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      LOVE IN RIVERBEND -

      "The perfect feel-good stories, guaranteed to lift your spirits and make you believe in people." Elizabeth  Goodreads review

      

      Take the backroads, enjoy the soft breezes and fluffy clouds on your way to Riverbend, Indiana. Only a short drive from the hustle and bustle of big cities, Riverbend is a town you’ll never want to leave. With life-long friends and family, everyone knows one another, and everyone’s secrets. 

      

      This box set includes three low-angst and super steamy stories will make you believe in the power of love.

      

      LOVE IN RIVERBEND contains: QUINTESSENTIALLY THE ONE, ONE KISS, ONE STRING

      

      QUINTESSENTIALLY THE ONE: sexy, fun, secret-baby, second-chance, small-town contemporary romance

      ONE KISS: age-gap, best friend’s sister, small-town forbidden contemporary romance 

      ONE STRING: second-chance, enemies-to-lovers, fake-date, little-sister’s-best-friend, forbidden, stand-alone contemporary romance.
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      BOUND BY A PROMISE – Brutal Vows, book three - October 2024

      Arranged marriage, age-gap, forbidden, Mafia/cartel dangerous stand-alone romance

      

      ONE STRING – July 2024

      Aleatha’s Lighter Ones - Second-chance, enemies-to-lovers, fake-date, little-sister’s-best-friend, forbidden, stand-alone contemporary romance

      

      TILL DEATH DO US PART- Brutal Vows, book two -  June 2024

      Arranged marriage, enemies to lovers, Mafia/cartel, he falls first, stand-alone, dangerous romance

      

      NOW AND FOREVER – Brutal Vows, book one - May 2024

      Arranged marriage, age-gap, Mafia/cartel stand-alone romance

      

      LIGHT DARK – April 2024

      Cult, psychological thriller, forced proximity, romantic suspense stand-alone

      *Previously published through Thomas and Mercer as INTO THE LIGHT and AWAY FROM THE DARK

      

      REMEMBERING PASSION – Sinclair Duet book one – September 2023

      Scorching hot, second-chance romance filled with the suspense and intrigue

      

      REKINDLING DESIRE – Sinclair Duet, book two – October 2023

      Scorching hot, second-chance romance filled with the suspense and intrigue
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      Take the backroads, enjoy the soft breezes and fluffy clouds on your way to Riverbend, Indiana. Only a short drive from the hustle and bustle of big cities, Riverbend is a town you’ll never want to leave. With life-long friends and family, everyone knows one another, and everyone’s secrets.

      

      This box set includes three low-angst and super steamy stories will make you believe in the power of love.

      

      LOVE IN RIVERBEND contains: QUINTESSENTIALLY THE ONE, ONE KISS, ONE STRING

      

      QUINTESSENTIALLY THE ONE: sexy, fun, secret-baby, second-chance, small-town contemporary romance

      ONE KISS: age-gap, best friend’s sister, small-town forbidden contemporary romance

      ONE STRING: second-chance, enemies-to-lovers, fake-date, little-sister’s-best-friend, forbidden, stand-alone contemporary romance.
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      A secret-baby, second-chance contemporary stand-alone romance

      

      Quintessential~ “Representing the most perfect example of quality or class”

      

      A trip back to the small Indiana town of Riverbend to finalize my grandmother’s last will and testament throws my world off its axis. I wasn’t prepared to learn the stipulations of her will or that she’d left her beloved mercantile Quintessential Treasures to my college summertime love, Kandace Sheers.

      Imagine my greater surprise when I learn about the secret that’s been roaming Riverbend for the last five years. Here are a couple of hints:

      She’s five years old.

      She has her mother’s silky auburn hair and my golden eyes.

      The answer should be simple—I take responsibility for the girl and go back to Chicago where my life awaits.

      It turns out, Grandma had other plans because life’s never that simple.

      Have you been Aleatha’d?

      Enjoy this sweet, funny, and sexy secret-baby, second-chance contemporary stand-alone romance that brings back the feelings of what it’s like to be young and in love.
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        Dax

        Eight years ago

      

      

      Peeking over her shoulder Kandace giggles as she climbs the ladder up to the hayloft. “Hurry up.”

      Her long auburn hair sways down her back, stopping before her perfectly round ass covered by her blue-jean shorts. I can’t help but stare at her tanned long legs as I climb a few rungs behind her, balancing an old cooler under one arm.

      There’s something about Kandace, there always has been. Even though I don’t live in Riverbend year-round, I feel like we’ve known one another for our entire lives.

      Summers in Riverbend are supposed to show me life away from Chicago. Like every teenager, I complained about the small town, but the truth is that I like my summers with my grandparents. I enjoy the hard work that comes from helping my granddad’s friend Bruce Gordon on his farm. Each year, the town welcomes me back as if I never left.

      Kandace peers over the ledge as pieces of straw fall to the floor below. “What’s the matter, Dax, can’t keep up?”

      I take the remaining rungs two at a time until I’m standing on the loft. Dropping the cooler, I reach for Kandace’s waist and spin us around. With the moonlight streaming through the opening in the ceiling, I stare into her eyes. The color is a mesmerizing blue, light like the summer sky early in the morning. Her laugh energizes me as we both fall to the soft bales of hay, and I pull her on top of me.

      “Do you want a beer?”

      Lifting her face over mine, Kandace shakes her head. “I’m not one of the girls at IU. You don’t need to get me drunk.”

      I tuck a rogue strand of her silky hair behind her ear. “Have you thought about coming to IU?”

      “My degree may come from a community college, but it’s still a degree.”

      “Don’t you want to see more of the world than Riverbend?”

      Kandace rolls off me and stares up toward the rafters high above us. “I know you think this is some hick town, but look up there.”

      I follow her eyes to the large square opening in the roof. The purpose is an access to drop hay bales onto the loft. Through the opening, the velvet black sky twinkles with stars. “What do you see?”

      Kandace lifts her arms and clasps her hands behind her head. “I see the big world. I also see that we’re such a small part.”

      “I’m not going to be a small part.”

      “Everyone is.” She rolls toward me, wrapping her arm over my chest, and lifting her face as she stares at me. “It’s not bad. It’s like when I flew to visit Florida. From way up there in the sky, houses and cars are nothing but specks. People are even smaller. I like living where I’m more than a number, where I have friends and family.”

      I frame her face and stare at her features, her incandescent gaze, perky nose, high cheekbones, and full lips. She’s perfect without makeup or trying. “You’re not a speck, Kandace. You’re so much more than that. You could transfer to IU. Your grades are better than mine.”

      “You could transfer to the community college, and we could…” She doesn’t finish the sentence. Her words fade away to the cobwebs and summer heat.

      Finally, I speak, “You’re not, you know?”

      “I’m not what?”

      “Like the girls at IU. You’d blow them away with your looks, laugh, and smarts. You’re more than they are.” Still holding her cheeks, I pull Kandace toward me until our lips meet.

      My body roars to life as she kisses me back, our hunger not to be outdone by the other. My tongue is the first to breach her lips. She tastes sweet like peppermint as her tongue twists with mine. Beneath her thin t-shirt, her nipples bead against my chest as she moans.

      Reaching for the hem of her shirt, I pull it over her head as her long hair cascades over her shoulders. “Fuck.”

      Kandace’s smile grows.

      “You’re not wearing a bra,” I say, staring at her round breasts before me.

      “It’s not the only thing I forgot.”

      “You’re killing me, Kandace.” In one swoop, I have my shirt pulled over my head.

      Her fingers splay over my chest. When her eyes meet mine, she grins. “I remember when you were skinny and scrawny.”

      Between working summers on Mr. Gordon’s farm and football back in Chicago, I’m no longer the skinny boy who used to visit. Hauling bales of hay has a way of bulking a person up. It’s a better workout than summer football training. It took one year of farm work for my high school coach to approve my missing summer practice.

      Now that I’m about to be a sophomore at Indiana University, I no longer play football. That doesn’t mean I don’t work out during the school year. I do.

      I’m not the only one who has changed over the years.

      I lean down and suck one of Kandace’s nipples and then the other. Her back arches and her tanned flesh covers in goose bumps. “And I remember when you didn’t have this rack.” Or the soft curves.

      “It’s hardly a rack.” Her fingers weave through my hair as she pulls me toward her, and I continue my teasing of her breasts.

      “They’re perfect.”

      Sitting back, my gaze meets hers. She doesn’t say a word as I unsnap the front button on her shorts and tug on the zipper. With each movement, my heart thumps harder, the circulation echoing in my ears drowning out the night sounds of crickets and frogs. Even in the dark shadows I can tell that she isn’t wearing panties under her shorts.

      “I want to taste you.”

      She tugs on her lower lip. “I’ve never.”

      “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      Under the shimmer of the sky, she nods. “I trust you.”

      Her pussy glistens in the moonlight. I’d like to say that I’m well experienced in the sex department, but if I did, I’d be lying. At nineteen, this is my first time to go down on a girl. I heard stories. As Kandace spreads her legs for me, offering me this gift, I grow painfully hard beneath my jeans.

      I’m immediately addicted to her scent, sweet like her name. My first lick is as if I’m about to taste a new flavor of lollipop or popsicle.

      Fuck.

      If I could buy this, the stores would constantly be sold out.

      Not only does Kandace taste sweet, with just one lick, her legs tense and her hips buck. The second and third are even better.

      It’s as I swirl her clit that Kandace yells out. “Stop.”

      My entire body freezes, wondering what I did wrong. I’d told her I would stop if she asked. Keeping my word has never been so difficult. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No. I’m going to…come.”

      A smile spreads over my face. “That’s the point.”

      She leans up on her elbows. “I know, but…are you sure?”

      “Am I sure that I want to be the first one to make you come with my mouth? Yes.”

      “Okay,” she says in a whisper as she lays back her head.

      Adding my fingers to the mix, I lick and nip until her pussy pulsates, and I drink her essence.

      Crawling over her, I kiss her lips to show her how good she tastes.

      When her blue stare meets mine her cheeks are flush as she smiles. “That was…amazing.”

      I lie back on the hay and stare up at the ceiling, afraid that if I move I might too come. Soon, Kandace is over me, her nude body draped over my leg and torso.

      “Do you think Mr. Gordon knows that people use his barn…for this?”

      “I doubt he knows.”

      “I’ve heard rumors that this is the place many people have lost their virginity.”

      My eyes open wide. “Kandace.”

      “Where did you lose yours?” she asks.

      “I haven’t.”

      Her forehead falls to my shoulder. “Me either.”
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        Kandace

        Six years ago

      

      

      

      “Damn,” Chloe, my best friend, whispers, “Dax sure knows how to fill out a suit.”

      I look over, seeing Dax Richards sitting with his parents and grandma in the front pew. My best friend is right about the way he fills out his suit. And while I know from experience how sexy he is beneath the suit, I can’t help but concentrate on the sadness in his expression. It makes me want to go to him, to hold him, and give him a reason to smile.

      It’s been two years since I gave Dax my virginity. According to him, he’d given me the same gift. And yet we are what people might call friends-with-benefits. Geographically, we are only together during his visits to Riverbend and my few visits to IU. Although he’d tried to convince me to attend the large university, it only took me a couple of visits to realize that life on a big campus with a population five times that of our town isn’t for me.

      Occasionally, he and I text and call one another, but neither of us has made a commitment. That doesn’t mean I want to be with anyone else. It means I know that while my body and heart became his even before our first time, my mind has come to grips that there will never be a future for us.

      We both have one more year of undergraduate. While my plans include Riverbend, Daxton Richards has already been accepted to Indiana Law for a double master’s degree in law and business. His plans are to follow in his parents’ success. His mother is partner at a big law firm in Chicago, and his dad is a CFO of some gaming company that is doing very well. The days and nights of Dax in Riverbend are about to be history. The reason he is here now is further proof.

      The minister completes the eulogy for John Richards, Dax’s grandfather, and asks us to bow our heads in prayer. With my chin down, my eyes stay fixed on Dax. Maybe it is because he thought no one would see or was watching, but during the prayer he wipes a tear from his cheek. His father sits on one side of Ruth, Dax’s grandmother, and Dax is sitting on the other.

      While I don’t know his parents well, everyone in town loves his grandparents. They own a shop on Main Street called Quintessential Treasures. While finishing my classes, I’m working part time with his grandparents—now only Ruth.

      After the service at the cemetery, we all go back to the church for a dinner in the basement. The large dining hall is filled with long tables and chairs. All of the ladies in town contributed to the potluck. By the time my parents, Chloe, and I get down to the hall, it appears there is enough food to feed all of Riverbend.

      “Kandace,” Ruth calls, lifting her hand when she sees me.

      My throat clogs and tears prick my eyes as I go to her. Even though she has to be in her seventies, Ruth is spry and full of energy. “I’m so sorry, Ruth,” I say.

      She lifts her chin. “I had over fifty years with the love of my life. One day, we’ll be together through eternity. I know I’ll miss him every day, but I also know my Jack. He doesn’t want me sad. For him, I’ll smile until we meet again.”

      I don’t understand how Jack is a nickname for John, but it is.

      I wrap my arms around Ruth’s slender shoulders. “If you need anything.”

      The church’s dining hall is filling up as more and more people arrive. As I hug Ruth, Dax steps closer.

      Ruth reaches for my hand and Dax’s. She turns to her grandson, looking up at him with love and pride. “Did you know that Kandace is working for me?”

      His sad golden eyes meet mine. “Thanks for helping Grandma.”

      “I like the store.”

      Ruth puts our hands together. “You two catch up, and remember, Jack doesn’t want tears. He wants you to remember him with a smile.”

      Dax takes my hand and walks with me to the wall away from the food lines that are forming on both sides of a long buffet. When he looks down at me, I see the sadness Ruth said her husband wouldn’t want.

      “Do you want some food?” I ask, looking at the gathering people.

      He shakes his head. “I’d like to get out of here.”

      “Will your parents mind?”

      “How about a drink?”

      There are only a few drinking establishments in Riverbend—Bob’s and Decoy Ducks. “Unless you want to get out of town, you’re going to get the same condolences there as here.”

      “How about a walk?” he says.

      Without a word, we climb the back steps of the church like salmon swimming upstream. Dax nods as each person offers condolences. Once at the top of the concrete stairs, we open the door to the parking lot. The late summer sky is filled with shades of gray. The trees sway in the strong breeze as if even nature is mourning John’s passing. Dax lifts his chin to the sky and closes his eyes.

      I can’t take it any longer. I reach for his arm. “I want to help.”

      He takes my hand and begins to walk. His grip is strong and tight, filled with determination. I’m not certain where we’re going as my heeled shoes click on the concrete in time with Dax’s steps, and the dress I wore to the funeral blows in the breeze. For the first few minutes, we walk without talking. It’s as if our connection is Dax’s lifeline. His hold of my hand is stopping him from flying away.

      We pass few people as we walk past the bank and post office and head north of town.

      The sidewalk ends as we continue along the gravel edge of the street. At our sides, the corn stalks are taller than Dax, and the mature ears are large with white hair, indicating that harvest will be soon. As Dax leads me down a path we’ve taken many times, I know our destination.

      The fact that I am walking in heels and a dress through a forest doesn’t register as much as the man at my side. He’s grown more handsome every year. His chiseled jaw is tight and his eyes, the golden color of winter wheat, stare straight ahead as we continue walking. Soon the trees open to a grassy bank at the edge of a pond.

      When we were kids, we swam in the murky water to an island in the center. Due to its size, the pond would warm early in the swimming season. As we approach it, I recall the mucky bottom. The island is now overgrown with grass, bushes, and trees.

      Letting go of my hand, Dax looks up at the clouds. “Do you want to know what I told my grandpa the last time we spoke?”

      The pain in his deep voice made my chest hurt. “Dax, John knew you loved him.”

      “I told him I couldn’t come here this summer.”

      He hadn’t.

      It is the first summer without Dax here…until now.

      “You have your internship,” I say. “He understood.”

      Dax shakes his head and stuffs his hands deep into his pant pockets. “I said I’d come later and now, there’s no later.”

      “He told everyone that you had a summer job at a big brewery in Indianapolis.” I grin. “He said you’d be bringing him craft beer.”

      Dax exhales and sits on the grass in his suit. When his golden eyes meet mine, they are moist with unshed tears. “I can never talk to him again.”

      Sitting beside him, I tuck my dress around my knees and lay my hand on his arm. “Ruth is still here.”

      “My dad sucks as a son.”

      I snicker. “I guess as long as he’s a good dad...”

      “Yeah, he missed that boat too. I used to hate leaving home every summer.” He turns and cups my cheek. “And then I hated leaving here, leaving you.”

      As I feel the warmth of his touch, the lump returns to my throat.

      “I also thought,” he goes on, “that by visiting my grandparents, I was stepping in where dad didn’t.” He lets go of my face and turns his attention toward the pond.

      “My mom told me something.” I hug my knees and look out at the waves on the water. “She said that if I decide to leave Riverbend, she’ll never stop loving me. She said that parents need to give their kids two things—roots and wings.” I turn to Dax. “John and Ruth gave that to your dad. He chose wings.”

      “They gave that to me too, I guess—the roots part anyway.” He turns to me. “Why don’t you date?”

      “I date,” I say with a shrug.

      “Oh, you never mention it.”

      There isn’t anything to mention. No one else who matters.

      “What about you?” I ask.

      “I date.”

      Nodding, I take off my shoes and wiggle my toes in the long grass. “I could say I’ve never met anyone to be serious with, but that wouldn’t be completely true.”

      “Whoever he is, I bet Justin wants to kick his ass.”

      I grin at the reference to my older and protective brother. “Nah, he likes you.”

      Dax reaches for my hand and brings it to his lips. “Come to Indy with me next year. You’ll have your degree. You can work or take more classes. The city offers more options.”

      “My dad…” I take a ragged breath.

      “What?” The sadness in Dax’s expression is replaced with concern.

      “He suffered a mild heart attack last June.”

      “Christ, Kandace, you never told me.”

      “What were you going to do? Come down here and hold my hand at the hospital?”

      “Yeah.” He squeezes my hand in his. “I could do that.”

      “I don’t want to move that far away.”

      “Justin is here now.”

      “And he’s helping Dad with the farm.”

      “What do you want,” he asks. “If you could write a book about your future, what would it say?”

      I gave his question some thought. “You know the stuff your grandparents—grandma sells in Quintessential Treasures?”

      “Mostly junk.”

      “No, it’s not,” I say, my voice taking on a new tone. “It’s all made by local producers. Small towns like ours have trouble surviving. I want to help Riverbend survive. I don’t want it to be another Indy or Evansville. I want to help people here make a living doing what they want to do. I had this project for a class.” I can’t stop talking. “I had to draft a business proposal. I used Quintessential Treasures as the model, but I brought it into the future: online sales, mass marketing. I added other products, things that could be manufactured right here.”

      As I speak, the wind picks up.

      “I know you can do whatever you set your mind to do.” Dax stands as thunder rumbles in the distance. Offering me his hand, he says, “We need to find a place to wait out the storm.”

      I’m not certain if he means the literal storm or what is happening back at the church and later at his grandmother’s home. It doesn’t matter. I will take his hand and wait out whatever storm he wants.

      “Gordon’s farm is over that ridge,” he says.

      I pick up my shoes and grin. “I can beat you to the hayloft.”
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        Kandace

        Present time

      

      

      

      “When does he get to town?” Chloe asks as she carries a box of candles from the back room to the shelf near the window.

      “Who?” I ask with all the innocence I can muster.

      “Don’t you dare who me. You’re the one who told me Dax is coming to Riverbend.”

      “Coming and going,” I mumble.

      Crouching down, I begin to remove the jarred candles from the box and line them up on the shelf before Quintessential Treasures opens at ten a.m. I have plenty of time, but stocking shelves isn’t my only responsibility.

      “Kandi,” Chloe prompts.

      If she wasn’t my best friend, I wouldn’t or couldn’t be as honest. We’ve known one another most of our lives. She knows my secrets and I know hers.

      Looking up, I take in her petite frame, her dark curly hair cut in a short bob, and her questioning stare as I shrug my response. “I don’t know for sure when he’s supposed to arrive. Mr. Murphy, Ruth’s attorney, said the sale can’t be completed until the executor signs off. At first, even Mr. Murphy wasn’t telling me the name of the executor.” I push a candle toward the back of the shelf, bringing the older ones to the front. “Why isn’t it Dax’s dad?”

      Chloe smiles. “Ruth got you.” She laughs. “That sweet old lady is playing matchmaker from heaven.”

      Standing, I brush the dust from the packaging off my hands and blue jeans. “She didn’t get me. She respected my wishes while she was alive.”

      Chloe nods. “She did. That’s why she’s in heaven. However, you know she had this planned.”

      “What? Do you think Ruth thought, Hey, I should die and let fate work out the rest?”

      “No, she knew her obligation to keep her word had a statute of limitations.”

      “Oh, so she surmised that when I see Dax again, I’ll get all sentimental, or will I be hot and bothered?” I shake my head. “Or maybe when Dax sees me, he’ll remember that one time long ago when he used the L word, the night before he got in his car and drove away forever?”

      “Ruth believed in the impossible.”

      “Impossible is an understatement.” I survey the store, looking for anything that needs to be restocked before I turn the sign and unlock the front door. The sidewalks are filling with patrons from near and far, people passing by the windows. “I don’t need Dax; I’ve done well without him.”

      Chloe just looks at me.

      I reach for my friend’s hand. “I have you.”

      Her lips come together. “Not the same. I mean, I love you…”

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. He never wanted a life here. Right now, I just want to keep the store running.” I take a deep breath, surveying the boxes. “Thank you for your help.” My gaze goes to the candles still in the box at my feet. They are handmade by a farmer about fifty miles away with beeswax and added scents. They’re one of the hot items here at Quintessential Treasures as well as a slew of other locally produced merchandise. This was John and Ruth’s vision, to create a place where local people could sell their wares and buy products made by their neighbors.

      Chloe leans against the shelves and crosses her arms over her chest.

      I know that look she’s giving me.

      “It doesn’t matter?” she asks.

      My blue gaze meets Chloe’s light brown one. “I mean, it’s inconsequential. What matters is that I loved John and Ruth. They were quintessentially great people, and because of them, I love this store. I’m the right person to keep Quintessential Treasures running. Hell, I can finally do what I couldn’t convince Ruth to do—take this baby online. Ruth knew that I’m capable of not only keeping this store going, but bringing it into present day. The executor just needs to sign the paperwork and go back to his big job and happy life in Chicago.”

      “His name is Dax. Daxton Richards.” Her eyes open wide. “And you know where he works?”

      I know his name. I’m purposely avoiding saying it.

      “Ruth mentioned it,” I reply with a shrug. “His name was in her address book when I helped contact people for the funeral” I sigh. “I miss her.”

      Ruth and John started this store long before I was born. It’s not that I want to go down memory lane. No, that route will take me back to the summers long ago when Dax visited his grandparents.

      Over the years, he changed from an awkward kid into a handsome teenager and then into a hot-as-hell man. That was true six years ago. I’m not ready to find out where he now stands on the sexy scale. Truth is, I’ve changed over time too. The last time I saw Dax was the summer before his senior year at Indiana University. He had big plans that included law and business school. Those future plans never sounded as if they included me or anyone for that matter.

      “Who contacted him for the funeral?” Chloe asks. “Was he contacted?”

      “Yes, but not by me.” My stomach twists at the memory of seeing his name penned in Ruth’s handwriting. “He was out of the country. That’s why he wasn’t here.”

      “I wondered. His parents were here.”

      I nod. “They said hi.”

      Chloe tilts her head. “They never knew?”

      My head shakes. “I asked Ruth not to tell them.” My thoughts go to the best and worst thing that ever happened to me. “I never knew them well. They didn’t visit much. I didn’t think blindsiding them at Ruth’s funeral was a good idea.”

      That last night I saw Dax, the two of us stole away to Mr. Gordon’s barn. It was the night of John’s funeral. While our night together wasn’t planned, it also wasn’t impulsive or rushed. It was a connection, one I thought we both shared.

      Dax was my first, and he said I was his. We’d been smart and used a condom, the first time. That night in the barn wasn’t our first time.

      Six years later, I am no closer to knowing if anything he said that night was true. I only know that according to Mr. Murphy, Dax is coming to town, and seeing as I’m required to be present for the stipulations Ruth set to allow me to buy the store, I won’t be able to avoid him.

      That’s fine.

      He can come, sign his name, and leave.

      Daxton Richards owes me nothing.

      Years ago, I only asked one thing of him: for him to come back to Riverbend.

      He couldn’t do that then.

      I don’t need him now.

      I shake my head as I smile at my friend. “Thank you again for your help.”

      She brushes the dust from her workout clothes. “I need to run. I have a client at nine.” Her expression turns serious. “You know, I’m always happy to help you. So are Mom, Linda, and your mom. It’s been a few months since Ruth passed. When are you going to hire some help? Business hasn’t slowed. If anything it’s increased. And if you open the online store, you’ll be swamped. You can’t keep up this pace.”

      My lips curl in a feigned grin. “I can.”

      “Yeah, girl, you’re superwoman. I get that. But seriously...”

      “Seriously,” I jump in, “I need to know that Quintessential Treasures is mine before I make any hires or big changes. I’ve talked with Mr. Murphy, and he says that as long as the executor is in charge of John and Ruth’s estate, I’m legally only an employee.” I shiver at a concern I’ve fostered since learning the identity of the executor.

      “What are you thinking, Kandi?”

      “What if Dax goes against the will? What if he fires me?”

      “Can he do that?”

      “I don’t know. This is my livelihood.” I take a deep breath. “You know that I’ve been thinking about fixing the old office space upstairs into an apartment for Molly and me. I mean the farm is great, but I think we should move away from my parents.”

      Chloe nods.

      “Living upstairs is my idea, not Mom’s or Dad’s. They’ve been great, but once I own the store, I can make a home for us.” I smile a sad smile. “Ruth wanted this for Molly and me.”

      “He can’t fire you,” Chloe assures me. “This is your store.”

      “Not until he signs the paper.”

      “Mick was telling me about your plans upstairs. It’s been a long time, but I’d love to go up there and see for myself. Maybe I can help too.”

      Mick is Chloe’s fiancé and a local building contractor.

      “I’d love that.”

      A jingle from the back room catches our attention. Chloe and I both turn toward the back of the store. Before we can make it to the doorway, my legs are surrounded by small arms, and Joyce from the diner two doors down is grinning our way, holding Molly’s book bag.

      “Thank you, Joyce,” I say as I crouch down to Molly’s height, staring into her bright golden eyes, the color of her father’s. “Did you have a good breakfast?”

      My daughter nods, her auburn pigtails bouncing. “Joyce let me have pancakes.”

      That explains the strong aroma of maple syrup. My gaze meets Joyce’s. “Thank you, that was nice.”

      “And a big glass of milk,” Joyce says. “Molly’s all set for her day at school.” She lifts the backpack. “I even packed her a lunch.”

      I shake my head, talking to Molly, “You have lunch money on your card.”

      “But I like Joyce’s food better.”

      Joyce’s voice brims with laughter. “You can’t argue with a child with taste.”

      Smiling, I look up at Joyce. At nearly sixty years old, she is as big of a part of Riverbend as Quintessential Treasures. “Thank you.”

      “Same time tomorrow?” she asks.

      “If you’re sure it’s okay.”

      Joyce waves me off.

      I reach for Molly’s hand. “Let’s get your teeth brushed, and then it’s time to get you to the school.”

      “I want to ride the bus, Momma. Lori and Amber ride the bus.”

      A month into the school year and Molly already has friends. That’s not really true. Molly has known Lori and Amber since they were all babies. Just as I know their mothers and fathers.

      My lungs fill with air as I take a deep breath.

      This is Molly’s first year of school, and if I am honest, I’m not ready for her independence. “How about,” I propose to my daughter, “I take you to school in the mornings, and I call the bus garage, and arrange for the bus to bring you here—to the store—each afternoon after school?”

      Molly’s smile minus her bottom front teeth grows. “Yes.”

      “Then it’s settled.” I peek out to the front storeroom after looking at my watch. Chloe’s pale expression catches me by surprise. “What happened?”

      Chloe shakes her head and gestures toward the front windows that look out onto Main Street. “He’s here.”

      I swallow as my stomach drops, and I hold tighter to Molly’s hand. “Here?”

      Chloe nods. “I just saw him walk by. He turned and looked in the window, but I don’t think he saw me. I’d guess he’s headed to the diner.”

      I turn to Joyce with the panicky feeling that comes with Dax’s presence. “If he asks...”

      Her lips come together as she shakes her head. “Child, this is your town. We all have your back.”

      I let out a long breath and turn back to Chloe. “You’re sure it was him?”

      “Yeah, Kandi. I’d recognize that golden stare and solid body anywhere.”

      “He hasn’t changed?” I ask. “Like maybe a beer belly or early-onset baldness?”

      “My look was quick, but if you ask me from that peek if he’s changed, it’s only for the better.”
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      Walking along Main Street takes me back to my years of visits. It’s as if I have two hometowns, Oakmont, the one where I lived and went to school outside Chicago, and also Riverbend. This is the kind of town that welcomes loved ones of loved ones. I never felt like an outsider here.

      And yet it has been too long.

      Now, I’m not sure about the reception I’ll receive.

      Up ahead on the sidewalk, I watch as an elderly man on a bench turns my direction, opens his eyes wide, and stands. His bent frame is an outward sign of his years of hard manual labor on his large farm north of town.

      A smile comes to my face. I wasn’t sure if he was still alive.

      Bruce Gordon was my grandpa John’s good friend and the man I worked for during my summers. Today he’s sitting on a bench outside the shops on Main Street.

      “As I live and breathe,” Bruce says, slapping my shoulder. “Look at you, Dax Richards.” He grins as thousands of lines deepen on the skin of his sun-baked face. He scans from my loafers to my slacks and button-down shirt.

      I’m dressed for my meeting with Grandma’s attorney. He wants to talk to me alone before I sign off on the provisions of her will.

      “Or are you Daxton now, a big deal from the Windy City?”

      “Still just Dax, Mr. Gordon.”

      “How’s life up there in Chicago?”

      That is a loaded question that I’m not ready to answer with full honesty. In a nutshell, life in Chicago is hectic and busy. I’ve been concentrating on moving up the ladder of success instead of living a life. Hell, I was even in London when my grandmother passed. It seems as though I’ve become what I never wanted to be—my parents.

      Being back in Riverbend reminds me how simple and satisfying life can be.

      “You know what they say,” I respond. “Rat race.”

      “Remember, it’s better to be a bystander instead of one of the rats.”

      “That seems like sound advice.”

      Mr. Gordon nods. “Everyone sure is sorry about your grandmother. Ruth was loved by one and all. I miss seeing her smile at Quintessential Treasures.”

      I nod as I take a deep breath. “That’s why I’m here.”

      “Ruth had a big heart. She knew what she was doing.”

      I start to ask if Bruce means about leaving the store to Kandace Sheers—of all people—but I stop. First, it isn’t a bequeathal because the will specifies that the transaction will include a monetary payment, a common practice to avoid taxes. Nevertheless, that practice also undervalues Quintessential Treasures, something that as the executor of the will I can’t condone. Second, even though this is a small town, surely not everyone knows the details of my grandmother’s will. “That’s what I’m here to find out.”

      “Some of the boys you used to hang out with are in the diner. They have breakfast most mornings before heading to work.”

      “That’s where I’m headed. Cory invited me and told me not to be late.”

      Mr. Gordon smiles. “Good boy, Cory.” He looks at his watch. “You better hurry.”

      Cory is now a vice-principal at the local elementary school, but to a man like Mr. Gordon, he’s still a good boy. Cory is one of the friends from Riverbend I’ve stayed in contact with. We both attended Indiana University, giving us a connection beyond the summertime streets, parks, and ball fields of Riverbend.

      As I start to walk away, Mr. Gordon reaches for my arm. “I know you’ll do what’s right, Dax. Ruth knew that too.”

      “I’m going to try, Mr. Gordon.”

      Something about his statement prickles my skin. Before I can give it more thought, I’m at the door of the Main Street Diner and peering through the glass windows. A bell jingles as I enter. Cory is the first person I spot. Throwing a few bills on the table he comes my way, shaking his head. “Dax, are you living on Chicago time?”

      “Shit,” I mumble, looking at my watch and the clock above the door. “I am.”

      “Well, I need to head to the school, but fix your damn watch and we’ll reschedule. Hey, some of us are headed to Decoy Ducks tonight. You should join us and catch up.”

      “Who is some of us?”

      “Most everyone. Tonight’s the last softball game of the season. We need to celebrate our record.”

      I recall playing baseball during the summer with these guys. “You won. That’s great.”

      Cory lowers his voice. “We weren’t swept. That’s a win. See you at nine at Decoy’s or come by the ball fields at seven thirty and watch us strike out.”

      “Just like the good ole days.”

      He punches my arm. “Not everyone can hit it out of the park.”

      Before Cory turns to leave, another man I should recognize joins us near the door. “Shit, Dax, is that really you?”

      Cory leans in. “Dax, you remember Ricky.”

      I offer my hand. “Hey, it’s been a while.”

      After we shake, Ricky nudges Cory. “If Dax is in town, I say we make him an honorary teammate and let him play with us tonight. We can show those assholes from Trevor our secret weapon.”

      “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve hit a ball or worn a glove?” I ask.

      “I guarantee you won’t make us worse,” Ricky jokes. “Besides, the guys will be glad to see you.”

      “So?” Cory asks.

      I shrug. “Do you have an extra glove?”

      “He’s in,” Ricky announces loudly to a large round table near the back of the restaurant.

      One of the sets of eyes that meets mine are those of Justin Sheers. He has the same color hair as his sister—or as I remember. Nevertheless, I don’t understand why he’s looking at me the way he is.

      Standing as tall as my six feet-plus will allow, I walk back to the table of men who I’d first met as boys. It’s a bit of a surprise that these individuals have stayed so close over the years. The kids I went to school with in the suburbs of Chicago have all moved on to here or there. Even those who still live close have their own lives, ones that rarely intersect with one another’s.

      “Hi.”

      “Good to see you,” comes from most present, along with the obligatory condolences for Grandma Ruth.

      “So you’re going to play ball tonight?” Mick Reynolds asks as he finishes his coffee.

      Before I can answer, Justin stands. “Might want to figure out your time zone first, Richards. I thought expensive watches knew better.”

      I lift my wrist. “I left the expensive one in the safe, and you’re right. I’m not sure why my phone didn’t make the time change.”

      “Staying at Miss Ruth’s house?” Mick asks.

      “No, my folks have been working to ready it for sale. I spent the night over in Washington.”

      “If you need a key,” Mick offers, “Kandace has one.”

      The sound of her name makes the small hairs on my neck stand to attention.

      “Forget about Kandace,” Justin says, coming closer to me. “I’m sure someone else has a key. If you need one, I’ll call around or I can get the one from her.”

      I lift my hands as his approach becomes too close. “I’ve got a key. I just thought it would be better not to mess up the hard work of the contractors.”

      “Forget about Kandace anyway.”

      I shake my head. “Whoa, Sheers. I’m here for Quintessential Treasures. That’s all.”

      Justin stands tall, inflating his chest. “From what I hear, you just need to sign the paperwork. Ruth and John planned out the rest.”

      Mick comes closer and slaps my back. “Hate to interrupt this friendly reunion, but we all need to head out. See you tonight.”

      “Yeah, see you tonight.”

      The table with chairs that held eight people moments ago is now surrounded by empty seats.

      “Hey, honey.”

      I turn and meet Joyce Simpleton’s smile and shining dark eyes. “Joyce. You still here?”

      “And where do I have to go?” She tilts her head toward the booths to the side of the room. “Grab a seat. I’ll bring you some coffee.”

      “Black. Thank you.”

      When she arrives with the filled cup and saucer, she speaks softly, “They were talking about your return. Thought maybe you got lost. You know, forgotten your way?”

      “No, it was my⁠—”

      “Good to see you, Dax,” she interrupts. “Mick was right. No reason to be staying at a hotel. Ruth’s house is just sitting there.”

      “It’s part of her estate.”

      “And last I heard you’re the executor.”

      A smile comes to my lips. “So everyone does know about her will.” It isn’t really a question.

      “We know John and Ruth were two of the best. We know your folks have been here, but Chicago is a lot closer than Florida. That’s why Ruth named you as the executor.”

      Florida is where my parents now live.

      I take a deep breath. “May I ask you a question?”

      “Honey, you can ask. I can’t promise I’ll answer.”

      “What can you tell me about Kandace Sheers?”

      “Pretty broad question,” she replies. “What do you want to know?”

      “Is she still here in Riverbend?”

      Joyce nods.

      “She married?”

      Her lips come together. “Son, move to town for a few days while you’re working things out. Open your eyes and see what there is to see. Keep your ears open too. You just might learn a thing or two.”

      “Did you hear what Sheers said?” When she shakes her head, I continue, “He told me to forget about her.”

      “Have you?”

      “I thought I had. I convinced myself I had until I drove through Riverbend last night. Now I can’t get her off my mind.”

      “How about you?” Joyce asks. “Married. Engaged. Gay. Dating.”

      Again I smile as it’s my turn to shake my head. “None of the above.”

      “What can I get you to eat?”

      I look at my watch and mentally add an hour. “Shit, I’m meeting with Jeffrey Murphy in half an hour.”

      “Plenty of time, seeing as his office is across the street and up the stairs.”

      “Joyce, are you trying to convince me of the advantages of small-town living?”

      “Don’t need to. They speak for themselves.”

      “I’ll take a Western omelet.”

      “Hash browns or fruit bowl?”

      “Both.”

      With a nod and a smile she is gone. A quick look at my phone tells me that it is on the right time. It is me and my old watch that aren’t.
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      “What are you doing here?” Justin asks as he climbs up the aluminum stands to where Chloe and I are sitting.

      I look at my friend. She grins and I turn back to my brother. “Getting ready to watch the final game of the season. I’d say to watch you guys beat Trevor, but we know that’s unlikely.” When my brother doesn’t grin, I add, “I think what we’re doing is obvious.”

      His blue eyes, darker than mine, scan all around us. “Where’s Molly?”

      “She’s at the farm with Mom. The game won’t be over until after her bedtime. She has school.”

      He lets out a sigh.

      The bleachers ring with the sound of footsteps on the aluminum.

      My brother looks from side to side as his volume lowers. “You should know, he’s going to be here.”

      Even though I know the answer, I do as I did this morning and play dumb. “He?”

      “Richards. Ricky asked him to play tonight.”

      My circulation races with memories of summer baseball games, watching all the guys, including Dax, play. He was always the best, much to my brother’s chagrin. I heard that he’d stopped at the diner, but I had no idea he’d be at the game tonight.

      “We can go,” Chloe whispers.

      “No.” I sit taller. “I don’t care where he is. I just want him to sign the papers and leave town.” My gaze meets my brother’s. “I’m not hiding from him.”

      “Didn’t he meet with Murphy today?” Justin asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know what he’s done or doing. Mr. Murphy said he’d call when he had more information.”

      My brother’s voice is a low growl. “Stay away from him, Kandi. I swear I’ll kick his ass.”

      “You could try.”

      Why am I sticking up for Dax?

      “He’s gotten soft,” Justin says as he puffs out his chest. “I fucking work for a living.”

      My brother is good looking, in the way a sister sees her brother. Since graduating from Purdue, he’s taken over most of the business of our parents’ farm. Dad is still present and relinquishing control a little at a time. With over 1500 acres the two of them work side by side with the hands they hire.

      Justin continues, “Stay away from him. And keep Molly away from him. He doesn’t belong here.” With that, Justin turns and steps down the bleachers, two seats at a time.

      Chloe lays her hand on my arm. “Let’s go. I didn’t know he would be here. We could get a drink at Bob’s or head to the Tastee Freeze for ice cream. I don’t care. I think Dax Richards’s return warrants one or the other, booze or ice cream. I’ll let you decide.”

      As we talk, the stands fill with friends, siblings, spouses, and children all ready to cheer on our hometown team. The familiar greetings and smiles remind me of what Joyce told me this morning.

      This is my town.

      I shake my head. “No. I’m not letting him push me away from this ballgame. If Dax is as soft as Justin says, that visual will sustain me for the future.”

      Chloe sits back and side-eyes me. “He didn’t look soft when I saw him this morning.”

      The Trevor team is on the field warming up as our team congregates behind the hometown bleachers.

      Chloe’s fingers grip my thigh. “Holy heaven almighty. I think Justin needs to get his eyes checked.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t turn but let me say—not soft.”

      I straighten my back and keep my focus on the field. “Stop it. Dax Richards has always been good-looking. So what?”

      Chloe nibbles on her lower lip.

      “Stop it.”

      She inhales. “If Mick and I weren’t engaged…”

      I laugh. “You’re not that easily swayed. Besides, you and Mick have been on and off forever.” I peer down at the engagement ring on her finger. “I’m glad he’s finally making an honest woman out of you.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Chloe says with a huge grin.

      Mick’s expression is as solemn as Justin’s, yet his eyes are set only on Chloe until he reaches her and lowers his lips to hers. “I forgot to tell you something,” he says to Chloe and turns to me. “Shit, this is my fault. It slipped my mind, and I feel awful. Maybe you two might want to go do something else tonight.”

      “I offered drinks and ice cream,” Chloe says. “Kandi wants to watch you guys lose.”

      His dark eyes come to mine. “So you know?”

      A scoff escapes my lips. “Riverbend is pretty small. Yeah, I know.”

      “I don’t know what” —his head shakes— “if you two decide you want to talk…let me warn you, Justin is hot.”

      Chloe reaches for his scruffy cheek. “Are you telling me that you’re checking out guys these days?”

      Mick grins. “Hot, baby. You’re hot. Justin needs no incentive to get into a knock-down, drag-out with Richards.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I say. “Please keep an eye on my brother.”

      “He just cares about you, Kandi. Can’t blame a guy for looking out for his sister and niece.”

      A deep voice shouts from behind us.

      “That’s my call,” Mick says. “I’ll keep an eye on Justin. You make sure he doesn’t have reason to start swinging.”

      When Mick makes his way down the bleachers, I sigh. “I wish I could move time forward, get the damn papers signed, and go back to the way it is.”

      “Most people want to move time back,” Chloe says.

      I smile at my friend who happens to also be a therapist, a recreational therapist who works at the hospital in Washington. “Maybe you should expand your therapy into relationship counseling.”

      “I should,” she says with a grin. “I’m so great at them.”

      “You and Mick are good.” All at once, my mouth goes dry as the Riverbend team takes the field. It isn’t that Dax sticks out only because, Lord, help me, Chloe is right: he’s not soft. He’s also the only one wearing a blue shirt. The rest of the team is in orange.

      The way my heart thumps against my breastbone, I expect Chloe to hear it and ask to check my watch for my heart rate. I breathe in and out. Rubbing my moist palms over my jean-clad thighs, I try to look away.

      I can’t.

      Six years.

      Seeing Dax again shouldn’t affect me this way.

      It’s the same way I felt the night of John’s funeral, lying with Dax, beside Dax, and in his arms. That night he’d done the worst possible thing to me. Something unforgivable.

      He said he loved me.

      And then he was gone.

      Until now.

      The crack of the bat drags my attention to the softball. A Trevor player tosses the bat as he rounds first base. The ball sails into the outfield, appearing as if it will clear the fence.

      “A Trevor home run is not a good start,” Chloe says.

      Everyone is on their feet as the handsome man in the only blue shirt runs backward and leaping, pulls the ball from the sky.

      “Out,” the umpire yells.

      And just like when he was a kid, Daxton Richards gets cheered by Riverbend.
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      As we crest the hill, the skies open and torrents of rain fall in sheets from above. A few steps ahead of me, Kandace laughs as she runs. For a moment in time, I forget about my grandfather and the future. As my suit is drenched and Kandace’s dress sticks to her beautiful curves, my only thought is getting us out of the rain.

      Lightning crisscrosses from cloud to cloud as thunder rumbles the ground beneath our feet.

      Lengthening my strides, I catch Kandace just as she slips on the wet grass. Her blue eyes come to mine as she takes my hand. Together, we hurry past the trees with the outline of our finish line barely visible through the downpour. Mud splatters as we refuse to slow. What was dry ground turns to running streams and my shoes slosh with each step.

      We’re both breathing heavily as I push the barn door open. From this side of the large structure, there’s no climbing a ladder. We enter directly at the level of the hayloft. Once we’re both inside, I grip the handle of the door and pull it closed.

      As water drips down my face, I turn to the vision at my side. With her auburn hair soaking wet and her dress plastered to her skin, Kandace is an angel on earth as she wipes the rain from her face. “That came fast.”

      “Fuck.”

      I wipe the wetness from my hair and taking off my suit coat, shake it out. My suit is ruined and so are my shoes. I don’t care. When I look over, Kandace has her arms wrapped around her midsection and is peering up at the opening in the roof as rain continues to fall to the hayloft. The walls echo with thunder merely a second after the inside of the barn brightly flashes as lightning streaks through the sky, only to fade into the shadows seconds later.

      I reach for her hand. “Come this way.”

      Kandace’s hand is cool in mine as we climb a stack of remaining hay bales. In another few months, harvest will be here, and this entire loft will be filled with hay. Once we get away from the rain to a drier spot, I wrap my arm around her and pull her against me. “Are you cold?”

      Her body shivers as she nods. “Who would have thought? It was eighty yesterday.”

      My mouth goes dry as I stare into her beautiful blue gaze. I’m living in one of those moments, one that feels surreal. From being overwhelmed with grief only a short time ago, my thoughts are now completely and totally consumed with the woman before me.

      My stare lingers on Kandace’s.

      Time ceases to move.

      The rain and wind no longer register.

      Leaning down, I kiss her lips before reaching for the buttons lined down the front of her dress. One by one, I open them. Dropping to my knees, I undo the final buttons as her dress gapes open, revealing her sexy body now only covered by her bra and panties.

      Still on my haunches, I look up. “I didn’t suggest going on a walk for this.”

      Kandace’s soft hand comes to my cheek. “The way you look at me.” She shakes her head. “I can’t describe how it makes me feel.” She grins as her hands fall to my shoulders. “My hands and feet are cold, but you just looking at me—you warm me from the inside.”

      My voice lowers an octave. “I’m looking at you like you’re the most beautiful woman in the world because you are.”

      Her voice is soft as the drumming of the rain on the roof registers. “I only feel that way with you.”

      Standing, I push the wet dress from her shoulders, letting it fall to a puddle near her bare feet. The sound of the storm again fades as I gently push damp strands of hair away from her face. “I want to spend tonight with you. I want to get so fucking lost in you that I forget about everything and everyone else.”

      Like a statue of a goddess before me in only her bra and panties, Kandace’s smile grows. “During the funeral, I wanted to make you feel better. It was all I could think about.” She reaches for my tie and slowly loosens the knot. Next, it’s her turn to undo the buttons on my shirt.

      Once the material is pulled from my arms, I wrap the dress shirt around her shoulders. I can’t stop my grin. “My shirt swallows you. You’re so damn perfect.”

      Kandace pulls the collar to her nose and grins. “It smells like you.”

      Reaching into my back pocket, I pull out my wallet. When I open it, I realize what I’m missing. My Adam’s apple bobs as I look down at her. She’s there also looking into the depth of the wallet before her blue gaze looks up at me.

      “Shit. No condoms.”

      Her lips quirk. “I suppose you used them all with someone at the brewery?”

      “No, there’s no one at the brewery. I guess heading to a funeral…I wasn’t thinking…”

      “We don’t have a commitment, Dax. It’s okay.” She inhales. “I’m on the pill.”

      “You are?” As I ask, a strange feeling overtakes me.

      Why is Kandace on the pill?

      Who is she dating?

      Who has she slept with?

      As if reading my mind, she answers what I have no right to ask. “My periods have been crazy and random. I’m not a kid. I’m twenty-one. The doctor thinks the pill will help regulate them.”

      My finger skirts over her flesh, down her neck and between her breasts still covered with the lace bra. I watch as I lower my touch to the edge of her panties. “I have no right to ask you to be exclusive.” Even if I want to more than I want anything else.

      “You don’t. Not unless it goes both ways.”

      I take a deep breath, feeling the need to be completely honest. “There was one girl. We were on and off—now off. I know college is supposed to be some huge orgy, but it isn’t for me. You see, it’s hard to take sex lightly when I keep thinking about this one girl.” I grin and tease my shirt from her shoulders. “I can’t get her out of my mind.”

      Kandace’s eyes flutter as she concentrates on my touch.

      When they open, she tilts her head. “I haven’t been with anyone else, Dax. It’s not because we’re exclusive. It’s that I’m not some slut who sleeps around. Besides, everyone here knows everyone else. I mean, I could go to Washington or Vincennes to hook up with a stranger, but I don’t want that. I also don’t want to be someone’s notch. I mean, the only man I’ve slept with isn’t mine to claim. Why would I want that from someone else?”

      Me.

      That’s who she means.

      My chest feels heavy.

      “You’re on the pill?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “We’ve never been skin on skin.”

      A rosy hue fills her cheeks.

      “I’m clean, Kandace. I promise. After…” I hate saying this. “Her name was Allison. I found out that even though I was only with her during that time, she wasn’t as exclusive. I went to the health center on campus. I was so fucking mad.”

      Kandace reaches for the belt on my suit pants and undoes the buckle. Next, she reaches for the button and zipper. Soon I’m standing with my pants and boxers around my ankles.

      She peers up through her lashes and smiles. “I want to make it better. For tonight, can we only think about each other?”

      I nod as she licks her lips before dropping to her knees on the scratchy hay. With one sexy look up at me through her lashes, she opens her mouth to take me in.

      Shit.

      There is no one else in the world, no world beyond this hayloft.

      My entire body ignites as Kandace swirls her tongue around the tip and runs her hands up and down my rock-hard shaft. My balls grow tight and my thighs tense as I begin to rock with her. I never felt as right with anyone as I do with Kandace Sheers.

      Though I try to pull away as the heat within me builds, Kandace won’t let our connection break, taking all I have to give. After the best fucking blow job of my life, I kick off my shoes, pants, and boxers, and kneel in front of her, our noses nearly touching as we stare at one another.

      Our breaths come fast as my chest presses against her breasts. Skirting my touch over her arms, I marvel at the softness of her skin. Our lips come together with a hunger that could never be satisfied with the food back at the church. It’s as if I can’t get enough of her.

      Kandace isn’t only beautiful with her lips bruised by my kisses, for there is more to her, a goodness within her that radiates through her smile, her laugh, and her words.

      As I lay Kandace back on the hay and take my place between her legs, I have a momentary thought, one of her and me with a future. It seems that being with her is where fate keeps bringing me.

      The daydream is interrupted by thoughts I don’t want to entertain. I push them away—my mother and father and their ideals for a future in the world of success that doesn’t include a connection with Riverbend, even if that’s where my father’s roots are planted.

      Sitting back on my knees, I take in Kandace’s curves lain out before me. Maybe it is because we took this road together, but I love how open she is. There’s no shyness or uncomfortableness. It’s just us. Running my finger through her folds, I make sure she’s wet. A smile curls my lips as she bucks at my invasion. “You’re soaked.”

      “The blow job turned me on.”

      “Note to self…start with a blow job.”

      Kandace giggles.

      Leaning over her, I line myself up with her core and watch her expression as I slowly move inside her. Her eyes are on me as her lips open. Sounds come from her lips that range from desire to pleasure.

      “You feel so good.” My rhythm slows as her core squeezes me.

      “Don’t go slow, Dax.”

      Driving deep, I marvel at the way her pussy contracts. Like a fucking vise, she holds me, and her noises grow louder. As with everything else about Kandace, her sounds are real. I flash back to thoughts of our first time. It wasn’t the fireworks that others claim. At the time, I wished I was more experienced to make it better for her, and at the same time, there was magic in sharing our first with one another.

      We didn’t give up.

      Each time with Kandace is better than the last.

      As her hands grip my shoulders, I lift her legs over my arms, giving me the best view as I thrust in and out. What we’re doing is another first, the first time I’ve had sex without a condom.

      The skin on skin is everything, the way I slide inside and the way her essence coats my cock. I’ve never been so turned on, so hot, as if fire is burning within me. My thrusts come faster as despite the cool storm, my skin covers in perspiration.

      It doesn’t take long until her fingernails grip my skin as her legs tense.

      “Oh God, Dax.”

      “You’re fucking beautiful.”

      “I-I-I…”

      Her core contracts around me as she calls my name.

      “I’m not stopping.”

      Kandace’s smile grows. “We’re not limited to the number of condoms.”

      “Oh, Kandace, we have a long night ahead.”
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        Present day

      

      

      

      Looking at the glove in my left hand, I grin.

      Shit. I caught the ball.

      I might be as shocked and surprised as the other men on the team. Cheers come from the hometown players and the bleachers. Just before tossing the ball to the pitcher, I catch sight of someone in the crowd. She isn’t among those standing, but her pale blue eyes are on me.

      My smile dims at her expression.

      I’ve made mistakes in my twenty-eight years, but the biggest mistake is not getting back in contact with the beautiful woman sitting in the crowd, the one with no emotion on her face. In a split second, I have memories of Kandace’s laugh, whether we were walking hand in hand or caught in the rain. The way she giggled as we swam in the pond and the excitement in her voice as she talked about her plans…

      Fuck.

      I’d forgotten.

      My stomach sinks.

      Kandace told me once about a plan for a business similar to Quintessential Treasures.

      Is that why Grandma left her the store?

      “Hey, earth to Richards,” Cory calls. “Get your head in the game.”

      With one more glance toward the stands, I nod.

      We hold Trevor to no runs in the first and second inning. At the bottom of the second, I finally get a chance to bat. We have two outs and one man on second.

      “Don’t strike out, Richards,” Sheers says.

      I grin. “You mean the way you did.” I don’t know why I’m fucking with him, or why he has decided to ride my ass, but I can’t help but enjoy his expression as I walk past the bench.

      It takes all my effort not to turn and see if Kandace is watching the way she did when we were young. My personal cheerleader, her voice calling above the others.

      “Show them what you’ve got,” Ricky yells.

      I take my stance.

      Maybe playing ball is the same as riding a bike.

      I hope it is.

      The pitcher throws a fast ball.

      Swing and miss.

      “Strike,” the umpire yells.

      “That was a ball,” Sheers yells. “You forgot how to read a pitch.”

      The small hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as I grip the bat tighter and do a couple practice swings. The pitch is released. It’s low—most likely a ball—but I can’t stop myself. I swing.

      Crack.

      The bat connects and I feel the impact from my hand to my shoulder as the ball sails high between second and third. I’m too intent watching the ball to remember to run until I hear my team screaming. I take off at full speed, rounding first as the outfielder jumps and misses. The ball lands over the back fence.

      “Home run.”

      My run slows to a trot as I make my way around all the bases a few steps behind Mick.

      The Riverbend team starts cheering and offering high fives as Mick and I come back to the bench. Everyone except Sheers. He turns away as I walk by.

      Riverbend is up three to two in the top of ninth when Trevor hits a triple.

      I’d forgotten what an adrenaline rush it is to play sports. The only sport I play these days is golf and only because my parents think it’s important to show competence on the course to make deals in the boardroom.

      Each time I steal a glance up at the stands, I see Kandace, though not since the first time is she looking my way. That doesn’t mean I can’t see how beautiful she still is. The hell with that, she’s prettier than I remember. The only thing missing when I look her way is her smile. Sometimes she’s leaning over and talking to Chloe. I remember that they were best friends when we were younger. It appears as if that hasn’t changed.

      “Fuck, you guys,” Cory says, excitement brimming in his voice. “We could actually beat these assholes. Sheers, you’re up and Richards, you’re on deck.”

      Sheers huffs by me without a word.

      On the first pitch, he hits a single.

      “Don’t leave Sheers hanging,” Mick yells.

      If the team wasn’t depending on this win, I might. After all, he’s been an asshole to me since this morning at the diner.

      The pitcher has me figured out. Two strikes and two balls later, I’m feeling the pressure. Maybe this is why I don’t play team sports any longer. When I look at Cory, he gives me a hand signal.

      A bunt.

      Shit, I was never good at bunts and a bunt won’t bring Justin home.

      Cory nods.

      I set myself up as if I’m going to try to knock it out of the park and while the ball is in the air, I readjust the bat and boom, I bunt the ball—it rolls past the pitcher. Dropping the bat, I take off running for first.

      With an error by the pitcher, Sheers is now on third and I’m on first.

      The crowd is tense as Ricky and Aaron strike out.

      Mick is up to bat.

      When we were kids, Mick was a good baseball player. So far tonight, I haven’t seen that old spark.

      Strike one.

      Ball one.

      Crack.

      The stands erupt in cheers as the three of us take off around the bases. The ball is called fair as an outfielder misses it. My eyes are around the field. Sheers is safe at home. I’m rounding third as Mick keeps running.

      I slide into home, dirt and dust filling the air.

      “Safe,” the umpire yells.

      My heart is hammering in my chest as I brush the dust from my jeans and see Mick is safe at third.

      We’re tied with one runner on third.

      The tension is high.

      Cory, the team captain, is up to bat.

      I peer over my shoulder, wondering what Kandace is thinking. My gaze searches the crowd. I lean this way and that, but I can’t find her or Chloe.

      Crack.

      My attention goes back to the field as Cory’s hit gets him to first and Mick slides into home.

      The team and hometown crowd goes wild.

      My excitement wanes when I realize Kandace is gone.

      After we shake hands with the Trevor team, Cory pats my shoulder. “Come on to Decoy Ducks.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, come on. You won’t be in town long, and we just had our second win of the season.”

      “Second?”

      “I told you, we weren’t swept.”

      I nod. “Okay, for one beer. I’m working tomorrow from the hotel.”

      My gaze goes back over the bleachers, wondering if I’m just not seeing Kandace.

      “Do you have a date?”

      I shake my head. “A date?” I haven’t wanted a date in too long. My guess is that it’s too late for a date with the woman who disappeared.

      “For the signing,” Cory says, “the executor thing.”

      “Oh, that kind of date. No, Jeffrey Murphy and I discussed some things today. I just don’t know what Grandma was thinking. Quintessential Treasures has better sales numbers than I ever imagined. Selling it under the provisions of the will would go against what she worked to accomplish.” As I speak, I again remember Kandace’s business plan, the one she shared years ago.

      Cory’s lips form a straight line. “Maybe Ruth wasn’t thinking about herself.”

      “Murphy has some bullshit stipulations that Grandma wanted me to do first.” Before we can say more, a familiar brunette is hugging Cory’s neck with a small girl in tow.

      “Dax, do you remember Judy?”

      I grin. “I do. Nice to see you again, Judy.” I look down at the little girl with wavy dark hair and a beautiful complexion—a mixture of her dad’s dark and mom’s light. “And who is this?”

      Judy lays her hand on the little girl’s shoulder. “This is Amber.”

      I go down to my haunches. “How old are you, Amber?”

      She holds up her one hand, spreading out all her fingers and thumb.

      “You can talk to Mr. Richards, Amber.”

      “I’m five,” she says in a sweet voice.

      “Hi, Miss Amber, five years old. You can call me Dax.”

      She nods.

      When I stand tall, I turn and see Sheers in the parking lot. He’s talking to someone in an SUV, leaning against the door, and the window is open. By his body language, there is more to the conversation. Maybe he’s just an asshole—not only to me. When he stands back, he turns my way with a scowl. Looking at him, I almost miss who he was talking to.

      Almost.

      The SUV drives away.

      Kandace is gone.
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      The house I’ve lived in my entire life comes into view. Two-story farmhouse, it’s pretty cliché. The wraparound porch, the outdated rooms. There is nothing smart about it. Dad doesn’t even want gadgets that talk to him. No Google Home or Amazon Echo for him. And yet as my headlights skirt over the white building, I am home.

      At twenty-seven, almost twenty-eight, it is time I think beyond my parents’ home. The thing is they love and support me—me and Justin and Molly. Our farm isn’t as large as Mr. Gordon’s, but it’s still working, and, in this day and age, that says something.

      When I learned that I was pregnant, I went into denial. I hadn’t lied to Dax. I was taking the pill. I hadn’t been taking it long and even if I was perfect with the schedule, the birth control pill isn’t one hundred percent effective. At first, I assumed it was my crazy periods. It wasn’t until the sickness started that I even fathomed the possibility. With one more year of classes, I didn’t want to admit that I could be pregnant.

      My mom is a nurse at the same hospital in Washington where Chloe works. Maybe she figured it out before I did, but when she confronted me about not eating in the morning and I told her that I wasn’t feeling well, she was already prepared with a pregnancy test. As the lines turned blue and my eyes filled with tears, she was there with her arm around me, telling me that it would be all right. My dad didn’t waver. They and Justin were there for me and for Molly. It’s a gift I can never repay.

      Yet if—no, when—Dax signs off on Quintessential Treasures, I know that it’s time for Molly and me to get our own place. Town isn’t far from my parents, and she’ll be closer to the school. Plus, she can be home while I work on the ground floor. There is even room upstairs for an office, a real office where I can run the online side of Quintessential Treasures.

      Those thoughts and concerns fade as I park my SUV in the driveway—more like a long gravel road that spans from the house, garages, pole barns, and out to the big barn. I see my parents on the porch looking out at the fields. Walking toward them, I take in the peacefulness as darkness fills the sky and stars twinkle above. The sounds of crickets, insects, and toads come naturally here, not piped in by some recording.

      “How was the game?” Mom asks as I come up the steps.

      I nod. “Good. Riverbend won. How is Molly?”

      “An angel,” Dad says. “She made me read four books before her eyes got heavy.”

      That makes me smile. “Oh, the inhumanity.”

      He lifts his mug and grins. “Driving me to drink.”

      “Right, Dad.” My father doesn’t drink alcohol. He isn’t against anyone else having some. But after his health scare about six years ago, he’s taken better care of himself. “That herbal tea is pretty strong,” I joke, before giving each one of them a kiss on their cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “Honey, we’re happy to do it.”

      “I’m heading upstairs,” I say.

      Mom reaches for my hand. “Did he sign?”

      Tears prickle my eyes as I step out of her reach. Wrapping my arms around my midsection, I lean against a post on the covered porch and shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “He will,” Dad says.

      “Mr. Murphy said he’d call me. Apparently, Ruth had some stipulations for him. I don’t know what they are. According to Mr. Murphy, Ruth specifically wanted each of her beneficiaries to make their own choices.”

      “What choice?” Mom asks. “Quintessential Treasures belongs to you. That young man hasn’t stepped foot in this town for years.”

      That young man.

      My chin falls to my chest.

      “Kandace Anne.”

      Taking a deep breath, I lift my eyes to Mom. “I saw him. Cory asked him to play on the team tonight.” I shrug. “He’s probably why they won.”

      Mom’s lips purse. “What did you find out?”

      “About?” Apparently, playing dumb is my new defense.

      “Dax,” Dad answers. “Or don’t you care?”

      “I care, I mean, I don’t want him to have some genetic disease that will end up hurting Molly.” I inhale. “Joyce said she spoke to him at the diner. According to her he’s not dating, engaged, married, or gay.”

      Mom laughs. “Well, Joyce has a way of getting straight to the point.”

      “I’m going to bed.”

      Dad asks, “Big win tonight. No celebrating at Decoy Ducks?”

      “I didn’t really feel like it. Justin is there and the team is excited. I wouldn’t expect him home until late.”

      Dad reaches for my hand. “I made some calls. The work you want to do over the store…” He shrugs. “…materials are pricey these days, but Lynell has a crew that can work off-hours for a reasonable charge.”

      I’m afraid to make plans.

      What if…?

      “Chloe said Mick would help too,” I say.

      “Mick might be able to get better prices on material.”

      I nod at Dad as he squeezes my hand.

      “You deserve this,” he says.

      I feign a smile. “You two are just trying to get rid of us.”

      “Never,” Mom answers. “Now, Justin…”

      We all smile.

      “Good night.”

      The screen door squeaks as I open and gently close it. Walking beyond the steps and front rooms, I make my way back to the kitchen and grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator. Instead of going to the front stairs and hearing whatever my parents are saying about Dax, I tiptoe up the back staircase, coming first to Molly’s room. Her door is slightly ajar.

      The light from the narrow hallway spills onto her bed.

      I step inside.

      This was my childhood room.

      I redecorated before she was born, adding a baby bed and an array of colors. For the first two years of her life, I too stayed in this room, sleeping on the twin bed where she now sleeps. When she was ready for a big bed, I took the fourth bedroom. Mom had always called it the guestroom despite few overnight visitors.

      My heart melts as I take in her tiny features. No longer a baby, Molly is a miniature adult. Every day she surprises me with something new. I love that life is an adventure for her and that she’s loved.

      The lump is back in my throat.

      Molly has a mommy, grandma, grandpa, and uncle who love her unconditionally. She also had a great-grandmother who adored her. There was no way or reason to hide the truth from Ruth. After losing John, she was thrilled to see her family grow.

      I had only one stipulation.

      Molly’s father wasn’t to be informed.

      Tears come to my cheeks as I kneel beside Molly’s bed and listen to her little breaths as she hugs her Elmo. My thoughts go back to the morning Dax and I woke in the hayloft.

      The sky above the opening was blue. My body was tender in the best of ways. All through the night we’d reached for one another.

      At one point he’d told me that he loved me, and I’d been honest, telling him that I’d never loved anyone else. That morning, we made love for the final time. When we finally pulled ourselves away, Dax’s phone broke our bubble.

      He had numerous messages from his parents.

      Although he didn’t read them all to me, I fully understood the gist.

      They were angry that he’d left the church dinner, that he wasn’t responding to calls or messages, and that he’d turn to some summertime fascination—that was what they called me—instead of being a man and supporting the family.

      We walked to the ridge hand in hand.

      The last time we spoke, he kissed me and said, “You, Kandace, are not a summertime fascination. My parents don’t know you. Once they do, they’ll love you like I do. I promise.”

      “Come back to Riverbend,” I said.

      Dax nodded and we turned separate directions.

      Full-out sobs are shuddering in my chest as I make my way out of Molly’s room and to the bathroom. Stripping off my clothes, I step into the shower and let the hot water soak my hair and skin as the spray covers my cries.

      “Stop it,” I tell myself. “You have not cried about him in years. He doesn’t deserve it.”

      In the top of my closet is a box filled with letters I never sent.

      I learned things from Ruth.

      Dax graduated IU with honors.

      Dax was loving law school.

      An Indianapolis firm offered him an internship.

      Ginny’s—Dax’s mom’s—firm offered Dax a position in Chicago.

      He took the offer and moved to Chicago.

      With each bit of information, I knew the truth. Never, ever, has Dax wanted a life in Riverbend. Telling him about Molly would only hurt his life and hamper his success. While part of me wants him to know her and her to know him, I never want him to think that I purposely tried to ruin his dreams.

      I tilt my face to the hot spray with the realization that this is the way it’s meant to be. Dax has his dream in the big city, and I have mine. I’m capable of success beyond what I have and even more important, I have a beautiful, healthy daughter and a support system that goes beyond the people living in this home.

      After drying my hair and putting on my pajamas, I turn off the lights in my room, and walk to Molly’s room. Slipping beside her in the narrow bed, I hold her little body to me and gently kiss her hair.

      “You are loved.”
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      Today, I make it to the diner early. Even though I will be working from the hotel room, being on central time in an eastern time zone gives me an extra hour. I’m also here because last night Cory wouldn’t stop razzing me about being an hour late yesterday.

      The bell above the door jingles as I make my way inside. The round table in the back of the room is set and ready, but it appears I’m the first one to arrive. There are other customers in the booths and a few at the long bar. I go to the bar with stools. Looking around, I realize that this place hasn’t changed since I was a kid. The vinyl seats are probably new, but the stools bolted to the floor are the same.

      When I sit down, beyond an empty stool I see a partially eaten breakfast along with a child’s menu and crayons two seats away. My thoughts go to Amber, Cory’s daughter. While she and Judy didn’t go to Decoy Ducks, this Riverbend thing is making me appreciate the way people live here, away from the late-night meetings at swanky restaurants and bars in Chicago.

      The drive back to the hotel last night was spectacular.

      Light pollution in the city obscures the beauty of a starlit night.

      “Dax,” Joyce calls, coming from the kitchen with her eyes wide. “You’re early this morning.”

      “I guess you could say I learned my lesson yesterday.”

      “Never too old,” she muses.

      “Will you make me lunch again?” I couldn’t see the source of the question, but the voice was sweet.

      Just then, a precious little girl with auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail comes around the counter and climbs up on the stool. I struggle with wondering if she needs help as she grins my way. Her two bottom front teeth are missing, and her eyes are a golden amber reminding me of my own.

      “Hi, mister.”

      I can’t help but grin. “Hi. You sure are big getting on that stool.”

      “Yep,” she says, sitting straight and picking up her toast. Forgetting me, she speaks to Joyce, “Mommy says I can buy lunch, but I like yours better.”

      Joyce taps the counter in front of her. “Let me get this gentleman his coffee, and you finish your breakfast. Then you can help me in the back making a sandwich for you.”

      “Really?” The little girl’s eyes grow as wide as saucers. “I can help?”

      “You sure can,” Joyce says. She turns to me. “Black coffee, coming up.”

      I can’t explain the pull, but I long to see the little girl’s smile. There’s something about her voice and grin that is entrancing. As Joyce pours my coffee, I turn to the girl. “So you like Joyce’s cooking?”

      The girl nods with a mouthful of toast and jam.

      “I do too.”

      After she swallows, she says, “My mommy and grandma are good cooks too.” She shakes her head. “I’m not going to cook when I’m big.”

      “You’re not?” Joyce asks. “Why?”

      “Cause I’m gonna sell stuff and make lots of money so Mommy doesn’t have to.”

      I nod.

      As Joyce smiles, she asks, “Are you going to finish that oatmeal?”

      The little girl nods again as she scrapes the bowl with her spoon, getting the last bites. Next, she uses two hands to lift the glass, and finishes the last drops of milk. Placing the glass on the counter, she sighs and grins. There’s a white milk mustache on her upper lip.

      “Now can I help?”

      “You sure can,” Joyce says, picking up the dishes as the little girl climbs down from the stool.

      She smiles at me and waves her fingers. “Bye, mister.”

      “May I ask your name?”

      The child looks at Joyce who nods.

      “My name is Molly, and I’m five.”

      I chuckle at her willingness to share not only her name but also her age. “My, you are big. I met another five-year-old last night. Do you know a girl your age named Amber?”

      Molly nods faster. “She’s my friend.”

      “I bet you’re a great friend.”

      “Come on, Molly,” Joyce says, “Your mom is waiting.”

      Molly disappears behind the counter. As I take a sip of my coffee, I notice her peering around the end. When I smile, she speaks, “Mister, Mommy says it’s best to use names. What’s your name?”

      My smile is bigger than I can recall in years. Molly is an absolute gem. Getting off the stool, I go to her. Crouching down as I did with Amber, I look into her eyes and say, “My name is Dax. Your mommy sounds like a good mommy.”

      “Hi, Dax. My mommy is the best.”

      “Come on, Molly,” Joyce calls.

      I stand and watch as they disappear into the diner’s kitchen. Back at my seat, another waitress, who introduces herself as Cheryl, refills my cup. She’s busy with the room and my thoughts go to the things on my agenda at work. Today’s Friday and I thought I’d be back to Chicago this weekend. It would take a little rearranging, but I believed I could continue virtually for a few more days.

      Soon, the guys from the game and round table are filing in. I make my way back to the table.

      “Thought you were working today from the hotel,” Mick says.

      I grin. “Advantage of working on central time. I can still make breakfast with you bozos.”

      I’m seated at the table when Justin walks in and looks around. Pulling out his chair, his eyes are on me. “When did you get here?”

      “Before you.” Asshole.

      Yeah, I didn’t say that, but what the fuck is this guy’s problem?

      Cheryl takes our orders. Soon, the table is full of plates and drinks, and the chairs are all filled. The conversation mostly stays on last night’s game and the way we stomped Trevor.

      My memory isn’t quite the same. As I recall, Riverbend won by one run in the bottom of the ninth, but I don’t want to burst their bubbles. To hear these guys talk, Riverbend is ready for the National Championship. Talk goes to next season and their plans for domination.

      In a few minutes, Joyce is back, and I can’t help but wonder where she took Molly and why a five-year-old is eating breakfast at the diner. Those thoughts fade as Mick discusses a new subdivision being developed south of town.

      “It’s mostly people from Evansville,” he says with a shake of his head. “They’re willing to pay for some peace and quiet—you know, good country living.”

      Snickering into my coffee mug, I’m amused that anyone thinks Evansville, Indiana, is a big city.

      Mick goes on, “Hell, what these people will pay for an acre and a McMansion is going to increase the value all around. We’ll have to put up with outsiders, but the property value will be worth it.”

      A long-lost thought comes back to me. Long ago, Kandace told me that she wanted Riverbend to survive, that she wanted to help in that pursuit. Listening to these guys, it seems that it’s a common goal.

      Do people in skyscrapers in Chicago ponder the city’s survival?

      Ricky pulls me from my thoughts. “Hey, Dax, if you’re free this weekend, we’re baling. We can always use an extra hand.”

      I rub my shoulders. “Shit, softball has me sore. I can’t imagine lifting bales of hay.”

      Everyone laughs.

      I take that back. Everyone—minus one.

      As the breakfast breaks up, Sheers meets me near the front glass door. His chin is out, and his chest is puffed like a stupid peacock. “Are you signing off on the store today?” he asks.

      I would ask him what business it is of his, but I suppose he’d say that it’s about his sister. Instead, I answer casually. “No, Murphy’s in court all day today in Washington.”

      “But you will…sign off.”

      I’m not sure if that’s a question or demand. I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “What the fuck?”

      I lift my hand. “I mean, yeah, I don’t want it, but since this will shit is all common knowledge, Grandma short-ended herself on this deal. And besides, there are some bullshit stipulations. I mean, why not get what the store is worth? Remember, big spenders from Evansville are coming.”

      His tone lowers to a growl. “You’re a fucking asshole. You know that?”

      Mick comes up and grips Sheers’s shoulder. “Come on, we have work.” He nods my way. “FYI, no breakfast tomorrow. See you on Monday if you’re still here.”

      With the way Mr. Murphy and Grandma have this drawn out, I probably will be.

      Justin gives me one last glare as he leaves.

      “What’s his problem?” I ask Ricky, who is now also at the door.

      “I think he’s just happy to see your smiling mug back in Riverbend,” he jokes.

      “Well, lucky for him, I’m headed back to Washington to the hotel. Although, I doubt he’s happy with the twenty-minute separation, probably wants me back in Chicago.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”
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        Kandace

      

      

      My mind is a blur. Early this morning I received an email from Mr. Murphy asking for a complete inventory of the store and invoices dating back to before Ruth passed. I’d already provided the same information, but now he is asking for up-to-date figures. Some of the merchandise we sell—or I should say that Quintessential Treasures does—is consignment rather than purchased. For example, Judy Sams, Cory Sams’s wife, creates a line of lotions, natural with a range of scents. She just expanded into lip balm. Her folks still own a small orchard, and she’s been working on amazing apple fragrances. They sell very well. Instead of buying the product from her, I rent her shelf space in the store.

      The panic set in as soon as I finished reading the email. By the time Joyce brought Molly back for school, I think she could tell that I was frazzled. Our talk was quick with a rundown of Molly’s breakfast and how my daughter helped her make sandwiches for her lunch.

      Now, it’s after eight at night and I’m still stressed. The books are up to date, but all day I’ve been nagged with worry. Is this sudden need for updated information because Dax doesn’t want to sell the store, or he doesn’t want to sell it to me or possibly for the price Ruth stipulated? The whole money exchange is meant to help me by purchasing not inheriting.

      If she’d just left Quintessential Treasures to me, this would be done.

      The store has been closed for over two hours. Molly ate dinner from the diner because I’m a terrible mother and there isn’t a kitchen upstairs—yet—and I can’t take her out to the farm until I go through everything in the back room.

      Not that Molly is complaining.

      Currently, she’s in the small office off the back room watching the newest Disney release and eating popcorn I made in a bag in the microwave that was once in Justin’s dorm room. I won’t even mention how hard I worked to clean that sucker out.

      I turn with a start as the back door opens.

      My eyes are wide and my heart thumps as my mom enters, still wearing her scrubs from work.

      “Hi,” she says softly. “Can I help?”

      My entire body sags as I let the tears I’ve been holding back flow. Within seconds, Mom has me wrapped in her arms. “It will be all right.”

      I shake my head against her shoulder and pull myself together. Standing straight, I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hands, no doubt spreading the dust and dirt from the boxes and shelves.

      She looks at me with her soft blue eyes, close to the color of mine. “I can stay here all night and Dad will come get Molly and put her to bed, or I can take her home and get her settled. You tell me what you want.”

      I try to scoff with my head pounding. “What I want…that’s a tall order.”

      She glances into the office seeing Molly and reaches for my hand. Soon we’re out to the front of the store. The closed sign is in the window, and the large shades are pulled, covering most of the glass. She leads me to two stools behind the counter.

      We sit.

      “Ruth loved you and Molly,” Mom says. “She worked this out. Believe in her.”

      Inhaling, I nod. “I believe in Ruth.”

      “Not Dax.”

      My shoulders slump. “I don’t know what to believe, Mom. He is…” There were so many ways to end that sentence.

      Her hand lands on my knee. “I’ve found that when you love someone, it’s hard to not love them. Instead, we find reasons to not like them.”

      “Like? I don’t have time to like or dislike Daxton Richards.” I sigh. “He was my first love…my first everything.”

      “You didn’t tell him about Molly. How was he to know?”

      “I tried, but I was afraid. It was easier to stay determined than to let him know and have him turn away from me again.” I look down at my dusty jeans and back up. “I can’t bear another rejection.”

      “How would you feel if you found out that you were an aunt, that Justin has a child you and he don’t know about?”

      “Wait? Is there? Does he?”

      “Oh Lord,” Mom said with a grin, “I don’t know. It’s an example. How would you feel?”

      “I’d be excited that Molly has a cousin. I’d also be sad that I didn’t know sooner.”

      “Have you considered that might be how Dax will react?”

      “I can’t, Mom. I can’t have hope for something that won’t happen. I can’t be disappointed and hurt again, not by him. Right now, I’m so scared about losing this store.” I look around. “I really do love it, and I know I can make it more. I have so many plans, but until it’s mine…”

      She grins. “It’s been a while. Will you show me upstairs?”

      A spark of my excitement springs to life. “Yes.” I double check the front and back doors, making sure they’re locked. Then I go to the small office. “Molly, Grandma’s here.”

      She jumps up from the beanbag chair and runs to Mom. “I can stay here with Mom.”

      My mom smiles. “We’ll see.”

      “We’re going upstairs to look around,” I say to my daughter. “Do you want to come or stay here?”

      Molly looks at the beanbag and bowl of popcorn. “I’ll stay here.”

      “Okay. Remember, don’t open the doors. If someone knocks, yell upstairs for us.”

      Molly agrees as she goes back to the beanbag and pulls a soft blanket over herself.

      The staircase to the second floor is located near the back of the front storeroom, and as I open the door, I see again how narrow the passage is. “I wonder if there will be problems getting things up there.”

      “I’m sure there will.”

      “Thanks,” I say in jest as I flip the switch and bring light to the dusty staircase.

      “Kandace, real life isn’t life without problems.”

      “Then I have one hell of a life.”

      Mom smiles. “You do. It’s best to concentrate on that.” Her eyes open wide as we get to the top of the stairs.

      The space was at one time used by an accountant. It’s mostly one large area.

      “Wow,” she says, “this is bigger than I remember.”

      I spin around. “It is. It’s a little over eighteen hundred square feet, and there is a small third floor that is another nine hundred square feet. It needs a lot of work.”

      Mom goes to the wall and runs her hand over the wainscoting and woodwork. “This is beautiful.”

      Using my shoe, I tap the floor. I imagine sanding and restoring this floor. The wood is solid and in good condition. Mick said he thought it would restore well.”

      “That’s a lot of work.”

      Simply thinking about making this space a home for me and Molly brings back the spark that has been doused all day. I walk to the back wall. “There’s an unusable out-of-date bathroom with a toilet and sink. Mick says that we’ll need to replace the plumbing, but it’s a start.” I grin as I peer all around. “I figure there’s room on this floor for a living room, a nice bathroom, kitchen, and two more rooms. Upstairs Mick thinks we could fit a half bath and two bedrooms. That way, Molly could have a playroom on this level by my office.”

      Mom nods. “I can see it.”

      “Me too,” I say hopefully. “I just…”

      “How much more inventory do you have to do?”

      I shrug. “A few hours’ worth.”

      “Why not do it tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow is Saturday. It’s the busiest day of the week for sales. With the pumpkin and apple festivals around, the store should be hopping. I need to get the inventory done tonight.” I exhale. “There are still a few things at Ruth’s house. I can’t take the chance that Mr. Murphy thinks I’m hiding something. I should go pick up the boxes.”

      “Are you sure what you want is still there with the contractors working on the house?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. “I sure hope they are.”

      “Okay,” Mom grins. “Let me take Molly home and get her ready for bed. You come home when you can.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She reaches for my hand. “Why are you sorry?”

      “You shouldn’t have to do so much with Molly.”

      “And why not? She’s our granddaughter. There’s nothing your dad or I won’t do.” She tilts her head and her short bob of hair swings to the side. “Justin, too.”

      I roll my eyes. “According to Mick, he’s been less than hospitable to our town visitor.”

      Mom grins. “He loves you and Molly very much.”

      “Oh, he gave me an earful for even being at the game last night.”

      “You, Kandace Anne, are an adult. So is your brother even if he doesn’t act that way. He’s worried because he doesn’t want to see you hurt again.”

      “Neither do I. Molly is a gift. Dax doesn’t owe me anything other than to follow through on Ruth’s wishes.” Lifting my arms, I give my mom a hug. “Thank you.” When I step back, I joke, “It’s been a long day. When I get home, I’ll share some herbal tea or maybe some of the wine you keep hidden in the kitchen cupboard.”

      “It’s not hidden,” Mom says with a grin. “It’s simply in its place.”

      There’s a place for everything and everything in its place.

      That saying is something Mom has said my whole life. Thankfully, her advice has sunk in. If not, I wouldn’t be as organized as I am with the Quintessential Treasures inventory.

      After Mom and Molly leave, I spend another hour checking boxes I’d already checked, making sure the inventory balance sheet is up to date. With my back and legs aching, and my stomach growling—my dinner consisted of the crust from Molly’s grilled cheese sandwich and a few French fries, mostly because I didn’t want to take the time to eat—I go to the old laptop in the small office. My goal is to compare my hand count to the inventory checklists.

      “Stop spinning,” I say to the screen as if it will listen to me any better than my daughter does. Riverbend has improved the town’s Wi-Fi, but this dinosaur can’t keep up. A new computer is on the top of my list for when—if—Quintessential Treasures is mine.

      The screen tells me what I already know. Everything is present and accounted for except the holiday inventory. That includes items that didn’t sell last year and even some new items that I’ve acquired for later this year. Homemade pillows and quilts as well as pine arrangements. As soon as Halloween is over, the store will look as if Santa lives here.

      Keeping those items at Ruth’s house was to save space. Honestly, I’d forgotten all that was there, and now, after talking to Mom, I’m worried the contractors or the Richardses, Dax’s parents, did something with the boxes, not knowing what they were.

      As I’m about to lock the back door and drive to Ruth’s, I change my mind.

      It’s almost ten on Friday night and Ruth’s home is only two blocks away on a quiet street. The contractors won’t work on Saturday, or I hope they won’t. I decide to walk to her house, confirm that the boxes are still present, and I can pick them up tomorrow morning.

      Maybe a walk will clear my mind.

      The evening breeze feels good. All my hard work has me dirty and sweaty. I inhale the fresh air as streetlights send circles of light on the green grass and sidewalks. My mind clears as I stroll toward Ruth’s home.

      Many of Riverbend’s residents live outside the city limits on farms or even in new subdivisions. The houses within the city are grand structures, most built before the 1920s.

      Even though I have a key to Ruth’s home, I haven’t been inside of it since she passed away. It didn’t feel right. I also don’t want anyone to think I would take advantage of a kind woman who was so good to me and Molly, after she’s gone.

      This visit isn’t about her belongings or the house. It’s about Quintessential Treasures.

      Standing for a moment in front of the stone home with pale yellow trim and pillars on the front porch, I sigh. Ruth was truly a quintessential person. By definition, that means she represented class and quality. The darkened windows make me sad, as I recall the times Molly and I spent inside this beautiful home. Ruth welcomed both of us with open arms.

      Walking around to the back, I go to a door that enters a breezeway. To the right is the garage and to the left is the house. Despite the renovation that’s being done to ready the home for sale, as soon as I cross the threshold into the kitchen, I sense Ruth. There’s an aroma and feel that is still present, bringing a smile to my lips.

      Instead of looking around at the changes that have been done, I head directly toward the basement door to where I’d last seen the holiday merchandise.
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