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Dedicated to the farmers who, through hard work,
determination, and the grace of God, feed us.
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“Y

C H A P T E R 1

ou haven’t put this on clearance yet?” Phoebe
Sinclair pointed to a dusty rain gauge, her finger
still showing stains from this morning’s weeding.

“What?” Cliff Hendrix, the fifth generation to run the dry-
goods-slash-hardware store, glared up from his ledger, which
rested on top of an oak counter burnished to a noble patina.
“That rain gauge?” He stuck the nub of a pencil behind his ear.
“Not hardly.”

“We haven’t had measurable rain in over a month. Seems
like you’d want to move some merchandise.” She chuckled. The
weak sound dried up in her throat. The dry spell wasn’t hurting
crops yet, but making plans to irrigate might be necessary if rain
didn’t happen in the next couple of weeks.

“Funny as ever, Phoebe. We just got ’em in the other day. We
ain’t putting ’em on sale.”

“Well, if we don’t get rain soon, you won’t be able to give
them away.”

“What is it you came in for? I got other customers.” Cliff
nodded toward the next aisle over. She caught a glance of a tall
man moving away from the front of the store.
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H O P E  TO LE R  D O U G H E R T Y

“I need a hundred and twenty pounds of lime.”
“Okay.” He punched the round keys, and numbers popped to

attention in the window of the decades-old cash register.
Two other people with sundry items had lined up behind her.
“Drive around back, and we’ll load it for you.” Cliff tore off

the receipt and handed it to her.
“Thanks. But you know I can load it myself.”
“I know you can, but it’s part of our service-with-a-smile

program. Hey, Heath. Can you go round back and get three bags
of lime for this girl? Shorthanded today.”

Girl. Uh-huh. She scowled at the insulting clerk. Who
happens to own her own business, BTW.

Bless his heart.
A movement in the aisle caught her eye as the tall customer

headed for the swinging doors at the back of the store. Heath
Daniels? She craned her neck to get a better look. Maybe. She’d
last seen him at his sister’s wedding two weeks ago. Her heart
did a little jump at the memory of him in a tux.

Get a grip, silly heart. He’s so not into you.
Heath disappeared behind the doors. Poor guy. He came in to

buy his own stuff, not be called into service for another
customer. She picked up speed to move her truck around back.

HEATH DANIELS LET OUT a breath and dropped a nozzle back
into the bin as he headed for the small warehouse behind the
store. Just because I worked here during that bad time when I
didn’t know which end was up, you don’t get to—

No, I guess you do, Cliff. You did me a good deed then, and
sure, I can help you, but this girl. She spells trouble with a capi-
tal T.

A scene from his sister’s wedding—this Phoebe person
bossing everyone around the venue—flashed in his mind. He
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FO R E V E R  F R E E

shook his head. Just keep your nose down, load the bags, and let
her get on her way. He grabbed the first sack.

“Hey. It is you. I wondered when Cliff said, ‘Heath,’ because
you don’t hear that name every day. How’ve you been doing?”
Phoebe moved closer to the stacked bags and to Heath too. “I
guess the honeymooners are back. Did they have a fun trip?”

Wonderful. Small talk with this girl. “Ahh—”
She tilted her head. “I’m Phoebe. Phoebe Sinclair. I arranged

the flowers for Josie’s wedding, remember?”
“I remember you.” He pulled a bag off the top and shoved it

on his shoulder with one motion.
She made a face similar to ones he’d seen Josie make when

she was irritated with him. “Well, how’s Josie doing?”
“Fine.” He walked past her to her two-tone Ford pickup and

dropped the bag into the truck bed. Turning around, he ran
smack into the shorter woman hefting another bag. “Hey, I can
get these loaded for you.”

“No problem. I’m picking up rude vibes from Cliff’s help, so
I can do it myself.” She grunted as she let the bag fall in beside
the first one.

“What do you mean? I’m helping you, if you’ll let me.”
“Just not one for common courtesy small talk, are you? I

really am interested in how Josie’s doing. She was my first
wedding customer, and I enjoyed getting to know her.” Her
clipped tone belied her wish for common courtesy. indicated
maybe she really didn’t like the person she was talking to.

Perfect. Better that way.
“Yeah. I remember.” Nodding, she cocked an eyebrow.

“You were the one who gave push-back about almost every-
thing, even the boutonnières. I thought Ches might have some-
thing to say ’cause he was nervous about having the wedding
at his uncle’s farm, but it was you. You almost made Josie cry.
It’s coming back to me now.” She headed back to the
warehouse.
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H O P E  TO LE R  D O U G H E R T Y

“I did not.” He followed faster and beat her to the bags of
lime, swooping another onto his shoulder.

“You did too.”
He snorted and moved past her toward her truck.
“Josie knew exactly what she and Ches wanted, and you

questioned everything.”
“I had Josie’s best interest in mind. You just said it was your

first wedding. I didn’t want her to be disappointed.”
“She told me what she wanted. Simple. Tasteful. Beautiful.

And that’s what she got. Ches gave me a tip, BTW.”
Great. She speaks in acronyms.
He dropped the last bag on top of the other two and ground

his molars. Taking a deep breath, he turned toward her. “I apolo-
gize. I—” He stopped. He couldn’t tell her the main reason he’d
ignored most of the manners his mother had drilled into him, so
he offered the next one. “Today hasn’t gone like I’d wanted. My
problem. Not yours. My mother would say I know how to act,
but I didn’t.” There. Now please let me go get my stuff done.

She nodded. “All of us have tough days. I’m sorry.” She
stuck out her hand. “Friends?”

He glanced at her hand, grabbed a breath, dusted his palm
against his jeans, and closed his hand around hers. Her eyes flew
to his, but he dropped his gaze along with his hand.

“Bye, Phoebe.”
He felt the weight of her hand in his all the way back inside

the store.

4


