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CHAPTER ONE



Brant’s Hardware was a cozy little store in an equally cozy little town, full of do-it-yourself miscellanea and warm memories. It was also currently Flora Abner’s prison.

“Where is he?” she muttered, peering through the window to the street beyond. Across the road was the apartment building where her boyfriend and business partner, Grady Barnes, lived. He only had to cross the road to get to work, which meant there was no excuse for him to be late.

Granted, the clock had only just struck two, so he was only a matter of seconds late at the moment, but she had a very important appointment to get to, and the thought of it filled her stomach with twisting ropes of nerves.

It was spring in the cozy little town of Warbler, Kentucky, almost exactly two years to the day that she moved here, which meant it was time to sell her house.

Her meeting was with the real estate agent who was going to list it for her. She very much did not want to miss this meeting, because he had already rescheduled it once, and she had reached a critical point of excitement and anxiety over the whole thing, and just wanted to get it over with.

Selling this house was the next step in her career as a house flipper. It was what she had worked so hard for over the last two years, and it was what she wanted to keep doing from here on out. But she had made a single, terrible mistake.

She had fallen in love with the house.

Having spent most of her adult life in apartments, she hadn’t been prepared for the emotional connection she would form the first time she had a house that was hers. Her last apartment had been a comfortable place to live, but not much more. It was largely interchangeable with any other apartment, and she had moved out of it without much more than a single fond glance back.

The house, on the other hand, was a home. Her home. Yes, she legally owned it, but that wasn’t quite the thing that made up the difference. Somehow, over the long months of putting her blood, sweat, and tears into fixing the place up, she had given a part of her heart to the place.

She couldn’t make that mistake with every house she fixed and sold, and hoped the experience was only so intense with this house because it was the first one. She just had to rip the band-aid off and sell it as quickly as she could, and then she would be fine. Perfectly fine. Not sad at all.

Finally, she saw the door to the staircase that led to Grady’s apartment open, and he came out. Breathing a sigh of relief, she cast her gaze around the storefront, mentally going through a list of things she had wanted to accomplish during her shift today. She thought she had gotten most of it done. She’d printed off a welcome packet for their newest employee – one of two, now, which was both a sign of how well the hardware store was doing and how busy she was going to be once she started work on the next house she intended to flip – but he wasn’t coming in until three, so it would be Grady’s responsibility to start his training off right.

She felt a little bad for leaving him to do it by himself, but she really couldn’t miss this meeting. The sooner her house got listed, the better. All of this waiting was going to drive her insane.

By the time Grady walked through the door, she was ready to go. Purse in hand, she paused only to give him a brief kiss and goodbye.

“Wish me luck,” she said. “I’m hoping the real estate agent will be able to get it listed by the end of the week.”

“Good luck,” he told her. “I don’t think you need it, though. The house is great. Everyone is going to love it.”

A warm glow in her chest from his words, she left the hardware store and walked down the sidewalk to where her truck was parked along the curb. Unlike Grady and Ellison, she had never gotten into the habit of parking in the lot around back. The very first time she ever visited the hardware store – as a paying customer, back then, not part-owner – she had parked along the curb in front of the door, and that habit had never quite been broken.

Even though she was planning on staying in Warbler for at least another two years, and was only moving houses and not towns, she felt terribly nostalgic as she started her truck and pulled onto the road. Everywhere she looked, memories hit her. She’d grown and changed so much since coming here. Who would she be if she had stayed in Chicago? She didn’t think she would be as happy as she was now, but she supposed there was never any sure way to know where a different path would have taken her.

Thankfully, she made it to her house before Jonathan Collins, the real estate agent she was working with, arrived. It had been harder than she expected to choose which agency to use. As soon as she started asking around, she had been inundated with calls from real estate companies offering their services. In the end, she had agreed to work with Jonathan mostly because he had been relentless; it was difficult to ignore him when he was calling her twice a day. He had a lot of experience, at least; she had never sold a house before, so she needed someone who could walk her through the process.

She parked in her normal spot near the porch on the driveway she had re-graveled back when she first moved here. The white stones still looked nice, and complimented the white flowers she had planted in the flowerbeds. She had paid extra attention to the landscaping this year, and there wasn’t a stray weed to be found anywhere in the front yard.

After checking her phone to make sure she hadn’t somehow misremembered the time of their meeting and Jonathan had already come and gone, she got out of the truck and went inside. Amaretto, her fluffy white Persian cat, greeted her at the door – rather, she greeted Flora by trying to sneak out the door.

Flora shut the door firmly behind her, stooped to pet the cat, then took off her shoes and went into the living room, where she sat on the couch. With the window behind her open, she would be able to hear the approach of a car down the road. Jonathan should be here any minute.

But a minute passed, then ten, then twenty, and he didn’t show up. Had she rushed out of the hardware store for nothing?

When Jonathan was half an hour late, she gave in and called him. The phone rang for so long she was certain it was going to go to voicemail, but on what had to have been the last ring, he answered with a curt, “Jonathan Collins, how can I help you?”

“Hi, Jonathan, this is Flora Abner. I have that little farmhouse in Warbler. I thought we were supposed to meet this afternoon to discuss getting it listed. Did I have the date wrong?”

“Ah, no, sorry. Flora, right? Something came up with another client. I’m currently about two hours away from Warbler, but if you still want to meet today, I might be able to make it out there later this evening.”

Something cold trickled into her chest. After all of this, he wasn’t even in the area? And he hadn’t had the decency to call her and tell her, either. This was the second time he had blown her off for another client; at least the first time, he had let her know before the fact.

Why, she thought suddenly, should I work with someone who doesn’t care one whit about me and my house when I have plenty of other options out there?

“Thanks, but I think I’m going to go with another company,” she said, trying to keep the sharp irritation out of her tone. She might have plenty of options, but that could change very quickly if the wrong person blacklisted her. “I wish you the best of luck with your other clients. Goodbye.”

She ended the call and glared down at her phone for a moment. Maybe it wasn’t fair for her to feel quite so hurt. Yes, this sale meant a lot to her, but it would be just another job for any real estate agent.

Even as inexperienced as she was, she knew she couldn’t expect to be an agent’s only priority, but she also didn’t think it was right for them to make her feel like she was their absolute last priority.

No, she didn’t feel bad for telling Jonathan she wasn’t going to work with him. Neither of them had signed anything yet; better to discover they weren’t a good match now rather than later.

Sighing, she opened her email app and scrolled through it until she found the email she was looking for. Nancy Taylor had been her second choice. From her email, she seemed professional but also personal. Her message wasn’t another cookie-cutter offering of her services, and felt like it had been written by an actual person and not an algorithm.

And just like Jonathan, the company she worked for had offices in town.

Clicking the phone number Nancy had included in her email, Flora lifted her phone to her ear, waiting for the call to ring through. With a little luck, things would go better this time around.


CHAPTER TWO



A week and a half later, Flora knew she had made the right choice. She stared at the listing for her home on her laptop’s screen, feeling a flutter in her belly. This was it. With a little time and a little more luck, she would be on to the next step of her adventure within a matter of months. Possibly even sooner – she had to admit, the pictures Nancy had taken made the house look lovely. She could imagine that anyone who was moving to Warbler, or anyone in town who was looking to upgrade to a family home, would be tempted by it.

In an odd way, she felt like a stranger in her own house right now. Her best friend, Violet, had kindly offered to let Amaretto stay with her until the house sold, so Flora didn’t have to worry about the cat slipping out during a showing. She was still staying in the house herself, of course, but it didn’t quite feel the same. Maybe it was the lack of her furry companion, or maybe it was because she was taking extra care to make sure everything was just so. She felt more like a guest in her own house than she ever had before, but on the upside, she could be ready to show it with literally minutes' notice. There was a little lockbox on the front door with a spare key, and all Nancy had to do was call her and tell her someone wanted to see the house, and Flora could skedaddle as if she was never there.

Lingering around a home while it was being viewed by potential buyers was, apparently, not a done thing, especially if she was working with an agent, so there went her dreams of proudly describing every repair she had made, but it was probably for the best. Nancy knew what she was doing. Now, the rest was just a waiting game.

A knock on the front door made Flora jolt so badly she almost knocked the laptop off her lap. She shut it and quickly deposited it on the coffee table before jumping to her feet. Had someone seen the listing online and decided to stop by and check the house out before bothering the agent?

When she opened the door, her unexpected guest turned out to just be her neighbor, Beth York. The older woman had her droopy basset hound, Sammy, by her side and looked unusually somber.

“Hey, Beth,” Flora said. “Is everything all right?”

“I’m fine, dear, I just saw that sign in your yard and it made everything feel all too real. I’m going to miss you terribly, you know.”

Flora swallowed against the unexpected surge of emotion as her eyes found the brand-new For Sale sign in the yard, waving in the breeze along the dirt road.

“I’m going to miss you too, Beth,” she said. “And Sammy and Tim, of course.” She wouldn’t miss her other neighbor, Natalie, very much, but it was probably best not to mention that. “I’ll still visit you. I hope you know that. And once I get settled into my next house, I’ll have you and Tim out for dinner.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” the older woman said. She sighed. “It just won’t be the same, though. It’s been lovely, having you as a neighbor. I hope you’re going to be careful about who you sell it to. I don’t want to have to deal with any troublemakers… or worse…” She paused to shudder theatrically. “Renters. You should try to sell it to a nice family. This is the perfect piece of property for children to grow up on, especially with all of that work you’ve done on the pond and those paths through the woods.”

“I don’t think I exactly get to choose who buys it, not in the way you’re talking about,” she said. “My real estate agent will send me an offer, and I’ll probably choose the highest one. The potential buyers might send a letter along with the offer, but Nancy – my agent – says that’s fallen out of style. I do want to sell it to someone who will actually live here, though, but there’s no real way of knowing and once I sign the house away, it’s out of my hands.”

“But you worked so hard on this house,” Beth said, aghast. “You can’t let all of that hard work go to waste.”

“It won’t be going to waste,” Flora said gently. “My goal was always to sell the house for a profit, and I’m going to be able to do that. Of course I want it to end up in good hands, but that’s just me being sentimental. I have to remember that this is business first.”

Beth sniffed, her expression vaguely disapproving. “If you say so, dear. Just remember–”

But Flora didn’t get the chance to hear whatever it was Beth wanted her to remember, because her phone started ringing. She had left it in the living room, but she could hear it through the open window.

“Sorry, Beth,” she said. “I need to see who that is, it might be Nancy – come on in, though, we can keep talking.”

She ducked back into the house, leaving the door open. She missed her cat, of course, but it was nice not to have to worry about Amaretto getting out every time she went outside.

Hurrying into the living room, she grabbed her phone before the call could go to voicemail. Her finger hovered over the button to answer it, but the name on the caller ID made her freeze.

The call wasn’t from Nancy. It was from Kyle Groener, her ex-boyfriend, who she hadn’t seen, spoken to, or even thought of in nearly two years.

What in the world did he want with her now? After a moment’s hesitation, she hit the button on the side of her phone to mute the call and slipped the phone into her pocket. Turning around, she saw that Beth had accepted her invitation in and was looking around the living room, her expression full of approval.

“You’ve really done this place justice,” she said. “I like the new furniture. That’s the set Grady helped you get, right?”

“Yeah.” Flora tried to refocus on her interrupted conversation with Beth. She didn’t know why Kyle’s call had shaken her so much. Maybe it was just the sheer unexpectedness of it. Well, if it was important, he could leave a voicemail. “I’ve got everything set up in preparation for the showings. I might have an open house next weekend, so if you see a lot of cars parked here, don’t worry.”

“I’m sure some lucky couple will snatch this place right up,” Beth told her. “Have you found your next house yet, dear?”

Flora moved back into the hall, leading Beth and Sammy back out onto the porch, where she sat down on one of the nice, handmade rocking chairs, letting the sun warm her. No, Kyle wasn’t any concern of hers anymore. She should just block his number and forget about it.

“No, not yet,” she murmured. “I need to know how much I’m going to be selling this place for. I need to pay my aunt back, and then whatever’s leftover will be what I have to spend on the next house.”

She was going to be relying on her income from the hardware store to support herself for the next couple of years, but at least she would be debt-free. Aunt Olivia was the sort of wealthy Flora could only dream of being, and had lent her a sizable sum to pursue her dream. It was a loan, though, not a gift, and Flora wanted to get it settled as soon as she could.

“Where will you live if you sell your house before you buy the next one?” Beth asked, her voice laced with concern as she took the chair next to Flora.

“Oh, Violet already offered to let me stay with her for a little while, and Grady did too,” Flora said. “They’re good friends. I’m hoping to have about a month to move out after selling the house, which should give me enough time to start the process of buying the next one, so hopefully I’ll only have to couch hop for a couple of weeks.”

Before Beth could reply, her cell phone rang again. Feeling irrationally angry, Flora yanked it out of her pocket and glared at the screen. The expression vanished the instant she realized it wasn’t Kyle calling again; this time, the caller was Nancy.

She answered the call instantly, pressing the phone to her ear. “Hello, this is Flora Abner.”

“Hi, Flora,” Nancy said. “I’ve got great news. There’s a couple who is interested in seeing your house as soon as possible. Does tomorrow morning at ten work for you?”

A surge of excitement chased the last of the shadows of Kyle’s call away. “Definitely,” she said, sure Nancy could hear her grin even through the phone. “I’ll be out of here by nine-thirty at the latest. Let me know how it goes, all right?”

“I will,” Nancy promised. “I’ve got a good feeling about this. They seem very interested. Even if they don’t bite, someone else will. You’ve got a lovely house, Flora. I think you’re going to be very happy with how quickly it sells.”

Flora thanked her, though she felt a flicker of doubt at the words. She was happy. She was. But it was bittersweet.

This house was her home. Would she feel the same way about the next one, or would a part of her always regret selling this place she had come to love so much?


CHAPTER THREE



Beth seemed to share her bittersweet feeling at the news of the house’s first showing. “I’ll be sure to walk past with Sammy while they’re here,” she said. “Then I’ll report back to you. We’ll make sure a nice family gets this house. I’ll just be heartbroken if it ends up in the hands of some monstrous corporate company. Oh dear, if the wrong people start buying up land around here, we might even get a subdivision development! Can you imagine? All of these nice trees gone, all of these old houses knocked down, all to be replaced by sidewalks and cookie-cutter homes?”

Privately, Flora didn’t think a narrow dirt road a couple miles outside the tiny town of Warbler in a rural region of Kentucky was the prime place for real-estate development, but she suspected that a part of Beth enjoyed the drama that came with her over-the-top concerns, so she didn’t bother to argue.

“Just don’t scare them away, all right?” was all she said. “I’m sure whoever is coming to look at the house tomorrow will want to make sure they would have nice, normal neighbors if they move here.”

“Tim and I are perfectly pleasant people to live next to,” Beth said with a sniff. “If they can’t put up with a little neighborly chit-chat, we don’t want them moving here anyway.”

Flora made a mental note not to tell Beth the next time someone was interested in viewing the house. The older woman meant well, but she was getting a little too invested in the potential buyers of Flora’s house for comfort.

She woke up bright and early the next morning and hurried through her morning routine before making sure every last square inch of the house was sparkling clean and ready for the buyers to admire. She didn’t have time to bake a fresh tray of cookies, but she did have a sugar cookie scented candle, and she kept it burning right up until she left at nine-thirty.

She didn’t have a shift at the hardware store until later that evening, so after a brief text message exchange with Violet, she took advantage of the key her friend had given her to her apartment and spent the rest of the morning with Amaretto.

In her heart, she knew it was best for Amaretto to stay with Violet while she sold the house. Concerns of her getting out during a showing aside, it was just more difficult to keep the house looking and smelling nice when she had to worry about cat fur, keeping the litter box clean, and hairballs. They had stayed with Violet in the past, so Amaretto was comfortable there, but she still felt guilty, knowing the cat couldn’t understand the sudden change in circumstances.

She spent the next few hours on Violet’s couch with Amaretto draped over her legs while she scoured local listings online for her next house. Warbler had a few potential homes for sale, but settling on one in particular was difficult.

She had to balance cost against a realistic estimation of her skills. Sure, she had learned a lot over these past two years, but that didn’t mean she could bring a house that was on the brink of being condemned back to life. If she got in over her head, she could lose everything.

On the other hand, if she bought a house that needed too little work, she likely wouldn’t be able to flip it for as much of a profit as she needed to fund her continuing career.

There was one she had her eye on. It was a little two bedroom, one-and-a-half bathroom home right on the outskirts of town. It had a cute fenced-in back yard, and was walking distance from both the school and the downtown area, where the majority of shopping was. It was also cheap. Like, almost unbelievably cheap. Nearly a third of what she had spent purchasing her current house.

The only issue was the interior was completely stripped. The previous owners must have decided completing the renovation was too much for them. She would have to do almost everything, including the floors and the drywall. It didn’t even have a furnace. According to the listing, the roof was only a few years old, and assuming the house was structurally sound, she should be able to get it fixed up… but it would be a lot.

And it wasn’t livable as-is. She would need to do a lot of work just to get it fit for habitation, and she had nowhere else to stay in the meantime, unless she wanted to mooch off of one of her friends.

Still, she kept coming back to the listing every time she got online.

“This would be perfect in a few years,” she said to Amaretto as she stroked the cat’s soft fur. “At some point, I hope I can afford to have a house of my own to live in while I work on fixer-uppers like these. I just can’t afford it right now.”

Amaretto was unconcerned – no matter what happened, she had her plush bed, her fancy food, and plenty of attention. Flora’s concerns were human concerns, and not important to her feline companion.

With a sigh, she noticed the time and shut her laptop. Her shift at the hardware store started soon, and if she left now, she could swing by Violet Delights and grab a latte to fuel her through the afternoon.

She got to work early enough to spend some time with Grady before he had to go help his brother, Wade, with his scrap hauling business. After he left, she got to work on reshelving some items they had just gotten a new shipment of in, and then when Mark came in for the last few hours, she continued his training. It was a pleasant, peaceful day, but she was distracted the entire time. Each time her phone buzzed, she dropped whatever she was doing to check it, hoping for a message from Nancy about how the showing had gone, but if she had any feedback, she wasn’t in a hurry to share it.

After locking up the store for the night, she drove straight home. Thinking of strangers walking around her house while she wasn’t there gave her an uneasy feeling, though of course it was necessary if she ever wanted to sell the place. It still felt like her house, and she was a little worried she would have trouble thinking of it as anything else even after the sale was complete.

Hopefully this part got easier as time went on, because she didn’t want to go through this every time she sold a house.

She was on her road when her cell phone rang. A glance showed her Nancy’s name on the caller ID, and her heart leapt. Quickly pressing the button on her steering wheel to answer the call using her truck’s bluetooth function, she blurted out a greeting.

“I wanted to wait until you were done with work for the day,” Nancy explained once they got past the niceties. “I hope I remembered the hardware store’s closing time right. Is this a good time to talk?”

“Yes, definitely,” Flora said quickly. “I’m about thirty seconds away from pulling into my driveway. How did it go?”

“They loved it!” Nancy said. “They wanted to put in an offer right away. I just emailed you a copy of the offer for your records, but I wanted to talk to you about it on the phone too. It’s a little lower than you had mentioned being comfortable with, but they have the finances lined up and it would likely be a fast sale.”

Flora frowned as she guided the truck into her driveway. It felt good to be home, but she felt a pang when she remembered Amaretto wasn’t there to greet her.

“How low?”

Nancy named the number. “Now, remember that these are the first people who have looked at the house. I would be shocked if we didn’t get more interest in it come the weekend.”

“I feel bad, but I think that’s too low,” Flora admitted. “I’m going to have to turn their offer down.”

“All right. I had a feeling you would. I’ll email you a form to sign. If you’d like to send a counteroffer, I can walk you through that as well.”

“Thanks, Nancy,” Flora said. “I really appreciate all of your help.”

“You’re a pleasure to work with, Flora.”

Her phone beeped, and she glanced over at it to see an incoming call from Beth. After quickly making sure Nancy didn’t need to talk to her about anything else, she ended the call and accepted the other one.

“Hey, Beth. What’s up? I just got home.”

“I know,” the older woman said. “I saw you pull in. Do you want to come over for a snack and a chat? I’ll tell you all about the people who looked at your house this morning.”

“Thanks, but I’ve already decided to turn down their offer,” Flora said. “It was a bit too low.”

“Oh, that’s a shame,” Beth said. “I managed to get their names and even called around to get some information on them. They’re Chloe and Ethan Hall, a young couple who got married just last year. Ethan works for his father at Hall Funeral Services, and Chloe is a kindergarten teacher. They seemed quite taken with the house.”

Flora blinked. In another life, Beth could have made it big as a private investigator. “Well, that’s a lot more information than I was expecting. Thanks for trying to help, Beth. I think I’m just going to go in and change into my PJs for the night, though. I feel kind of down. I guess I was hoping people would be trying to outbid themselves for the house, but I probably had unrealistic expectations.”

“Your house is perfectly lovely,” Beth said firmly. “It’s worth every penny of what you’re asking for it. Don’t you doubt yourself, dear. You’ve earned every penny you make off of this sale.”

Touched, Flora thanked her and said her goodbyes before ending the call. No sooner had she grabbed her purse than her phone rang again. Kyle’s name popped up on her caller ID and she declined the call with an incoherent noise of annoyance, then opened her contacts list and blocked his number for good measure.

She was already stressed enough. She didn’t need to deal with her ex on top of everything else.


CHAPTER FOUR



Flora woke up to an empty bed, with no fluffy cat curled up by her head or kneading her belly or watching haughtily from the foot of the bed as Flora stretched.

She missed her cat, even though she had seen her just yesterday.

Thankfully, Violet – a perpetually early riser – had flooded her phone with some early morning cat pictures, and she spent a few minutes snuggled into her blankets and scrolling through them. It was good to see Amaretto was being just as spoiled with Violet as she was here, not that she’d had any doubt that her friend would take good care of her.

Violet had declined any pay for her cat-sitting duties, but Flora wanted to do something nice to thank her when this was all over. Maybe Grady would have some good ideas. He’d offered to watch Amaretto too, but his landlord had included a no-pets clause in the apartment’s lease, and Flora hadn’t wanted him to face any trouble for it.

He had been amazingly supportive through all of this, in fact. She probably could stay with him for a few months if she bought that stripped-out house, but it felt like a big step to take. They already owned a business together, and she didn’t want to move too fast with the rest of their relationship.

Thinking of him made her think of Kyle, probably because of the two recent calls she had ignored from him. Was she being so hesitant to take her relationship with Grady to the next step because of how things ended with her and Kyle? She didn’t want to let her cheating, gold-digging ex control her life years after they had split up, but maybe it had affected her more than she thought.

It was too early for these sorts of thoughts. She needed at least one cup of coffee before she could properly ponder her life. It was, like, a rule of the universe or something.

Five minutes later, she plopped down at her kitchen table while she waited for the coffee pot to finish its gurgling so she could pour herself a mug of liquid energy. While she waited, she scrolled through her phone some more – a bad habit she kept meaning to break but never quite got around to actually stopping – and noticed that she had a few unread emails in her inbox.

Right, Nancy had sent her some forms she needed to fill out. She opened the email app. The message at the very top took her by surprise – it was from Jonathan Collins, the real estate agent she had decided not to work with. She was really happy she had chosen to go with Nancy instead; the woman acted just as enthusiastic about the sale as Flora did. She doubted the woman actually felt that way, of course, but the pretense meant a lot to her.

Curious to see what Jonathan had to say, she opened the message and could only stare at the solid block of text that awaited her.

Mrs. Abner, it began. She wasn’t married, and the wrong address irritated her, perhaps more than it normally would have due to what followed. I was amiss in treating the sale of your home as less important than the properties of my more well-off clients. Every homebuyer and seller is important to us at Rocks Real Estate. While I found your sudden dismissal to be rude, I understand that your feelings may have been hurt when you learned I had prioritized other clients above you. I understand every client wishes to feel equally important, and I would still like to work with you. I can offer half a percent off of my agent fee. Please contact my office and set up a time to come in so we can proceed with getting your house listed.

It was the weakest attempt at an apology Flora had ever seen. She was more certain than ever that she had made the right choice in which agent she was going to work with. For a brief moment, she considered sending a scathing reply, but she wasn’t exactly a scathing person by nature, so she settled for sending the email to her spam folder before checking the messages from Nancy. Two were from the previous night and had the promised files attached. There was a third that she had sent earlier this morning, in which she mentioned that there were two more interested parties, and what times this weekend would work best for Flora to skedaddle so she could show the house?

It seemed she had made the right decision in turning down the Halls' offer as well. She sent a quick email back, telling Nancy that literally any time would work as long as she had about an hour’s notice to make sure the house was ship-shape. She added a promise to sign and send the files back this morning, then sent the email and got up to get her coffee.

She had to believe everything would turn out all right. Her house would sell for what she needed it to, and she would find the perfect place to buy for her next project. She was going to make this work. She had to.

She had a rare middle shift at the hardware store today, with Ellison opening and Grady closing, so she left her house a little before ten. She had sent the signed files back to Nancy, but still hadn’t heard anything more about the two people who were interested in the house. Which was fine. She wasn’t in a hurry, not really. Well, not a big hurry. She just felt so on edge, and wanted to get this over with so she could focus on her next project and not keep dwelling on how much she was going to miss her house.

She took her normal route toward town, but got caught behind a large, slow-moving tractor. As soon as she could, she took a detour, driving through the side streets instead of the main intersection. Because she was already close to it, she drove past the little, empty house she kept going back to online. It was a bright, cheery yellow, and even though the yard was overgrown and two of the windows were boarded up, it had a certain charm to it that she liked immediately.

Maybe this was a bad idea. Sure, the house was cheap, but she couldn’t live in it! It would take a couple of months, at least, to get it inhabitable, which would just add a whole bunch of complications – and expenses – to her plate.

It was really cute, though. She could already imagine how it would look when it was all fixed up, with the grass neatly trimmed, the sagging garage repaired, and the worn-out fence painted a bright white. It would look like a cute little cottage from a fairytale.

Groaning, she shook her head and forced herself to drive away from it. Looking at the house had been a mistake. Now she wasn’t going to be able to get it out of her head.

She realized that her unusual route to work was going to take her right past Jenny Bowman Realty, the real estate company Nancy worked for. It was a big, converted house, and the real estate company shared the space with a therapist’s office.

She didn’t have a reason to stop in, so she was prepared to drive on past it, but the sight of a police vehicle and an ambulance in the parking area caught her eye and she slowed to a crawl.

There was a form covered in a white sheet behind a car with a crumpled rear bumper and a shattered rear window. Her stomach lurched. Had someone died? In a car accident?

In a parking lot?

She slowed even further until she came to a stop. Only when one of the officers turned around did she realize they probably didn’t want passersby ogling the scene. But the man who turned around was someone she knew – Officer Hendricks, her sort-of friend. He recognized her right away and started walking over to her, so she guided the truck a little closer to the curb and rolled down the window. It would be rude to just drive away now, even though she was pretty sure he was just going to ask her to leave.

“I’m almost not even surprised to see you here, Ms. Abner,” he said. “Did you have an appointment with the real estate agency? I heard you were selling your house.”

“No, no appointment,” she said. “I was just driving by - got stuck behind a tractor on my way to work, and decided to take a detour. What’s going on here, or can you not tell me?”

“I’m not sure yet, but it looks like a homicide,” he said, his expression grim. “You’d best clear out. I’m sure it will be posted all over the internet later.”

“I’m sorry,” Flora said, wincing. “No offense, but you have a terrible job.” She glanced toward the shrouded form again, then quickly looked away. Concern spiked through her with such sudden intensity that she almost gasped. Nancy hadn’t replied to her emails yet. Normally, she replied within the hour. “I’m working with a real estate agent from this company. Nancy Taylor. Is it… is it her?”

His lips twisted into a frown and his eyes filled with regret. “I’m sorry, Ms. Abner. I can’t release that sort of information just yet.”

But his expression was answer enough. He held her gaze for a moment longer, and as soon as her eyes went wide and her hands tightened on the steering wheel, he gave a single, sharp nod and turned on his heel to rejoin the other officers.

Flora took in a shaky breath, determinedly not looking at the shrouded form again as she pulled away from the curb.

Nancy wasn’t ever going to answer any of those emails, because Nancy had been murdered.


CHAPTER FIVE



Flora drove the rest of the way to the hardware store on autopilot. She couldn’t believe Nancy was gone, but she also didn’t think she had drawn the wrong conclusion, for all that Officer Hendricks hadn’t outright said her name. He would have given her peace of mind if the victim was someone else. She was certain of that.

She parked in her usual spot along the curb and only got out of the truck when she realized she had been sitting stock-still for a handful of minutes. Gathering her phone, purse, and keys, she locked the truck behind her and went into the store.

Ellison poked his head out of an aisle to see who the bell over the door was announcing. He gave her a friendly greeting, then did a double-take.

“Are you all right, Flora? You look like someone died.”

She winced. “Yeah. I just learned my real estate agent passed away.”

Horror flooded his face. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I had no idea.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I mean, you couldn’t have known. I’m just – I’m kinda out of it right now.”

“Do you want to go home?” he asked. “I don’t have any plans after work, I can stay a few hours longer until Grady gets here. I don’t mind.”

She considered his kind offer, but in the end, she shook her head. She didn’t think sitting at home alone would help her feel better. Especially not with Amaretto not there. Maybe she could go to Violet’s, but her friend was already being generous enough. She didn’t want to intrude on the privacy of her apartment when she didn’t have to.

“Thanks, but I think it will be better for me to stay busy with work.” She hesitated. “I didn’t really know her. Not well. It’s just a shock.”

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “Let me know if I can help, somehow.”

“Thanks, Ellison. I’m going to give Grady a call in the back. Can you take care of things up here until I’m done?”

He agreed easily, and she retreated to the back room to call her boyfriend. Grady had never even met Nancy, but it still felt right to tell him what had happened.

He was stunned at the news. “Hendricks said it was homicide?” he asked after she got the story out.

“Yeah. Or, suspected homicide, I guess. But I don’t think he would say that unless he was almost certain.”

“Do you know what happened?”

She winced as she thought back to the scene. “Her body was laid out right behind one of the cars in the parking lot, and the car looked pretty beat up. I don’t know for sure, but I’d guess another car struck her and rammed her into the back of the parked car. I’m glad her body was covered. I wouldn’t want to see… that.”

“You shouldn’t have had to see any of it,” he grumbled. “Give me a minute to let Wade know I won’t be able to help him today, and I’ll come spend the day with you.”

“You don’t have to,” she said. “Don’t let Wade down on account of me.”

He snorted. “Wade can take care of himself. He’s not even paying me; he’s had more than enough volunteer work as it is. You need me right now. He doesn’t.”

He arrived at the hardware store within minutes, and Ellison seemed relieved to have someone else there. He had been giving Flora concerned looks, and didn’t seem to know what to say to her. That was fine, because she didn’t know what to say either.

Nancy was dead. The woman might not have been a close friend or anything but a business acquaintance but she was someone Flora had known, had talked to, had emailed with for over a week.

And she was gone.

After Ellison clocked out, leaving her and Grady alone in the store, he pulled her into a tight hug and she rested her forehead on his shoulder.

“Sorry I’m such a mess right now,” she muttered. “I just can’t believe it.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Grady told her. “None of this is your fault.”

“I was just thinking how much I was enjoying working with her,” she admitted. “Then I drove past her body. How is any of this right?”

“It’s not. There’s no excuse for what happened to her.”

“I can’t help but wonder if it was my fault. If she was only at the office at that particular time to print out the files I sent her, or schedule the next showing.”

“Even if she was there for that, it wouldn’t make it your fault. She was doing her job. If it wasn’t your house, she would have been working on selling someone else’s.”

She sniffed. “I guess. I’m afraid I’m not going to be much fun to work around today.”

“You don’t have to be fun today.” He kissed her forehead. “Just take care of yourself. I’ll handle the store. You just keep me company, all right? You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

She nodded, glad he understood her need for companionship at a time like this. Her heart aching, she took a seat behind the front counter and spun around on the stool to look out the window.

It looked like a perfectly normal day, but it wasn’t. Not at all.

News of the murder hit the local social media page later that evening. The police department had put out a notice asking for the public to help identify the vehicle Nancy’s killer drove. They didn’t have a description of it yet, but listed out the likely damage that the vehicle would have, and urged the public to call in to the station if they knew anyone whose vehicle had recently acquired similar damage.

According to the official police announcement, the killer had struck Nancy with their vehicle while she was walking through the parking lot to the office where she worked. She had died on impact, and the killer had fled the scene. Neighbors reported hearing squealing tires, but no one had seen the suspect or their vehicle.

Flora’s somber mood continued, but she did feel better having Grady there at the store with her. By the time they closed, she wasn’t feeling better, exactly, but she did feel up to going home.

Grady had a different idea. “Let’s grab takeout and we can eat at my place. If you want time to yourself, you can go home after, but at least let me feed you. You didn’t want anything for lunch.”

She wasn’t hungry, exactly, but she was starting to feel lightheaded and shaky in a way that told her she should eat soon, so she accepted his invitation.

She left after dinner, though she did feel a little better after getting some food in her and spending time with Grady. She planned on going home, taking a long bath, and then going to bed early. Maybe she would feel better tomorrow.

Of course, coming home to an empty house didn’t do much to cheer her up. It was amazing the difference having a pet made. With no Amaretto to greet her, the house felt painfully quiet.

She knew she should tell Violet and Sydney what was going on, but she couldn’t bring herself to make the call right now. She would do it tomorrow, and let Violet know she wanted to come over for some cat cuddles too. For now, she just turned on some music, locked the house up, and went upstairs to grab her pajamas and start the bath.

The tub was filled with vanilla scented bubbles and she was doing her best to relax in it when her phone buzzed. She leaned out of the water to grab it from its place on the closed toilet – it was habit to keep it over there instead of on the edge of the tub since Amaretto liked to knock things off of the tub and into the water – and checked the screen.

She had a new email. Briefly, before reality re-asserted itself, she wondered if it was Nancy getting back to her about the next showing. But it wasn’t – of course it wasn’t. Nancy would never email anyone again.

Still, she opened the email app. When she saw the name of the email’s sender, she could only stare.

Kyle Groener.

She had blocked his number, and instead of taking the hint, he was now sending her emails.

It was tempting to ignore it, but her curiosity got the better of her. What in the world could he want?

She opened the email and waited for the message to load. He had sent her only a short paragraph.

Hey, Flora. I hope you’re doing well. I think about you a lot. I wanted to let you know I’m going to be in Warbler for a few days, in case you want to meet up. I have a lot to say to you. I’m sorry. I still miss you. Can we chat, please? -Kyle

She stared at the message for a long time, then put her phone down, leaving the email unanswered.

She didn’t have the energy to deal with Kyle. Not today.


CHAPTER SIX



Flora mostly forgot about the email from Kyle over the next couple of days. She spent the next morning at Violet’s apartment, snuggling Amaretto and telling her friend about Nancy. Violet and Grady both seemed determined not to leave her alone, so the next couple of evenings were taken up by dinners and dates and a girls' night out. Sydney dropped by the hardware store one evening with a gift basket that included all of Amaretto’s favorite treats and toys, and Grady came over early Tuesday morning, and Wade met them at her house where they fried up fish for lunch.

It was surprisingly nice. Though some of the time she would have preferred the privacy to grieve in her own way, she was unimaginably touched by how caring her friends were. She couldn’t imagine her life without them.

The real estate company got in touch with her Tuesday evening, letting her know that they were still reeling from Nancy’s passing, but they were already working on finding new agents at their company to work with her clients, and promised her new agent would contact her by that weekend after apologizing for the delay.

Even though she knew this whole mess probably wasn’t good for selling her house, she was telling the truth when she responded to tell them she understood. Someone’s life was infinitely more important than the sale of a house, even if she was starting to worry that she would have a buyer in time.

She was feeling a little more like herself by Wednesday. She spent the morning working at the hardware store, and met Violet for lunch after work, then the two of them stopped by her apartment so Flora could spend some time with Amaretto.

After thanking Violet for probably the hundredth time for watching the cat for her, she swung by the new bakery and picked up a bag of white chocolate raspberry cookies to take to Grady and Mark at the hardware store, as a thanks to Grady for being so good to her these past few days.

Then she went home, resolved to do some of the cleaning she had fallen behind on since Nancy’s death so the house would be ready to show whenever her new real estate agent contacted her.

As had become habit, she kept a close eye on the other vehicles as she drove, looking for the front-end damage the police had described, but nothing jumped out at her. Of course, the killer was probably smart enough to keep their vehicle in a garage until they could find the parts to repair it themselves. She hated the thought that they might get away with it, but there was nothing she could do. She didn’t know Nancy well enough to know who might have had it out for her, and there was always the possibility that the person behind the wheel was a drunk driver who didn’t have any connection to her at all.

When she reached her house, she paused to get the mail, then pulled up her driveway. Once inside, she deposited it on the kitchen table and poured herself a glass of lemonade, deciding to take a short break before she got started on cleaning.

While she sipped her drink, she looked through the mail. Most were ads, but two letters stood out to her. One had her name written on the front but no postage stamp, and she opened that one first, wondering if the sender had slipped it into the mailbox themselves.

Dear Ms. Abner,

My name is Chloe Hall, and myself and my husband, Ethan, viewed your lovely home last week. We understand why you rejected our offer, but I want to ask you to reconsider. We have fallen in love with your house, and can’t imagine ourselves anywhere else. We had asked Nancy Taylor, our real estate agent, to contact you with a second offer at a slight increase in price, but understand that she has since passed away. We decided it might be more expedient to contact you directly. Please view our enclosed offer and contact us via our new real estate agent, Jonathan Collins, if you are willing to accept it.

Thank you,

Chloe and Ethan Hall

She put the letter down with a tinge of guilt. The offer still wasn’t enough, not if she wanted to pay her aunt back and put a down payment on a new place. It was tens of thousands less than what the house was listed for, and her gut told her it was a lowball offer. She couldn’t accept every offer just because the people asked nicely, but it was hard to think of turning them down again.

The sight of Jonathan’s name made it a little easier to decide to put off answering them. They had no way of knowing it, of course, but she really didn’t like Jonathan Collins. The thought of calling him to respond to their offer wasn’t a happy one. Hopefully if she waited until the company Nancy worked for assigned a new agent to her, then Jonathan would just go through them and she wouldn’t have to deal with him face to face.

Setting the letter aside, she turned her attention to the other envelope. This one was completely unmarked, without even her name on it.

She unfolded the top – it hadn’t been sealed – and slipped a piece of folded printer paper out of it. It only took a moment to unfold it, and when she did, she could only stare.

Written in pen in big, blocky letters that seemed designed to hide the writer’s natural handwriting was a simple note.

YOU WRECKED MY LIFE. I’LL MAKE YOU PAY.

Only when she realized her hands were shaking and making the paper quiver did she drop it to the table and scoot her chair back, as if it was going to leap up and attack her.

This was no friendly note. This could only be one thing. A threat.

“But what did I do?” she whispered, staring at the blocky words. She wracked her mind, but she couldn’t think of anyone whose life she had wrecked, unless she counted the handful of unfortunate events she had gotten dragged into in the past couple of years.

Well, Natalie, her second closest neighbor, certainly seemed to think Flora was a curse on her life, but she communicated that through snide comments at the grocery store, not creepy threatening notes.

Her first, gut instinct was to call Grady, but she refrained from that, instead dialing Officer Hendrick’s number. She had no idea what she had done to earn the note-writer’s ire, but she couldn’t take chances with it. If someone was out to hurt her, then it was a matter for the police.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Not for the first time, she was grateful for the relationship she had with Officer Hendricks. He was a good man, and he took her seriously, even if he was sometimes exasperated at the situations she got herself into.

He had also learned to see Grady in a new light, and no longer based his opinion of him off the Barnes family’s reputation, and when it was discovered that the conviction that put Wade in prison was based on falsified evidence, he had helped them find the resources to get it cleared.

Sure, he was serious and sometimes grumpy and didn’t like her poking around in things she probably shouldn’t be poking around in, but there was a level of trust between them that hadn’t been there at first.

As a result, when she told him about the note, he didn’t even suggest it might be a prank. He told her to bring it directly in, and to be careful on her way there.

Using sandwich bags to pick the note up without touching it – she couldn’t do anything about the fingerprints she had already left on it, but hopefully they would still be able to get some prints from the writer off of it – she slipped it back into the envelope, put the whole thing into one of the bags, and quickly gathered her things and got back into her truck.

For once, it was a relief to know Amaretto wasn’t in her house. If someone really was out to get her, they wouldn’t be able to hurt her through her cat.

She drove as quickly as she dared back to town, and met Officer Hendricks at the police station, where he led her back into his office. While he put on blue gloves and examined the note, she fidgeted in the chair on the other side of his desk.

“Do you know who your mail delivery person is?” he asked her, breaking the silence.

“Uh, sometimes it’s a guy named Hank, and other time it’s an older woman named Mary. How come?”

“I’ll go down to the post office tomorrow and talk to them. I want to know if the letter was already in the box when they delivered your mail today. Was there anything else unusual in the box?”

She frowned. “No, nothing, just a bunch of junk mail. Oh, I did get a letter from someone who wanted to buy my house. It didn’t have a stamp on it either, but it had my name written on the front, and the handwriting was normal, not like…” She gestured at the creepy note. “That.”

“Did you bring that letter with you?”

“No. I didn’t even think of it.”

He sighed. “I’ll need to see that too. For now, work with me to see if we can figure out who this might have come from. What enemies do you have, Flora?”

She grimaced. “Well, what do you consider an enemy?”

In the end, they went through a list of everything she had been involved in since she moved to Warbler that had ended in some sort of legal trouble for someone. It was both comforting and disturbing to learn that most of the people she had helped put behind bars were still there.

“One of my neighbors hates me,” she said when they started running out of options. “And I think I made a real estate agent mad, but other than that, I can’t–” She froze, her eyes widening.

“Ms. Abner?”

“My ex,” she breathed. “Kyle. He’s in town, or at least, he said he was. I haven’t actually seen him. But he sent me this email…”

She scrambled to load it on her phone and after he read it, she explained the circumstances of their breakup. “I found out he was seeing someone else, so I ended things, and we had this big fight where he said he was only ever with me for my family’s money, but even marrying into money wasn’t enough for all the time he spent with me to be worth it.” She pressed her lips together. “It was a pretty bad time for me. That was a couple months before I moved here, and I haven’t talked to him since, but last week he called me twice, completely out of the blue. I didn’t answer and blocked his call the second time, but the night Nancy was killed, he sent me that email.”

“Was he ever violent?”

She shook her head. “No. He liked to shout, but he isn’t the sort to get physical.” She frowned. “Though before I found out the truth about him, I didn’t think he was the sort to cheat or to care about money either, so I guess I’m a bad judge of character when it comes to him.”

“Is it possible he’s still in town?”

“I guess, but I don’t know what he’d be doing here. I never replied to the email, so he has no way of knowing if I even got it. I haven’t seen or spoken to him. I’d be shocked if he was still here, but I was shocked to hear from him in the first place, so he’s just full of surprises.”

“I see. Well, Ms. Abner, I’m going to do what I can to figure out who sent this to you. Right now, I’m going to recommend that you take this seriously. It may be nothing, but I’d much rather have you take precautions and have it turn out to be a teenager playing pranks, than to not take it seriously and have you end up getting hurt. We can do one of two things. Either I can assign some overnight patrols past your house, or you can find a friend to stay with for the time being. You could also have a friend come to stay with you, but it would be safer if the person who wrote this note doesn’t know where to find you.”

“I should be able to stay with either Violet or Grady,” she said. She could probably stay with Sydney too – he was a nice person who would never turn her away if she asked – but it would be a little weird to stay with her best friend’s boyfriend if she had any other options.

“All right. You’re welcome to stay in the waiting area until you make arrangements. I’ll get to work on this, and in the meantime, call me if anything else comes up.”

She thanked him, and he escorted her to the small waiting area so she could make her calls. She called Grady first this time, and spent a few minutes assuring him she was all right, then she called Violet. Both of them assured her she was more than welcome to stay with them for as long as she needed.

In the end she decided to stay with Violet tonight, since her friend had clothes and pajamas that would fit her, and the hair products and toiletries she needed to make herself presentable, plus the comfort of Amaretto’s presence, and tomorrow Grady would go with her back to her house, where she would pack some things and then go to stay with him for a few days or until this was settled.

That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to see Grady tonight, of course. He showed up at Violet’s apartment with a pizza, a two-liter of soda, and Sydney at his side carrying a tub of ice cream and a box of brownie mix, along with her favorite bottle of wine.

She had the crazy urge to start crying when she saw them. Instead, she invited them in and gave them both hugs before throwing her arms around Violet for good measure.

“You are the best friends I could have asked for.”

“You would do the same for us,” Violet told her. “Come on, you go sit down and brush that cat of yours. I swear, I’m going to have enough fur to make a pillow by the time you take her back. Sydney, you help me with the brownies in the kitchen. Grady, you comfort your woman.”

By the time the brownies were in the oven and Violet and Sydney came out of the kitchen with plates, glasses, and the box of pizza, Flora was tucked up against Grady’s side with her cat on her lap and a warm feeling in her chest that seemed at odds with the discovery of the note.

The note had made her feel terrified and, if she was being honest with herself, a little angry. But this? Her boyfriend and two best friends coming together to make sure she didn’t feel alone, even for an instant?

It made her feel invincible.


CHAPTER EIGHT



It wasn’t until they broke out the wine that they seriously talked about the reason all four of them were huddled together in Violet’s apartment.

“Even if it’s just a prank, it’s not right,” Violet said, her voice sharp. “Whoever left that note has no right to make you feel this way. You’re just trying to live your life. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

“You don’t deserve this,” Grady agreed. “Prank or not, I hope they get what’s coming to them.”

“I hope it is a prank,” Sydney chimed in. “Better that than the alternative.”

“I hope it is too,” Flora said, finally able to get a word in edgewise. “But it doesn’t make much sense for it to be some kids messing around. I’ll call Beth tomorrow, but she would have told me if she found something like that in her mailbox, so it’s not as if they’re going around leaving nasty surprises for everyone. And my house isn’t walking distance from town – not an easy walk, anyway – so they would have had to drive out there. Why would someone target me, specifically, for this sort of nasty prank? Frankly, I’m just not that well known around town.”

“You own the hardware store,” Violet pointed out. “Or co-own it. Whatever. My point is, maybe one of your customers got upset about something and decided to give you a scare.”

Flora snorted. “I can’t imagine most of our customers doing that, and besides, I don’t think I’ve upset anyone that much.” She glanced at Grady. “Have I?”

He hesitated, and the hesitation made her frown. She had thought she was doing a good job as part-owner of Brant’s hardware, but was she wrong?

“Grady. Tell me.”

“It’s just some of the more traditional regulars,” he said reluctantly. “They don’t like an outsider owning a business that’s been a part of the town for so long. And a few of the older men have asked me if you really know what you’re doing, because they don’t think a woman knows her way around power tools, I guess. I always tell them off, and I don’t think it has to do with this. Anyone with half a brain can see how well the store is doing, and they all like you, despite what they say.”

Stung, she took a moment to process her thoughts. She knew she had only been here for two years, but was she really still viewed as such an outsider?

And maybe the blatant sexism should be expected in a town as small as Warbler, and sure, it was true she’d barely known how to swing a hammer when she first moved here, but by now, she was pretty sure she had done more of her own home repairs than half the people who shopped at the hardware store

She huffed, choosing to be angry rather than hurt.

“Well, thanks for defending me. I don’t think any of them feel like I’ve wrecked their lives, though, do they?”

He chuckled. “Not so much.” The amusement left his face quickly. “I don’t think we should be acting like this might be a prank. You said yourself, it doesn’t make sense. Someone’s out to hurt you.”

“You don’t think this has something to do with your house, do you?” Violet asked suddenly. When they all looked at her, she clarified, “I mean, it’s the only thing that’s changed. Who doesn’t want you to sell your house?”

Flora frowned. “Beth? She’s the only one I can think of. Natalie will probably have a party when I move out. I mean, I’m not looking forward to saying goodbye to it, but I’m hardly sending threatening notes to myself.”

“Obviously it isn’t Beth,” Violet said with an irritated wave of her hand. “It just seems weird, doesn’t it? You just get your house listed, then all of this bad stuff happens…”

Flora tensed as she trailed off. Nancy’s murder. It had been a horrible, sudden tragedy, but she hadn’t linked it to her house, not really. But with the note added in…

“What if it’s connected?” she whispered, sitting up straight, suddenly tense despite Grady’s arm around her shoulder. “The threat and what happened to Nancy. They’re both linked by the house. By… by me. Oh my goodness, what happened to her really might be my fault.”

“No it’s not,” Grady and Violet said almost simultaneously.

Sydney cleared his throat. “Why would someone want to keep you from selling your house, though? If that’s even what we think they’re after. I don’t know about you, but if I started receiving threatening letters, it would probably make me want to sell the house even more.”

“I don’t know,” Flora moaned, raising her hands to dig the heels of her palms into her eyes. “This is just too much for me. First Nancy, then the note, and on top of all of that I’m going to cry like a freaking baby when I do sell the house. Plus, Kyle–” She broke off. “Oh, right. I haven’t told you guys yet. I think my ex might be… stalking me, or something?”

Their response was immediate, and full of angry shock. Not at her – though in retrospect, she probably should have told Grady sooner. In all fairness, she had pretty much put Kyle from her mind until she got that email, and she’d had more important things to think about by then.

Quickly, she told them about his calls and her blocking his number, then let them read the email. “He said he would be in town, but I haven’t seen him, and that was almost a week ago. It’s just really weird. Why is he trying to talk to me after two years? Why would he come all the way to Warbler, if he really was here?”

“Could he be behind this?” Violet asked.

“He’d better not be,” Grady grumbled. She squeezed his knee in comfort.

“The note, maybe. I guess. Though I’d find it hard to believe he’s still holding a grudge after all this time. But Nancy?” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine him actually hurting someone. He was always all talk.”

“It’s been years since you’ve seen him,” Violet pointed out. “People change.”

Flora frowned. “Do they change that much, though? I suppose it’s possible I never really knew him in the first place. I certainly didn’t know him as well as I thought I did.”

There was a moment of somber silence. She felt bad for putting all of this on her friends, but was grateful for their company and help.

“Well, whoever’s behind all of this, they won’t get a chance to hurt you,” Grady said at last. “You’re going to be all right.”


CHAPTER NINE



She and Grady ventured back to her house the next morning so she could pack the essentials into an overnight bag. They checked carefully, but nothing seemed to be out of place, and there were no more creepy notes in her mailbox.

She locked up before they left, and then they headed over to Beth’s house so she could let the older woman know what was going on and tell her she was going to be staying in town for the next few days.

What she had intended to be a brief conversation ended up taking longer than she planned, since Beth invited them both in for tea and some tasty jam tarts she had made. She seemed to take special joy in grilling Grady about how his life was going, and when they left, she held Flora back with a gentle arm on her elbow.

“You just let me know when you want me to start prodding him about when he’s going to pop the question, dear. He seems like a good one. I can tell he’s smitten with you.”

Flora was sure her cheeks turned red in an instant. “Beth!” she hissed. “Don’t even think about it. We still have a lot to figure out.”

She still didn’t know if she could follow her dream of making a career out of house flipping while never moving away from the Warbler area. It didn’t feel right to give up her dream for love, but it also didn’t feel right to give up love for her career.

The older woman patted her cheek. “Having a ring on your finger won’t keep you from figuring those things out, now, will it?”

Sputtering, Flora muttered her farewell and made her escape, catching up to Grady where he was waiting by the truck.

“Meddling old woman,” she muttered as she climbed inside.

“What did she want?”

“Oh, nothing,” she said as she started the engine.

He gave her a skeptical look, but accepted her answer, and soon they were on their way back to his apartment.

He left her there to get settled in while he went to work. If she walked over to the living room window and looked out, she could almost see him through the hardware store’s big front window. It was neat, but she didn’t think she would like living so close to work. She would never be able to get the store out of her mind. Plus, she really had fallen in love with her house, and while she had to sell it, she thought a lot of what she enjoyed was the fact that it was a house. After spending so many years in apartments, she had come to appreciate the privacy that came with not sharing a wall with her neighbors, and the extra space a yard gave her.

Of course, apartments had their upsides too. She certainly felt a lot more secure tucked away up here than she would have alone in her house after receiving that note.

She was scheduled for the evening shift today, which gave her time to run a few errands after unpacking her clothes and toiletries. She had grabbed the letter from the Halls, and ran it over to the police station for Officer Hendricks, then went to the grocery store to pick up the brand of coffee she preferred, along with a few other things she liked having around and a frozen lasagna for dinner. She figured Grady could put it in the oven that evening, and they could have a nice warm meal when she got home.

It was mid-afternoon by the time she made her way over to the hardware store, Mark was already there; he was scheduled for the same shift she was, and would be working with her until close. He seemed like he was going to be a good fit for the store, which was nice, since he and Ellison were friends.

Grady was worried about leaving her there, but she pointed out that she wasn’t going to be alone – Mark was going to be with her – and they had no idea how long it would take for the police to figure out who had threatened her, if they even did. She couldn’t lead her life being completely sheltered.

Despite her words, she felt a little of the tension from the day before return when he left the hardware store to go help Wade with his scrap hauling business. They hadn’t told Mark anything about what was going on, but she knew they would probably have to tell both him and Ellison if she received any further threats. It would affect them too, since they worked with her.

Wanting to be able to keep an eye on everyone who came into the store, she told Mark she would take over the counter while he restocked the shelves. It was a busy day – the entire spring season seemed to be a busy one, with people all over town finally getting around to doing the projects they had put off over winter, before the full heat of summer arrived – and she soon fell into an easy routine of greeting, chatting, and ringing up the customers who came through.

When a young couple came into the store in the early evening, she didn’t gave them a second thought beyond glancing their way and calling out her normal greeting as she rang up an elderly woman who was buying a new latch for her gate.

“My dog keeps opening the old one by bumping it with his nose,” she explained as Flora counted out her change. “This should help don’t you think? He doesn’t have thumbs, so I don’t see how he could figure out how to work this latch. He is a very smart boy, though. I swear, he’s got more brains than my late husband did, may he rest in peace…”

Flora did her best to listen and nod in the appropriate places as the woman prattled on, but it was hard to focus while she was counting, and she lost her place twice.

Finally, she handed the correct change over and told the woman she could return the latch if it didn’t work out, and then focused on the next customer. Or, customers. The young couple who had just come in seemed to have gotten in line directly, without even picking up a single item.

“Hi there, how can I help you?” she asked.

The couple exchanged a glance, and the man seemed to urge the woman forward. She cleared her throat. “We’re wondering if you’re Flora Abner? You own that lovely white farmhouse just outside of town, right?”

Flora felt a prickle of unease crawl up her spine. Suddenly, she wished Grady had stayed after all.

“Yes, that’s me. Are you interested in the house? If you send an email to the email address on the listing, an agent will help you.”

“Maybe we should introduce ourselves first,” the woman said. “I’m Chloe Hall, and this is my husband, Ethan. We already put an offer in on your home, which we understand was a little too low for you to accept. We wanted to make another offer, but it’s been hard getting through to you.”

These were the Halls? They fit Beth’s description to a T. She wasn’t sure how comfortable she was with them being here and talking to her in person like this. She had decided to work with a real estate agent in the first place for a reason.

“I should have a new agent by this weekend,” she told them. “I did get your letter, and I was going to ask my new agent to reach out to Jonathan once I had a chance to speak with them.”

Chloe sighed, her face twisting into a bitter expression. Ethan reached out to squeeze her hand. “That’s just it. We’re not working with Jonathan anymore. We’re not working with anyone, currently. This whole thing has been a mess.”

Flora felt a twinge of sympathy for them. This had been a stressful process for her too. “Was he putting in the bare minimum effort for you too? I almost signed on with him as my seller’s agent, but I had all sorts of issues with him before we even signed anything.”

Ethan spoke up now, shaking his head. “No, he was let go. We got a call from Rocks Real Estate this morning letting us know he was no longer with them. We’re supposed to go in to meet with another agent soon, but we thought we would stop by here and talk to you directly first. See if we couldn’t work something out ourselves, and save on costs for both parties. We’re extremely interested in your house.”

Chloe nodded. “We love it. We can’t afford what you’re asking, but we can offer a little more than our original offer, and we aren’t going to hold up the process by asking for anything extra. As long as the inspection doesn’t turn up anything major, we’re prepared to buy it as-is.”

“I’m glad you like it so much, I really am,” Flora said. “But it’s barely been on the market, and I’m just not prepared to accept such a low offer right now.”

Chloe frowned. “There’s no way we could convince you? If it’s still available in a week or two, would you reconsider, or is the offer completely off the table?”

“I’m not sure.” She was beginning to wish they would just take no for an answer and leave. “Let’s wait until we both have agents again, and they can handle the negotiations. I’m not comfortable doing it myself.”

Chloe opened her mouth as if to argue again, but Ethan squeezed her hand and her shoulders slumped.

“All right,” she said. “Thanks for hearing us out. We hope you have a nice day.”

They left, finally, and she turned to watch them go through the big window behind the counter. Movement across the street caught her eye, and she took a step back at the sight of an all too familiar man standing on the far sidewalk, staring at her.

Kyle was here after all. She hadn’t believed he was really in town, but she was wrong. She had no idea what he wanted, and didn’t particularly want to find out.


CHAPTER TEN



As soon as Kyle saw her looking at him, he started walking away, keeping his face turned down to the sidewalk, but she knew it was him. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind, and it left her with an uncomfortable feeling.

Why was he here? Why had he been in Warbler for a whole week? If he knew where she worked, why hadn’t he confronted her yet? Why had he walked away just now?

The more she thought about it, the more uncomfortable the whole thing made her feel. It had been bad enough when she thought he was just trying to see her one last time to tie up loose ends, but this felt more like he was stalking her.

She had blocked his number and ignored his email. He should have gotten the message that she didn’t want to see him and either gone back to Chicago or never come to Warbler in the first place, but he hadn’t. Instead, he was lingering on sidewalks, spying on her.

Maybe he had written the note. She still didn’t see why he would have attacked Nancy, but they weren’t even sure if that was related. If he wanted to get back at her for breaking up with him, she could see him doing something like the note… though her gut told her he wasn’t the type to follow up.

She texted Grady to let him know she had seen Kyle and then tried to focus on work, but she kept glancing behind her, certain she was going to see him looking through the window at her again.

The day passed without another sighting of him, though. Grady came back early and spent the last few hours with her and Mark. While he told her Wade had run out of work for them to get done earlier than usual, she suspected his presence had something to do with her message about Kyle. She didn’t mind; she was glad to have an extra set of eyes watching her back.

They walked Mark through the closing routine, then said goodbye to him, though they lingered at the store a little while after he left. While Flora was glad they had employees now, a part of her missed the early days when it was just her and Grady running the store and figuring everything out between the two of them.

“Mark is learning quickly,” Grady mused after double checking that the back door was locked. “I bet he could manage a couple hours on his own, as long as he doesn’t have to open or close by himself yet. Between him and Ellison and I, we could cover your shifts for a while.”

Flora frowned. “Then what would I do? This is getting ridiculous. First someone leaves a threatening note and chases me out of my home, and now my ex is chasing me away from my job? No. I’m not going to hide away in your apartment all day. I’ll be careful, but I’m not going to stop living my life.”

“I just want you to be safe. If Kyle’s a danger to you–”

“He’s not.” She was almost certain of it. “We don’t know for certain he’s behind any of this. The Halls – that couple who is interested in my house – came in today, and they said Jonathan isn’t working with Rocks Real Estate anymore. Maybe he blames me for being let go for some reason.”

His brow furrowed as he mulled that over. “Do you know for sure he was fired? If it did have something to do with you dropping him as your agent, you could be right. Losing his job might have sent him over the edge.”

“I don’t,” she admitted. “But from what the Halls said, I got the feeling that his leaving wasn’t expected or voluntary. Maybe I could call the company tomorrow and do some digging.”

“What did the Halls want?” he asked as they shut off the lights then returned to the front of the store.

She told him about their conversation, then sighed. “I feel bad, but their offer is just too low. I hope they don’t corner me like that again. I don’t think it’s very appropriate for them to find me like that while I’m working, especially after I didn’t respond to the letter that they left in the mailbox. And they didn’t even mail it! They just dropped it off right in the box, and the same day whoever sent that threat did the same thing.” She frowned. “Maybe I should have asked them what time they dropped the letter off, and if they remembered seeing the blank envelope with the threat in it. That could have helped narrow down the time the person behind the threat sent it.”

“Do you think they could have sent it as a way to make you want to sell the house more quickly?”

It was a possibility, but it seemed a little extreme to her. If it was them, then it was probably an empty threat. If something happened to her, they wouldn’t get the house at all.

There was nothing more she could do about the whole thing tonight. After Grady left early the next morning to open the hardware store, she drank her coffee by the living room window that looked out over the store, watching the lights come on and the open sign flip around. It was really strange to be able to keep an eye on the store from the apartment, and it made her feel a little like a spy.

A sad excuse for a spy, hiding up here from the world.

She decided to do the one proactive thing she could do and call Rocks Real Estate to try to figure out why Jonathan wasn’t working with them anymore.

Relocating herself to the kitchen table, she pulled up their website on her laptop and dialed the number. According to the website, they had just opened, and a woman answered the phone almost immediately.

“Hello, this is Shelly at Rocks Real Estate. How can I help you this fine morning?”

“Hi, this is Flora Abner. I briefly worked with Jonathan Collins on the sale of my house. Is he still with your company?” No harm in confirming what the Halls had told her.

“No, I’m sorry, he’s not,” Shelly said. “Is there another agent you would like to speak to?”

“Thanks, but no. I’m actually hoping you could tell me a little more about the circumstances surrounding Jonathan leaving the company.”

Shelly hesitated. “I’m not sure it’s appropriate for me to talk about that, Miss.”

Flora decided to try for honesty. She wasn’t going to get anything out of this call otherwise. “I’m mostly just trying to figure out if he left voluntarily or was let go. We had a couple of poor interactions, and I’m worried he might blame me if he lost his job due to that.” The email he had sent her felt more and more like a forced apology, and if it was, it meant his superiors must have gotten involved after she backed out of working with him.

There was a shuffling sound on the phone, then the sound of a door being shut. When Shelly spoke again, her voice was lower, like she was saying something secret.

“You said your name is Flora Abner, right?”

“Yes.”

“Right. So, um, I guess you’re sort of involved already. From what I understand, you were the last in a long line of clients Jonathan lost due to his behavior. He had a longstanding habit of treating, well, smaller clients as less important, which goes directly against my boss’s philosophy. Jonathan admitted he had blown you off twice when my boss asked why you never signed on with him, but I think that was just the straw that broke the camel’s back, you know? He let Jonathan go because his values as a real estate agent didn’t match with our values as a company. I don’t want you to blame yourself for it. I just answer the phones and make appointments, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry he didn’t make you feel like a valued client.”

“Oh, thanks,” Flora said. “It’s not your fault at all, though. And thanks for telling me all of that. It helps a lot.”

“No problem. I’m sure you’re already working with someone else, but if you’re not, feel free to stop in anytime and we’ll pair you with another agent.”

Flora thanked her and ended the call, but Shelly’s parting words reminded her that she still hadn’t heard back from her real estate company, which was an equally pressing – if less urgent – matter. She needed to get her house sold. Even if she got an offer tomorrow, the whole process would take at least a month, and she was running out of time.

Opening the notepad on her laptop, she made a few quick notes about what Shelly had told her, so she could mull the conversation over later without forgetting anything, then she called the real estate company she was working with. The man who answered sounded like he was in a hurry, so she got to the point and asked him if he could tell her what agent she would be working with from here on out.

“Abner, you said?” he asked. “Just a second, let me pull up your file… Oh. We had planned to pair you with Martin, but he quit unexpectedly after Nancy’s passing. We’re down two agents, and this isn’t a big company. We’re scrambling right now, all of us, but getting things running normally again is a priority. I appreciate your patience.”

“Do you have any idea when you’ll have a free agent?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t. I’ll put you up on our board as high priority, and if either of them have the room to add another client, they’ll let you know. That’s all I can do right now.”

She thanked him, though her heart wasn’t in it, and ended the call.

It was time to talk to her aunt and let her know how much of a disaster this was turning out to be. She just hoped Aunt Olivia would be understanding if she couldn’t pay the loan back right on time. This was out of her hands.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



She had nothing to worry about. Aunt Olivia was understanding, and told her none of this mess could have been planned for, and not to worry about it.

“I do have one question for you, though, Flora. Is this really what you want to do? I saw how much you loved that house when I visited. You don’t feel forced to sell it because of the loan, do you?”

“I need to sell it if I want to keep flipping houses,” she said. “I am going to miss it. It’s the first place I’ve lived that really felt like mine. But I know I have to do it.”

“I see. You’re very brave, dear. Keep safe, and let me know how things progress. I have a feeling you’ll get the offer you’re looking for soon.”

“Thanks, Aunt Olivia.”

They said their goodbyes and Flora ended the call. She felt a little better after talking to her aunt, but she was still stressed. The conversation with Shelly from Rocks Real Estate hadn’t been reassuring. Did Jonathan blame her for him losing his job?

Maybe he blamed Nancy too. Flora fought back a shiver at the thought. It almost seemed to fit – Nancy was direct competition who had stolen his client, from his point of view at least. He very well might have blamed both of them for him losing his job. And in a small town like Warbler, he would have a tough time finding another real estate company that would hire him. He might end up having to move, and even then, he might have trouble landing a good position quickly if he wasn’t able to get a good reference.

Of course, she had no proof, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that Kyle was a more serious concern, because she did have proof that he had been watching her outside the hardware store. She wished she knew how long he was going to be in town, because she wouldn’t feel comfortable again until he left.

Thankfully, he didn’t show up again during her evening shift at the hardware store. Grady and Wade stopped in a few times, and even Violet swung by after work with lattes and a handful of cheery stories about her day. Flora got the feeling that they were conspiring to make sure she didn’t go more than an hour without one of her friends being nearby, but she was too touched to be annoyed with it.

She didn’t see Kyle again, not that she knew of. It had been two years since she had last spoken to him, which meant she had no idea what car he was driving. For all she knew, he had driven past the store ten times and she was unaware of it.

She was also keeping an eye out for Jonathan, and had pulled up the Rocks Real Estate website to show her friends his picture, since they hadn’t removed it yet. With slicked back brown hair and pale blue eyes, he would certainly stand out.

But whoever had left the threatening note, and whoever was behind Nancy’s violent death, seemed to be laying low today because her shift passed quietly, and she spent the evening with Grady, Violet, and Sydney in Violet’s apartment, watching a movie and brushing her cat.

Tomorrow was going to be much the same as today. She was going to go stir crazy if she had to spend many more mornings stuck in Grady’s apartment, watching the world go by while she hid from someone who might not even be a threat.

She woke up bright and early to see Grady off the next morning, then settled down on the couch and turned the news on while she searched the local listings for her next house – assuming she actually managed to sell hers. The delay was wearing on her.

The little yellow house in town was still available, and the price had even dropped slightly. She wished it was a feasible house for her to buy. It was cheap, but it needed too much work just to be inhabitable…

An incoming call distracted her from clicking through the pictures of the house yet again. The number was a local one, but not one she had saved to her phone. Her first thought was that it might be Kyle, calling from a different number since she had blocked his, but that didn’t make any sense the more she thought about it. Why would he go through the trouble of getting a new number when he knew where she worked, and could stop in and talk to her in person any time?

Still, she was cautious as she answered the call. “Hello?”

“Hi there, is this Flora Abner?” a woman asked.

“Yes, this is she. May I ask who’s calling?”

“I’m Helen Brown from Jenny Bowman Realty. Pete mentioned you’ve had some bad luck with trying to sell your house. My plate is pretty full at the moment, but I wanted to help if I could, and I took a look at your file. Have you been notified yet about the most recent offer that was put in on your house?”

“Do you mean the offer from the Halls?” Flora asked.

“No, this is from an anonymous buyer. They’re going through a financial firm, so I don’t have their name, but it’s a cash offer, and it’s for your asking price.”

“I’m confused,” Flora said. “No one else has seen the house yet.”

“I’m aware of that. This offer is as-is, no inspection, sight unseen. It’s quite unusual, but I wanted to make sure you were aware of it, since they haven’t received a response yet.”

“And it’s for asking price?”

“Yes. If I’m going to be frank, Ms. Abner, you aren’t going to get a better deal. You might get another offer at asking price if you’re willing to wait, but it’s not going to be a cash offer with no inspection requirement and no other requests.”

“I… Do I have time to think about it?”

The offer struck her as odd. She wanted the house to go to someone who cared about it, who wanted to live there themselves, not someone who was going to knock it down and turn it into a development property.

“You don’t have to decide right this second, but I wouldn’t wait more than twenty-four hours.”

Flora took a deep breath. What was she doing? Selling the house meant she had to let go of it. She couldn’t control what happened to it once it was out of her hands, and this was the perfect offer. It was the exact amount she had been hoping for, and it would be a fast sale. She would be able to pay her aunt back on time and start the buying process for her next house. She might even be able to put an offer in on that little yellow house before it got snatched up.

She would have preferred it to go to someone like the Halls, who had seen the house and fallen in love with it, but their offer was simply too low. Maybe later on, she could afford to take a lowball offer here and there if it felt right, but she needed every penny she could get right now. This wasn’t just a hobby to her. It was her living.

“Actually, I don’t need to wait,” Flora said. “I want to accept. You’re right, I’m not going to get a better offer than this.”

“Great,” Helen said. “I’ll draw up the paperwork. I haven’t had a chance to see the house yet – do you think you could meet me there in about half an hour? I’ll bring the paperwork, and we’ll have your acceptance in to the buyer by this afternoon.”

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” Flora said. “See you soon.”

Her heart was pounding as she ended the call. Ever since Nancy’s death, she had felt as if the sale of the house was bogged down, and not moving forward an inch. Now, everything seemed to be going too fast.

She was getting what she wanted, wasn’t she? It was as if her prayers had been answered. So why did she have a knot of regret in her chest after telling Helen she wanted to accept the answer?

She hurried to get ready to go, and stopped by the hardware store before getting into her truck to tell Grady what was going on.

“Will you be all right going back there on your own?” he asked.

“It should be fine. Helen is meeting me there, and I won’t stay for long.”

“I hope it goes well. It sounds like a good offer.”

She forced a smile to her face. “It is. I couldn’t have asked for anything better.”

His expression seemed to reflect her own doubt, but she quickly pecked him on the cheek and hurried out to her truck. It didn’t matter how much she wished she could keep the house. She’d been tied into selling it since before she had even bought it. She had money to pay back and a career to build. There was no other option.

The drive to the house felt longer than usual. She kept trying to remind herself that it wasn’t as if this was the last time she would ever see her house; the sale wasn’t complete until she signed the title over, and she would have plenty of time to pack and say her goodbyes to the place.

When she turned off of the main road and onto the gravel road she lived on, she slowed down slightly at the sight of a sedan pulled just off the shoulder, between the road and the trees. It had a mismatched front bumper, and her mind immediately flashed to Nancy. She slowed enough to snap a quick picture of it, but in truth, she didn’t think it was an important discovery. There were all sorts of cars with mismatched parts in Warbler. Chances were this was just a random person hunting for ferns or mushrooms in the woods, and had nothing to do with Nancy’s death.

Speeding up again, she drove the rest of the distance to her house. There was already a silver crossover parked in the driveway; Helen must have arrived a few minutes early. She felt a thrill of nerves. This was really it. She was going to sell her house for the exact amount she had hoped for. This was a good thing… right?

Her heart was in her throat as she turned into the driveway, parking next to the silver crossover. Before she could unbuckle her seatbelt, her phone rang. A glance at the screen showed her Beth was calling; she pressed the button to ignore the call. She would call the older woman back later and tell her the good news.

Taking a deep breath, she unbuckled her seatbelt and opened the door, stepping out of her truck. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the crossover’s door open as well. With a polite smile on her face, she looked over the truck’s hood to greet her new real estate agent.

And found herself face-to-face with Kyle.


CHAPTER TWELVE



“Hi, Flora. I guess I had the right house after all. Do you have time to talk.”

Flora took a step back, glad that her truck was between them. “What are you doing here, Kyle?” she snapped.

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“Have you been here all week?”

“Things have changed. I’m a different person now. I wanted to apologize for what I did and see if there was any chance we could get back together. I spent the week watching you–”

“What the heck?!”

“Please let me finish. I spent the week watching you, and I saw how happy you are now. It made me realize that we were never a good match. I’d still like to talk to you, though. Our breakup made me realize some things about myself, and my life completely changed after it.”

“No, I don’t want to talk to you. Did blocking your phone number somehow not get the message across? Why are you doing all of this now?”

“I saw on your social media page that you were selling your house. I realized it might be the only time to convince you to move back to Chicago.”

“You’re insane,” she said. “We haven’t spoken to each other for two years, Kyle. You were never even serious about our relationship. I don’t understand why you ever thought I would be even remotely interested in getting back together with you. You were unfaithful and you admitted you only started dating me in the first place because of my family’s money. I’m the one who was hurt in our breakup, and I’ve moved on.”

“Part of what I’m here for is to apologize. Can we go inside and talk?”

“Definitely not.” She crossed her arms. “You literally just admitted to stalking me all week. I bet you left me that creepy note too, didn’t you? I have zero reason to trust you, and every reason to want you out of my life for good.”

“Creepy note?” His face twisted. “You mean my email? I knew you got it. Why didn’t you respond?”

She hesitated. He seemed to be telling the truth. He didn’t know about the note in her mailbox.

Still, she didn’t want to talk to him any more now than she had a week ago. “Kyle, please, if you’re really sorry about everything, then make it up to me by just leaving me be. Go home. Forget about me. Live your life, and I’ll live mine. There’s nothing left between us.”

He bowed his head. “If that’s what you want. I was hoping – but no, you seem content. I’m glad you found a life that makes you happy. I won’t bother you again.”

Keeping her arms crossed, she watched as he got into his car and backed out of her driveway. She felt a tinge of guilt for not even hearing him out, but then she remembered that he had admitted to spending the week watching her, without her knowledge. No, she didn’t owe him anything. In fact, if she ever saw him again, she should probably go straight to Officer Hendricks. He might not have killed Nancy or left that threat in her mailbox, but he had still done something wrong.

Taking a deep breath as he finally rolled down the road and out of sight, she took her keys out of her purse and headed for her front door. The messy breakup with Kyle had been one of the things that led to her uprooting her life and moving here. There was a time when the thought of facing him again had been dreadful, but this brief interaction with him had been surprisingly easy. Her main lingering emotion was irritation and anger that he had spent days watching her from afar.

She supposed she really had left her past behind. She was still herself, but she had also changed to be nearly unrecognizable compared to the person she was before she moved here. Kyle belonged firmly to the past.

Pushing the door open, she stepped inside, feeling the tension melt from her shoulders at the sense of being home. It had been less than forty-eight hours since she was last here, but it felt like a lot longer. There was an odd, almost cologne-like scent in the house, and it felt far too quiet without Amaretto greeting her at the door.

She left the front door open to be sure she would hear it when Helen pulled up and walked down the hall to the kitchen, where she put her bag down on the kitchen table. Her phone rang again, the sudden noise in the silence of the house making her jump. She scrambled to check the caller ID in case it was Helen, but it was just Beth again.

Realizing her neighbor might spot her truck in the driveway and decide to just come over and talk to her in person if she didn’t get to tell Flora whatever was on her mind over the phone, she answered the call, walking back into the entrance area as she did so, so she would have enough warning of Helen’s approach to end the call before she arrived.

“Hey, Beth. Everything all right?”

“Thank goodness I caught you, Flora. I was just putting my shoes on to come over.”

Good thing she had answered the call. She wanted to focus on the papers Helen needed her to sign, not be interrupted partway through by an unexpected visit.

“My real estate agent is meeting me here soon, so now isn’t a great time for a visit. I can drop by after she leaves, if you want.”

“Flora, this is urgent,” Beth said, her tone surprisingly serious. “There’s someone in your house.”

For a moment, it felt like Flora’s heart stopped completely. “What?”

Overheard, a floorboard creaked. She looked up at the ceiling. She knew exactly what floorboard that was; the one in the guest bedroom that always creaked when someone stepped on it. Suddenly, her heart leapt to life, galloping in her chest.

“I was gazing out the window, thinking of taking Sammy for a walk, when I saw someone walk down the road and go inside your front door. I don’t know how they got in – goodness knows how careful you are about locking the place when you aren’t there – and I figured it was one of your real estate people at first, but then I saw that other car pull up and just sit in your driveway. No one came out to talk to them, though I saw the curtains upstairs twitch. That’s when I realized something odd was going on and called you, just as you pulled in.”

“The lock box,” she murmured, still gazing at the ceiling. The floorboard creaked again, and then she heard the gentle thumping sound of someone crossing the floor upstairs.

There was a lockbox with her spare key in it on her front door. Other than Flora, only Nancy had the combination. Or… so Flora had thought. Her mind went immediately to Jonathan. He had worked with the Halls briefly, and they had been interested in her house. If they had requested another viewing through him, it was very possible he had somehow obtained the code to the lockbox before he was fired.

She knew he had lost his job, and in a way that he might blame on her. And the car she had passed on the way in – could that be his? Had he killed Nancy after all? Maybe he blamed her for stealing Flora. Maybe his boss had offered to give him one last chance if he got Flora back as a client, but she had already been working with someone else.

She heard the guest room door shut quietly upstairs. Whoever was up there – Jonathan her mind insisted, even though she didn’t have any proof — was slowly making their way toward the stairs.

Flora took one step toward the front door, then froze. Realizing her keys were still in her purse, in the kitchen. She’d have to go out the back door.

Moving as quietly as she could, she hurried down the hall toward the kitchen. After glancing inside her purse to make sure her keys were still in it and she hadn’t accidentally left them somewhere weird, she snagged it off the table, unlocked the back door, and snuck outside.

Keeping low and close to the side of the house so anyone looking out of one of the windows would have to look directly down to see her, she slowly made her way towards the driveway, but froze again when she heard the sound of tires on gravel.

Helen. It had to be her.

Flora started moving again, wishing she knew where in the house Jonathan was. Was he still making his way down the stairs? Had he stopped his advance when he heard the car pull up? Or was he already downstairs, searching for her?

She reached the corner of the house, then paused again when she heard a woman say, “Oh, Jonathan, right? From Rocks Realty? You startled me.” The woman, Helen, gave a nervous laugh.

Flora guessed that answered the question of where Jonathan was. Her heart was in her throat as she waited to hear what his response would be. Would he play this off somehow, pretend he was supposed to be here?

Helen made a startled squeaking sound. “What are you doing? Hey, put that down!”

Even though she had no proof, Flora knew in her gut Jonathan had killed Nancy. Was he going to do something to Helen too? She couldn’t bear the thought of that. If she just crouched here and did nothing, whatever happened to Helen would be her fault, at least partially.

With a shout, Flora rose to her feet and rounded the corner of the house. At a glance, she took in Jonathan standing on her porch, a gun in his hand aimed at Helen, who had her hands up.

They both jolted at her sudden movement and shout, and Jonathan swung toward her… which meant the gun swung toward her as well. It went off with a bang and Flora nearly jumped out of her skin, but he hadn’t had time to aim and there was no sudden pain of the bullet hitting her.

Helen screamed. Flora was too shocked to make any noise, but she had a feeling her own scream was on its way. Shock had frozen her in place, even as she saw Jonathan pausing to take aim this time.

Some rescue this is, she thought to herself. I’m just going to get both of us killed.

But before Jonathan could fire another shot, Helen recovered from the worst of her shock and swung her purse at him. It was a big purse; more of a tote bag, and it must have held her laptop in it, because it was heavy enough that it collided with his wrist with an audible crack. He dropped the gun with a pained shout, and it went spinning off into the flower bed on the other side of the porch railing.

“You broke my wrist!” he shouted, rounding on Helen, who backed away down the porch steps.

“Leave her be,” Flora snapped, feeling braver now that he didn’t have a weapon. She hurried forward. “Why are you doing this? She never did anything to you.”

He turned on her, a wild look in his eyes. His hair, usually slicked back, was messy, and his blue eyes were bloodshot. “You’re the one I’m going to make pay! You’re nothing but some selfish city girl who thinks everything should go her way. The world doesn’t revolve around you. You cost me everything!”

She no longer had any doubt that he was behind the note, but she needed to know for sure about Nancy.

Plus, she thought she could hear sirens in the distance, and she was willing to bet Beth had alerted the police. Sometimes a nosy neighbor was a real godsend. All she needed to do was stall until they got here.

“So you think I deserve to die because I wanted to work with a real estate agent who would treat me like I wasn’t completely unimportant?” she asked. “It’s not my fault Nancy was a better real estate agent and better person than you could ever be.”

“She was a busybody who thought she was queen bee,” he snarled. “I asked her politely to drop you as a client and recommend you return to working with me. I even told her I was on my last chance at Rocks Real Estate, and she practically laughed in my face. She deserved worse than what I did to her. I should have taken the time to think of a better way to get my revenge. She wrecked my car, and I had to drop an important client since I couldn’t risk driving anywhere, so in the end, it was her fault as much as yours that I got fired.”

Flora felt sick. He was absolutely delusional. She felt a sudden surge of fear at the thought of what would have happened if Beth hadn’t called her to warn her about the man in her house.

“You’re insane,” she muttered.

“What are you saying?” Helen said, her eyes wide with horror. “You killed Nancy? She was my friend! We worked together for over five years.”

“Enough of this,” Jonathan snapped. “My life might be over, but I’m going to take both of you down with me.”

He vaulted over the porch railing and searched for the gun in the flowerbed. Flora exchanged a look with Helen, and darted her eyes toward the road. She could hear the sirens slowing; they were just about to turn off the main road.

Helen gave a brief nod, and without a word, the two of them started running down the road. Flora heard Jonathan shout behind them, but there was no gunshot, and she was suddenly very glad she had spent the time making such nice, luscious flower beds in her garden.

Less than ten seconds later, the flashing lights of a police vehicle became visible at the end of the dirt road, and Flora and Helen both started waving their hands and shouting. It wasn’t until the vehicle pulled up behind them, in between them and Jonathan, and she spotted Officer Hendricks through the windshield that she allowed herself to begin to feel safe.

Jonathan was a narcissistic man who had been pushed over the edge, and it was just bad luck that she and Nancy had become his targets. She hoped he would go away for a very long time, somewhere he couldn’t hurt anyone else.


EPILOGUE


Flora dragged her feet all the way from the parking lot to the title company. She was a little embarrassed by the tears she had shed this morning, but Grady had been wonderful, and instead of telling her she was being ridiculous about crying over a house she was supposed to want to sell, he had taken her out for breakfast, bought her favorite latte from Violet Delights, and had offered to take the morning off to go with her.

She had turned down the last, mostly because she didn’t want Mark to feel like he was in over his head if he had to unexpectedly work his first shift alone, but his kindness had made her feel better. It was a good reminder that as much as she loved her house – though it was only hers for a few more minutes – it was her friends, Grady and Violet and Sydney, and even Beth, who really made this town home.

Once she was standing in front of the title company’s doors, she took a deep breath and paused to collect herself before going inside. She was going to meet the mysterious buyer of her house for the first time. They had flown all the way out here from the west coast for this, though she was relatively certain they could have figured out a way to handle the title transfer remotely. That was good. Maybe it meant they were excited for the purchase. She hoped they loved the house every bit as much as she did.

A woman in a neatly fitted pantsuit greeted her. “Right this way, Ms. Abner.”

Flora followed her to a heavy wooden door, which the woman rapped on once, then pulled open. She stepped back, gesturing Flora through. There was someone sitting at the long table inside the room, their back to the door.

As soon as she was inside, the heavy door shut behind her, leaving her alone with the stranger.

“Um, hi,” she said, approaching the table. “I’m Flora. I guess you’re the buyer?”

The person spun around slowly in their chair. Flora’s jaw dropped. This was no stranger at all.

“Aunt Olivia?”

“Hello Flora, dear. Why don’t you sit down?”

Flora sat heavily in a chair to the left of her aunt. “What are you doing here?”

“Why, I’m buying your house.”

“Why?”

“It’s a gift.” She gave Flora a kind smile. “I know how much you love that place, and I know how hard you’ve worked. I’m going to purchase your home and sell it back to you for a single dollar. You’ll repay my original loan out of the funds from the sale, of course.”

“But the house is worth more than what I owe you!”

“Yes. As I said, it’s a gift. It will be coming out of your inheritance, of course. I don’t have any children, so I’ve set aside a nice little fund for you and your siblings. But it doesn’t make any sense for you to have to wait until I die when you could use a portion of it now. Assuming you want to keep the house, of course. You’ll still be able to do your house flipping, but this way you’ll always have a place of your own to call home.”

Flora was at a loss for words. Tears of happiness and relief pricked at her eyes. A vision of herself ten years from now, in her lovely little farmhouse with children running through the yard and Grady watching them with her in rocking chairs on the front porch flashed through her mind.

She was going to be able to keep her home. She was going to be able to purchase that cute little yellow house, and not have to worry about where she would live while she made it habitable. Having a place to call her own, no matter what, opened up so many options for her.

The future had never before seemed so bright.
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