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Ronica gave Josiah up once before, and it was the right thing to do. But now that they’ve lived a life apart, does she really have to let him go again?

After her life takes an unexpected turn, Ronica Wilson is ready to consider a future with Josiah Campbell, the friend she has grown to love, the man who has supported her through the worse trials of her life, never taking more than she can give.

But fate has other plans, and Josiah soon finds himself trapped in an unimaginable situation with a person who has repeatedly betrayed him. Can they hold onto the future they long for while still doing the honorable thing?

Meanwhile, Ronica’s close friend Natalie McColl is facing her greatest life challenge when circumstances around her estranged daughter begin unraveling. Sometimes putting one foot in front of the other seems impossible—until a miracle changes heartache into something wonderful.

Welcome to the small town of Forgotten, where people are more concerned about who you are now than what you might have left behind. Each of the novels in this series are stand-alone books, and you can read them in any order. However, the characters are like one big, extended family and often appear in many of the books, so by reading all of them, you can catch up with what your favorite characters are doing now.

What people are saying about the series:

“Kiss at Midnight is evocative, revealing, and hard to put down. Its realistic dilemmas and character growth powers a story that is compelling and involving.” –D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review

“This clean romance has just the right amount of mystery to keep you turning the pages. The ending is completely satisfying with exactly the right blend of sweet and passion to thrill lovers of wholesome romance.” –Catia Shattuck, Senior Reviewer, My Book Ratings

“People you care about, an enticing mystery, and a budding romance; and you have a thoroughly enjoyable book. Mrs. Branton promises that many of the characters will appear in the subsequent books in the series. Since I can’t actually move to Forgotten, I look forward to frequent visits.” –Reader Maxilyn

“A sweet, fragile love story . . . raw issues. Edifying, inspiring, and thoroughly diverting. If you’re annoyed at the same stale love stories, you definitely can’t miss any of Rachel’s novels!” –Reader Golden Bronze


CHAPTER 1

Ronica Wilson stared at the empty bed where her husband normally slept, worry pushing through the comforting numbness in her heart. “Fletcher?” she called. “Where are you?” He’d been here when she checked this morning before she began straining the milk their son Jeremy had brought in from the barn.

She peered under the double bed, hoping he was investigating some treasure his mind had remembered from his youth. This was the same room he’d slept in as a child, used in the interim by the four children they’d raised in the three-bedroom farmhouse. Fletcher hadn’t shared her bed for the past year because even if he remembered her when they went to bed, often by morning he wouldn’t, and the person who opened his eyes to the world would be confused and sometimes even angry to find a stranger in his bed. This full-size bed in his childhood room meant she could stay with him on evenings he needed her until he slept, though that hadn’t happened in a long time. Even on good days, he didn’t retain many memories past their courting days, and Fletcher had always been a man of principle.

Ronica hurried to the bathroom to see if he was there, and then to the third bedroom she now thought of as the guest room, where her daughter stayed with her husband when they visited from nearby Panna Creek. Her sons and their families usually stayed with Jeremy in his larger new house across the field, which was okay with Ronica because Jeremy invited her to come over too. He was the one son she could always depend on.

“Fletcher, where are you?” she out called again. Still no answer, and Mars, their old Irish setter, didn’t come running either. Or limping, the way he mostly moved these days.

Panic was beginning to work its way into her chest. She searched under the guest bed and in the closet. Nothing. Next was the master bath she shared with Fletcher because he loved the jetted tub in all of his personalities, but he wasn’t there either, and the rest of the house was equally unrevealing. She’d put locks on the doors, difficult ones that Fletcher’s increasingly clumsy hands couldn’t easily work, but when he was lucid, or even semi-lucid, he could still figure them out. He’d always been intelligent. It was entirely possible that he’d left the house, locking the door after him. She checked for his coat and boots. Both were missing.

Should she call Jeremy or search the barn? The farm was under a layer of snow now in mid-January, so it wouldn’t be likely that Fletcher would try to lie down in the barren alfalfa fields, and he wouldn’t be able to let her beloved Moona Lisa into the wrong field and cause her bloat again.

I’ll search, she decided.

She didn’t want to bother Jeremy, who already had more than his share of the work on the farm—his farm now, as she had come to think of it. Jeremy had taken the fresh milk and the butter she’d made yesterday to Maggie at the Butter Cake Café, and he’d likely make a stop to see Laina, his girlfriend, who worked at the hardware store. He’d be back soon enough, and someone from the Ladies Auxiliary would be coming soon to sit with Fletcher while Ronica did housework or ran errands. The ladies had been her lifeline, as had her involvement in planning the town events. With Thanksgiving and Christmas behind them, though, she was running out of things to occupy her time.

Time. When she married Fletcher, she hadn’t thought the thirteen years between them would be important, but now that space was nothing more than a silent thief, stealing him from her long before his time. If he’d been younger, they would have more good years together.

How could she ever be ready to say goodbye?

Although, that wasn’t quite true. They had said goodbye many times in the past five years, and she’d accepted his fate. Their fate.

Fletcher had felt well enough to help her with the butter last evening, and though he didn’t remember their life together, he had remembered Ronica. He’d gone down on one knee and asked her to marry him for the fifteenth time in three months, which was far better than asking who she was and when his mother would return. His grin had been wide, his blue eyes sparkled, and it had been easy to reach beyond the thirty-three years of marriage and see the handsome, older farmer who’d courted her so gallantly when she was just nineteen.

When she’d first come to Forgotten to visit her aunt, she had never imagined living on a farm, but she didn’t hesitate in saying yes to marrying Fletcher so young. The regrets, however, did come later when she’d had a houseful of babies in five short years. But they’d made it through, laughing more than they struggled, and he’d become her best friend.

Then he’d become ill. Well, there were a lot of years between the two, but sometimes it was best not to dwell on because those were the good times, the years where she loved him madly and deeply and completely.

After his proposal last night, Fletcher had disappeared into his mind before she gathered herself enough to tell him yes yet again.

Ronica bent over as pain arched through her chest like a bolt of lightning, tearing through the comforting numbness, ravaging everything in its path before vanishing. She gasped for breath. It felt like a heart attack or something worse.

Much worse.

But it wasn’t a heart attack—or anything else that was physically serious. She’d been to Doc Sayer’s clinic at least three times in the past two years to check, and she was grateful both for his reassurance and for keeping her secret.

“Oh, Fletcher,” she whispered as the pain subsided, and she could breathe again. “You said it was forever.” Or at least until death. But Fletcher had already left her as surely as if he’d climbed into their silver truck and driven away forever.

Or died. A death without a funeral. A living death.

Not his fault, she reminded herself for the millionth time.

Breathing in and out through her mouth in long, steady, calming streams, she took a moment to center herself, one hand splayed on her kitchen table for support. The panic receded, and her practical nature reasserted itself. She hurried to the kitchen door, dragged on her boots, and slipped her coat from the hook by the door.

Fletcher wasn’t in the barn. She walked into the barnyard area, scanning the fields. No sign of her husband or the dog, who had become his inseparable shadow over the past year. There were grain silos, however, another barn, and other outbuildings, ones she’d need help searching. There were also many trees that a confused man might sit against to rest and fall asleep, numb in the snow.

She patted her pockets for her phone, only to realize she’d left it in the house. Sobs caught in her throat as she ran back down the snowy path, holding her unzipped coat around her to stave off the cold. Tears blurring her eyes, she nearly ran into Josiah Campbell near her back door.

“Ronica,” he said, arms reaching out to steady her. “What’s wrong?” His voice was deep, melodious, and authoritative as was apropos for the mayor of Forgotten.

Her eyes lifted to his dark face, topped by black hair that was too short to be kinky or frizzy. As usual, he was the picture of calm, though his brown eyes betrayed their concern.

For her.

And for Fletcher, of course. Kind, careful, supporting Josiah, who had once been their friend and was now her friend and often Fletcher’s caretaker. Josiah had saved her sanity when Fletcher was diagnosed with dementia over five years ago, and she owed him more than he probably knew.

Relief pounded through her, and she allowed herself the rare luxury of falling into Josiah’s arms. Pushing her face against the soft wool of his long coat, she struggled to hide her tears. She wanted to stay there forever, protected from the stark truth of her life—and from the longing in her heart. But she would never leave Fletcher, and Josiah would never let her.

Josiah tightened his hold. “Is it Fletcher?” he asked in his beautiful voice.

She nodded. “He was in his room before I strained the milk, but he’s not anymore. The dog is gone too. I need to call Jeremy. I need to search the farm.”

Josiah turned to the house, one arm around her, the other reaching for his phone. “Come inside. We’ll find him.”

For a stark, horrid moment, Ronica wished they wouldn’t. She wished Fletcher would vanish permanently to wherever he’d gone in his mind. He’d left her, essentially breaking the promise of their marriage vows. She hadn’t left him in any way. Not when his love for the farm had threatened their marriage, or when the babies had taken all her strength. She’d never been unfaithful, not even when her heart believed she’d made a mistake. Instead, she’d rededicated herself and loved him with her whole heart, mind, and body. But this day in and day out of dementia was killing her spirit. How much more could she take?

Shame followed quickly on the heels of these thoughts. She would do what she had to do because she loved Fletcher and the family they had built together.

None of this is his fault! Her silent cry steadied her turmoil.

“Thank you,” she said to Josiah. “I’ll call the Ladies Auxiliary. We’ll get a search party going.”

Josiah smiled at her. “There you go. I’ll call Jeremy.”

While Josiah talked to Jeremy, she called the hardware store to talk to Pamela Cox, longtime friend and mother to her son’s girlfriend. Then she called Maggie Tremblay, who owned the Butter Cake Café and would be able to rally additional volunteers as they showed up to eat.

Josiah finished his call to Jeremy long before she hung up with Maggie, and he also called the police chief, husband to Ronica’s good friend, Natalie McColl. “Jeremy’s on his way back to check the outbuildings,” he told her. “And the chief is getting word to his officers and volunteers. They’ll send out a Silver Alert, and I’ll text Penny to send out a citywide email. Then I’d like to look around here again, if that’s okay.”

“Yeah, sure.” Ronica had a bright flash of memory of one afternoon when she’d searched for her daughter, her firstborn, who’d disappeared while she had been occupied bathing the twins, both rambunctious little boys, who’d found a puddle of mud to play in. Her daughter had been found sleeping peacefully under the heirloom settee, which Ronica had promptly given away in favor of one that didn’t have enough space underneath to fit a curious child.

It would be embarrassing to find Fletcher in the house, but it would also be a relief. She closed her eyes, hoping, praying, and believing him to be there.

Of course, he wasn’t. She knew her house inside and out, and though Josiah also searched in the attic and opened storage chests too small to hold even Fletcher’s frail body, he wasn’t in the house.

“Let’s go to Jeremy’s and search,” Josiah said grimly. “You have a key?”

She nodded, unable to trust her voice.

They went outside and hadn’t yet made it across the field to Jeremy’s when Laina Cox’s pink Beetle sped down the paved drive, barely pausing near Ronica’s house as she spied them. She pulled up in front of Jeremy’s garage and opened the door so quickly that Ronica heard her pull the emergency brake.

“Oh, Ronica!” Laina exclaimed, sprinting across the field to meet them, her wild, blond curls streaming out behind her petite figure. “Jeremy just texted me. I’m here to help.” She threw her arms around Ronica, and that terrible knot in her stomach loosened just a bit. She already loved Laina like a daughter, and she’d kept hinting at Jeremy to propose since they began dating last October, but he’d told her that Laina wanted to get past Christmas first. Ronica couldn’t blame her, but they were well into January now.

Her mind caught on that thought. It was January, and Fletcher was out there somewhere in the cold, where snow heaped in dirty piles even after the past few days of unexpected warmth.

“Thanks for coming,” Josiah said. “We’re going to check Jeremy’s.”

Laina released her crushing hold on Ronica. She was surprisingly strong for such a slight woman, thanks in part to her training at her family’s hardware store. She was a good person to lean on.

“Jeremy had the same idea,” she said. “Remember at Christmastime when Fletcher went downstairs and started the fire in the wood stove?”

Ronica did, and it had been a good day. They’d roasted marshmallows indoors, and the smell of the fire hadn’t permeated the entire house as Jeremy worried it might. That had to be where Fletcher was now. He’d probably found the bag of marshmallows she bought for the gelatin pudding for Sunday dinner.

They searched the house but didn’t find Fletcher or any sign that he’d been there. Ronica could see her worry echoed on Josiah and Laina’s faces. They’d stopped reassuring her, and that in itself was concerning.

“Where else should we look?” Determination etched Laina’s face. “Where would he go?”

Ronica shrugged. “We have a few outbuildings, but he couldn’t have gotten far. My truck is still here.” She’d learned to hide the keys. Hope flared again.

“Laina and I will organize volunteers to start walking the fields,” Josiah said.

“They should begin arriving any minute,” Laina added. “Come on. Let’s go back to your house.”

“I can help,” Ronica insisted.

“Of course.” Laina took her hand and held it tightly. “You know the land better than anyone besides Jeremy. We’ll make a grid and assign sections.”

They were in the kitchen still finalizing the drawings when the first volunteers arrived. Ronica sent them to the north field. She was about to send out the second group when Jeremy arrived at the back door, out of breath, his boots muddy and his blond hair mussed. She could tell by his expression that something was very, very wrong.

“The old tractor is gone,” he said, tears glittering in his eyes.

Breath fled from Ronica’s chest, and her heartbeat echoed loudly in her ears as she processed what that meant.

Jeremy had refurbished the ancient tractor that had belonged to Fletcher’s father more because of nostalgia than anything else. Fletcher had “helped” him in his more lucid moments, though that no longer meant being his adult self. The tractor didn’t require a key to start, and Fletcher had been driving it since childhood. There was no doubt Fletcher knew how to operate it, even in his worst moments.

“We’ll need to expand the search.” Ronica's words were calm, but she clenched her hands, trying to stifle the tightness gripping her heart.

“I’m going to the reservoir.” Jeremy was turning as he spoke. “He might be at the cabin.”

“I’m going with you.” Ronica looked at Laina. “Will you send out the volunteers?”

She nodded. “Of course. I’ll take care of it. Go!”

Josiah went with them, calling Chief McColl on the way to give him the update.

They found the tractor at their family property at the Forgotten Reservoir, and Ronica mentally kicked herself that she’d wasted so much time searching the farm while her husband had been here instead. She sat with numb disbelief in the cabin as all of Forgotten, or so it seemed, converged to help search the heavily forested grounds around the water. Laina, having moved the volunteers to the reservoir, sat with her.

Natalie McColl appeared and hugged Ronica tightly. “Have you called your other children?” she asked, sounding a lot like her police chief husband. She was blond and shorter than even Laina, though her chest under her tight ski jacket was decidedly buxom.

Ronica nodded. “Violet and her husband are on their way from Panna Creek. Sam and Silas are away on business, but they’re staying in touch.”

“That’s good.” Natalie thumbed over her shoulder. “I’m going to join the search, but I’ll keep checking with Caleb and his officers and let you know the minute they hear anything.”

Jeremy was already out searching the grounds with Josiah, and he returned to the cabin only when his cheeks were flushed with cold and his fingers so clumsy that he could barely hold a drink. “He’s not in the forest,” Jeremy told her.

“The water?” she asked, dread in her heart.

“They’re getting sonar equipment from Panna Creek now, and they’re breaking the ice. It’s not that thick. There’s a lot of thinner spots where people have been fishing.” His face was pained. “He and I . . . we cut through the ice ourselves last week before it started to melt. He wouldn’t know . . .”

“It’s not your fault,” she said automatically. “Whatever happened.” Fletcher was her responsibility. Till death did they part.

“It’s no one’s fault.” Josiah’s voice compelled her to look at his dark, beautiful face and understood that he was talking to her guilty heart.

“Right.” She took a breath. Logically, she knew it wasn’t her fault either. So why did her mind jump there?

The sun was beginning to set over the valley when they found Mars, the Irish setter, floating in a half-frozen hole in the ice, faithful until the end. Two more hours passed before they located Fletcher, brought his body up, and carried him back to the cabin where he was officially pronounced dead. There would be no final words of love, no chance of recognition. Ronica wondered why she didn’t cry.

“He looks peaceful,” Laina whispered, leaning into Jeremy, whose face was stricken. He turned his face into Laina’s hair, his body shaking with grief.

Ronica’s daughter agreed. “I’d say happy, even.” Violet hesitated, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I texted Silas and Sam. They’re on their way.”

For some reason, this surprised Ronica, though it was a logical thing for someone to do when they had just lost their father. But her twin sons, who lived in Panna Creek like their sister, hadn’t shown a lot of concern about Fletcher of late, so maybe she was within her rights to wonder why they’d hurry here now after the fact.

Josiah touched Ronica’s shoulder where she sat on the bed by Fletcher’s body, which lay next to the Irish setter, both cradled now in homemade quilts, though they’d never be warm again in this life. She could feel the pressure of Josiah’s hand but not his heat. She was numb everywhere. It wasn’t that she mourned Fletcher, not really—she’d already done that again and again over these past years. Except for the occasional flashes of pure pain that cut through her like a knife, she’d reached a level of acceptance, but now it was as if her heart had completely shut down.

She raised her head to look at Josiah. “Thank you for being here.”

“Of course.” Yet for the first time in their friendship, he didn’t meet her gaze fully.

What did that mean?

She realized then that he hadn’t been scheduled to sit with Fletcher today. Why had he come to the house? Twisting her neck, Ronica studied his face more carefully. She knew he’d recently sent what he believed to be a last amendment to the divorce papers his wife had filed. If she’d signed, they would be done with their lengthy legal battle. Had he come to tell her it was over?

None of that mattered at the moment because Ronica had to take care of Fletcher. She looked at Doc Sayer, who doubled as the coroner in their small town. “We need to take him to the house. I need to do his hair, and I’d like him to wear his best suit at the funeral.” Her gaze went to Laina and her mother, Pamela. “You think we can pull a funeral together by Sunday after church? He didn’t want to be embalmed, so it has to be quick.”

“Absolutely,” Pamela said. “With all of tomorrow and Saturday, it’ll be plenty of time. Don’t worry about a thing. We know what you want—and what Fletcher wanted.”

“The Ladies Auxiliary will take care of everything,” Laina added.

Relief spread through Ronica. Usually, she was the one to jump in with plans to rescue those who looked to her for help, but in her numbness, she was happy now to let her friends take control.

“Keeping Fletcher here with the heat as low as possible would be better than taking him back to your house,” Doc Sayer said.

“Right.” Ronica was glad Doc didn’t call Fletcher “the body.” He’d never be that to her.

“I think we can go as low as we need.” Jeremy wiped at his face, still wet and a little red. “The plumbing is well-insulated.”

“Yes, but Ronica shouldn’t be here alone, especially in the cold.” This, of course, came from Josiah.

Violet stood, her face set. “My mother will come back to her house with me. We’ll need to get Dad’s suit anyway for Sunday morning.” She looked at Jeremy. “I’m taking her back now.”

He nodded. “I got things here.”

Ronica let Violet lead her out of the house, feeling empty somehow at leaving Fletcher behind. But there was hope because she still had the rest of her life in front of her. Decisions yet to make about her future. About Josiah.

There was time, wasn’t there? Plenty of time.

Then again, she’d once thought she and Fletcher had all the time in the world.

She glanced back over her shoulder as they left the room. Everyone had returned to staring at Fletcher’s lifeless form. Everyone except Josiah, who watched her with concern—and something more that she couldn’t decipher but that frightened her. Strange to feel this from a man who had only ever supported her decisions and had been a good, loyal friend to both her and Fletcher for half a lifetime.

What did he know and hadn’t told her?


CHAPTER 2

On Friday evening, Josiah Campbell drove to his large house near the reservoir, a house he loved because it held generations of family memories. His family had been prominent in Forgotten almost since the town began in the late 1800s, the only African American family at the time, and still only one of a handful in the small town. Before his birth, his grandfather had built what they called the Lake House, and when his parents had retired, they moved from their cattle ranch on the outskirts of Forgotten to the Lake House where they lived until their deaths.

Josiah had been an only child, a miracle baby, born to his parents in their early forties. Losing them two months apart when he’d been thirty had been difficult, but his life on the cattle ranch left him little time for grieving—or anything else. And so he might have continued, but then he spent time with Ronica during his service on the town council, and he realized there was more to life than just work.

She, of course, was out of reach, a mother of four children and married to a man he respected. Knowing her heart, he’d been happy when she worked things out with her husband, but it had taken him three or four years more to find love himself in the form of Olivia, his current wife. While she had eventually broken his heart, he couldn’t regret their marriage because of Charlie, his greatest joy, and because of his current job as the mayor of Forgotten. If not for Olivia, he’d still be running his cattle ranch, which, as it turned out, wasn’t really his thing.

He knocked on the door, as was their agreement, though he still owned the house. Olivia had tried to take it in the divorce, but it was deemed family land, pre-owned and gifted to him. She had taken half their stocks and savings and would receive spousal maintenance for eight years. The stocks and savings had come from the sale of his cattle ranch, which had also been pre-owned, but he hadn’t fought that because she’d agreed to live with Charlie in Forgotten until he came of age. She would also receive a generous child support for two and a half more years until Charlie was eighteen. She expected to take Charlie away after high school and make him a doctor, but Josiah knew his son wanted to work as a veterinarian in Forgotten. Allowing Charlie to remain here until he was of age to follow his own dream was worth every bit of money Josiah could pay, even if it meant he currently resided in a city-reclaimed house, now the official Mayoral residence, that was a bit on the scruffy side.

Now everything had changed. He’d signed the final addendum, but Olivia hadn’t, and the reason why had shocked him to his very core. He wasn’t sure he would survive what the future held, but he’d have to screw his “courage to the sticking place,” as Shakespeare had written, and somehow endure what could be more years of hardship ahead.

His thoughts went to Ronica. She was so strong and giving, the exact opposite of his pampered wife, who was one of those women who clawed their way to the top, never caring who they might step on during their climb. There were a lot of adjectives attached to her by most of the town he served—controlling, snooty, arrogant, greedy, mean, cruel, selfish, rude, judgmental—but he tried not to think of them because it influenced the way he talked to her. She was also beautiful, capable, intelligent, and the mother of his child. That had to be his focus now.

“Dad!” Charlie answered the door, his face drawn in confusion. “You’re here.” Then his expression changed, his smile appearing like a sunrise. “Does that mean I can go with you after all? I mean, it is our weekend. Mom wouldn’t let me go search for Mr. Wilson, but I can sit with you at the Wilson cabin, if that’s where you’ll be tonight. I’m not afraid of seeing him.”

“I’m not sleeping there,” Josiah said. “That’s not why your mother didn’t want you to stay with me this weekend.”

“Then why?” Charlie blew out a frustrated breath.

Josiah stood in the doorway, studying his son’s face and hating what he’d soon have to tell him. Charlie looked a lot like Josiah in the shape of his eyes, his black hair, and his skin that was so dark it was almost as black as his hair. But the shape of Charlie’s ears, his thinness, and his haircut—short around the bottom and stylishly upright on top—was all Olivia. Charlie’s biggest hope was that he’d grow a little taller and fill out more like his father, and since he was only fifteen, he’d probably get that wish.

“Your mother and I need to talk to you. Together.”

Charlie stared. “You’re using that voice, Dad. Please don’t tell me you’re going to let her move me to Lincoln. I thought you had an agreement in place. Can’t you go to the judge and make her let me go? You know how I even hate living here during the week now that you’re gone. Daaaad!”

Josiah reached out and pulled him close. “You’re not going anywhere. It’s not that. And everything will be okay. I promise you.”

Charlie relaxed, his panic apparently receding, and Josiah was thankful that his son trusted him. Josiah moved him back far enough to look into his eyes. “You okay now?”

Charlie shrugged. “It’s just Mom’s been acting weird. She’s not going to Lincoln like she normally does.” He frowned. “Did she break up with that guy?”

Josiah made sure there was no emotion on his face. “I don’t know. Why don’t you let me talk to her for a bit? We’ll text you when to come in.”

“Okay.” Charlie’s shoulders slumped in resignation. “She’s in her room.”

With another hug, Josiah entered the house, the huge entry tastefully redecorated by Olivia several years ago. She was excellent at interior design, which was what she’d studied in school, and keeping her home and family updated was something she’d always done well. When he had first run for mayor, she’d made sure their family looked the part. It had been overkill in this town of less than four thousand, mostly farmers and ranchers, and almost immediately, she’d set her sights on Panna Creek. But he hadn’t wanted to move, and that was when the problems began, because Olivia had grown to hate Forgotten as much as he loved it.

Olivia was in the master bedroom, lying on a couch near the sliding glass door that led to the balcony overlooking the lake. It was one of those lounging couches Josiah liked the look of but that seemed rather useless on the whole.

She’d redone the room—once their bedroom—since he’d left. It had been all white and gray but was now mahogany and beige. Which probably meant styles were changing. He was glad for the remodel, however, because it no longer felt like a space where he’d lived and been betrayed. Once she left, he’d probably need to change things again to suit his own tastes.

Except maybe she wouldn’t be leaving. Not in the way they’d planned.

Olivia looked up from a hardback book she was reading, letting it fall to the beige lap blanket covering her lower half. She pulled her bare feet from the end of the couch, tucking them under her flowing, white dressing gown. She looked as beautiful as she had on their wedding day, but now he felt only numbness while looking at her.

“Josiah,” she said, holding out her hand for him to take. In the old days, he’d always kissed it, but now he only touched it briefly before settling on the far end of the sofa where her feet had been. “Thank you for coming.”

“We have some decisions to make.”

Her laugh was bitter. “That’s one way to put it. And to be fair, I don’t think I would be as nice in your position.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Olivia would steal custody of Charlie and leave town before the ink on the judge’s order had dried.

“Well, let’s get right to it, since I know you hate small talk.”

“Only when something important needs to be resolved.”

She sat up fully then, bringing her feet to the ground. “We can’t resolve this, Josiah. You can’t fix it. The tumor isn’t operable.”

“You said radiation and chemo could help.”

“To extend my life, yes, but unless they can figure out a way to operate, it’s simply not curable. Because what I didn’t tell you is that I had an intensive week of radiation before Christmas but saw no change. The first round of chemo didn’t help, either.”

Before Christmas? And he’d thought she and her lover had gone to Hawaii on vacation. Was this another reason she was dragging out the divorce?

“It’s been a rough couple of months,” Olivia continued, “but I am nothing if not a realist.”

“What does Maximilian say about this?” Maximilian was the old high school flame whose attention had given her the courage to face the public ignominy of a failed marriage.

“Max left me. He said this wasn’t what he signed up for.” Her voice showed no emotion, but the hurt was evident in her eyes.

Josiah didn’t point out that she wasn’t married or even living with Maximilian, so he hadn’t really signed up for anything. Staying with him on the weekends wasn’t exactly a commitment.

“So what do you want from me?” His mouth felt dry as it formed the words, ones he hadn’t been able to say three days ago when she’d first told him on the phone about her brain cancer and that she wouldn’t be signing the final divorce addendum.

“I need you, Josiah.” Tears gathered in her eyes, one escaping to slip down her cheek. “I didn’t sign the addendum because I want to stay married.”

The words were like a knife in his chest. How many times he’d wished to hear those words coming from her mouth!

He shook his head. “You can’t possibly be serious, not after all we’ve been through.” After all she’d put him through. “Our marriage hasn’t been a real marriage for over four years.” Since the beginning of her secret infidelities, he’d later learned. “So what is it you really want?”

“I need someone to drive me to appointments, to help me, to . . . I’m going to die, Josiah, and I’m scared.” Her voice wobbled, and for an instant, his heart, boarded up tightly against her, felt something.

He shot to his feet. “We’re all but divorced. You can pay someone to take care of you.”

“It’s not the same thing.” Her eyes pleaded. “I need someone who cares. I need someone to take care of Charlie close to me, so I can still be in his life. They say I’ll only have a couple of months without successful treatment, but with even partially successful treatment and family support, I could have six months to several years. Maybe even four or five.”

Years? The knowledge flattened him. “Years?” He paced away and then back again. “Look, I am not unsympathetic, but you have already taken so much, and now you want years more of my life?”

She folded her arms pointedly. “Treatment will be costly, and I’ll need your health insurance benefits to get the best care. I haven’t had a job since I left the city council, and I won’t be able to work now.”

“You have plenty of money to pay for health care.” Money that had mostly been his before their marriage, but she also had family money from a trust that would pay out in situations like this, a trust for which she managed the investments. And if there was one thing Olivia excelled at besides design, shopping, and entertaining, it was managing her investment portfolio.

“I need my family’s support,” Olivia said tightly. “And I need Charlie. So I’m not signing the final papers. You can try to force me, but what will the town think when they realize you’re abandoning your wife when she has terminal brain cancer?”

“That doesn’t . . .” Everyone important knew what kind of person Olivia was, so that wasn’t the problem. But he had repeatedly told others that a failed marriage wasn’t something to be proud of, though sometimes very necessary, and he believed that. Yet, even if their divorce prevented his re-election, wouldn’t it be a small price to pay for the chance to heal his heart?

Then again, he had vowed to love and support Olivia until death. If she no longer wanted to leave their marriage, how could he force her and stay true to his vow? His solemn word?

Because she’s only using you, his inner voice said.

Yes, but she’s dying.

And therein was the real issue. Olivia didn’t have a lot of friends, in Forgotten or elsewhere. The friends she did have were only in her circle because of what she could do for them, since she attracted the same kind of people that she herself was—people with ambition and little compassion, except when it gave them prestige. These weren’t people who’d line up to hold Olivia’s hand. He thought of how Ronica had texted him about all the food brought to her house; he doubted anyone in town would bring Olivia casseroles.

Of course, even if they did, Olivia wouldn’t eat them. She was choosey about everything she put into her body and hired a local woman to prepare meals for her and Charlie, which she left in the refrigerator or freezer each week. Things with low carb counts and plenty of vegetable proteins.

“You find this amusing?” Olivia snapped, her voice sharp.

Josiah focused once more on her beautiful face. He sighed. “Not at all. I was thinking of casseroles.”

Olivia blinked at him and smiled tentatively. “I hate casseroles.”

“I know.” He sat back down, noticing when her arms unfolded, a sure sign that she wasn’t going to verbally attack. “I’ll help you,” he said after a long moment, the words dragging from him like tires over a strip of barbs. “But this does not mean we’re going back to how it was. My trust in you has been irrevocably broken.”

“But you won’t push the divorce?” Her face was hopeful, the smeared makeup around her eyes making her appear more vulnerable. She was still using him the way she always used everyone in her life. Was he a fool to let her? Probably.

The worst part was thinking about Ronica. It was horrible timing for this to happen now. She was perhaps needing him, and his heart ached to realize that helping Olivia meant he wouldn’t be there for Ronica in the way he’d hoped. He’d suspected something like this since Olivia had told him of her diagnosis, but still he’d let himself hope. What would staying with Olivia mean for his future? More years wasted with a woman who didn’t love him?

No, not wasted because there was Charlie, and he was everything. Though he’d urged Josiah to divorce Olivia and begged to stay with him, he was still a child who was losing his mother. And despite her snooty and controlling way, Olivia loved Charlie. Of that, Josiah was certain.

At the moment, his heart wasn’t consoled.

He’d avoided Ronica and Fletcher for years before Fletcher’s diagnosis, especially after he realized that his life with Olivia wouldn’t be anything like theirs. But after Fletcher had become ill, Josiah recognized that Ronica needed an outlet to give her an identity away from her dying husband and the farm, something she was good at and loved. So he put her in charge of town events and began spending time with Fletcher to give her more freedom. He hadn’t been the only one to step up, of course, but he’d been one of the primary volunteers these past five years. Now the memories of playing chess with Fletcher, first in the park or at the Butter Cake Café and then later at their farm, were some of the best memories Josiah had that didn’t involve Charlie. He’d been able to put his past feelings for Ronica so far on the back burner that he almost hadn’t noticed them. Or at least until this past year when Fletcher deteriorated to the point where he was usually not himself.

In fact, the last time his old friend had made an appearance was one Josiah would never forget. They’d been alone at the park playing chess, and Fletcher’s hand had frozen on his bishop as he lifted his gaze from the chess board to stare at Josiah.

“What is it?” Josiah had asked, expecting him to request more ice cream in his increasingly slurred voice.
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