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Keisha doesn’t have time for a man she thinks abandoned her, but this time Xander is staying to fight.

Keisha Jefferson’s dreams of marrying the man she loved and becoming an attorney like the father she lost were cut short one stormy night when her choices slipped from her grasp. Four years later, she’s ready to take on the world again, though her dreams have changed, especially those involving love.

When another storm brings Xander Greenwood back into her life, he’s every bit as attractive as before—and as devastating to her heart. While her life was spinning out of control, he’s made good, a poor boy from a small town now turned doctor. But this time, Keisha won’t fall into his trap. She wants nothing to do with the man who didn’t love her enough to fight for her.

Xander has sacrificed much to achieve his goals, but he’d give it all up for one more chance with Keisha. If only he can get past her secrets to understand why she left him. Yet the truth he discovers threatens to unwind all the progress he’s made with her. Can he find his way back, or will he lose her again—this time forever?

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, 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

Though it was barely after ten in the morning, the world outside Keisha Jefferson’s small house on Third Street had grown dark. The sudden change drew her outside as if pulled by an unseen rope, even though storms weren’t unusual for late September in the town of Forgotten when the weather began to shift all over Kansas. She came to a standstill in the driveway near her bright red Chevy Sonic as the first drops of rain began pelting the sidewalk.

Her accident had occurred on a day like this four and a half years ago, an accident that had irrevocably changed her life.

For the second time.

Wind tore through the trees along the street, ripping away leaves and tiny twigs and scattering them over the yard. Dust hung in the air. Her freshly combed hair whipped around her face, the dark brown strands knotting and twisting. Her eyes began to water.

Rain came down harder, like tears, and the aroma of wet pavement filled her nose. She stood as if rooted to the spot, her thoughts tumbling. She didn’t hate the rain or the driving wind any more than she hated the lightning that started the fire which had taken her parents’ lives while she was still in high school. The rain simply was and holding a grudge against nature was pointless.

Still, the memories made it hard to breathe.

She remembered too vividly the rain pounding against the windshield the night of her accident and the worry that she wouldn’t make it before midnight.

In the end, she hadn’t made it at all.

And he had not waited.

Open the door, she told herself.

She had to be at the Butter Cake Café for work by ten-thirty, and she wouldn’t get there standing by the car getting soaked. She resisted the urge to go back inside her house and curl up in bed with a cup of hot cocoa. Maggie wouldn’t mind if she came in late today as the storm would most likely keep people home anyway. But Keisha would mind. Giving in to a memory was like living in fear, and she wouldn’t live that way. Not now, and not ever.

She opened the door and slid behind the wheel, starting the engine with a smooth motion and checking the rearview mirror before easing out of the driveway. As she picked up speed, the rain sounded like slaps against the windshield. Goose bumps broke out across her bare arms. She should have grabbed a jacket.

She drove slowly and carefully, as she always did. It was one of the reasons she’d chosen a bright red car to replace her ruined vehicle. Everyone she crossed paths with knew the Sonic was hers, including the local police, which kept her obedient to the traffic laws. When it was raining, she made sure to keep five miles under the speed limit. These were the only concessions she’d permitted herself since accident. They were subtle and hidden, known only to herself.

She reached the north side of Main Street near the fairgrounds. Belatedly, she realized she should have gone through the back streets to avoid facing other cars in the storm, but the weather seemed to have chased everyone away. Even for mid-morning on a Wednesday, the streets were unusually deserted.

Then she saw the yellow Beetle wrapped around the huge light pole on the side of the street next to the fairground parking lot. Panic spread through her. She knew who drove that car, and no one inside it appeared to be moving.

Keisha rolled to a stop, her heart hammering in her chest. No, not again, she thought. Of course, it wasn’t the same. This time she wasn’t in that car, and no other vehicle appeared to be involved in this accident.

She hurried forward, hoping it didn’t look as bad as it seemed, that the Beetle’s twisted front didn’t indicate a fatality—or something worse. And there was worse. She knew. Reaching the driver’s door seemed to take forever, but finally, she was staring down into Laina Cox’s face. Laina’s shock of blond frizzy hair obscured much of her features, but her safety belt was on, and the driver’s airbag had deployed. No sign of blood. Of course, that didn’t mean a limb somewhere out of sight hadn’t been compromised. And the way the entire front of the car was bent . . .

Keisha tried the door, but it was firmly stuck. She pounded on the side window, which was crisscrossed by myriad cracks. “Laina? Are you okay? Can you hear me?”

No answer.

She hurried around to the passenger door, seeing that the damage was much worse there. The pole blocked the doorway and took up most of the space where a passenger might have been sitting. But the door itself was half off, leaving a tiny V that Keisha could lean through into the wrecked interior. She was grateful there was no passenger.

“Laina! Laina!”

Laina still didn’t move. Keisha could see now from this angle that Laina’s limbs didn’t seem trapped, but even awake she wouldn’t be getting out from this side easily. Keisha wriggled further inside, the metal of the door jabbing into her stomach and hips as her feet left the ground. Cubed bits of glass from the shattered front window were everywhere, and she had to brush them off wherever she put a hand. At last, she reached to check Laina’s pulse.

They’d gone to high school together and had even been friends at one point, but they’d drifted apart after the fire when Keisha had gone to live with her aunt and uncle before heading off to college in St. Louis. At the time, Keisha had been too numb to care, but now she violently wished she’d made more effort. She didn’t know much about Laina’s current life, even though they had both somehow ended up in the Forgotten Ladies Auxiliary at the request of the older members who had begged for more energetic help.

The faint jumping of Laina’s heartbeat registered on Keisha’s fingertips, and she let out a breathy sob of relief. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as the twisted car indicated. Still, she needed help—and fast. There was no ambulance or hospital in Forgotten, and calling the one in Panna Creek would take too long, but all the officers in Forgotten had emergency training, and they could get Doc Sayer and his medical van out here faster than she could.

She fumbled for her phone, only to realize with a sinking feeling that she’d left it at home when she’d driven away so suddenly, mesmerized by the freak storm. Well, she’d use the emergency feature on Laina’s phone. That would go to the station. She spied the strap of a purse on the floor between the dash and the pole and stretched to grab it, but her fingers didn’t quite reach from this angle.

“Oh, Laina, I don’t know what to do,” Keisha muttered. Laina’s neck didn’t look contorted, but what if moving her did serious damage? No, Laina had to wake up before she tried to get her out of the car.

Biting her bottom lip, she reached out again and slapped Laina on the cheek.

“Wake up! Laina, wake up!”

Laina’s eyes fluttered, and she shifted slightly. “Wh-what . . .?”

“You had an accident. But you’re going to be okay.” Isn’t that what was always said, even when it wasn’t true? Keisha distinctly remembered someone telling her after the accident that she’d be okay, as if her life wouldn’t change forever.

Laina blinked a few more times before finally appearing to take in her situation. “Can you get me out?” She moved and then gasped. “Oh, my arm!” Her voice rose to a cry on the last word.

“How does your neck feel?” Keisha asked. “You shouldn’t move too much.”

Laina closed her eyes, moving her neck slightly before opening them again. “I’m a little stiff, but I’m okay. It’s just my arm. And my right foot. I can’t pull it out—or really feel it at all.”

“I left my phone home, but I’ll get the door open and see if I can get your purse from that side. We’ll call police dispatch. If worst comes to worse, I’ll drive to the station and come back for you. It’s only just down the road.”

“Don’t leave me! Please.” Laina’s breath came out in short pants.

“Okay, I won’t. I’m going around to the other side. I have something in my car that might help get you free.”

Laina gave a faint nod. “Okay. Hurry.”

“I will.” Keisha pushed herself backward, shimmying out of the car awkwardly.

She jogged back to her own vehicle, shivering in the rain that didn’t show any signs of letting up. Call her paranoid, but she’d bought the heavy-duty crowbar on the same day she’d bought the Sonic. The emergency workers had used both a cutter and a crowbar to get her out after the accident, and having one in the back made her feel safer. Silly, sometimes, but safer. And it had come in handy, both at the house and at the café.

The sound of a vehicle redirected her attention. Immediately, she ran to the edge of the road and began waving her arms wildly above her head. At this point, she didn’t care who it was, so long as they had a phone or were willing to go for help, and anyone in Forgotten would do that. She’d even welcome Jeremy Wilson with his strong farmer arms and awkward advances. She’d tried to tell him it was her fault, not his, the fact that she wasn’t attracted to him, but he never seemed to hear.

To her relief, the gleaming black truck angled in her direction. Hurriedly, she jumped out of the way, moving toward her car. She was opening the hatchback when the driver stepped from the truck into the rain. He wore snug blue jeans, a fitted navy jacket, and a baseball cap over his blond hair that curled at the edges. Even though her eyes were full of rain and tears, and four and a half years separated them, she recognized him instantly. He had the same blue eyes and cleft chin. Probably the same dimples too. His blond hair was darker than it had been in high school and college—as if he didn’t get out in the sun much these days—but the way it curled at the edges was oh-so-familiar.

Xander! her heart sang out exultantly. But her mouth didn’t form the word. It lodged in her throat, filled with bitterness and anger, hurt and betrayal.

“Keisha?” he asked, coming toward her quickly and sounding as surprised as she felt.

She wished the ground would open and swallow her before she melted into a puddle at his feet. Or, worse, threw herself into his arms.

“Are you okay?” He reached out to touch her elbow, but she backed away before he made contact.

Questions . . . so many questions came to her lips, but she bit them all back. “It’s not me. It’s Laina Cox. We have to get her out. And do you have a phone? We need to call the police.”

“Still no hospital here?” he asked, reaching for his back pocket.

Keisha shook her head and ducked inside the hatch to grab the crowbar.

“Wait, what are you doing with that?”

“Getting her out.”

“Better not to move her yet.”

Fury waved over her. As if he had a say in anything she did. “I’m getting my friend out of that car,” she growled, shoving back a wet chunk of hair that had fallen over her shoulder.

Turning on her heel, she hurried back to the driver’s side of the Beetle. Laina was staring out the window, her face drawn with pain, looking starkly pale against the bright makeup she always wore. Her reddened lips moved, but with the noise of the rain and the glass separating them, Keisha couldn’t understand anything.

She searched the door, trying to find a cranny to shove in the crowbar, but the door was pressed too tightly against the rest of the frame. Giving in to a moment of frustration, she banged on the side of the door with the palm of her hand.

Xander came up next to her, his phone in hand. “Let me see if I can push it open from the other side. I need to assess her anyway.”

Before Keisha could respond, he was around the other side of the car, trying to squeeze through the V in the door—utterly impossible, given his size. Only his head and one of his arms fit. “Don’t worry, Laina,” he said, his voice muffled but carrying through the glass. “We’re going to help. Try to stay calm. How are you feeling? Can you breathe okay?”

Keisha couldn’t hear Laina’s faint response, but he appeared satisfied.

More questions followed. “Can you see okay? Are you dizzy? Are you nauseated? Okay. That’s okay. Can you open your eyes and look at me? I need to see them. It’s going to be a little bright.” And he was shining a light in her eyes like some kind of doctor.

He was back around the car in a minute, his phone pressed to his ear. “I think she might have internal bleeding,” he was saying. “Doc should look at her right away. And we may need help getting her out of here, so hurry.”

Keisha knew internal bleeding could be fatal—it almost had been with her. Her breathing quickened as she glanced down at Laina through the glass, fighting panic. Laina’s eyes were closed again, her head resting against the back of the seat. Her right arm lay across her chest with her other arm supporting it.

Keisha lifted the crowbar in determination. She’d get the door off if she had to dismantle it piece by piece.

“Woah, there.” Xander grabbed the crowbar, holding it steady but not taking it from her. “I think this outer handle is broken. Maybe you could go around and try to reach the inside one. I can’t fit inside, but I think you can. And then you can push while I pull. We just need a crack.”

For a heartbeat, she resisted, gripping the crowbar as if it were a lifeline in the sea of her emotions. Then she let it go, nodding shortly before hurrying around to the passenger side once more. She squeezed into the narrow space, wiggling and pushing. Pain registered on the front of her thighs, but she didn’t care. Something caught—was it clothing?—and she gasped out a quiet sob of frustration because she couldn’t quite get past the steering wheel to reach the door handle. Glancing at Laina’s face, now a foot from her own, Keisha saw that her eyes were open and staring.

Was she dead? The wail of a police siren cut through the sound of the rain. Please hurry, Keisha begged silently.

Laina’s eyes blinked. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“You’re going to be okay,” Keisha responded.

If only she could crawl a bit further inside. She strained, jerking herself forward like an inchworm. Something gave way, and she lurched forward, her fingers grazing the door handle.

“I got it!” she called, giving the handle a triumphant tug as Xander pulled from the other side.

The door budged only slightly, but he pushed the crowbar in, and the bent metal creaked loudly as it opened. In the next instant, Xander was on his knees, his hands running over Laina’s neck and head and then shining a light into her eyes again.

“Look right at me, Laina,” he ordered. “That’s it. Does your head hurt?”

“Some.”

“Do you know your name?”

“Of course I do.” She sounded irritated.

“You know what year it is?”

“Duh.” She squinted at him. “Who are you?”

“I’m Xander Greenwood. Don’t you remember me from high school?”

“Not really. You play football?”

He laughed. “Didn’t most of the guys? Yeah, I played, but only because we didn’t have enough better players. I’m not surprised you don’t remember me. I’m a few years older than you ladies.”

“Sorry,” Laina said.

“Truthfully, I don’t remember you either. Keisha told me your name.”

Laina gave a slight snort. “Story of my life. So am I okay?”

“Well, assuming you really do know your name and the year, I like what I see now that I’m close enough to get a better look at you. You’ve probably broken your arm, and I think you have some minor internal bleeding we’ll need to keep an eye on, but aside from some really nasty bruises on your face where you hit the airbag, yeah, you’re going to be okay. But tell me immediately if anything starts to hurt worse, okay? Or if you have any new or worsening symptoms.”

He sounded calm and confident, and Keisha’s pulse began to slow.

Xander looked past Laina, pinning Keisha with his gaze. She was still spread out, her legs wedged in the V of the opening, her body curled around the car debris caused by the intruding light post, and her head nearly reaching the steering wheel. “You need help?” His mouth twitched as if trying to hold back a smile.

She became aware of the way her blouse drooped in front, probably giving him an eyeful of her boring grandma sports bra and her very wet, dripping hair that was straight at the bottom and wavy on top since she’d stopped the chemical straightening. She must look a laughable sight with her legs dangling through the broken car door and her hands on the edge of Laina’s seat as if ready to perform some kind of strange push-ups.

Who was there in Forgotten to care anyway?

Apparently Xander, who had miraculously reappeared in her life after being missing for four and a half long years.

“I got it,” she said, pushing herself backward. Pain shot through her legs.

“I can’t move my foot,” Laina said.

Keisha was relieved when Xander pulled his gaze away from her and looked downward. “Let me check that out.” He bent, crowbar in hand.

Keisha quickly adjusted her top. If only she could find a way to back out . . . but no, she was very thoroughly stuck. And with Laina between her and the driver’s side door, she wasn’t going forward. Was that gas she smelled?

The sirens were close now. Took their sweet time, Keisha thought bitterly. The station was barely down the road on Main Street.

The metal of the car groaned as Xander put pressure on the crowbar. “Can you pull your foot out now?” he asked Laina.

“Yeah, thanks.”

“I think your boot might have saved you some broken bones,” Xander added. “Doesn’t look too bent.”

“My foot’s throbbing like my arm.”

“Does this hurt?” Xander moved the boot back and forth, and Laina gasped.

“Better leave it on for now,” Xander said. “Turns out it boot might be better looking than useful.”

“Like most men I meet,” Laina muttered. “Present company excepted, of course. But the boot should have helped. It’s standard issue at the hardware store, and my dad’s the owner. He insists we all wear them for safety, and if there’s one thing my dad knows, it’s safety.”

That was the moment Keisha was sure Laina would be okay, or at least make it until Doc Sayer arrived. And if anyone could save a person, it was Doc.

A police car came to a screeching halt amid a spray of gravel, and out jumped the police chief himself, Caleb McColl. “How’s she doing? I sent Levi to give the doctor an escort.”

That explained why a siren was still howling somewhere in town, and the police chief was alone. McColl was a big, brown-haired man with a perpetually red face. He carried a hefty, battery-operated Jaws of Life in his big hands, which wasn’t a surprise as the police and fire station were one and the same in Forgotten.

“She’s doing all right.” Xander adjusted the cap on his head. “Pretty sure we’ve got a few broken bones here, though, and Doc needs to check her out for bleeds.”

Caleb bent into the Volkswagen to see for himself. “You okay, Laina?”

“I’ve been better,” she replied.

“I’ll say. You must have been going ninety to hit the pole like that. Don’t you know better than to speed in the rain?”

“I swear, it wasn’t my fault, Chief. The car just sped up like the gas pedal stuck!” Laina glanced over at Keisha, whose arms were beginning to hurt. “You believe me, don’t you?”

“Sure.” But Keisha said it only to placate her. Laina was a big prankster, and everyone in town knew it. Or at least anyone who’d gone to high school with her. Still, breaking laws wasn’t something she was known to do—her daddy would have tanned her hide.

Keisha gave up on getting out the way she’d come in. Twisting, she pulled herself further into the Bug until she rested one hip on the seat. Her feet were still hanging through the opening in the door, but once they got Laina out, she’d be able to pull herself past the jutting metal, into the driver’s seat, and out the driver’s door.

Chief McColl nodded at her. “Good job here, Keisha. Thanks for stopping.” He straightened and eyed Xander. “Don’t I know you? Yeah, I do. You’re Jim Greenwood’s grandson, aren’t you?”

Of course, the chief would recognize Xander. He’d been the chief of police for more than fifteen years, and he knew everyone in town, especially the youth. Xander had grown up here, same as she had. Though Forgotten was a small town, they hadn’t run in the same circles, not in age or economic level, at least not back then, but that wouldn’t have made a difference to the chief. Or, if anything, he would have kept a firmer eye on Xander, who’d had a lot more reason than Keisha to act out.

“Sure am.” Xander rocked back on his heels, one hand in his pocket, the other still holding her crowbar. His body looked exactly the same as it always had, at least from her awkward position. But he wasn’t the man she thought she’d known at Washington University in Missouri, where they’d run into each other and fallen wildly, passionately, and madly in love—or so she’d thought.

“You back here to take care of his place?” The chief asked. “I heard the city took it over since your mother doesn’t seem inclined.”

“Yeah. Sorry about the delay. I’ll get it done.”

“That’s all right. Land sakes, looking at you makes me remember your grandpa when he was young. Man, I miss that guy.”

“Me too.”

Keisha heard the longing in Xander’s voice, and it reminded her of so many things. The day he told her about his grandfather’s heart attack for one. Or how he had looked at her when she’d talked about going home to pack a few things during spring break so they’d be ready to run away together when the semester ended.

As if.

Keisha was beginning to feel claustrophobic as another police car and a battered white van pulled into the fairground parking lot, coming around on the other side where there were no cars. When the siren cut off, they heard only the sound of the rain, and the anxiety in Keisha’s stomach cranked down a notch.

Officer Levi Hughes came hurrying over, wearing his customary cowboy hat, followed by Doc Sayer, who sported a green rain jacket with the hood pulled completely over his brown hair. He pushed through the others. “I hope you didn’t move her.”

“I believe she’s fine to move,” Xander said. “No severe neck trauma. I suspect a fracture of her right forearm and possibly a break in her right foot, though the boot might have saved her from that. I’m worried about a head trauma or internal bleeding, but she’s lucid, so I think it’s not urgent.”

Doc shined a light in Laina’s eyes and then poked and prodded her until she started complaining. “Right,” Doc said to Xander. “I don’t know who you are, but I concur with your diagnosis.”

“This is Jim Greenwood’s grandson,” Chief McColl said. “You might have delivered him a couple dozen years back.”

Doc’s gaze ran over Xander’s face. “Probably been more than that, and he’s changed a bit since then. I don’t think his momma believed in regular medical care.”

“She couldn’t afford it,” Xander said with an easy smile. “And a midwife delivered me.”

“Sounds about right,” Doc said. “Don’t know how I’d get along without a midwife in town. Well, let’s get Laina to my van. I’ve got a bed in there I can strap her to. I’d bring it out if it weren’t raining so hard.” He looked at Levi. “Can you come with us and drive? I’d rather her not be alone. And someone better call her family. But please tell them we don’t want them all to come. Just the parents. Their clan would fill up my whole clinic.”

“I’ll have dispatch call her parents and send them over,” said Chief McColl. “Unless you need to take her to the hospital in Panna Creek.”

“I don’t think so. But I’ll do a few tests and X-rays to make sure. Levi, can you carry her to my van?”

Levi started forward but skidded on the unpaved parking lot.

“Darn it all, Levi.” Irritation filled the chief’s voice. “How many times have I told you that cowboy boots aren’t a part of the uniform? This is why.”

“How was I to know it was going to rain?” Levi protested. “It was clear as a bell this morning when I came on shift.”

The chief snorted. “You came in before sunrise.”

“Oh, right.” Then lowering his voice, he muttered, “You weren’t supposed to be in today, I thought.”

Keisha nearly laughed at that. The chief had banned cowboy boots from the precinct after one of his officers slipped during a foot chase in the rain, but Levi bucked the protocol so much that the whole town was aware of his little rebellion.

“Be sure you don’t ask me why you’ll be on weekends for the next month. Now move out of the way.” Chief McColl reached in to carefully scoop Laina from the car. She hissed in a sharp breath as her arm shifted, but she didn’t cry out. The chief strode toward the white van with Levi and Doc hurrying after him.

Keisha struggled to pull herself through the narrow gap into the driver’s seat. The steering wheel’s current bent position wasn’t helping matters. Xander leaned the crowbar against the car and squatted, looking at her with one brow arched. Rain dripped off the brim of his hat, and drops of rain beaded on his jacket, but otherwise, he looked completely untouched from this interlude while she suspected that she looked like something her cat had dragged in from the neighbor’s garbage can.

“Need a hand?” he asked, grinning.

Before she could respond, he reached in and dragged her out as easily as the chief had lifted Laina, who was a good deal shorter than Keisha. His touch felt warm and familiar and wonderful. Quick tears came to her eyes, and she was grateful for the rain that masked her response.

The instant she was on her feet, he let her go. Too soon. And yet she knew it was for the best. Their story was over and done with, and his appearance in Forgotten had nothing to do with their relationship.

“Thanks,” she said, her voice almost inaudible.

He shrugged off his jacket and draped it around her shoulders. The material was light but obviously impervious to water, and the warmth of his body lingered on the lining. He now stood in a blazing white T-shirt that was quickly darkening under the onslaught of rain.

“You keep it,” she protested.

He held up a hand. “What kind of man would I be to let a woman shiver in the rain?”

Keisha stared down at the drops of rain that slicked the skin of her own hands, now clutched tightly in front of her where the jacket didn’t cover them. They stood out, the color of rich honey, compared to his paler ones. “My car’s just over there. I don’t need the jacket.”

“Please. I’ll get it later.” He pulled out his phone. “Is your number still the same?”

The sensation of déjà vu made her feel dizzy. He’d asked for her number when they’d run into each other that first time at Washington University. She still had the same number, but she wouldn’t tell him. She didn’t want to hope for his call or an explanation of the past.

She didn’t respond, and the tension that had been present all along intensified. Had the world stopped moving? Why could she no longer hear the rain?

“I’ll leave the jacket at the Butter Cake Café,” she choked out. “You remember it, right?”

He nodded slowly, his gaze holding hers. Was that disappointment in those blue eyes? Good. It was better than he deserved. He was a lying, betraying jerk, and she wouldn’t ever let herself forget that.

“I gotta go. I’m going to be late.” She turned and hurried back to her car, starting it and driving away. When she glanced in the rearview mirror, he was still staring after her exactly the way he had done four years ago in St. Louis.

“Why did you come back?” she muttered.

Yes, there were harder things than being dead.


CHAPTER 2

Keisha wandered through the back door of the Butter Cake Café like a sleepwalker. Surely this was a nightmare from which she’d wake up, and it wouldn’t have happened at all. Laina wouldn’t be injured, and Xander Greenwood would still be wherever the lying creep had been these past four years. Probably in Africa.

The thought pierced her heart like a knife.

Maggie Tremblay, the café owner and Keisha’s friend, was standing over her big stove. She gasped at the sight of her. “What happened to you? You look like—”

“Something my cat dragged in,” Keisha said miserably. “I know.” She sat at the small table against the wall where employees took their breaks when they didn’t want to be interrupted by customers, shrugging off Xander’s jacket that somehow was still around her shoulders.

Maggie grabbed a dishtowel from a top cupboard and began drying her hair. “Did your car break down?”

“No. Laina had an accident.” The story tumbled from her mouth of its own accord in ugly detail, but she found herself glossing over Xander’s appearance.

Even so, Maggie latched onto his name. “Wait, you mean Xander Greenwood? Alison Greenwood’s son?” Maggie pursed her lips in thought. “I wonder if he’s back because of the house.”

“I think so.”

“So, is he a doctor now? I mean, from what you say, he seemed to know what to do for Laina.”

“I don’t know.” Why did it hurt so much that she didn’t know? There had been a time when she and Xander were inseparable, and she’d thought she knew everything about him—which was ridiculous. Who could know everything about someone after dating for only six months? Yes, he’d always been interested in medicine, but his degree had been in physics. At first it seemed an odd match for her, an economics major, but both degrees had worked well into their plans.

Sudden plans that had all gone up in flames with her accident and his betrayal. Keisha shut her eyes, fighting the urge to weep on Maggie’s shoulder.

“How awful,” Maggie said, giving her a hug. “I’m guessing that seeing the crash brought back a lot of bad memories.”

“It wasn’t the crash.” The words escaped her mouth before she could help them.

Maggie settled into the chair next to her. “What then? You seem really . . . spooked. Is it something else? Does it have anything to do with why you’re taking that chemistry class? You are the best employee I’ve ever had, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I’ve been wondering why you’re still here after three years. I thought you’d have gone back to finish college and then on to your law degree.”

Which was what everyone had expected—for her to follow in her father’s footsteps. But the numbness in her heart hadn’t left her after the accident, and until recently, she couldn’t make herself do anything but survive.

What Maggie said about her being the best was true, and it was safe here. She knew how to be friendly and helpful while at the same time avoiding the male customers who kept pressing for her phone number. It wasn’t that she hadn’t dated. She’d gone out with a lot of men, especially her first year here, but none of them held her interest, not even the handsome new attorney in town. He only reminded her of the old life she had thrown away for love.

Maybe it wasn’t too late, though. She’d loved the law once, or the idea of it. She could still help people and please her aunt, who, despite her snootiness, did seem to want the best for her. But even the thought of law school made her feel as if she were going backward, not forward. Thus, the chemistry class as she searched for an entirely new career, one that didn’t deal with economics, the law, or crazy plans in Africa.

“The chemistry class was a mistake,” she admitted. “I study and study, but I’m barely making a B grade.”

“That’s not too shabby.”

“It is if you’re Olivia Jefferson Campbell.”

Maggie laughed. “Your aunt has her own challenges. You have to do what’s right for you.”

“Not chemistry, that’s for sure. I’m mean, I’m glad I’m learning it, but it’s not a subject that consumes me.” Keisha picked up the towel Maggie had abandoned on the table and blotted her neck under her hair, where more water leaked down her back.

“What does consume you?”

Regrets, she wanted to say. Regrets that I ever met Xander . . . and yet that wasn’t entirely true. For those brief months, she’d been wildly happy and secure in his love. Even if it had been too good to last, she’d experienced something amazing. Her time with Xander had reminded her of what her parents had found with each other. Though they had died before they passed the test of time, she was sure they would have made it. Yet she and Xander hadn’t passed any sort of test, and for all the dislike Keisha felt toward her aunt, she owed her big time for helping her see Xander’s real nature. Unfortunately, her time with Xander set a very high bar for any future relationship, and so far no one else had measured up.

“I don’t know what I want,” Keisha said, “but I like organizing and making things run smoothly.” She had loved studying economics for just that reason. So maybe it was only law school that had her balking.

“You’re good at that. But you need to do it on a larger scale than here with me.”

Keisha gave her a smile. “I know, and I think I’m ready. I just need to decide what direction to go.” Over the past year, without telling anyone, she’d finished other classes online, many in her old major. She thought she’d chosen them because they were on her economics major list rather than for any vestiges of love she had for the subject, but they were interesting, and she always came away with the highest marks in each class.

“I’ve actually thought about going into politics like my uncle,” she added when Maggie appeared to be waiting for more. Josiah Campbell was the mayor of Forgotten, and Keisha admired him as much as she had her father. Marrying him was the best thing Aunt Olivia had ever done, though it didn’t seem to be ending well for them. “I’ve wasted so many years, though, and it all seems a little daunting.”

“The one thing about Forgotten,” Maggie said with a smile, “is that no one cares where you’ve been. It’s only where you’re heading that counts.”

Keisha wondered if that went for Xander too, and if he ended up sticking around Forgotten, would it make her safe haven here unbearable? How would her loved ones treat him if they knew what happened between them—or if they knew her aunt had been right about him after all?

“Besides,” Maggie added. “These years haven’t been wasted. They provided experiences, which I believe are more important than what you learn in any college.” She paused before adding, her eyes dark and kind, “But are you sure there isn’t anything more that’s bothering you? Is there anything I can do to help?”

Keisha was tempted. She’d told Maggie about the boy she dated in college and hinted at a rough breakup, but she’d never told her it was Xander. Only Olivia had known—and that had been a mistake. But Maggie wasn’t Olivia, and Keisha trusted her.

“It’s just—” She broke off as Maggie’s new husband, Garth Dalton, sauntered into the kitchen from the direction of the dining room. He was tall, dark-haired, and gorgeous, a Lieutenant Colonel recently retired at barely forty from the Air Force. He and Maggie had first fallen in love eighteen years ago before he shipped overseas, but they found each other again when a song Maggie performed at their friend’s wedding had enjoyed a brief trending online. They’d been back from their honeymoon only four days.

“Hey, ladies.” He bent over and gave his wife a lingering kiss. To Keisha, he added, “How are you this soggy morning?” Then he did a double take. “Ah, I see you’ve already been dancing in the rain, and you didn’t even invite us.”

Keisha forced a laugh. “I was crawling around in it, you mean.” She sighed. “Anyway, there’s still a lot of rain out there if you want to give it a try.”

Garth laughed. “Only if Maggie comes with me.” The love in his expression was like a physical stab to Keisha. Once Xander had looked at her that way.

Or had it only been in her imagination?

She pulled herself from the chair. “Well, I’d better get started on the butter cake,” she said to Maggie. “If you haven’t made it yet, that is.”

“We might not need more if this storm keeps up.” Maggie popped to her feet with considerably more energy. “Hopefully it’ll blow over in a day or two, or we’ll have to cancel the Harvest Festival.” She made a face. “Ronica Wilson would have a breakdown. She’s worked so hard, and it’s all that’s been keeping her . . .” Maggie didn’t finish, but Keisha knew. Sooner or later, Ronica would have to face the fact that her husband’s dementia was becoming impossible to manage on her own.

“It had better blow over,” Keisha agreed. “People still talk about the terrible drought of sixty-six when they last canceled it.”

Maggie shook her head ruefully. “Right. Superstition is a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

The Harvest Festival was bigger than the Fourth of July in Forgotten. With so many of the nearly four thousand residents depending on farming and ranching, the harvest was not only important but vital to the town. It was always held the last Saturday in September, close to the time of the harvest moon. A group organized by the Ladies Auxiliary dressed in pioneer clothing and went singing down Main Street, collecting baskets and bags of harvest to give to the poor. Others not living close to Main would also bring donations later to the fairground, and those in need would come and freely take from the bounty. There would be harvest trading booths run by people dressed up as pioneers, and more booths selling fried chicken, bread, and pies. Hay-throwing and tug-of-war competitions were favorites of the men, while children made cornhusk dolls and wreaths or played children’s games. The culmination of the night was always a reenactment of how James and Chelsea Morgan founded the town, followed by fireworks. Rumor had it that the singing and generous giving, coupled with a proper reenactment, called the spirit of Chelsea to bless the next harvest.
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