client, however. “There are issues we must address as soon as possible.”
“What?” Callie frowned. “But I’m leaving. Right now,” she added.
“It would be a kindness if you could stay one night, at least. Miss Margaret’s house is ready for you. As you know, there are no hotels or motels in Oak Hollow.”
It would be a kindness. How had she forgotten Southern pleasantries so quickly? There was not a man she’d ever met in Philly who would talk like that.
“But I—” Have to get back immediately. I have a reputation to save. A future to secure.
“Please, Ms. Hunter—Callie, if I may. Miss Margaret was very proud of you and spoke of you so often that I feel I know you.”
Shame left a bitter taste in Callie’s mouth. She had abandoned her great-aunt years ago as she fled the painful memories of her time here. “Mr. Manning, I really must return to Philadelphia and my work. Can’t we handle this on the phone?” Even if her great-aunt had made some sort of bequest, what could there be to deal with, really? Miss Margaret had lived hand-to-mouth in her small frame house.
“I’m afraid I must insist that you stay, at least until tomorrow.” His tone was gentle but adamant. “There are issues that are inappropriate for me to bring up here.”
There was actually no reason she had to leave today except her own need to save her reputation. Her boss, Gerald Parks, had ordered her to take an extended leave, utilizing some of her unused vacation time in lieu of a suspension after she’d skirted the line trying to win her last case. What he omitted—but she knew all too well—was that his concern was not for her but for his own reelection campaign.
Even if she agreed to remain here tonight, she didn’t want to be at Miss Margaret’s, not when memories lurked in every corner. “I’ll drive over to the county seat and spend the night, then come back tomorrow to meet with you.”
“There’s no reason to make that hour drive. Miss Margaret was set on you staying in the house. She asked specifically.”
Callie did not appreciate feeling cornered. I don’t want to was her only defense, however, and she would not admit to a soul why that was. “Mr. Manning—”
“Please,” he said, eyes soft with compassion. “She knew staying there would be difficult, but it was important to her. She loved you, Ms. Hunter. She blamed herself for what happened.”
How much did he know? Callie was desperate to turn and run.
If you’ve become that easy to rattle, how do you expect to beat what’s facing you back in Philly?
“All right.” She squared her shoulders. It was just a house, a collection of boards and nails. And only one night. “Where do I find the key? What time shall we meet? I’d like to make it early so I can get on the road. I have a thirteen-hour drive ahead of me.”
He smiled. “This is Oak Hollow, Ms. Hunter. We don’t lock our houses. The electricity and water are on, and I took the liberty of having my wife stock the refrigerator for you.” He took her hand in his. “Thank you. It would have meant a lot to Miss Margaret to have you there. Shall we meet at nine, then? I’m up earlier, of course, but I like to take my time these days. No reason to get in a rush.”
Time waits for no one, she wanted to retort. And Miss Margaret is dead. She won’t care. But she bit her tongue and simply nodded. “Nine it is. How do I find you?”
“It’s the yellow frame house catty-corner from town hall,” he explained. “You know where that is, right?”
She nodded. “I’ll find it.” She turned to go.
“Oh, and Ms. Hunter, I am sorry you had to be subjected to that display earlier. He had no business being there when decent people were burying their dead. He shouldn’t be in Oak Hollow at all, folks think.”
She revolved slowly. “Are you speaking of David Langley? Was that him in the chapel?”
“He was.” His face was tight with disapproval. “We don’t hold with criminals in our midst. If he bothers you at all, just speak up. The sheriff is keeping an eye on him.”
Callie’s eyes popped. “Criminal? David?”
“Miss Margaret never told you? I would have thought, given your—” His face was reddening. “I mean, since he and you—” He worried at the brim of his straw hat.
She rushed past his fumbling. “Told me what?”
He looked away, then back. “I suppose you’ll find out anyhow,” he said almost to himself. “David Langley just got out of prison three months ago after serving fifteen years.”
“Prison? For what?” Callie couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea of David being a criminal, but the buzzing at the chapel and his unyielding expression were making more sense now.
“Why, for murder, of course—only he got off easy and was convicted of manslaughter instead.”
She couldn’t help her gasp. “That’s impossible. David would never—”
“Oh, yes, ma’am, he surely did, but I’m sorry—I should not have brought up such an unpleasant topic, especially when you’re in mourning.” His jaw clenched. “I will make certain that he doesn’t come near you again, rest assured. Now let me escort you to the car.”
He made as if to grasp her elbow, but Callie strode ahead briskly toward the sedan where the funeral director waited patiently. Mr. Manning followed, tipped his hat and said goodbye.
Once in the car on the way to the cemetery, Callie let herself feel the impact of what she’d heard. She’d dreaded returning to Oak Hollow, dreaded brushing up against her past. She’d intended to cruise as lightly as possible into and out of the site of the most painful period of her life.
But if she’d known what she would encounter and the havoc it would create inside her—
Nothing on this earth could have forced her back.
 
DAVID STRAIGHTENED with a groan. Rolled his shoulders and stretched his back, then lifted the hoe and headed for the toolshed at the back of his mother’s garden. When he was growing up, the garden had been lush and green, its bounty plenty to keep them over the winter while providing extra that David sold at a makeshift stand on the highway.
The plot his mother had patiently cultivated for years had lain fallow for a long time, perhaps ever since he’d been gone. He wasn’t sure why he was bothering with it now, except that he’d seen her wistful gaze land on it often as she stared out her kitchen window.
The smell of the dirt had drawn him in first, one restless night soon after his arrival. He’d craved to lose himself in the oblivion of slumber, but he couldn’t get used to the quiet. Prison was never silent, and the sound of the frogs outside had been as startling as gunshots. He’d learned to slide beneath the layers of guards talking, inmates snoring or groaning, new prisoners crying…and more furtive, desperate sounds he never wanted to hear again in his life. Then there was the darkness. Even with a full moon, as had been the case when he’d first returned, his room was dark as pitch compared to the harsh glare of the prison fluorescents that never fully dimmed.
He’d encountered the garden on one of those uneasy nights, leaping from the bed that had been his as a teen—the same bed where he’d once conjured up dreams of the life he’d live, the places he’d see, the difference he’d make.
The bed was too soft for him now. Too much a torture, stinking as it did of his failures. He’d taken up sleeping on the floor instead, often outside on the screened-in porch at the back of the small house. He couldn’t get enough of fresh air, of room to move. Some nights he took off down the country road in front of his mother’s house, running five, six, ten miles at a time, trying to sweat out fifteen years of misery.
And the present, as devoid of hope, in some ways, as each day behind bars.
He stifled the urge to throw the hoe like a javelin, to damage something, hurt something, to shatter the paper-thin wall with the rage that he pushed down and down and down—
He stopped in his tracks, dust motes drifting in the air, sweating and shaking with the effort of keeping it all inside. Why did Callie have to show up now and make him face exactly how far he’d fallen?
Lock it down. Kill the fury with your bare hands. If you don’t get a grip, son, you’ll be in here forever. The advice of fellow prisoner Sam Eakins, eighty years old if he was a day, had saved him in those early weeks when David’s gut-churning fear had become a smoldering rage.
He had to stop thinking about what might have been. It couldn’t matter that he had a crap job, cleaning up after drunks in a bar where patrons like Mickey Patton seldom missed an opportunity to jab at him, to spill a beer purposely on a freshly cleaned floor. To relish that David was cleaning toilets when he should have been flying a jet and wearing medals.
He had a job he badly needed, the only work anyone would give him. There was so much to be done around his mother’s place, chores that she’d left neglected as her health declined. Until David had returned, he’d had no idea how impoverished her circumstances were, worse even than when she’d been newly widowed and responsible for a child.
If the roof over her head wasn’t to fall down, the repair was up to him, and materials cost money. He’d sent most of his pitiful prison pay to her, but obviously it hadn’t gone nearly far enough.
He stepped outside, washed off at the faucet and spotted his mother moving about in the kitchen, preparing his supper. He stared down at the hands that resembled his father’s, then reached into his pocket and fingered the knife he had reclaimed from the small desk in his bedroom. His hands were rusty from years of disuse, but each day they itched a little more to resume the carving his father had taught him.
When the police had come to arrest him, he’d left the knife behind so it wouldn’t be confiscated in jail. His fingers had gone blind after that, no longer able to create beauty or humor from only a stick, a block of wood. The last carving he’d completed before prison was one he wasn’t ready to see yet.
He flexed his hands, his father’s hands, then closed his fingers one by one into a fist.
No. Not yet. Until he could carve with the rage purged from his heart, he would leave the knife unopened.
David shook himself like a dog shedding rain.
Lock it down. Get a grip.
 
CALLIE HALTED two steps into the kitchen. Unbelievably, the small, scrubbed-to-an-inch-of-its-life house still smelled of the lavender water Miss Margaret used to iron her sheets, underlaid by frying bacon, homemade bread and a million or so cups of mint tea. She expected the older woman to pop around the corner any second.
By rote, Callie had entered the back door from the driveway. The front door was only for company, Miss Margaret had told her that first day. Callie was family, she’d insisted, however little Callie could believe back then that she belonged anywhere, especially in this warm refuge.
Callie glanced out the picture window that had been Miss Margaret’s pride and joy, the one that gave her great-aunt a good view of the backyard she’d labored so many hours to create. Oh, she’d tended the front and sides, as well—weeds were not tolerated, and she’d had an eagle’s eye for the slightest up-cropping—but the back was where her heart was planted. Vegetable garden off in the right-hand corner, roses lining the left. In between lay her rock garden, an exotic Southwestern creation as out of place in these ancient, rounded green mountains as Miss Margaret would have been in the desert.
I do believe I was a cowgirl in another life, she would say. On my one trip to Los Angeles by train, I saw the desert for the first time and something in my soul expanded. A look of intense regret would furrow her brow at the mention, but she never explained beyond one admonition. Do not let your dreams pass you by, Callie Anne. When your heart tells you you’re home, you listen, you hear me?
Miss Margaret had been as foreign to a fourteen-year-old in full rebellion as a rose was to a coyote. Callie had rolled her eyes that first time, but after seeing the hurt she’d dealt to someone more harmless and innocent than Callie had ever been, she’d kept her cynicism to herself. Miss Margaret had been out of another century and older than dirt to boot in Callie’s view, but a kindness in her smoothed off some of the edges of Callie’s wild misery.
Miss Margaret had taken one look at her full-on Goth attire and pressed her lips together so hard they’d nearly disappeared. Just when Callie was ready to bolt, Miss Margaret had confided that two of her little earrings resembled a pair she’d wanted when she was young, except that her father would have sent her to the woodshed for piercing her ears. Ladies didn’t do that, she’d said, then, with a puckish grin, she’d asked if Callie thought she was too old to try it now.
An astonished Callie had found herself offering to do the deed.
The Callie who stood in nearly the same spot now was surprised to find herself smiling.
Okay. She exhaled slowly. It’s only one night.
She walked through the space, trailing her fingers over the old Tell City maple table and chairs in front of the picture window, the rocking recliner where Miss Margaret had sat to watch her television at night. Beside it stood a table groaning under the weight of not only a lamp but a good six months’ worth of catalogs and magazines and, of course, Miss Margaret’s ever-present King James Bible.
Callie stooped and started to pick up the Bible but faltered, her fingers instead drifting over the cracked leather binding, the gold cross worn nearly transparent.
Then she spotted the grocery list begun but not finished in that familiar spidery handwriting. She felt an urge to give way to grief she hadn’t expected to feel for an old lady she hadn’t seen since she left Oak Hollow.
Darkness encroached in this place of haunted memories, chipping away at Callie’s carefully built defenses.
She leaped up so suddenly she stumbled. Quickly she righted herself and charged through the house, flipping on the lights in every room.
Hoping to chase away the ghosts that still lurked.
 
ON HIS WAY TO WORK in his mother’s ancient sedan, David took a detour. How many nights had he driven past the little house after Callie had left.
He turned the corner and saw light blazing from all the windows in a profligate display Miss Margaret would never have indulged—
No. She could not be staying.
Go away, Callie. He’d seen at the chapel that she hadn’t known about him, but she would by now. Someone, probably lots of someones, would eagerly spill all the gruesome details to her.
He’d borne a lot, would have to bear more until his mother was gone and he was free at last. But seeing Callie, having her look at him the way everyone else did—
That, after all he’d survived, might finally break him.
Please, Callie. Go away and let me be.


CHAPTER THREE

MORNING’S LIGHT BANISHED the night’s foolishness. Callie went about her preparations to leave, careful not to focus on any more details of this place in which she’d spent seven life-altering months. Other than the severely cut black suit she’d worn to the funeral, she had only the slacks and blouse she’d traveled in. Last night she’d washed out her lingerie and spread it out to dry on a towel bar while hanging up her suit in the closet of the room that was once hers.
She’d had no sleepwear either, and bare skin in Miss Margaret’s house felt like a serious breach of manners. She couldn’t bring herself to don anything as personal as one of the worn, soft nightgowns bearing the scent that was uniquely Miss Margaret’s, however. Callie had compromised on a light robe and had dropped off to sleep early, surprising herself.
Now she combed through the cabinets looking for coffee she knew she wouldn’t find. With a pang for the giant red-eye coffee—strong regular coffee spiked with espresso—she normally grabbed on her way to work in Philly, Callie had to settle for Miss Margaret’s beloved Earl Grey. No tea bags were tolerated in this house, so Callie found herself preparing tea Miss Margaret’s way. There was something surprisingly soothing about engaging in the ritual she’d seen performed so often.
Miss Margaret didn’t hold with mugs; a proper china cup was a must. When Callie opened the cabinet door, still painted cream and hinged with the hammered copper dating from the fifties, she spied the familiar china with its moss rose pattern, and for a second, Miss Margaret was all too real again. Callie ignored the tug, poured herself a cup, then carried it outside.
How many mornings had she awakened to find Miss Margaret in her garden wearing the old-fashioned sunbonnet made by Miss Margaret’s mother from flour sacks? How many conversations had they conducted there, the older woman’s hands never idle while Callie fumbled to identify vegetable from weed?
She shook her head in amazement that at her age, her great-aunt had still planted, still managed to weed and water. Gardening is life, she’d say to Callie. You learn everything you really need to know about the world right here.
Who would wind up with this place? Who would care for it, love it and baby it as Miss Margaret had?
Callie bent to pluck one weed from the row of—Her brow furrowed. What were these plants? She rose abruptly. What did any of it matter? She would be gone this afternoon at the latest.
Oh, crap. Her stilettos were getting wet in the dew. Wouldn’t her coworkers howl if they could see her beloved Manolos damp—wait. Was that dirt on the toes? She quickened her stride, lifting her foot high as she sought to spare the one indulgence in a sober wardrobe bought to ensure that, at only thirty, she was taken seriously in her position.
The reminder was a good one. She did not belong here, and it was no business of hers what happened with anyone or anything in Oak Hollow. Her life was elsewhere. She’d fought to make it so.
Thus resolved, she went inside, washed her cup and did a quick, impersonal check of the premises to be sure everything was squared away. Then, with a moment’s hesitation over leaving the door unlocked, she got into her car and started it. In less than five minutes, she was parking across the street and down a bit from Albert Manning’s law office. She walked swiftly, preoccupied with thoughts of what she would do first when she got back to Philly.
As she passed the post office, the door swung wide, and she nearly smacked right into it. A quick dodge to the side, and she tripped over a crack in the sidewalk.
A hand grabbed her arm and steadied her.
She lifted her head. “Excuse—” Every last thought vanished as she stared into a face she had once known intimately.
“David,” she finally managed, her arm still tingling where he’d touched her, even through the fabric of her jacket. Whatever she might have meant to say dried up at the sight of him.
He only stared down at her, his face a mask.
He was big, so tall. She wasn’t the tiny girl he’d known—she’d grown three and a half inches after she’d left here, five seven now. With her stilettos, she was an inch or so shy of six feet.
But he’d grown, too—six four, six five now at a guess—but it wasn’t his height or even the layers of muscle that made the biggest impression on her.
It was his eyes. Once they had been mossy-green and soft, had spoken volumes to her, whether of love or heat or amusement. Patience had often lingered there, as well, far beyond what anyone would expect from someone so young.
When Callie had been exiled to Oak Hollow by a mother who wanted freedom to play with her latest sleazy boyfriend, she hadn’t tried to hide her contempt for the hick ways of the locals. In return, she’d been ridiculed by the kids for her Goth attire and disliked by adults for her bad attitude. She’d pretended she didn’t care, but David had found her in the woods one day, crying her eyes out. A compassionate soul, he’d talked to her and begun coming around, even though the other kids gave him a hard time.
She could accept all the changes she now saw in his frame, the new angles to his face, even the lines time and misery had carved into it.
But his eyes were a stranger’s, hard and blank. Flat as though he and she had never met. As if they were nothing to each other.
Then astonishingly, he stepped around her without a word.
“David—” She reached out to stop him.
He shrugged her off and kept moving.
Callie turned and stared at his back. He’d once been so kind to her, so gentle. They’d shared something profound, yet he was pretending not to know her? Fury rode to the rescue. How dare he? She hadn’t asked him to show up yesterday and set tongues wagging. She’d tried not to think of him last night, but he’d been one of the specters haunting her dreams. Now he disappeared from sight without a single glance back, as though she had no meaning to him.
Nothing could have put her back up quicker. She’d been judged wanting for too much of her life, and she had spent years of painstaking effort making sure she excelled, that no one could ever find her lacking again.
She stared in the direction he’d gone. Fine. We’re done. Good riddance.
One hour. She would give the attorney one hour for whatever he needed to say.
Then Oak Hollow and all it had meant to her was over and done with.
 
KEEP WALKING. Get the hell out, get away from her before it’s too late. David’s long strides ate up the ground, the day’s promising beauty lost on him as he barely kept himself from breaking into a run.
While her touch, that too-brief clasp, burned his skin like a brand.
When he was completely out of sight, he looked around to note that he’d wound up outside the fence of Mickey Patton’s welding shop, a junkyard of discarded pieces of farm equipment and rusted cars and trucks. Frantic barks pierced the air as the pit bulls Mickey kept for security lunged at the fence as though David were meat and they hadn’t eaten in weeks. The pipe fence posts sang as they slammed into them, teeth bared, mouths foaming.
“Killer, Cutter—shut the hell up!” Patton emerged, face screwed up in displeasure.
Then he caught sight of David. “What are you doing here? Get your ass gone before I call Sheriff Carver on you and have you locked up again. You should be in there for life, you worthless son of a bitch.”
David was no scared boy now, and though Patton was pure mean, David had faced down men in prison who made Patton look like a first-grader. He knew he could take the man in a fair fight, but Patton would never put himself in that situation. No, he made sure that his taunts were the most vicious only when the bar was crowded, when there were plenty of witnesses, everyone aware that David was on parole and didn’t dare touch him.
His fingers formed a tight, hard fist as he battled the urge to give back some of what he’d been forced to take. He wanted to hurt this bully, wanted to take back his dignity, to stand tall and not back down to anyone ever again. He’d swallowed a bellyful of humiliation and shame, and some days his insides were stained black with self-loathing.
At those moments even thoughts of his mother, so fragile and needy, were barely enough to pull him back from the edge. He forced himself to go when every fiber of him craved to stay. To avenge.
“That’s right, you candy-ass coward—run. Run like the spineless murderer you are,” shouted Patton.
Each word was a spike driven into his brain, a lash on his back, a barb worming its way into what remained of his self-respect.
When Patton began laughing, David truly understood what it was to hate.
He just wasn’t sure who he despised more, Patton or himself.
 
A SMALL, NEAT WOMAN SMILED as Callie entered Albert Manning’s reception area, formerly the living room, she imagined, of the frame house this building had been. The furnishings were slightly shabby, but the space carried an air of welcome she appreciated right now after the bruising encounter with David.
She felt strangely vulnerable, robbed of the dream that out there somewhere in the world was a decent, honorable teen grown into an even better man.
That couldn’t matter; she was strong on her own. She didn’t need anyone. She had made herself.
Finally the sweet-faced little woman looked up. “Mr. Manning can see you now.” She rose and escorted Callie through the door behind her desk.
“Good morning.” The older man crossed to her. “I hope you slept well.” He gestured her to a chair. “Would you care for anything? Coffee? Tea?”
“No.” She had to force herself to slow down, to return the courtesy. “But thank you. It was nice of you to provide food at Miss Margaret’s. I’m afraid I didn’t do justice to it.”
“My wife will be sorry to hear that. She enjoys feeding people. Perhaps you could join us for dinner tonight instead.”
“I’ll be halfway to Philadelphia by dinnertime.”
He studied her as if measuring her, clearly disappointed by what he found. “I suppose you’d like to get on with it, then.”
“I would.”
“Very well.” He opened the folder in front of him. Scoured his desk for something, then felt the top of his head where reading glasses perched. He put them on, then spent time picking up pages, thumbing through them, setting them back down so slowly Callie thought she might scream.
Then he sighed. “Miss Margaret was not generally a sentimental woman, with a few exceptions. One of those—” he looked at her over the top of his glasses “—was you.”
“Me?”
“My conversations with her, in drawing up this will as well as knowing her over the years, led me to believe that she considered you to be a great failure on her part.” At Callie’s quiet gasp, he shook his head. “I do not mean you were the failure, but rather that she considered herself to have failed you.” He paused to clean his glasses on the end of his tie. “I apologize, Ms. Hunter. Miss Margaret was an old and dear friend of mine, and something more in our youth. I confess to having a difficult time dealing with her loss.”
Callie realized that his eyes were slightly reddened, and couldn’t help being touched. She’d always wondered why Miss Margaret never married, and it was on the tip of her tongue to ask, except that this nice gentleman was already distressed. So she merely nodded in sympathy. “She was a special lady. But why on earth would she think she’d failed me?”
“She told me once that you reminded her of herself.”
Callie blinked. “I can’t begin to imagine how. Or why. Surely Miss Margaret was never a rebel.” She tried to imagine the sweet older woman in Goth black and chains, spike-tipped hair. Though there had been those earrings…Callie found herself grinning.
“You have a lovely smile,” he said, returning it. “Actually, you’d be wrong about that. Miss Margaret was very forward thinking for her time. If she’d been born twenty-five years later, she’d have been burning her brassiere with the rest of the feminists.”
For some reason, the word brassiere, so old-fashioned, was surprisingly embarrassing to hear from a man who could be her grandfather. “Really?” She thought back to some of Miss Margaret’s conversations and realized that she’d only looked at the older woman through the eyes of someone who’d been certain anyone over twenty-five was ancient. “Now that you mention it, she was her own woman, wasn’t she?”
“Very much so. She did things her own way, always. I believe she would have liked a family of her own, but—” His eyes grew sad again. “It wasn’t meant to be.” He lifted his gaze to hers. “She enjoyed her time with you very much.”
“I can’t see why. I was a major pain in the behind.”
“You were young and vulnerable. She felt that if she had handled you better, perhaps you wouldn’t have sought comfort in David Langley, and then you wouldn’t have—”
Gotten pregnant, she finished silently for him. “She was kind to me, and I liked her, too, but I’m not sure there was an adult alive I would have listened to.”
“When you lost the baby,” he said gingerly, watching her reaction, which she carefully kept neutral, “she was devastated. It only pointed out what a poor chaperone she’d been, she believed, and your mother certainly emphasized that when she returned to take you back to South Carolina.”
“My mother wasn’t fit to raise kittens.” Her mother had used sex as a currency, trading out boyfriends like some women changed hair color, and some of them were slimier than others. That particular one had begun trying to get Callie alone, and he wasn’t the first to make her skin crawl. Her mother never put Callie first, though, and when she’d tried to speak up this time, her mother had sent her away rather than protecting her.
“Miss Margaret knew that, and she tried everything to get your mother to leave you here permanently. She even offered your mother money.”
Callie’s eyes popped. “I’m astonished that my mother didn’t take it. I ran away from her three months later and never went back. She could have saved herself a lot of aggravation.”
“Be that as it may, Miss Margaret wanted some way to make up to you what she considered an enormous failing on her part.” He adjusted his glasses and looked at her. “Which is why she made you her primary heir.”
“Heir? To what? There’s only her little house.”
He smiled fondly. “I’m afraid there’s more, Ms. Hunter. Miss Margaret lived frugally, I grant you, but she was a shrewd investor. She believed a woman should be able to take care of herself financially and should never be under a man’s thumb simply because she had no resources of her own.”
“I can’t argue with that.”
“Not that she disliked men, of course.” At this, he blushed a bit, and Callie was more curious than ever. “She had her beaux. She believed in true love.”
Beaux. Callie tried to imagine Miss Margaret primping for a date. She glanced up at Manning, wondering where he fit into the mix, but he quickly looked away.
He cleared his throat. “At any rate, Miss Margaret owns—owned,” he corrected, “thirty-four houses in Oak Hollow that she either rented out or owner-financed. Those houses and mortgages she left to you, along with a substantial block of stocks and bonds purchased with the revenue those properties generated. She also left you her personal home.”
Thirty-four houses? And stocks? Bonds? Callie, who had never owned anything but a car, was staggered. “I—I don’t—what am I going to do with all that?”
“Collect the rents and payments, I suppose,” he said mildly. Then he frowned. “Not all of them are current, however. Miss Margaret was a little too forgiving in her later years.” Then his mouth tightened. “One mortgage, in particular, has been in arrears for nearly a year and must be dealt with.” He looked up at her. “It belongs to Delia Compton.”
“Who?”
“You knew her as Delia Langley.”
David’s mother.
“Tell me what happened to David and his mother. No more hints, no more innuendo. Lay it out for me.” She hadn’t wanted to dig deeper, but now she had to.
“Langley killed a man, I told you that.”
“Who?”
“Ned Compton.”
“Compton? His—”
Manning nodded. “His own stepfather. Ned had moved to Oak Hollow with the idea of developing this area into a tourist destination. He would have provided jobs, given this place lifeblood. People began to feel hope for the first time in memory, thanks to him.”
“When did she marry him?”
“Not long after you…left.” Manning squirmed. “She thought a father figure would help her get David straightened out.”
Straightened out? The town’s golden boy? David had jeopardized his very bright future to do the right thing once he’d found out she was pregnant. He’d stood by her against everyone when she refused to consider giving up the baby. “There was nothing wrong with David. He was the best person I ever met.”
“Begging your pardon, Ms. Hunter, but you weren’t here. He went bad after you left, cutting school and starting fights. He turned into someone none of us knew, though not a soul in Oak Hollow would have ever believed him capable of murder.”
The David she’d known had been the soul of kindness, strong and upright and gentle. “What was the evidence against him?” She fell back on her training as she sought to understand what she was hearing.
“There was a fireplace poker with his prints on it, that and his confession. His lawyer pleaded for mercy and leaned heavily on David’s former good reputation to get the charges reduced to manslaughter. Folks around here were plenty riled up about that. Ned was going to be our salvation and his killer should still be in jail, most folks think.”
“But—” Callie could not believe what she was hearing, yet the hard, angry man bore no resemblance to the gentle boy.
He went bad after you left.
“Where does he live now?”
“With her. He has a job,” the attorney said with distaste, “but it will not be sufficient to make a dent in the back payments.”
Wait a minute. Wait—she held the mortgage on David’s house now? “I can’t—I don’t—”
“There’s more.”
Still trying to absorb the news, she only nodded for him to go on.
“There’s a condition.” He waited a beat, but when she didn’t respond, he continued. “Miss Margaret wanted you to live here, in her house, for at least thirty days before you are allowed use of any of the income for more than living expenses.”
Thirty days? Callie was incredulous. “I live in Philadelphia. I have a job. I’m—” I have to salvage my future there, forced leave or not. She began to laugh. “This is absurd. Completely ridiculous.” Abruptly she sobered. “What happens if I reject all of it?”
“You can’t.”
She stood and straightened her pencil skirt. “Of course I can.”
“Ms. Hunter. Please sit down. Calm yourself.”
“Calm myself? When she—” Callie was aghast at the nerve of the woman she’d been feeling sentimental over.
He held up a hand. “I didn’t word that right. What I meant was that many people will suffer if you don’t accept this. She left no alternative heir, so the properties would all have to be dealt with by the state of Georgia. The most likely course for the government would be to appoint an administrator who would dispose of the properties. Many of them are inhabited by families who’ve lived there into the second and third generation, but an outsider wouldn’t care about any of that.”
“You can’t be serious.” She sought to recollect whatever she’d learned about estate law, but she was a criminal attorney, not a civil one. Licensed in Pennsylvania, not Georgia.
“You’re welcome to check out the law for yourself, Ms. Hunter, if you don’t believe me.” He studied her over the top of his glasses, patient and somehow too knowing. “I can certainly understand why you would have conflicted feelings about Oak Hollow, but are you honestly willing to throw all these people to the wolves just to escape dealing with the past?”
Callie stared at him.
Implacably he stared back.
Are you a coward? was what he was asking really.
Of course she wasn’t. She was a busy woman with a lot on her mind.
She closed her eyes for a second. Breathed deep. There was a solution, a way out. There had to be.
I will not let this place get the best of me, not ever again.
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