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PRAISE FOR SOMEWHERE ALONG THE WAY

 

“Filled with amazing people that many of us can relate to . . . I love the characters and I love the caring, sharing, squabbles, and oddball individuals who live there.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“A delightful story with as much love and warmth as there is terror and fear . . . This is terrific reading from page one to the end. Jodi Thomas is a passionate writer who puts real feeling into her characters.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Thomas once again brings to life this fascinating little Texas town and its numerous characters. The reader is expertly drawn into their lives and left eager to know what happens next.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

“Extremely powerful and gripping writing. It’s full of passionate moments, hidden secrets, and likable characters.”

—Roundtable Reviews

 

“Distinctive . . . Memorable.”

—Publishers Weekly (online review)

 

 

PRAISE FOR WELCOME TO HARMONY

 

“The characters are delightful, and a subplot about mysterious fires balances the sweet stories about being and becoming family.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A fast-moving, engaging tale that keeps you turning pages . . . Thomas’s characters become as familiar as family or friends.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A heartwarming tale, with plenty of excitement, Welcome to Harmony is Jodi Thomas all the way—super characters, lots of riveting subplots, and the background of a realistic Texas town. Don’t miss this terrific novel.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“A wonderful novel of three interwoven stories, peopled with characters you will care for deeply.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

 

PRAISE FOR REWRITING MONDAY

 

“Jodi Thomas again delivers a delightful, character-driven tale of modern Texas.... Heartwarming, heart-tugging, and just plain good reading.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Thomas seamlessly weaves past and present into a gripping novel of contemporary romantic suspense, as Pepper begins to appreciate the accomplishments of previous generations and to enjoy true friendship and a sense of belonging for the first time in her life.”

—Booklist

 

“[Jodi Thomas] paints beautiful pictures with her words, creates characters that are so real you feel as though they’re standing next to you, and she has a deliciously wry sense of humor.... I enjoyed this book from page one until the end—and thoroughly recommend it.”

—Romance Novel TV

 

“If reading a new book is like opening a box of chocolates, then I got the one with cherry inside—my favorite—when I read Rewriting Monday.... This is quite a rich story with touching characters that seem real and behave like real people.... I loved it.”

—The Book Smugglers

PRAISE FOR TWISTED CREEK

 

“Twisted Creek will weave its way around the reader’s heart. Compelling and beautifully written, it is exactly the kind of heart-wrenching, emotional story one has come to expect from Jodi Thomas.”

—Debbie Macomber, #1 New York Times bestselling author

 

“Jodi Thomas is a masterful storyteller. She grabs your attention on the first page, captures your heart, and then makes you sad when it is time to bid her wonderful characters farewell. You can count on Jodi Thomas to give you a satisfying and memorable read. Twisted Creek is absolutely delightful.”

—Catherine Anderson, New York Times bestselling author

 

“Thomas sketches a slow, sweet surrender, keeping the tension building to a rewarding resolution in this unsentimental, homespun romance.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Twisted Creek is a wonderful, character-driven tale that tells just what a family can be, even if it’s made up of a bunch of lonely friends.... Romance blooms slowly, but for two nearly lost souls, it’s rewarding when it does.... As usual, Jodi Thomas kept me up way later than normal! Twisted Creek could be anywhere, but Ms. Thomas makes it uniquely Texan with her wonderful characters and great dialogue. This is another thought-provoking novel to add to your Jodi Thomas collection.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Romantic suspense and sweet women’s fiction are an unlikely combination, but in Twisted Creek, veteran storyteller Jodi Thomas makes the pairing work quite well. Allie’s love for her aging grandmother is sensitively portrayed, while her blossoming relationship with Luke simmers unforgettably in the background. This is a moving story about overcoming hardship and bitterness and about being brave enough to make a happy ending—no matter what it takes.”

—Romance Junkies
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There is a legend in the small town of Harmony,
 Texas, that one winter, where the rivers once crossed
 in the center of town, the waters grew muddy. For
 months winter storms made the waters bubble and
 rage, and the people of the town grew weary of look-i
 ng at their distorted and pocmarked reflections.

 

After a time, everyone stopped looking at the mirrored
 river and began only to see themselves the way
 others saw them.

 

Visitors often commented that the people of
 Harmony grew better looking, for their beauty
 came not from what they saw for themselves, but
 from what they felt through others’ eyes.




Chapter 1
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PREDAWN ON WEDNESDAY 
FEBRUARY 17, 2010

 

TYLER WRIGHT MANEUVERED HIS NEW BLACK RANGE ROVER through the silent streets of Harmony, Texas. A light rain tapped on the windshield like a ticking clock. He knew he should still be trying to sleep, but with the dawn his life might be about to change forever, and he wanted to be ready to meet it wide awake.

He drove out of town and headed toward Amarillo’s airport, warning himself to calm down. The day held no guarantees. He’d had his hopes crushed a dozen times over the years he’d known Major Kate Cummings. Almost two years ago she’d stepped back into his life, and he had no idea why she’d returned or, for that matter, why she’d left. Maybe she wasn’t ready to start more than a casual relationship, maybe she never would be, but that didn’t stop him from hoping. He was in midlife. He was ready.

Only, last night when she’d called asking him to meet her plane, he’d heard something different in her voice. An excitement about seeing him. A longing to come home to Harmony. This was the first time she hadn’t rented a car and driven in on her own, almost as if she’d just decided to stop in town and had not come just to see him.

This time he’d pick her up and drive her to Harmony. Everyone would know she was there because of him.

Rolling down his window, Tyler smiled into the dawn. In the past two years since he and Kate had become good friends, she’d started talking about Harmony as if it were her home. It had taken him months of asking to get her to just come spend a weekend in his town. It might be 2010, but part of him knew people would talk if she stayed at his place, so Tyler always booked her a room at the Winter’s Inn Bed-and-Breakfast. Surprisingly, his proper Kate and the crazy innkeeper, Martha Q Patterson, got along perfectly. Each looked at the other as a curiosity.

After that first visit, every month Tyler invited her back and every month she came. Once she was in town, they’d join friends for dinners, and go to concerts in the park or movies at the little theater where their feet always stuck to the floor. They would take walks in the cemetery where he’d tell her the stories of all the people of Harmony, and then they’d stop at the magnolia tree he had planted just because she’d told him once magnolias were her favorite tree. On each visit Tyler hoped she’d take root and stay as well.

As he drove across the flat plains of the Texas panhandle, now dressed in winter browns, he thought about how wonderful his Kate was. He might be in his midforties and more than a few pounds overweight. He might not be much of a conversationalist and he knew he was probably the world’s worst dancer, but he had a perfect woman in Kate.

To the world she was Major Katherine Cummings, an arson expert with the army. To him she would always be the hazel-eyed beauty he’d met one night at Quartz Mountain Lodge during a storm, with whom he’d talked half the rainy night away. Their friendship blossomed through  e-mail. Months later a fire had rolled across the open land around his town, and Major Cummings had come to help. But afterward she broke off all contact.

Then one night he’d e-mailed her of a danger the folks she had met faced and she’d responded. Their friendship seemed patched together with spiderweb thread, but with each e-mail, each visit, Tyler felt they added one more thread—one more bond.

He never asked about why she’d stopped e-mailing after the fire. He was afraid he’d hear that he wasn’t half the man she thought him to be. Over the two years since, she’d stood him up almost as often as she’d come to visit. Her answer was always simply that her work kept her away.

He set no restrictions on Kate. No rules. No promises. He knew she had an important job she couldn’t talk about and, as Harmony’s only funeral director, he had a job he didn’t want to talk about, so when they were together they talked of other things.

Tyler dreamed of what she might say if he asked her to stay with him in his apartment above the funeral home and not go to the inn tonight. She’d visited him several times. His housekeeper had even cooked them a meal one night when Kate stayed late watching a movie in his quarters. He’d felt like a teenager walking her back to the inn and saying good night on the porch.

Deep down, he knew he wouldn’t ask her to stay with him this time. They didn’t have that kind of relationship, not yet, maybe not ever.

The day had warmed by the time he reached the Amarillo airport. He pulled to the side of the road and cut the engine. He could go inside and wait by the luggage claim, but he’d be among strangers there. Here, he could watch the planes and wait alone with his thoughts. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Alex Matheson, the town’s sheriff, had mentioned yesterday that he looked like he’d lost a few pounds. Maybe Kate would notice as well.

An hour later hunger overtook him. He gave in and drove around to a little café next to the strip called English Field.  He took his time ordering and eating. In his daydreams he was busy planning how to ask Kate to marry him someday. He thought, as a fourth-generation undertaker, it might be proper to say simply, “Kate, how would you like to be buried in the Wright family plot beside me?”

She might think it was funny. She might never come back to Harmony.

Maybe it would be best just to ask if she’d like to grow old with him by her side. They liked the same books, the same movies, even the same kinds of food. They never ran out of anything to say. Maybe they weren’t as romantic as two young lovers, but she’d kissed him good-bye on the lips a few times and she never seemed to mind when he took her hand.

As Tyler drove through airport security and parked in front of the luggage pickup area, he made up his mind that after two years of talking it was time for the next step.

He’d try to keep it light. “Kate, if you’re going to call my border collie your baby every time you see her, maybe we should marry and make the poor dog legit.”

No, he frowned. That was too light. She’d be here for a few days. Surely he’d think of something before she left.

He stepped from the car as people began to circle around the luggage carousel. Halfway to the door, he spotted her through the glass. His Kate. She stood all straight and still like the soldier she was, but he knew her laughter and the way she talked to Little Lady as if the dog were a baby. He knew the feel of her hand in his.

Before he could reach her, she pulled her luggage from the moving ribbon. Tyler rushed forward. “I’ll get that,” he said, covering her fingers for a moment before she let go.

He set the suitcase down and checked the name tag. When she didn’t move, he looked up into her face.

For the first time since he’d met her, Tyler saw tears in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered, not wanting to draw attention.

She pressed her lips together and slowly shook her head, then said just loud enough for him to hear, “Take me home, Ty.”

Tyler knew grief. Bone-deep grief so overwhelming a person can’t express it. He’d worked with it all his life. He knew how to handle it.

Without a word, he put his arm around Kate and walked her slowly to the car. When they were away from the airport, he looked at her. She sat as still as stone. He said the only thing he needed to say. “I’m here, Kate. I’m right here.”

She reached across the seat and took his hand. They drove to Harmony in silence.




Chapter 2
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POST OFFICE

 

MORNINGS IN THE MIDDLE OF FEBRUARY ALWAYS STARTED out cold, making some of the residents of Harmony want to sleep in like hibernating bears, but by midmorning the prairie sun usually warmed enough to have people shedding heavy coats in favor of sweaters and sweatshirts.

Ronelle Logan, dressed in her drab once-black-now-gray coat, left the post office and marched toward Main Street barely noticing the weather, or the people passing her. She knew them all. Strangers were as rare as chain stores in town. Ronelle could list what magazines most folks got in their mail, but she didn’t want to talk to anyone. In fact, she didn’t even want to look at them. People in general frightened her. One on one they were terrifying.

When they waved, Ronelle lowered her head and kept walking. She couldn’t remember one day in her twenty-seven years of life that she’d wanted to talk to anyone in town. She’d been born here but didn’t call one of them by name. Her mother had pulled her out of school in the second grade because, in Dallas Logan’s opinion, there were far too many germs in schools.

For a few years Ronelle thought the kids were the germs her mother talked about. She made no effort to make friends with any of them. By the time she got her first and only job at eighteen, she’d developed a habit of avoiding people as if they were no more than the germs her mother harped about.

Except maybe the funeral director, Tyler Wright. He brought her crossword puzzle books from as far away as Kansas City and Albuquerque sometimes, and he’d told her how sorry he was when her father died eight years ago. All the other people who came to the funeral tried to calm her mother, but Tyler had walked right up to her and talked to her. While her mother was wailing over her father’s casket, Tyler Wright gave Ronelle the last hug she’d probably ever get.

Ronelle remembered how she and the funeral director just stood quietly side-by-side while three pallbearers tried to pry three hundred pounds of weeping widow off the casket.

Ronelle shifted the box of mail in her arms and pushed the memory aside as she stepped onto the town square. She wished she’d taken the dolly to haul the mail like Mr. Donavan, the postmaster, had suggested, but her pride wouldn’t let her after she saw Chatty Jerry smiling at her. He was always telling Mr. Donavan how much harder delivering the mail was than sorting it in the back like she did. Jerry seemed to think that anyone who worked for “the service,” as he called it, and didn’t face the weather daily was a lower life form around the office.

The old postmaster usually ignored Jerry. Everyone knew Jerry would probably be taking his place in a year or two. Ronelle figured that would be about the time she got fired. Her father and Mr. Donavan had been friends. They’d started  working together when they both returned from Vietnam. When her father became ill and suggested she start working in the mailroom, Mr. Donavan had welcomed the idea. In the years she’d worked for “the service,” the postmaster had sometimes been indifferent to her, but never unkind.

Chatty Jerry, however, only frowned at her now and then. Once he commented that if he could palm off one house to another postman, it would be Dallas Logan’s place. He’d said it just loud enough to make sure she heard.

Ronelle wasn’t surprised that Jerry, along with half the people in town, hated her mother. Most of the time she hated her too. Dallas Logan never had a nice thing to say about anyone, including her only child. When Ronelle’s father became ill, he probably figured he was doing her a favor getting her the job so she could be out of the house nine hours a day.

She’d watched her father manipulating Dallas until her mother thought a job for their only daughter was her idea. Over the years Dallas complained, but never suggested Ronelle quit. After all, it was Dallas’s idea and she never saw herself as wrong.

In his will, her father left the house to his wife, but he’d added that if the place was ever sold, half of the money would go to Ronelle.

She shifted the box of mail again, glad to be out in the cold, fresh air for a few minutes. Special deliveries were rare this late, but she never minded making them. If they were heavy, Mr. Donavan delivered them after Jerry came in from his rounds, or he’d call one of the rural postmen on his cell and have him circle by after making his route.

But today, the postmaster was complaining of heartburn and Jerry was whining about his feet when he stopped by for coffee, so that left Ronelle to walk the two blocks to an old duplex just off Main. The Mission-style building looked like it belonged on an old movie set from the fifties and not in small-town Texas. The foot-thick walls had been painted so many times that the corners looked like rings of a tree. Green over rusty red, over brown, over dull orange.  Whenever she walked past the duplex, she half expected a cartoon character to jump out.

Only this time she wouldn’t just walk by. She would stop to make a delivery. She felt like a real mailman. Correction—mailwoman.

She climbed up uneven steps beside a ramp and guessed Martin Winslow in 111B must be a very old man. She walked by his place twice a week to have lunch at the diner, but she had never seen him pick up his mail. In fact, she’d never seen anyone come or go from this house.

Moving around a line of long-dead plants, she knocked on the door, hoping no one would answer. She could leave the box and take her time walking back to the post office.

Somewhere from deep inside came a yell: “What do you want?”

Ronelle hesitated. The guy didn’t sound too friendly. He also didn’t sound like an old man. For a moment she thought this might be the kind of trap her mother was always warning her about. At twenty-seven, she was a little old to be sold into a child prostitution ring, but the kidnapping and torture openings could come at any age. Dallas Logan loved to tell her about all the terrible things that could happen out in the world. Their dinner conversation usually consisted of Dallas reading some tragedy in the paper and mumbling, “Just when I thought people couldn’t get any worse, they surprise me.”

“Mail,” Ronelle stuttered out. No, that wasn’t right. “Special delivery,” she corrected.

“Come in. The door’s unlocked,” the unfriendly voice snapped.

She stared at the doorknob. People usually came to the door to receive their special deliveries. Maybe somewhere in the handbook she’d been given years ago there was a proper procedure.

“I said come in!”

She pushed the door with the corner of the box. B-movie slasher music began to play in her head.

Holding the box tightly, she shoved her way inside, telling herself she was a mailwoman and the mail always gets delivered. But if she saw any detached fingers hanging like Christmas lights or smelled blood, she planned to bolt. Her mother had told her that killers take trophies of their victims and leave buckets of blood when they kill. Dallas even told her that sometimes the smell of blood never leaves the scene of a crime.

Ronelle left the door ajar.

The place was warm—too warm, she thought—and dark, almost like a cave. But on the bright side, she didn’t smell blood or see any body parts hanging around.

“Mail, Mr. Winslow,” she managed to say as she took another step inside and let her eyes adjust to the lack of light.

“Set it on the hall table and close the door on your way out.” The unfriendly voice didn’t seem to be warming any.

Ronelle took another step forward. This was as close to an adventure as she’d had in years. When she was a child, once her father left for work, she was never out of her mother’s sight. When he died, she became her mother’s companion whenever she wasn’t working, and even going for a walk around the block wasn’t worth the tantrum her mother threw when she got back. Dallas Logan seemed to think giving birth came with a right of ownership. She would have insisted Ronelle quit work, but she claimed they needed the money. Dallas thought sacrificing her daughter to the workforce was far better than going into it herself.

Ronelle took another step into the shadows, knowing she’d never mention this to her mother.

A man sat behind a massive desk. His black hair fell without a curl or wave to his shoulders. Books lined the room, but there was no other furniture. All the windows had blinds, admitting the light in thin, knife-sized slices. The glow from the computer screen in front of him made his face ghostly white. He reminded her of the vampires her mother told her existed everywhere but West Texas. His face seemed all sharp lines and shadows.

He looked up with eyes so dark they could have been  black. “I told you to leave it on the table by the door. You deaf as well as poorly dressed?”

“You have to sign for it, Mr. Winslow,” she whispered, wondering what was wrong with her clothes. She’d worn sweatshirts and baggy jeans all her adult life and no one had ever commented.

He shoved back violently from his desk and moved his wheelchair around the end. “Give it to me,” he snapped. “I’ll sign, then I want you out of here. I don’t have time for interruptions or for someone gawking at me.”

She managed to make her feet move enough to hand him a clipboard. When he snapped his fingers waiting for a pen, she realized she’d forgotten to bring one.

Before she could explain, he swore, rolled backward a foot and grabbed one off the desk. “Incompetent,” he mumbled under his breath.

He looked down and scribbled his name so fast she was sure no one would be able to read it, then shoved the clipboard back toward her.

Ronelle stared. She’d never met anyone who seemed to dislike people more than she did. In a strange way, she found it comforting. This man wasn’t going to ask questions or want to visit. He wanted to be alone. He was alone. She was just a walking bother come to irritate him.

“What are you looking at?” He glared at her.

“A cripple.” She had said the first thing that came to mind.

She turned and ran.

When she pulled the door open, she dropped the clipboard, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t take the time to stop.

She was out the door and halfway back to the post office before she breathed. The feeling that she’d just stepped into a lion’s den washed over her. She’d not only walked in, she’d pulled the lion’s tail. She’d insulted him.

Slowing her steps, she relived every detail so she could tattoo it in her mind. How the house looked. How angry he sounded. How frightened she’d been. Tonight as her  mother rambled on about every soap opera she’d seen that day, Ronelle would be thinking about her adventure. She’d be remembering Mr. Winslow with his dark, dark eyes and midnight hair.

She’d met the most frightening man she’d ever seen, and she’d lived. Now when her mother told her horrible stories of people being tortured, Ronelle would have a face to put on the demon. Martin Winslow. Hauntingly handsome.

She walked into the office a few minutes later with her head held a little higher than usual. Mr. Donavan and Jerry were sitting in the back drinking coffee and complaining about the weather.

Jerry greeted her for once. “I hear you went over to the Winslow place. I would have taken the box, even with my feet hurting, if I’d known that’s where you were headed. He’s a hard one, girl. I hope he didn’t swear at you. They say he was a world-class skier before the accident. Now he’s just one angry man. He wasn’t rude to you, was he?”

Ronelle shook her head, but didn’t look at him. She didn’t want to share her one adventure with Jerry. She didn’t even share the coffeepot with him since she’d seen him take a taste from his cup, then pour the coffee back into the pot so he could reheat it.

Mr. Donavan answered the phone and Jerry lowered his voice. “There’s something wrong with that guy. I’ll bet he hurt his head in the accident and will never be right. Kind of like our own Howard Hughes, if you know what I mean. Course, he’s not rich or old and I don’t think Hughes was in a wheelchair, but he might have been. After all no one saw him, you know. He just sat up in his rich apartment and ate M&Ms. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what Winslow lives on. Somebody told me Hughes wouldn’t eat the red ones, or maybe it was the brown ones. If I wasn’t eating a color it would be the blue ones. I’ve always wondered . . .”

Ronelle stopped listening. Jerry could talk mold into evacuating. She moved to her bench in the back. She could still see them, but they seemed to always forget she was there.

Someone came in front and Jerry ran, sore feet and all,  to help a customer. He loved doing what everyone knew was Mr. Donavan’s job.

She watched as Donavan hung up the phone and stood shaking his head as if a few screws were loose at the neck. She expected him to go out front, but he walked to the back. Toward her.

Ronelle kept her head down as she worked. All she had were the postcards left to sort, and she always read them first.

“That call,” Mr. Donavan began. “It was from Marty Winslow. He said you forgot the clipboard.”

She nodded, waiting to hear that she was fired. She didn’t need the job. In the years she’d worked she’d saved most of her income each month, but the thought of having to stay home all day with her mother was terrifying.

She looked up, trying to figure out what to say to save her job when Mr. Donavan scratched his head and added, “Strangest thing. Marty Winslow told me he doesn’t want anyone but you delivering his mail. He says if I send someone else, he’ll complain to the state office about how we’re discriminating against the handicapped.”

Ronelle didn’t even know there was a state office for complaints. She guessed neither did Marty Winslow. She also wasn’t sure who he was thinking of as handicapped, her or him.

The postmaster glanced in the direction Jerry’s voice was coming from. He seemed to be giving an in-depth weather report to someone on the other side of the counter. “Winslow is a man who likes his solitude. I can see why he’d want you making the deliveries and not Jerry.” He let out a long breath. “So, if you don’t mind, Ronelle, starting tomorrow you’ll have a route of one house. You can stay in the back the rest of the time and go deliver his mail when it suits you. If you want to do it during your lunchtime, I’ll allow you an extra fifteen minutes for lunch. Fair enough?”

Ronelle didn’t raise her head, but she whispered, “I’ll do it during my regular lunchtime.” She usually came back early anyway.

“All right.”

“Do I get a jacket?” she said as he turned away.

Mr. Donavan barked a laugh. “Sure. I got one in the back that’ll fit you pretty good. Only remember, when you’re wearing it you’re representing the U.S. Mail. If someone stops you and asks you a question, you got to answer them. You can’t just put your head down and keep on walking.”

Ronelle nodded.

He stopped at the door and looked back at her. “Your dad would be proud of you,” he said, then walked away.

She fought down a lump in her throat. No one had ever been proud of her. Dallas had told her all her life that her father was disappointed she wasn’t a son, and she was disappointed because, to her way of thinking, Ronelle wasn’t much of a daughter. Ronelle asked her mother once why they hadn’t had more children. Dallas simply answered, “It wasn’t worth the trouble.”

That night, alone in her room next to her mother’s, she thought of Marty Winslow and wondered why he’d asked that she be the only one to deliver his mail. Maybe he hated Jerry? Maybe he wanted to torture her? Maybe he recognized someone like himself?

When she’d been a child, she’d often thought that she must be an alien dropped off by accident here in Harmony. By the time she was five, she knew she wasn’t like others, but was the man behind the huge desk today anything like her? In all of her life she’d never met someone of her species.

Tomorrow, when she delivered his mail, she planned to find out.




Chapter 3
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MIDMORNING 
WINTER’S INN BED-AND-BREAKFAST

 

MARTHA Q PATTERSON SAT ON HER FRONT PORCH AT WINTER’S Inn Bed-and-Breakfast and decided she was bored. In all the fifty-five years of her life, she’d never been bored. From her late teens through her thirties, when she was wild, she was always out partying every night and sleeping late every morning. In fact, Martha didn’t even remember ever being awake in the A.M. until her fortieth birthday.

On that particular birthday, she had awakened early to have time to dress for a day of shopping. Her sixth husband, Oliver Hannon, never bought her presents, so she was more than happy to surprise him with the bill for a nice gift every holiday along with surprise gifts for no reason scattered through the year. He had enough money to afford expensive gifts, and she figured just having a wife twenty years younger should keep him happy.

That morning she was feeling old and decided to drop by Oliver’s work at the accounting firm he’d founded with his two bean-counting brothers. When the Hannons had been young men, they’d all three worked hard, but now in their sixties, they mostly just supervised and played golf. As an accountant, Oliver rarely had anyone in his office until March when folks started worrying about taxes, so he was usually free to take her to lunch on the very rare occasion she managed to get there before one.

Martha Q walked in on him with his secretary, and they didn’t look to be accounting for anything including all their clothes. Oliver just stood there with one sock on and his shirt unbuttoned, asking where she wanted to go to lunch. It wouldn’t have been so devastating, but the secretary was in her fifties and flat-chested. Martha was humiliated.

She’d divorced Oliver within months, taking half his money and all his socks when she left. With nowhere to go, she decided to drop by Harmony for a visit with husband number two.

Bobby Earl Patterson was the only one in the line of men who’d slept on the left side of her whom she still talked to, mostly because he fixed her car for free whenever she asked. He’d also been the only one without money. Which explained their separation. Martha Q was a woman used to being taken care of, and changing the oil from time to time just wasn’t enough.

When she found Bobby Earl ill, Martha Q told herself her big heart wouldn’t let him die alone, so she married him again. In truth, she loved him, but then she’d loved them all in one way or the other. Bobby Earl used to tell folks he was her twenty-seventh husband since he was both her second and her seventh.

She drove him to doctors and hospitals as cancer slowly ate away at him. They laughed about her driving and watched old movies together at night while she gained weight and he lost it. She helped him with his tire and lube business, finding she had a knack for numbers. As he seemed to grow  older before her eyes, he never failed to tell her how beautiful she was, and that helped pass the time.

When Bobby Earl died, Martha Q decided to give up men and open a bed-and-breakfast. She had a good head for business and had spent a great deal of her life in bed, but knew nothing about breakfast. So she’d opened Winter’s Inn and hired Mrs. Biggs, the best cook in Harmony.

Everything had been wonderful in Martha Q’s world until Mrs. Biggs’s two big strapping grandsons came to stay with her a few years ago. One was eighteen at the time, so he got a job in construction, but the other was still in high school and, judging from the amount of effort he was putting out, Border Biggs might be in high school for decades.

Since Martha Q didn’t want Mrs. Biggs to leave, and no one in town in their right mind would rent a place to an eighteen-year-old thug and his pre-prison little brother, Martha Q decided to buy a duplex down the street from the inn. The thugs were out of her hair and her kitchen, Mrs. Biggs had somewhere to go besides the cemetery during her afternoons off, and Martha Q could take her naps in peace.

To her surprise, the other half of the duplex rented right away to a man in his thirties who’d been in a bad skiing accident. He was grouchy and altogether unpleasant, but he paid his rent on time and that was all that Martha Q cared about. To her shock, he seemed to get along with the Biggs boys. At least she thought he did. He hadn’t complained.

Which was good, but left Martha Q bored. Everything in her life was running too smoothly. She’d lived in the chaos of juggling lovers and husbands as well as hair appointments all her life. Only now, she hadn’t been named in a court document in years. Something just didn’t feel right.

She watched as Border Biggs, the younger of Mrs. Biggs’s grandsons, and one of his worthless, long-haired friends climbed out of a pickup and began raking the last of the dead leaves.

“Morning,” the dark-haired friend waved. “I’m Beau Yates.”

“I don’t care who you are. It’s about time you two got over here,” Martha Q yelled back. “If you’d waited any longer, winter would be over and the grass would be fighting its way through the dead leaves.”

“It’s only been a week since you called,” the long-haired smart aleck said with a smile. He was shorter and maybe a little younger than Border, but then everyone was shorter than the Biggs boys.

Martha Q considered how men were often built like cars. Some long and lean like sports cars, some strong and hardworking like pickups, and some, like the Biggs brothers, reminded her of diesel trucks—big, loud, and smelly.

Maybe the long-haired kid hadn’t reached his full growth, even though he looked eighteen. She couldn’t tell what he’d become. Maybe a trailer park heartbreaker. Maybe a cop. He had that kind of stance that said he thought he was somebody important even if he hadn’t grown into his own ego yet.

“Don’t talk to her, Beau,” Border whispered under his breath. “Every male who ever did is dead.”

“I heard that,” Martha Q snapped. “It’s comments like that that make me like you slightly less than I do dogs, and I hate dogs.”

The long-haired one went to work, but Border leaned against his rake. “You know, Mrs. Q, you’re starting to grow on me.”

“I am not. And don’t call me Mrs. Q. Martha Q is my first name, not my last initial.”

Border thought about it a few seconds and asked, “What’s your middle name? Period?”

“None of your business,” she said.

Border grinned. “Must take a long time to write Mrs. Martha Q None-of-your-business. If you married old-what’s-his-name, your name wouldn’t fit on any driver’s license.”

Martha Q stood, then cursed as the porch swing hit her just behind her chubby knees. She made it halfway to the door before she added, “You think you’re funny, but your jokes aren’t any better than your playing on that guitar.  Maybe you’d be wise to stay off every stage you pass. Some crowd might try to kill you between sets.”

“What’s wrong with my playing?” Border was no longer smiling.

“Nothing a few lessons wouldn’t help.”

“I can’t afford lessons.” Border frowned.

Martha Q had enough of being nice. “Well, maybe if you got to work you’d earn that twenty dollars waiting for you when the leaves are gone and then you could take one lesson. You’re at that magic spot where any practicing you do would have to help.”

Border got the point. He went to work with no more than a growl in response.

Martha Q waddled to her room and changed out of her purple jogging suit into her best business clothes. She had to think of something to do besides arguing with idiots. She was too old to go dancing, too young for bingo, but somewhere she believed adventure was still calling her name.

“What’s the matter, Mrs. Patterson? Something wrong?” the young housekeeper asked as Martha Q came down the stairs.

“What makes you think something is wrong, Lori?”

“Well, ma’am, you always sit on the porch till noon. Then you eat the lunch Mrs. Biggs sets out for you, then you take a nap.” The housekeeper had the nerve to look proud of herself.

“I have to go out.” Martha Q straightened as she reached for her coat. “In fact, unless I find something interesting to pass the time, I’m going over to the Wright Funeral Home and plan my funeral. I might as well die if all I can think of to do is sit on the porch and eat between sleeping.”

Lori wasn’t hired for her cleaning skills, but more accurately because she never argued. “Yes, Mrs. Patterson, that sounds like a plan.”

Martha Q didn’t bother to turn around. She decided she’d stop off and eat lunch with her lawyer, then have her fortune told at the bookstore. If her lifeline was up, she might as well blow all she could on a casket.

Twenty minutes later when she got to the office of Elizabeth Matheson Leary, Attorney-at-Law, the door was locked. Liz had redecorated her office and carpeted the hallway, but the place still needed something.

She smiled, thinking a lawyer in a law office would be a nice touch. Two years ago she’d been Elizabeth’s first client and the office furniture wouldn’t sell in a yard sale, but Liz had been so excited about being a lawyer that no one who dropped by noticed the furniture.

Martha Q swore as she stomped down the hallway. She’d worn her good shoes and now she’d have to go all the way down the stairs without having a chance to rest. Liz had promised she was going to work until her baby came. “Must be one of her doctor’s visits or something,” Martha Q mumbled as she headed down the stairs.

Having never had children, she didn’t see much of a need for them. Kids were everywhere in abundance. Just go in Walmart day or night and you could hear a half dozen screaming, but lawyers, good ones like Elizabeth Matheson Leary, were hard to find. Next thing Martha Q expected was for Elizabeth to quit and start living out there in the canyon with that crazy husband of hers who wrote graphic novels. He always looked at Martha Q as if he half expected her to turn into a bug or something. He might be one hunk of a man, but the ink stains on his hands bothered her more than the scar along his jawline. Every woman in town thought he was a complicated man, but Martha Q considered that an oxymoron.

“What kind of way is that to make a living?” Martha Q said to herself as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “A grown man drawing superheroes and monsters all day.”

“Excuse me, ma’am, were you talking to me?” a young man in a suit asked as he started up the stairs. He was slim, with light brown hair and dimples. The suit fit him as if it were tailor made.

Martha Q had always been a sucker for dimples, but today she was working on a bad mood and didn’t want to be interrupted.

“No,” she snapped, “I was talking to myself for lack of  any other intelligent conversation. It should be a crime for a lawyer to post business hours and then not be there.”

The young man smiled. “I agree. When a person needs a lawyer, they need a lawyer. That’s why I became one.”

She looked at him then, really looked. He was tall, but not too tall. Maybe a touch over six feet. She wouldn’t call him handsome, but he did have a way about him when he smiled. He was the kind of man who wasn’t overly worried about his appearance; his hair was windblown and the sleeves of his wrinkled dress shirt were a bit too long for his suit jacket. He wasn’t afraid to face people straight on, and he had nice hands, tanned and strong as they gripped an old leather briefcase.

She knew, from her vast experience, that he had the marks of a good lover.

Too bad she was twice his age and probably double his weight. Otherwise she would have taken him on as a project and moved him from good to great in the lover category.

He offered his hand. “Name’s Rick Matheson. I’m Liz’s cousin. I haven’t taken the bar yet, but I’ve finished my classwork. If you just need advice on something, Mrs. Patterson, I’ll do what I can. No fee involved, of course.”

“So you’re an almost-lawyer?” She wasn’t surprised he knew who she was. She considered herself a legend in this town.

He smiled that warm smile again. “Yeah. Hopefully by the time Liz and Gabe’s babies come I can take over for her for a while. I’m renting the office across the hall. I hope to intern for a year, and who knows, maybe one day be her partner.”

“Babies?”

“Yes, ma’am. They’re having twins. Figured everyone in town had heard by now.”

Martha Q frowned. “Like there aren’t enough Mathesons in this town already.”

Rick laughed. “Right. My mother always says that if the other two founding families had reproduced as fast as the Mathesons, Harmony would have double the population by  now. Only I guess the babies will be Learys, not Mathesons.”

Martha Q stared at him. She liked him well enough and she was hungry, so she said, “What’s your hourly rate?”

“I can’t really charge until I pass the bar.”

“Good.” She linked her arm in his. “I’ll buy you lunch and you’ll give me your not-so-professional advice. Does that sound fair? What do you want for lunch?”

“Fair enough, Mrs. Patterson, and I like steak.”

She grinned. “You’ll make a good lawyer, boy, and call me Martha Q. I’ve learned never to get too attached to last names.”
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