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Blurb










Dedication



To all those who ever think of running off to the mountains and leaving everyday life behind, even just for a weekend.  
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If you join Kaci Rose’s Newsletter you get these books free! 

https://www.kacirose.com/free-books/

Now on to the story! 












Chapter 1

Chapter 1


Hope





I grab my coffee and sit down in the local cafe that is attached to the grocery store. That's how small the town of Whiskey River, Montana is. But since the cafe offers free Wi-Fi, I can't quite complain. 

I moved here about three months ago after visiting the Montana visitor center and finding this one little lone pamphlet for Whiskey River. The town looked so beautiful; I wanted to come check it out. Then I fell in love with the place, found a rental that day, and never looked back.

It seemed like the perfect place to settle down and forget all about my mom and her brand new druggie boyfriend. This boyfriend was new, but the whole druggie boyfriend persona was not. My mother was a single mom, but she had a type of guy that she dated, and she bounced from one to the other, only paying attention to me in between boyfriends, which was always short-lived. So, the first chance I got, I left. Living out of my car, I traveled for a while, took some online classes to become a book editor, and now, I can work from anywhere. One of the places I like is this cafe in downtown Whiskey River with free Wi-Fi.

With its beautiful mountain views, this town seems like a good place to set down roots. The people are so nice, like Jana, who has quickly become my best friend. She is also the general manager of the grocery store and cafe here. When she saw me coming in every day, we started talking, which eventually led to us hanging out outside of this place.

"Ugh, it's already been a morning. I just want to go home and go back to sleep," Jana says, sitting down in the chair beside me with her own cup of coffee.

"Or is it a tourist problem today?"

I learned early on there are two types of people in Whiskey River. There are the locals who have their own set of drama and problems, yet everyone tends to stick together no matter what. Then there are the tourists. These are the ones who come and stay overnight on their way from Yellowstone National Park or Glacier National Park or vice versa. It’s as if they are visiting all the small towns in Montana. They tend to cause more problems than all of the locals combined.

"Yeah, this one was definitely a tourist. They rented some cabin nearby and were coming into the store to stock up and didn't understand why we didn't have all their special dietary needs food ready and available for them. Then when I told her that if she had called in a special order, we could have had it ready, she blew up. When I told her that no one else around here has those special needs and it would be useless to stock it on a regular basis, she said that I called her useless. That led to her wanting to speak to my boss. Unfortunately, when I told her I was the boss, she said she wanted to speak to the owner. Well, as you know, they’re traveling and told me not to call, so I ended up having to call the sheriff. Let's just say it was quite a show for the locals. If you had been here about twenty minutes earlier, you would have caught the end of it."

It's always the tourists that have something fun and interesting to say or do something crazy to entertain us locals. We are not like other areas of the country. Here, I dare say, we are a bit old-fashioned and to be honest that's part of what made me fall in love with the place. Even though I thought I'd stay for a year, check it out, and maybe move on, but within the first month of being here, I already knew Whiskey River was where I was meant to be. Now, this is my home and where I will be setting down roots.

Jana was beyond excited when I told her I planned on staying for good. We have become fast friends, and she also said that most people our age are leaving and going to school and don't come back to Whiskey River until they're ready to settle down and start a family. If they come back at all.

"You’re coming by the community garden today, right?" Jana asks me.

"I will be there. But I plan to hang out here and work until then." Jana nods and finishes her coffee before standing and going back to work.

As a way to share and help people in town, Jana started the community garden a couple of years ago. It's been a huge help for me. Whiskey River might be a small town, but Montana, in general, is not cheap to live in. With the amazing mountain views all over town, especially like the ones from Main Street, even the cabins on the outskirt of town are pricey. My teeny tiny one-bedroom takes half of what I make each month in rent. Thankfully, it came furnished. But it makes saving up money to get my own place difficult. So when I can save some money on groceries from Jana’s garden, I jump at the chance. Also, I've been jumping at any opportunity to take on extra work lately, which means sometimes I'm at the cafe from the moment they open until they close just for the internet.

I dive into the book I'm editing and don't pay attention to what time it is until Jana again sits down beside me. This time she has my lunch in her hand. Being friends with the general manager of the store and cafe, who knows you're on a tight budget, has its perks. The kind that include free gourmet sandwiches for lunch, the employee password for the fast internet, not just the guest internet, and being able to take home the cafe leftovers that they would otherwise throw away.

"So, what type of book are you editing today?" she asks, before taking the first bite of her sandwich.

"It's the next book in that military series I edited a few months ago."

"The one where all the heroes are wounded in some way? I started reading that series and binge-read it in an entire weekend. It's so good."

I smile because even as an editor, I love those books, and I'd read them even if I wasn't getting paid to edit them.

"This is the one where the guy has lost his eyesight."

"Oh! I have been waiting forever for that one to come out. Can I get a sneak peek?" Jana exclaims.

"I would if it wouldn't be against my contract. This is a repeat author that I can't afford to lose."

"I guess we can't have that!" She sighs dramatically as if it's the biggest inconvenience, but I know she's joking with me because we've done this song and dance before.

Over lunch we chat as she fills me in on some of the local gossips I've met. Most of the people she's talking about are who come in to store, I can't always put faces to their names. I'm still learning who is who. Though, once people realized that I was moving here for good, I became one of them. They stop and talk to me as if they've known me my entire life, as if I know exactly who their niece’s godson's brother who lives in North Carolina is. Smiling, I’ll listen, and we talk, and then they'll continue on and finish their grocery shopping. It’s nice to be part of a community that cares.

Another thing I enjoy is people watching. When I take my editing breaks, I see things like the health nut in town who sneaks a bag of candy underneath some of her groceries or some of the little old ladies who go up and down every aisle talking to everyone and pinching the cheeks of every kid they walk by.

Over my time here, I've gotten to know the regulars and even see some of the mountain men who come down and only hit the store once every few months. In short, I've seen pretty much everyone in town, so it's very rare when someone walks in that clearly is not a tourist–like the man that just walked in.

He looks a lot like some of the other mountain men that have come in with rough faded clothing and jeans that you can tell are worn all the time. But that's not what catches my attention.

No, what rouses my curiosity is the completely unsure look on his face as he steps through the door and looks around at everything. After watching a few people walk in, grab a grocery cart, and head off to the produce section, which is the first part of the grocery store that you enter, he hesitantly grabs a cart.

The thick muscles on his arms flex as he pulls one cart from the row of others and then cautiously walks towards the produce area like everyone else. Then he stops and takes a look around again, almost like he’s never been in a grocery store in his life and has no idea what to do or where to start.

I can't take my eyes off of him. He walks through the produce area, looking at different things, reading signs, and shaking his head, but he picks up some fruit before going into the first few aisles. From where I'm sitting, I can watch him. As he slowly walks down the aisle, he looks at every item’s price tag and sometimes turns the box or packaging over and reads that, too. 

Something about him captivates me, and I don’t want to take my eyes off of him. He’s tall and muscular. Pretty much the kind of guy any girl would go for, yet he seems to be one of these mountain men that hides away here in the mountains. 

What really grabs my attention is how unsure he is about being in the grocery store. I have this need to watch over him while he's here on the off chance that he might need help. Then I could jump up and offer assistance, not that it's my job to do so.

He finishes on the first aisle and turns around. When he starts walking up the next aisle facing me, I continue to watch. It seems like he hasn't seen half the items in the grocery store. He’ll read packages and you can almost tell by the expression on his face whether he's interested in it or not. He's about halfway down the aisle when he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a piece of paper, which I assume is a grocery list.

It's only then that he finally looks up in my direction. Though I know I should look away, maybe give him his privacy to shop, I can't. Because his eyes are locked with mine and we both stand there just staring at each other, waiting. 

Waiting for what, I have no idea.








Chapter 2

Chapter 2


Cash





Holy fuck, she's beautiful. 

Even more beautiful than the girls in the magazines and movies my brother kept. When our eyes lock, I can't seem to pull away even though I should. A gorgeous girl like her isn't going to want to be associated with someone who has never even been in a grocery store before.

Finally, I pull my eyes away and turn back to the list that I have in my hand. No, there’s no way that she'd believe that I’m twenty-eight and have never been in a grocery store. My brother did all the grocery shopping. The only time I ever came in to town was to bring my furs and the items I made. Then I’d bring them to the local shop, and meet up with my friends Axel, Phoenix, and Bennett before heading back to the cabin.

The only reason my brother let me do even that chore is because he didn't like to waste anything. Since I was reusing the furs from the animals we hunted, he approved. But he wasn’t a very sociable person, so he was more than happy to let me negotiate with Jack, the store owner.

Then about a year ago, my brother started to get sick with really terrible migraines and he'd have spells where he just wasn't acting like himself. Because he didn't trust doctors, he refused to see anyone. Finally, I was able to convince him to see a doctor that made house calls. So he wouldn’t fight the doctor too much, I had to sedate him.

After the doctor took some blood samples and ran some tests we found out, it was cancer. Of course, my brother refused any kind of treatment, so it was my job to take care of him. But now that he has passed away, everything falls to me. When I need it, Axel and his wife Emelie have been a huge help. But I figured I could at least figure out the grocery store myself.

I'm in the pasta and sauce aisle. Since we only ever made our own pasta, I had no idea you could buy it in a box in the store. Or that it came in so many different shapes. Pasta is pasta, so why do you need fettuccine, linguine, angel hair, to name a few?

Going down the next aisle, I stock up on dried beans, some canned beans, and peanut butter. Then I stand in front of the jellies. We've only ever made strawberry or huckleberry jam at home because those fruits grow wild on our property. But here there's grape, apple, peach, blueberry, orange, and even blackberry jam. Even though I have plenty of canned jelly back home, I pick up some peach and an apple jam to give them a try.

The next section is the bread. While we've always only made our own bread, I knew that you could buy some at the store because every once in a while, my brother would come home with a loaf of freshly baked bread for us to try, and a recipe to make ourselves if we wanted. 

I just didn't realize there were so many different varieties of regular sandwich bread. Who knew that you could even make bread out of potatoes? I shake my head, and then glance back toward the girl sitting in the coffee area. She's looking at the computer in front of her but like she can feel my eyes on her, she looks up at me and our eyes lock again, then offers me a small smile. Even though she’s probably just trying to be nice to the creep who keeps looking at her, I return her smile and go up the next aisle.

This aisle is full of cake mixes, frostings, flour, sugar, and all the things that we use for baking. All the many choices and all the different brands are overwhelming. Why do you need more than one brand of baking powder? Baking powder is baking powder. Shaking my head, I grab the familiar red and white can. 

I'm studying my list again when someone comes up the aisle. Moving in closer to the shelves to give them room, I’m surprised when they stop in front of my cart. But when I look up, it's the girl from earlier. She's even more beautiful up close.

With her so close to me, I can tell her dark auburn hair that falls just below her shoulders has flecks of red that glint in the light, and her golden brown eyes light up when she smiles. Because right now, she's smiling at me. That smile is making my heart do funny things. It’s racing and I'm nervous around her, yet at the same time, I'm wanting to be around her.

"Hi, I'm Hope," she says with a huge smile on her face. Even her voice sounds perfect. I have no idea what to say or if I could even talk if I tried. Right now, she has me transfixed.

"And you are...?" Her voice is gentle, and she seems genuinely interested and hoping I will answer.

Clearing my throat, I answer, "Cash, my name is Cash."

My words win me an even brighter smile from her. I swear, I feel like I just won the jackpot.

"Cash as in Johnny Cash?" 

I have no idea how my parents decided on the name Cash as they died when I was too young, and I never thought to ask my brother.

"I have no idea who that is," I tell her honestly.

She nods, looks at me, and glances at my cart. I've earned a few stares since I've been here. But her eyes on me, I don't mind. In fact, I actually like her eyes looking at me, which is weird because I always try to blend in and not stand out too much. My brother drilled into my head not to draw attention to us, especially when I was a kid.

"Well, you look a bit lost."

Apparently, she's good at reading people, which is a skill I don't have. It makes things difficult to know if she's just trying to be nice or if she feels the same way I do. Actually, I’m not even sure what this feeling even means.

"Well, it's my first time... here," I admit, hoping that she takes it to mean this store in particular, but not the inside of a grocery store altogether.

"Well, I'm happy to help. Is that your list? Can I see it?" She points to the piece of paper in my hand. Before I know it, I’m handing it to her.

She studies the list for a minute, and then smiles and nods and moves a little further down the aisle before stopping to pick up a few things and handing them to me.

"Are you new to town?" 

It seems like she's thinking that I meant I had never been to this store before. Thankfully, because the other conversation isn't one that I really want to have.

"No."

Her smile slips for just a second before we move down to the next aisle. "So does your wife or girlfriend normally do the grocery shopping?"

I can’t help but wonder how shocked she'd be if she found out that I've never had a girlfriend. While I know it's normal for people to date, and at my age most people are married and some even have kids, but growing up on the mountain, I never had the opportunity. With just my brother, we didn't meet a lot of people. As far as I know, my brother never had a girlfriend or dated. He simply never had that kind of trust in people.

"No wife or girlfriend. My brother, Harvey, usually just took care of all the shopping."

She nods, seeming to accept it without asking too many questions. As we keep walking up and down the aisles, she hands me different items from my list.

"I'm pretty new to Whiskey River myself. Just moved here a few months ago. I'm from Georgia, but I have to say I fell in love with this area and knew that this is where I was meant to be and put down roots." 

So that must be a southern accent that she has. Even though I've heard of a southern accent, I never actually heard anyone with one. But I love her voice and want her to keep talking, so when she looks at me I nod, hoping she'll take it as a sign to keep going.

"I'm a freelance book editor. Almost every day, I come in here to use the Internet. The less money I spend, the sooner I can get my own place. As I'm sure you know, this area is not cheap, but I like using the Wi-Fi here. It gets me out of the house, and has allowed me to meet people. That's how I met Jana, who is the store manager here. People in town have been really nice, too." She smiles while continuing to hand me things off my list. I keep my mouth shut.

I wouldn't know how people in town are. They pretty much abandoned my brother and me after our parents died. Now they ignore me. If it weren't for my friends from the shop, and Axel's wife, Emelie, and Phoenix’s wife, Jenna, I'd have absolutely no one. Though I try not to think about it because I know how lucky I am, and thinking about the what-ifs will get me nowhere.

We continue shopping. She keeps talking, but every once in a while, she'll stop and say hi to someone. Sometimes, she'll introduce me, and there's a flash of recognition in their eyes. Other times they just say hi and continue talking to her. She seems to be well-liked. But how could she not be? She’s friendly, and it’s comfortable to be with her.

When we're done shopping, we get to the checkout line, she stops and offers me a small smile, and hands me back my list. 

"I'm at the cafe Monday through Friday and sometimes on weekends, too. You're welcome to come and sit with me if you want." Then she shrugs her shoulders, looking a little shy, making her look absolutely adorable.

"Thank you. I really enjoyed your company."

We stare at each other for a few minutes until it's time for me to move up in the line and load my items up on the moving belt. Before going back to her table, she nods her head, giving me a little wave.

As the cashier scans my groceries, I keep looking over at her and can feel her eyes on me as well. When she catches me watching her, she gives me a small smile. 

When I'm done checking out and I'm loading up my truck, I play over our conversation. Was she inviting me back to spend time with her because she wanted to or was she just trying to be nice?








Chapter 3

Chapter 3


Hope





The moment he's out the door, Jana’s sitting back down at my table. 

"What was that?" she asks clearly shocked.

"I don't know. He looked lost, so I went and offered to help him out. Then he told me his brother usually did the shopping. His name is Cash. Do you know him?"

"I don't know him, but I know of him. His parents died when he was young, and his brother had just turned eighteen. After that, they moved up to a cabin in the mountains so his brother could take care of him. 

Even though his brother was crazy smart and graduated college before he turned eighteen, he was super paranoid of the government and thought that everything was the government's way to get him. So he kept to himself, didn't go to doctors, didn't talk to people, and no one saw Cash for a long time. His brother even homeschooled Cash. After Cash learned how to drive, he started bringing furs and items down to the shop, Whiskey River Local Retail. It’s the one where Emelie and Jenna's husbands meet up. Maybe once or twice a month. But he's never come into any other store in town." 

All that seemed to line up with what he told me.

"Why hasn’t he ever come into any other stores?" I ask, wanting to find out more about him.

"Well, his brother, Harvey, took care of most everything here in town. Though he would come into the grocery store and stock up on certain things, he’d never really talked to anybody. I have to say he didn't seem like a nice person. Just over a year ago, he was diagnosed with cancer. With his paranoia of doctors, he's refused treatment. 

So, Cash took care of his brother. While he was looking after his brother, Phoenix would come in and do his grocery runs for him. But his brother died not that long ago, and sooner or later he’d have to come into town. I don't know much more than that, but I'm glad you were able to help him."

"All those furs up at the store are his?" I want to know because I've been in there admiring them before. He makes handmade coats, and blankets, and the items are absolutely beautiful.

"Yeah, those are all his, but he doesn't do it for the money. Not only was his brother crazy smart, he was also some kind of financial genius. He had a patent on a few items and then sold them off and collected royalty checks every month. I'm guessing those would go to Cash now. Rumor has it that he's now worth a few billion dollars. But you know how the ladies around here like to gossip," she shrugs her shoulders. 

Then she gets called by one of the employees. When she added the last part about the gossip, it was her way of telling me not to believe everything I've heard. From past experience, I’ve learned firsthand around here that stories that are passed on from one person to the next often get exaggerated.

A blonde girl, who looks vaguely familiar steps up to my table.

"I'm so sorry I didn't mean to eavesdrop, but were you just talking about Cash? Was he just here?" 

I can’t help thinking that where there's money, there's always going to be people around.

"Yeah, he was here, and he just left."

"Well shoot. If I had known he'd been here, I'd have helped him out," she says.

Then with a far-off look on her face, she gazes out the door. Then she shakes her head and smiles at me.

"Shoot, I'm being rude. My name is Emelie," she says, holding out her hand to me as a giant walks up and stands beside her. Then it all clicks into place.

"Axel’s wife, right? We haven't met, but I've heard about you."

"That's right, this is my husband, Axel, and it doesn't surprise me that you've heard about me. We don't make it into town often, so it’s no wonder that we haven't run into each other before now."

Then she turns to her husband and explains what we were just talking about. While the man doesn't say anything, his face says everything. Mostly that he's glad his friend was getting out and into town, and that someone was there to help him.

"You’re new in town, right? We should grab some lunch sometime. Next Thursday we’ll be back to drop stuff off at the shop," she says when she turns back to me.

"Well, I'll be here if you have time to stop by."

"Perfect! See you next week," she says before turning back to look at her husband.

"You ready to head home, Little One?"

She nods, and he wraps his arm around her waist as they leave. You can see how utterly in love they are, and I hope to find that someday.

After editing for a few more hours, I finish and send it back to the author. Then I answer a few emails before the cafe is ready to start closing up. I place my dinner order along with an order for my neighbor, who is the sweetest little old lady. She doesn't get out much anymore, so I often bring her food and do her grocery shopping for her.

Jenna helps me carry the stuff to her car, and we stop by the community garden and pick some of the ripe vegetables and check on a few things before she drops me off at home.

As I warm up mine and Mrs. Tipton's dinner, I can't stop thinking about Cash. Is it possible he's never really been in a grocery store? I didn't want to pry and make him uncomfortable. But the more I learn about him, the more I want to invite him to come and hang out with me. I really hope he takes me up on it, as I'd like to get to know him. But my guess is, if he’s like any of the other mountain men, he's just going to keep to himself. Then I’d only see him every once in a while when he comes into town to get supplies. Yet there is just something about the way he made my heart race and how I felt utterly comfortable around him.

Not that I need a man in my life, but Cash wouldn't be a bad way to go. Once dinner is warmed up, I take it and head over to Mrs. Tipton's house. She's already waiting on the porch. Because there are so few months of nice weather here, anytime she can, she likes to eat outside. 

"Girl, if you moved any slower, you'd be walking over here and finding a skeleton in this chair instead of me. I've been waiting on this meatloaf sandwich all day long.”

After giving her some of my haul of her favorites from the community garden, I set the food on the table in front of her.

"So, what's the new gossip in town?" Even though she doesn't make it into town much anymore, she still likes to be kept up to date. But I also know there are people constantly on the phone with her giving gossip and the latest news.

"The Bailey girls got busted for hiding a dog in their garage. Apparently, it's been there for a few weeks and their parents just found out." I go on to tell her the story as it was told to me by the cashier. She had overheard it from one of the other ladies in town. Once I asked if anyone ever had a direct source for the gossip, and Mrs. Tipton just laughed at me and said that's not how gossip works.

"Mrs. Tipton, you grew up here in Whiskey River, right?"

"Born and raised!" She raises her chin, proud of that fact. 

"So, you would know everyone in town?" I ask, not quite sure of what I want to know. 

"Of course. Who are you asking about? Met some guy?" She raises her eyebrows waiting for me to spill.

"There's a guy who lives up on the mountain, Cash. His brother just died?" 

Her smile drops, and I know instantly that she knows who I'm talking about.

"Yeah, I know him."

I take a moment to think about what I want to ask and decide to ask the one question that has been on my mind ever since talking to Jana. 

"What happened to his parents?"

It's like a dark cloud passes over her as she looks past me onto the road. 

"That brother of his was crazy smart, you know. He sold a patent at sixteen and was a millionaire by the time he was eighteen. But he wasn't all there in the head. 

He was a hard child for his parents to handle. For a long time, he was an only child. But when he was eleven, his mother got pregnant, and that's when Cash was born. I remember that they were good people and always there for their kids at all the events. Cash was so proud of his brother, you know. Always wanting to be there when Harvey filed his patents."

A small smile crept across her face. 

"One night, his parents and Cash were coming home, and it was raining. His brother stayed behind. As they were coming over the mountain, his father lost control. The car rolled over the side of the mountain, and their parents died on impact. Cash was asleep in the backseat, buckled in his seat, and that’s what saved his life. His brother had just turned eighteen, so he became his guardian and lived with him." 

She takes a drink of her wine and still has a far-off look in her eyes. 

"I knew his parents and went to church with his mother. They were the kindest people you would have ever met. Good God-fearing people. I tried to reach out to his brother and help them out, but his paranoia got worse and we saw less and less of them. A few times, his brother ran people off with a shotgun, so we all stopped trying. The next time any of us saw Cash was when he started driving and visiting Jack's shop. He's kept to himself, and I don't think anyone has tried to reach out to him outside of the guys on the mountain and their wives." 

"Today he came into the grocery store. He looked so lost, I asked if he needed help and he let me help him get the stuff on his list. Even though he didn't talk much, he let me talk. I got the impression it was his first time ever in a grocery store."

"My guess is you would be right. His brother did all the shopping, and for a long time, Cash never came off that mountain. He's a smart boy, not like his brother, but in his own way. He can figure things out on his own real fast and he's proven it."

Thinking back, I remember watching him when he first got to the store. He stood and looked around and saw what other people did, and he fit right in. A little awkward but it was cute, and he let me help him, so he gets bonus points for that too. 

"I invited him to join me at the café any time he wants."

"That's good. Someone should reach out to him, but don't get your hopes up and don't be upset if he doesn't show. Those men up on that mountain are there for a reason. They like to be on their own. Though they are good people, they’re just a different breed."

"I know. I also met Axel and Emelie today. She wants to have lunch with me next week when they are in town." I change the subject and get the conversation moving on a different path even if my mind is still on Cash. 

I heard her warning loud and clear, but there is just something about Cash I'm not willing to give up on just yet. 
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