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      Layla Cartia was prone to making quick decisions and speaking her mind. Her brother assured her it would come to bite her on the rear one day, but after thirty-two years, she thought the probability of that happening was slim to none.

      She needed to think and act quickly because she was a potter. Clay demanded action and a firm resolve. She had just finished a set of four bowls, and nothing gave her more satisfaction than looking at a finished piece of work. There was something to be said about making things with your hands. She was able to put a bit of herself into every piece she created. Layla liked to think that she imbued her clay works and pottery with a bit of herself.

      Layla locked the front door of her shop, Clay Comforts. Her brother had been operating the front of the store most of the day, leaving her to take care of the bowls she had finally finished. Layla was a member of the Breeder Rescue Group. The little furball she took with her to the store was called Princess; the dog was a rescue Yorkie. She had been raised in a puppy mill and had never been out of a cage. Now she was adjusting to walking and being able to just be a dog.

      Layla was tired and would fall out on the couch she had put in the back of the store and go to sleep if her rescues weren't waiting for her at home. She knew her brother had put them in the guest bedroom, but they still needed some love, food, and hopefully, she would be able to get them to walk a little farther today. Some dogs raised in cages and puppy mills seldom got to walk outside of their cages, so getting a newly rescued dog to walk around could be a challenge. To help them, Layla always padded the surrounding area with padding and rugs so they could explore.

      She couldn't wait until Princess was ready to see all of Inheritance Bay. The Bay itself was a source of peace and serenity for Layla. Her mother had arrived here with no past, and the town of Inheritance Bay had accepted her and her two children. Layla grew up a child of the Bay. She knew how to kayak on the bay, swim in the bay, frequent the picnic areas around the bay, and most of all, she knew how to take long naps on the grass under the evening stars. Layla loved the town that had accepted and raised her.

      Things weren't going so well for the Bay area, though. Layla was an optimist, but she didn't turn a blind eye to her surroundings. Inheritance Bay barely got by on the tourist influx that happened only three months of the year. She did pretty well with her pottery abroad and in town, but the town needed more. Layla had heard that Marjorie had sent out some letters to ask people to come back to the Bay. Layla wasn't so sure how that was going to go, but she would be open-minded if it helped the town.

      "Layla, you going home, child?" Mason Byers asked from across the street as he made his way down the block.

      "Yes, I am, Mr. Byers. Make sure you take care of that limp," she replied. He smiled, waved her off, and moved on.

      Layla smiled as she walked home. She was an integral part of the Bay. Everyone knew everyone here. They all accepted her, and most of the older people had helped raise her and her brother. Through good times and bad, the town stuck together to make it. Except maybe Conner Sanders. He had bought up land, but no one knew what he was going to do with it. His new fiancée, Riley, seemed like she was going to help him make some decisions, but Layla didn't like to get ahead of herself. She would wait and see how it all panned out.

      "Have you decided to do your duty yet, girl?" a voice called out to her.

      David Tasker—the only man who somehow thought she could single-handedly save Inheritance Bay. Layla closed her eyes and tried to think of something that would be calming. His house was on the way to hers, and she didn't know how he did it, but he always managed to be outside when she was going home.

      "Mr. Tasker, funny that you should be out here this evening."

      "I’m surprised you can see the problem and be unfazed. It must be a generational thing,” he complained. Layla didn’t want to give him the time of day, but she was raised with manners that overlooked the rudeness of elders. She couldn’t remember a time when she had seen Mr. Tasker happy. When she had arrived with her mother at Inheritance Bay, Mr. Tasker’s wife had already passed at a very young age, and Mr. Tasker was never the same.

      His goal was to make Inheritance Bay the way it was when his wife was alive. Now, Mr. Tasker thought she was the way to make that happen.

      “I hope you have a good day, Mr. Tasker,” she said, making sure she was still moving as well as answering him.

      “If you really meant it, you’d do what you should and bring your business to the Bay and let everyone know the famous potter lives here.”

      Layla didn’t answer because she refused to have the same old argument with Mr. Tasker. It was true, she had found some level of success with her crafts, but she also valued her privacy. Her brother was just as well known for his skills as a potter, and he had tried to do the same thing. He was stalked until it caused an accident that left him with a limp and almost took his hands. When her brother had come out of the hospital, he made her promise never to put herself in that position.

      Still, the accusation stung when she heard it from Mr. Tasker. She was caught between her promises to her brother and saving the place that had accepted her lone mother when it appeared she had nowhere else to go. The slam of Mr. Tasker's porch door with no spring gave her some relief that he had gone inside. While one pressure was gone, another resurfaced.

      Another thing that weighed on her mind was the question of where her mother was from and why had she been alone with two children and finding her way here in Inheritance Bay?

      Her thoughts were disturbed by the smell of steaks on the grill as she walked up to her house. Steaks? Layla looked and saw the beckoning plume of smoke rising from her next-door neighbor. When she opened the door to her home, she dropped her purse and went to check on her charges. She had three altogether. While the other two were asleep, Princess was standing, sniffing toward the screen door.

      “You can smell it, too, huh?” Layla said. It smelled like a great skirt or T-bone steak, and from the smell of it, the person knew how to season it. She smelled the bold flavors of garlic, olive oil, and a little bit of chili powder. Sighing, she picked up a nearby basket and then picked up Princess and put her in it. Layla knew everyone, and she knew that whoever was next door was a visitor to the area.

      “Let me see if I have a Welcome to Inheritance Bay cup, and if so, we can get the introductions out of the way. Our neighborly duty will be done, and it will be a bit of air for you tonight. The walker texted her daily report, you didn’t feel like walking like the other dogs and had to be carried today but don’t worry, I’m sure tomorrow you’ll be more open to the experience,” she said to Princess.

      Layla walked out of the front of her home to see a shiny sports car in the driveway next door. She shook her head and smiled to herself. It looks like someone hasn’t heard about seawater and fancy cars, she thought.

      So, whoever was next door was more than likely a snowbird. Snowbirds were city folk who came to get away and then went home. Layla remembered the council saying they would open up some houses for rental to raise cash, but she hadn’t realized it was the house next to hers. Layla shrugged. She guessed it made sense, though, as she lived in a cul-du-sac conveniently located in the midst of town.

      She had her mug in one hand and Princess in a basket in the other. She was sure she was the epitome of small-town charm, knocking on the door. After she knocked, her cell phone rang. Unable to answer it, she let it go to voicemail, but then it buzzed. So, she looked on her smartwatch to see the text DO NOT GREET THE NEIGHBOR! from her brother.

      Just as she was about to turn away, the door opened.

      “Really, I’m not here two hours, and I’m getting crank doorbell rings.”

      The man sounded annoyed, and Layla was insulted that he thought that was what was going on. She wouldn’t go into his house, but she wasn’t going to run, either.

      “It’s not a doorbell crank. I decided to be neighborly,” Layla replied. The man was about six foot one with curly black hair and a well-shaped beard that seemed so in style these days. With blue eyes, a square jaw, and what looked like a dimple in his chin, he could have been gorgeous if not for that attitude.

      “Neighborly? You mean nosy,” he said gruffly.

      “Nosy! Wow, I should have listened to my instincts and went back home.”

      “Aw, come on. I know how these small towns work. When I came over that bridge into town, all the elderly women had their dentures  clacking about who I was and what I’m doing here.”

      “You are so full of yourself. I, for one, don’t know who you are or why you’re here, and I don’t care. Also, for your information, the elderly women are not gossips; they are some of the nicest women you could know. Although, you might push even them to not be as charitable as they usually are.”

      “So, you’re saying no one told you about me?” he said with a smirk, and his arms covered his well-made chest if the shape of his shirt could be trusted.

      “I—” Layla stopped the denial that was coming to her lips. Then she saw him smile triumphantly, and the dimple on his cheek that was only a hint deepened true.

      “I knew it. They sent you!”

      “Stop, they didn’t send me. They told me too late not to talk to you, and I have to say if you are this prickly with everyone, I can understand.”

      “You mean, you don’t know who I am?”

      Layla rolled her eyes and then remembered she had the cup. “Listen, I don’t care. Here, take the cup. Welcome to Inheritance Bay, and may your stay be short!” she said as she pushed the cup into his hand and turned with Princess in her basket. Princess, of course, was trying to look at the man. There was no accounting for Princess’s taste.

      “Hey, my name is Nolan Taggert and⁠—”

      “Really, Mr. Taggert, that’s nice that you can say your name, but I don’t need it. You can have a nice life and vacation. We don’t need to speak. We don’t need to say hello. We don’t need to interact at all because⁠—”

      “Would you please let me finish my sentence!”

      Layla turned and found Mr. Taggert right behind her on her driveway on the way to her house. “Well, I can’t see how the sentence would matter either way, but⁠—”

      “I’m Nolan Taggert, and I work for Conner Sanders, the Wealth Builders owner and owner of one-third of this town. I’ve come to see if it’s worth saving or not. Do I have your attention now?”

      Layla turned to look at a smug Nolan Taggert standing in her driveway, and the only thing she could think was that her brother was right about her quick attitude and quick mouth. Nolan Taggert was the man who had come to deliver the bite.
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      “Well, you have my attention; the question is, are you going to say anything worthwhile, or are you just good at one-liners? Of course, there is nothing wrong with one-liners, but a man should know his limits,” she said.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Nolan said.

      “I didn’t give it,” Layla replied. She felt her watch vibrate, and she could see it was her brother. She clicked on the return message I’m busy. She turned back to the problem at hand. “So, are you going to explain how you would single-handedly save the town of Inheritance Bay from whatever perceived threat you think is out there?”

      She knew who Wealth Builders were, which was the only reason she even gave him the time of day. He was not the vision she would have come up with as a knight in shining armor. However, Layla was a big proponent of not judging a book by its cover.

      “Your name?” he persisted.

      “Layla Cartia, resident artist, and a Bay resident. Now that we have the pleasantries done, can you answer the question?”

      “Hello, Ms. Cartia⁠—”

      “Layla.”

      “Excuse me, I⁠—”

      “Only my mother was called Ms. Cartia. Everyone in town calls me Layla. It’s the name on my art, and it’s what I go by. You can call me Layla.”

      “Well, Layla, thank you for the welcome.”

      Oh, she wanted to rip the smile off of his face. It made it worse that the man was twice as attractive with a smile on his face than he was with the grimace from a moment before. When he smiled, his whole body relaxed. Where before he seemed like he would explode any minute, he now looked like he could invite a person out to dinner. His smile reached his eyes, where she saw the familiar crow’s feet. Laughter was no stranger to his face if the laugh lines were to be used as a gauge.

      “So, are you going to tell me how you intend to do this miracle and single-handedly save the town?”

      “Not today, no. I have to meet with the mayor in the morning. After that, I’ll know what I want to say to everyone.”

      Layla smiled and nodded her head. “You know what? I don’t think you have any idea what it would take to save the town or how much damage your employer has done here,” Layla fired back.

      “My employer, Conner? You’ve got it all wrong, you see⁠—”

      “All wrong? No, Mr. Taggert, you’ve never had it right. This town has been in duress for years, barely holding on to its charm. The people are hardworking and caring. Then one day, a big corporation like yours comes in and buys up buildings and land that we were going to try to renovate to bring in income and, in a moment, months of planning was gone and with it our hopes. So, to hear that your company sent a henchman to see what can be done, I’m just not as impressed as you may think I should be.”

      “Why put the buildings on the market? It’s not Conner’s fault the town is in this situation. You see, if they had⁠—”

      Layla held up her hand to stop him from talking and then waved goodbye to Nolan.

      “Well, I’d like to stay here and hear you justify your boss’s behavior, but I have things to do,” she said as she carried Princess back to the house.

      “You know you can come over any time. For you, I’d take time out of my schedule, Layla Cartia.”

      Layla turned and looked at him. “I would love to say it was a pleasure, but it was anything but.”

      “You wound me, Layla.”

      “Get thicker armor. Good day, Nolan Taggert, and by the way, welcome to Inheritance Bay.”
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      Nolan went back into his home. She was right; he was surly. The door had closed, but he was ever prepared. He had a spare key under the welcome mat. He took his first gift from the area and went to sit in his backyard. He didn’t really do backyards. Backyards were for families, and he was a condominium kind of man. However, the opportunity to make a steak made him overlook those inhibitions. He took the mug and placed it on the side table next to the lounge chair he was sitting in.

      This was the place that most people aspired to visit and wished they could stay. A small community where everyone knew everyone. The sky seemed as though it stayed endlessly clear. The town's sounds had a rhythm of their own and coincided with the rising and the setting of the sun. The house he was staying in was inland, but it was one of the taller homes in the area. While most houses just had two stories, this rental had an extra floor put on it so that he could rent the attic out if he owned it. The attic apartment had a veranda, and according to the realtor, had been owned by the wife of a smuggler. He built the veranda so she could see the bay to know when he returned. Later a bunch of eagle conservationists, having heard the story came to the house and called it Eagle station.

      Small towns had stories to up the value of their houses and disguise the lack of privacy. Although, he had to admit that he had been on that veranda and had seen Inheritance Bay during sunrise. An eagle had flown by to pluck its dinner from the bay. It was humbling and made him realize how unique the location could be. He was surprised he could see any town with that type of open-mindedness.

      Nolan’s experience with small towns was nowhere near as idyllic. He normally saw them for what they were, shells to hold a group of people who would decide who fit and who didn’t. They didn’t usually like strangers, and the rumor mill could be a vicious place if you managed to upset the wrong people.

      He closed his eyes, laid his head back, and wondered why he had even bothered to come to the town. He could have looked at all of the data from his office and come to the same conclusions. Why had Conner wanted him to physically come here? To be fair, Nolan had to acknowledge he could have said no. He knew he was a lot of things, but being objective wasn’t one of them when it came to small towns.

      All of those truths, yet here he was, sitting in the backyard on a nice evening with a handmade mug beside him. He smiled. Yes, the mug that had come from the clear-spoken neighbor who seemed very transparent in her dislike of him. Nolan was used to people hiding the fact.

      Hiding. That wasn’t something Nolan did or appreciated in others. Maybe he needed to stop hiding from his thoughts on small towns. Perhaps this was a chance for him to see if he could be objective and keep his personal feelings out of the matter. Obviously, Conner thought so.

      “Go to Inheritance Bay. It has a way of growing on you,” Conner had said.

      “Gangrene, leeches, and tumors do, as well, but no one tells you to encourage those,” Nolan had replied.

      Conner had thought he was joking, but he wasn’t. Ever since Conner fell in love, he had an idealistic vision that all things could be fixed. Nolan was waiting for the love glow to dissipate before suggesting that something associated with Riley or her dog might not be perfect, especially the town she called home.

      Nolan didn’t hate Inheritance Bay. He didn’t know Inheritance Bay. At first glance, it looked like a postcard, but it brought up such memories in him of his hometown—or the place he would have called his hometown if his mother hadn’t needed to give him up for adoption to stay in it.

      To add insult to injury, when Nolan looked as though he was going to try to wiggle out of the duty, Conner said that going to Inheritance Bay could be like a vacation for him. At the thought of vacation, his hand tightened on the mug. He took a look at it and could tell it was sturdy and well-made.

      Even though his neighbor didn’t know him, he knew who she was as soon as she said her name. Nolan had researched the whole town and knew that the potters lived there. He didn’t understand why they didn’t advertise the fact, but he knew who she was.

      He had already met with the mayor of the town. Nolan had to say he wasn’t impressed. The man was an elderly gentleman, but he seemed ready to say anything to get him to believe that the town was a good investment. Nolan didn’t think Layla would do that.

      Just thinking about her brown curly hair next to those high cheekbones and smooth skin made him lose his focus. When she spoke, color came rising into her face making her look like a goddess on fire. He wondered if it was just because she was angry, or did she get that way about everything she was passionate about?

      Layla was a woman who stood her ground against greater odds. He didn’t mind that. In fact, right now, it was refreshing. Honesty was hard to come by. He shouldn’t be shocked by her reaction. What had he expected when he told her he was here to save the town?

      It didn’t matter. The reason he was here wasn’t going to change. He had a job to do, and he was going to do it to the best of his ability despite an enticing neighbor with a bold personality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Layla woke from a long night of weird dreams involving a pushy neighbor who walked around with no shoes outside of his house. When she woke, her brother, Ryan, was at the door to pick up her other two charges. After retelling her experience with Nolan, her brother shrugged and warned her she should pick up her phone more often and stay away from tall, dark, and combative men. When Ryan reached for Princess, she growled, and Layla’s brawny brother said Yorkie bites hurt the worst. That was the end of that conversation and the exodus of Ryan and her two charges.

      After settling Princess down, Layla needed to destress. She decided to take a walk and left out the back of her house. It had nothing to do with the sports car in front of her neighbor’s house. She just needed to have some alone time.

      She walked until she was on the beach, which was about a twenty-minute walk from her house. She went down the pathway and then took off her shoes as her feet sunk into the warm sand. The water lapped up on the beach bringing with it kelp and tiny sea creatures. As the tide went out, it took with it some of the creatures that had hitched a ride and others that had waited for a wave to take them out.

      There were a couple of other people walking along the beach. They just gave each other a nod, neither party wanting to disturb their morning communion. A couple of seagulls flew above, looking for leftovers that had undoubtedly been left by last night’s partying high schoolers.

      Everywhere she looked, she saw a good, clean life where someone would be grateful to have grown up and to live there still today. Things hadn’t been smooth when she and Ryan had arrived, but things could have been worse. She and her family could have found a town that ran her mother out instead of welcoming her into their lives.

      Inheritance Bay had accepted Layla’s mother and seen a woman who was trying to do the best she could do by herself. She had no other family, and she wouldn’t talk about where she had come from.

      The town as a whole had been put in a position that was hard at best. Her mother had no ID but insisted she wasn’t illegal. They had taken her at her word and given her a job and housed her children. Layla and Ryan had United States birth certificates and social security numbers, so getting them in schools and care with the doctors was no issue, but that wasn’t the case for Layla’s mother. She would pay for all of her care in cash, and she asked everyone in the Bay to respect that. It took a special kind of town to do that, and they had.
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