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[image: ]




MIRA WELCOMED THE BRIGHT array of colors in spring. It was a beautiful time to see the flowers come alive. Apart from the blooms that grew by the wayside, wildflowers of crocuses lined the roads as she drove to Henderson County.

She recognized the dark green foliage and vibrant red petals of Lenten roses. Of course, she had picked up this knowledge subconsciously from her mother. Her mom loved gardening and had been one of the caretakers of the botanical gardens. Now Cara Reynolds looked after them, according to her stepbrother, Kenneth.

She didn’t return home when her stepdad died. It infuriated Kenneth. Now, her mother, Nandini, had just completed her second round of chemotherapy. Her stepbrother had informed her—no, ordered her—it was time to come home.

The scent of lilacs hit her as soon as she reached the driveway. The blooms stood about ten feet tall, dwarfing the smaller bushes. It was proof that her mother was still tending these gardens despite her failing health. The magnificent shingle and stone home sat on a beautiful country estate with the mountains serving as a backdrop. Their house gracefully nestled on acres of old hardwoods. As a family, she remembered enjoying their morning breakfasts and evening mocktails on the patio to view the exquisite sunrises and sunsets.

She paused and waited with bated breath at the door that had been covered in ivy, climbing to the shingles. It gave the home a verdant, old-world look. Kenneth opened it, and there was a look of disappointment on his face. There was no hug or friendly peck on the cheek. So much for the warm welcome. He had every right to be cold.

She and Kenneth had a fractious relationship right from the beginning. As her older stepbrother, she always thought he resented Mira and her mother. Her mother, a woman from South India, married Kenneth’s father years after his wife died. Mira was six at the time.

The blended family kind of seemed a relief from all the frustrations back home. Her mother seemed happy in their new surroundings. The years passed by quickly until the trouble at school. Mira left for Hollywood and didn’t look back. The ghosts of the past that had driven her out of Henderson kept her away.

“I already have lunch ready. It must have been a long trip,” he casually mentioned as she entered the house.

“Thanks,” was all she could muster as she followed him from the door into the living room, different from the home she’d left. The bright ivory walls now had a large painting of a forestscape and the furniture had been repainted and repolished. Small potted plants lined the corridor and warmed the house.

Kenneth hadn’t changed much. He seemed more refined now. Time changes people for the better, she thought to herself. The last time she saw him was over a decade ago. She couldn’t mistake the rigid set of his broad shoulders and the military cut of his hair. He probably still did his daily exercises, given the size of his biceps.

He’d gone to the army, done his time, and returned to Henderson County just like their dad. They hadn’t spoken since she’d left their home as a teenage girl. Now, sixteen years later, she was sitting at a wooden table in their home, aware of the tension in the room.

“Mom’s upstairs having a nap. Today was a slightly difficult day for her. She threw up a few times and I told her to have a lie-in.”

“Thank you, Kenneth.” He directed her to the kitchen and she simply walked behind him. The kitchen was the same, with a few new additions in the form of a larger, sleeker refrigerator and some other shiny new appliances. The rest of the pickle jars, lentil containers, and a bowl of fresh fruits were staples even when she was younger.

He shrugged and laid a plate of beef stew over a bed of fluffy rice. The vase on the table contained fresh flowers, bleeding hearts, snapdragons, and other lilies of various colors.

“Cara cut some of them from our garden. She drops in from time to time. Were you two close?”

“Not anymore.” Mira remembered Cara fondly. Another relationship that she just allowed to die. “It’s nice of her, though.”

“It’s not surprising. She learned everything she knows from Mom.”

Mira spooned some of the rice into her mouth. The meat was succulent and richly flavored with spices. She knew her mother had made it. She sighed loudly and Kenneth stared at her.

When Mira didn’t respond to him, she realized he was watching her eat.

“Slow down. The food’s not going anywhere. There’s plenty more. I have to run to the café. Do you need anything else?”

“I’m fine; you go ahead.” She could tell he was looking at her strangely but their conversation felt so unnatural and she didn’t really know what to say, half afraid she might say something upsetting.

“See you later then.”

If she were honest, she was surprised Kenneth was being nice to her. She hadn’t been pleasant all these years. She hadn’t even bothered to keep in contact. After helping herself to some more food, she went upstairs.

The place had changed and yet remained the same. The brick wall had been repainted with austere ivory. The floors had been retiled with a simple floral design that gave the house its romantic look.

There were vases and fresh plants along the corridors, Kentia palms and asparagus ferns, all sitting in lovely ceramic pots. Her parents’ room was all the way out at the back, overlooking the garden.

Gently she opened the door and stepped inside. The room was rather warm, and her mother lay there softly snoring.

A calico cat sat on the rug. Mira bent down to her and looked at the little tag on her collar. It read Daisy. Such a perfect name for a woman who loved her flowers.

“I guess you’re keeping her company,” she said, and Daisy purred as Mira rubbed her neck.

Her mother was a shadow of her former self. She could easily weigh eighty pounds. Her once silky smooth skin had shriveled up, and her collarbones sharply jutted out. Deep lines emanated around her mouth, and her once long mane was now cut into a short pixie.

What has happened to you? she wanted to say.

Cancer.

The doctors had given her a fifty-fifty chance. It could go either way, but Kenneth was not hopeful. He’d given her an ultimatum. Come back and see her ailing mother or never set foot in Henderson County again.

The intensity of his voice and the ferocity of the threat made her sit up and take notice. He’d never forced her to do anything before or even questioned her decision to leave.

It had all been such a blur back then. She stood by the bed frozen in time, lost in her thoughts when a still shaky voice almost whispered. “Mira, come closer. My, you look so beautiful.”

She smiled. Her mother always said the right things. Encouraging things. She bent down on her knees to her mother by her bedside.

“Mira,” her mother said, enfolding her in a hug so tight that Mira never wanted to let go. Suddenly the pain of the long years came flooding back.

In your mother’s arms, you can still be that child, vulnerable, scared, and insecure. No one could fault you. And her hug could make it all better.

“Why the tears?”

Mira said the first thing that came to her mind. “I’m sorry I took so long.”

Her mother smoothed her wavy hair, now dyed a red-mahogany hue. “What are a few years here and there? It doesn’t matter now.”

Her mother just absolved her of everything. No questions asked. Could it be that simple?

Mira’s tears flowed.

“Did you have lunch? I wanted to make some popadams, but you see,” she said, slightly breathless, “I don’t have the energy to do things like I used to do.”

“Don’t get up because of me. I’m going to sit outside. The gardens look wonderful, and I want to spend some time there as we used to.”

Her mother smiled. “I try. Cara comes to help sometimes. You remember her?”

“Yes,” she said, not keen on dwelling on it too much.

“Lots has changed in Henderson County. You’ll be surprised.”

Silence followed, and she didn’t know what to say. Everything just felt so wrong.

“Why don’t you go relax,” her mother said finally. “I’ve changed the sheets in your room, and Kenneth has brought it up to scratch. We can have a nice chat during dinner.”

Daisy watched them both and stretched out lazily on the floor.

Mira exited the room. She and Kenneth had rooms above. The entire wall along the stairs had been decorated with snapshots of their lives. Graduation pictures and medals. Awards and recognition. Even her first Emmy was all there on the wall. Mira walked up to her room.

When she opened it, she gasped. It was different. Nice. Not the pasty yellow walls from her girlhood. Instead, her entire bedroom featured two-toned walls of royal blue and white. The ceiling was separated by ornate white crown molding.

Pretty floral curtains of white and blue pansies danced in the wind. Her small bed had been replaced with a full queen-sized bed. The window was surrounded by cabinets built into the wall. She opened one and saw some of her old books and clothes in another cubicle. Her parents had saved everything. The fixtures were new, and one of the walls had a huge picture of her in her one-shoulder Monique Lhuillier burgundy gown, receiving her Emmy for her role in the daytime drama Destiny.

Mira wanted to cry. She didn’t deserve any of this, not after how she had treated them or everything she’d done. She lay down on the soft pillow and began to sob.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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LOGAN RANG THE BELL of the Kasnell home. This was his third trip. He hoped Kenneth was not at home. It was obvious the guy didn’t like him given his history with Karen, but now he had no choice.

The public works department was expanding the sewage system. And all the homes on the east of the county would be included. Kenneth hadn’t been here both times when he came before, and he had no idea where Nan was. He pressed his finger on the buzzer long enough. He was about to walk away when the door opened.

Logan was stunned. His tongue stuck to the floor of his mouth. He said nothing.

A woman stood at the door. Beautiful, dusky skin; glossy red waves; high cheekbones; and dark, intense eyes that had recently been crying.

“Yes?” she asked. “How can I help you?”

“My name’s Logan,” he stammered and felt the words come out like blobs from his mouth. “Logan Graymore, I’m responsible for the public works department. Is Kenneth at home?”

“No, he’s gone to the café.”

“Are you his girlfriend? Can you pass on a message to him? Or I could speak to Nan if she’s around?” For some unknown reason, his tongue was now catching up with his mind and the questions came flying out.

“Nan’s asleep. She can’t speak to you right now. I’m Kenneth’s sister, Mira. I’ll let him know you stopped by.”

Logan took a step back. “Mira? I remember you. You’re the Hollywood star,” he said recalling her now as the famous Emmy Award-winning actress, the one and only Mira Kasnell. Or as she was known from his childhood, “little Mira.” She was not so little anymore as he briefly scanned the length of her. “You look fantastic.”

Mira smiled, and her eyes brightened. “TV actress, not Hollywood exactly.”

“Who cares? You rubbed shoulders with Jennifer Aniston, right?”

She shook her head.

“In Henderson County, it is a big deal. Listen, since you’re home, tell Kenneth that he has to decide whether he wants to go the septic route or the public sewer system. The county is expanding and offering your home along with everyone east of the river, a chance to be included.”

“What’s the catch?”

“It costs money but we take care of everything. A septic system might be costing you less money over the long run but let’s face it, it requires a lot of maintenance, right?”

Mira looked like he was speaking Greek. “I’ve lost you, haven’t I?”

“Logan, I’m sorry. I just got here today. This is usually Kenneth’s domain. He takes care of everything related to the house.”

Logan raised his hands. “It’s fine. Just let him know I stopped by. And welcome back. How long are you going to be here?”

“I don’t know,” she replied.

Logan was sympathetic. “I hope you enjoy being back. If you ever need any help or something, let me know.”

He whipped out his card and stuck it in the window frame. Logan didn’t wait for her to respond as he walked back to his truck, got in, and pulled away.

Only when he hit the first red light did he realize what he’d done. It was nothing short of monumental that he had given his card to Mira Kasnell smoothly without flubbing the moment. Something he hadn’t done ever since Karen left Henderson County.

It had hurt that she’d chosen Gage, but he didn’t fault her. He had no right to simply walk back into her life and install himself there when he’d stayed away from her for twelve years. No love was lost, but he had lost a friend and a neighbor.

In the blink of an eye, everything changed. Within six months of her move to Germany, Gage and Karen got together and then got married. Now she had recently delivered a baby girl. Her father, Samuel, had sold the home adjoining their estate to someone and gone sailing around the world. Gage and Karen had purchased a house close to Bauer on the other side of the county, but they were not here a lot. Often they stayed in Germany, where Gage had shifted his business operations.

Henderson County was not big, but the fact that they hadn’t even run into each other at all was a testament to the fact that she’d kept her distance.

His parents had been disappointed over his botched nuptials. It was the talk of the town, but once Karen announced her wedding, they soon forgot his pain. With it came insecurities. Women in Henderson County knew about his ex-fiancée, and it was hard to date anyone who didn’t know his history. Most were wary, and he didn’t blame them.

His folks were now getting ready to retire, so chaos ruled his life. He only found peace at work and the bar when the day drew to a close.

When he did approach a woman, he was full of anguish and hurt. The conversations were stunted, and he always found himself wanting.

Not today, he thought to himself. He had had his first and most successful interaction with a woman. And not just any woman. This was Mira Kasnell. She was way out of his league. And it didn’t matter if nothing came of it. He’d done it. He’d offered her help. Not that she’d require it with Kenneth around.

What did he remember about Mira?

Well, he thought to himself trying to scan his childhood memories. Not much. He knew she left Henderson around the same time he did. She was a year behind him at school. All he knew was that she abruptly left, and then Nan said she’d gone on to study filmmaking. Soon she was an understudy for a daytime soap.
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