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Chapter 1: Jordan




“Welcome home, girlfriend! You’re a rock star!” My best friend Anita Seger throws her arms around me, crushes me in a hug, and then pushes me back to hold me at arm’s length. “This is going to be so great!” 

“Yeah. Great.” I glance across the street and grimace at my hometown.

I don’t exactly grimace in disgust, but I can think of a lot of places I’d rather be than here.

The town looks a lot smaller than I remember. Low, drab buildings line Main Street. Hardly anybody is moving around even at ten o’clock on a weekday morning. At least there aren’t any tumbleweeds rolling down the street, but there might as well be.

There aren’t any horses tied up outside the saloon, either, and just as I start to think I made a giant mistake by coming back here, a shiny blue sports car drives past me. It shatters the illusion that Oak Falls is a deserted country ghost town, and a second later, I notice more activity moving around.

More cars drive past us and the town suddenly appears more populated and less deserted. Oak Falls isn’t so bad. I’m just not used to it after living in Los Angeles for the last six years.

Anita takes my arm and starts leading me up the sidewalk. “I am so thrilled that you decided to move back here! I’ve got it all planned out! We can go to the movies on Saturday night and the bowling alley on Fridays. My church group has a social night once a month and….”

“Hold it right there,” I interrupt. “I didn’t move back to my hometown so you could plan out my entire social schedule for me. I’ve been living the high life in the city for six years. I came back here to get some peace and quiet.”

“Oh, bullshit, Jordan!” She pretends to swat my arm and then goes back to beaming at me. “You can’t stand peace and quiet. I don’t know why you moved back here, but it definitely wasn’t for that. I’ve known you since kindergarten and I’m your best friend. You’ll never convince me that you moved back here for peace and quiet.”

I survey the town again and don’t answer. She’s right. She’s my best friend and she really has my number. I didn’t move back to Oak Falls for peace and quiet, but I don’t want to talk to her about why I did move back.

She doesn’t pry. That’s why she’s my best friend. She pats my arm and tows me forward. “By the way, there’s someone who wants to see you. He told me to tell him as soon as you got back to town, so we can go over to the coffee shop now and meet him there.”

I skid to a halt in the middle of the sidewalk. “You did NOT set me up with a guy on the very same day that I just got back to town. Please Sweet Jesus tell me you didn’t.”

“Oh, stop it!” she chides. “I didn’t set you up. He just wants to see you.”

“Who is it?”

“It’s Holden Keller.”

My jaw hits the pavement. “You can NOT be serious.”

She smirks at my reaction and stops just short of jumping up and down with glee. “Isn’t it great! He says he’s been your secret admirer for years. He says he was crushing on you hard all the way through high school.”

“That’s impossible. He was everybody’s big football hero and Homecoming King and valedictorian and everything. He didn’t even know I existed.”

“Oh, he knew you existed! He was madly, heartbreakingly, out of his mind in love with you….and he still is. He says he’s been dreaming for years of the day you came back to town, swept into his life, and made his heart complete.” 

She clasps her hands in front of her chest and breathes these words in dreamy ecstasy. I can’t stop gaping at her. She can NOT be talking about the same Holden Keller that I remember from high school. 

That guy was drop-dead gorgeous, built like a Greek god, magnetically charismatic, and unbelievably popular. He traveled with a flock of admirers and every girl on campus cried herself to sleep at night because she couldn’t have him. 

Nerdy art girls like me didn’t even bother to fantasize about him because he was so far out of my league that it was never going to happen—ever.

Anita gives me another knowing smirk and pats my arm again. “Anyway, we’re meeting him at the coffee shop in ten minutes so we better get over there. You don’t want to be late for the rest of your life, do you?”

She tries to pull me forward, but I don’t move. “Did you set me up with him? You’re trying to hook us up, aren’t you? Admit it. You’re so transparent, Anita.”

“I’m not trying to set you up. I just arranged for you two to meet at the coffee shop. What happens after that is your business.”

I finally let her lead me across the street to the Daily Grind Coffee Shop, but I have a very bad feeling about this. Anita’s reputation as a matchmaker is the stuff of legend in this town, and by legend, I mean urban nightmare. 

She’s always setting someone up with someone else and I’ve already been on the receiving end of several of her disastrous experiments. I don’t want to go on another one, especially not with Holden Keller, Esquire.

I have to admit she has my curiosity piqued, though. The Holden Keller I remember was too lofty and untouchable to acknowledge a nobody like me. He would never ask Anita to introduce us on my very first day back in Oak Falls.

Maybe there’s some truth to her claim if she’s this insistent about introducing me to him. Normally, she’ll just come out and say so if she’s setting two people up out of the clear blue sky. She wouldn’t say he wanted to meet me if he didn’t.

I have to find out, even if it turns out to be a dud. Anyway, the Daily Grind was our staple hangout back in high school so I have to visit it anyway just for old times’ sake.

I check out the rest of Main Street on our way there. Not much has changed. The same stores line the street with a few new buildings in the background. I catch a glimpse of the elementary school around the corner from City Hall. The movie theater sits across the square with the Veterans Memorial flagpole in the center.

Everything is exactly the way I remember it. Even Anita is the same old Anita. She’s been living in Oak Falls ever since I left town. She still works at the coffee shop and probably always will. Only I’m different.

We approach the coffee shop’s front doors and I can see through the large plate glass windows that Holden isn’t here yet. Anita grins at me when she holds the door for me to enter.

The smell of roasting coffee hits my nostrils and floods me with memories. Anita and I used to hang out here all the time back in high school. It was the place where we made all our plans, organized our social lives, and processed our triumphs and failures. This was also the place where I told her I was going away to college while she stayed behind as a coffee shop waitress.

Not that she cared. She knew long before I told her. I took advanced placement classes in high school while she barely squeaked by with a diploma. She never once considered being anything other than a coffee shop waitress.

She hauls me over to our old booth against one wall. Two sides of the coffee shop cover one corner of an intersection. Both sides look out at the street through big windows so we can see everything going on all over town.

I cast a furtive glance toward the coffee shop’s opposite corner. “Oh, my God!” I whisper. “Is that……?”

Anita wrinkles her nose at a guy sitting in a big squishy armchair. “Rafael Mendoza, also known as Rafe the Rake. He’s been in Oak Falls ever since you left. I don’t think he graduated from high school. He just keeps lurking around. He’s never had a job, never had a girlfriend—he never does anything. He just sits around in here every morning messing with his phone.”

I steal another glance at Rafe and wind up studying him much more closely. Everyone considered him a player in high school and not the nice kind. He had a terrible reputation as a user among the girls and a fighter among the boys.

He sits with his scuffed tennis shoes propped on the coffee table in front of him. He wears faded jeans, an old t-shirt with holes in it, and his beaten leather jacket looks like he got it out of a secondhand-store dumpster.

His straight dark hair is longer than I remember it. It drapes to his shoulders and the fingers holding his phone look like they have dirt under the fingernails. He looks like the kind of guy that has never had a job, never had a girlfriend, and hangs out in coffee shops every day with nothing else to do in life.

“Do you remember what he was like in high school?” Anita whispers. “He ran with the druggie crowd and then he disappeared at the very end of senior year. We all thought he got arrested or maybe overdosed. He probably spent the last six months of high school in a drug rehab or something.”

“So why did he come back here? Oak Falls isn’t exactly that kind of place. We don’t have a drug problem. You’d think he’d go somewhere that he could access it more easily.”

She shrugs. “Who knows what’s going on with him? His whole family left town. His two brothers both moved away right after high school and I don’t even know what happened to his mom. Rafe showed up back in town and lived with his dad for four years until his dad died. Rafe has been living in his dad’s old house out in the hills ever since.”

“That’s weird.”

Anita curls her lip at Rafe and groans. “Everything about him is weird. All he ever does is sit in that chair screwing around on his phone. He never talks to anyone or does anything. He’s an eyesore on this town.”

“You work at this coffee shop,” I point out. “Are you telling me you’ve seen him every morning for all these years and you’ve never even talked to him?”

“God, no! I don’t talk to him! He’s a creep.”

“Does he ever order anything?”

“Nope. He doesn’t drink coffee. He just sits there for hours…. exactly like he’s doing now.”

We both look across the room at Rafe. He hasn’t looked up from his phone even once since we walked in. He shows no sign that he’s aware that we’re watching him and talking about him. He doesn’t acknowledge that both Anita and I went to high school with him.

Who goes to a coffee shop every morning and never orders any coffee? It’s bizarre, especially since he’s never worked, never had a girlfriend, or shown even the slightest interest in doing anything with his life. He was a problem child at school and he’s as much a waste of space now.

“Oh!” Anita grabs my arm and snaps me back to reality. “Here comes Holden!”








  
  
Chapter 2: Jordan




The café doors swing open and Holden Keller strides purposefully toward our table. He wears an immaculate blue business suit and his blonde hair doesn’t move when he takes each step. He must have plastered it into place with a trainload of gel. 

Everything about him looks beyond perfect with not a hair out of place or a speck of dust on his jacket. He cuts across my line of sight when he walks through the door. For a split second, I see both Holden and Rafe in one glance before Holden moves on.

Rafe looks up from his phone at Holden’s entrance and watches Holden cross toward our table. The two men pose such a stark contrast to each other that I can’t help but remark on the differences between them. They couldn’t be more different if they came from different species.

The next second, Holden passes Rafe’s chair and Holden’s beefy shoulders block my view of Rafe. Holden bursts into a massive, beaming grin and his cheeks color when he sees me. Wow. This guy is just as stunning as I remember.

Anita jumps up at his approach like she’s at a job interview or something. She strides toward him holding out her hand and shakes his arm nearly off his shoulder. She even bows her head to him a few times like he’s some kind of Japanese diplomat gracing our town with his presence instead of a guy our own age who went to grade school in the same small town that we did.

I’m so surprised by the way she’s acting that I sit rooted to my chair. I can’t move while I try to decide if I should be jumping up and bowing to Holden, too.

I’m still trying to decide when he comes up to the table and holds out his hand to me. “Jordan—what a pleasure! I’ve been so anxious to meet you. I couldn’t believe it when Anita told me you were coming back to town.”

He pivots next to our table and I see that Rafe is still watching us. I can’t read his expression, but he seems to have forgotten all about his phone for a minute.

Anita hustles over to my side fluttering around Holden like the social butterfly she is. “Take a seat, Holden. Jordan was just as anxious as you were to get reacquainted…. weren’t you, Jordan?”

Holden smiles down at me from directly above, but something in his expression sets my teeth on edge. Is he faking that smile?

Anita nudges me and I jolt out of my trance to realize that Holden is still holding out his hand for me to shake. I shake it and realize a second too late that I’m still sitting down. I didn’t stand up to greet him. Was that wrong?

It’s too late now because Anita is practically shoving him into the seat opposite me while she remains standing like a damn waiter or something. She is a waitress at this coffee shop, but she isn’t working today, so why is she acting so attentive toward Holden? She never acts this way around me.

He answers the question for me when he pulls out a business card and hands it over. “I wanted to give you this. It has my personal phone number on it in case you ever need to reach me. I know we haven’t actually gone out yet, but just in case….”

“Go….out?” I repeat. “You…. want to…. go out? As in…for real?”

He bursts out laughing like I made a deliberate joke. “Of course I want to go out. Didn’t Anita tell you? I thought that’s why I was meeting you here.”

“Why—so you could ask me out—or so Anita could ask me out on your behalf?”

He won’t stop laughing. I can’t tell if he’s genuinely delighted by my nonexistent wit or if he’s just putting on a show for people who aren’t here.

I take advantage of the lull to look down at the card and I get another stab of misgiving about this whole thing. The card reads, Holden Keller for Oak Falls County Commissioner.

Holden is running for office. Now I understand why he’s so meticulous about his appearance, but that doesn’t explain his behavior.

I look back up at him to find him beaming at me with the same huge smile…. but now it definitely looks fake.

“Yes, Jordan,” he’s saying. “Would you go out with me on Friday night? I never got a chance to get to know you in high school and I would love to rectify that mistake now. I would love to hear all about your success in LA and how you think we can make Oak Falls the best place it can be.”

My brain takes a minute to catch up with what he just said. I’ve never been asked out with a speech that sounded so much like a political campaign pitch. Is he asking me out or is he asking for my vote?

Anita elbows me again and I flounder to come up with an appropriate response. I’ll have to canvas the other suitable candidates, doesn’t quite fit the bill.

“Uh…okay,” I stammer. “Friday night sounds great.”

“Wonderful!” he gushes. “Do you still live at 296 Saddle Mountain Road?”

“Uh…. yeah. How did you know?”

“Oh, I know all about you!” He gives me a very suggestive, over-the-top smarmy wink. “I practically memorized your schedule in high school and I used to drive by your house just wishing I had the nerve to go ring the doorbell.”

Anita bursts out in a very forced laugh and I look up at her trying to figure out what the hell is wrong with her. The whole world seems to have gone temporarily insane…..or maybe just she and Holden have.

I start to turn back to Holden when I see Rafe watching us from his armchair. His eyes give nothing away and he keeps his expression perfectly blank.

One thing I can definitely tell right away, though. If someone in this coffee shop is acting like a weirdo creep, it’s Holden.








  
  
Chapter 3: Rafe




Ilook up from my phone and gaze across the wooded valley in front of me. Dense forests cover the chasms as far as the eye can see with jagged granite peaks sticking up in the distance. That sight always relaxes me before I look back down at my phone. 

I tap out a few more things when the crunch of gravel makes me look over my shoulder in the other direction. I stiffen and then relax again when a Police cruiser angles into the rest stop where I’m sitting.

The officer behind the wheel squints at me through the windshield and then says something to the passenger at his side before he parks and switches off the motor.

The front passenger door and the rear passenger door both open and two young women get out of the cruiser. I instantly recognize them from the coffee shop this morning and I would have to be blind not to recognize the disgusted sneer the waitress always gives me.

The other one doesn’t look happy to see me, either. She whispers to her friend and they both walk out to the overlook where I sit cross-legged on my favorite rock.

The waitress keeps glaring at me while the other one scans the view with a ferocious scowl. Neither of them looks too pleased with the landscape even though it’s so beautiful and majestic.

“Are you following me around?” I ask. “I usually have this place all to myself.”

“Don’t talk to us, creep!” the waitress snaps. “Just stick your nose back in your phone and mind your own business.”

“I was minding my own business when you showed up. What’s the matter? Are you so badly behaved that you need a Police escort to drive you around town?”

“Shut your mouth, asshole!” the waitress snarls. “Pretend you don’t exist which is what you’re going to be doing when we get you arrested for harassment.”

She storms off to the Police car, climbs into the back seat where she was before, and slams the door extra hard.

The other one stays where she is and doesn’t look at either of us. She keeps glaring across the landscape.

She’s actually really pretty—or she would be if she smiled once in a while. Her dark-copper hair tumbles in luscious soft curls past her shoulders and her dark eyes flash with hidden light. She might not be smiling, but she has spirit. Anyone can see that.

She’s not as curvy as her friend. This one is petite and muscular, but in a trim, sensual way. She isn’t as hard and spare as some girls get when they work out a lot.

She wears casual jeans and flat white sneakers with a short denim jacket. I don’t see any jewelry. She keeps everything understated in the nicest possible way. I haven’t seen a girl this nice-looking in a long time. Not even the perpetual frown on her face can make her look bad.

“Are you sure you don’t want to get me arrested for talking to you?” I begin again. “I saw you at the coffee shop this morning. Did you just roll into town?”

She spins around fast and turns her fierce stare at me. “Of course not! I grew up in this town. We went to high school together.”

Now it’s my turn to frown. “We did?” I shrug. “Okay. If you say so.”

She looks away. “You don’t remember me, but that’s fine. You were too busy getting yourself arrested and thrown in drug rehab back then.”

“If that’s true, why am I sitting here a free man while you get escorted around town in a Police car?”

She glares at me again and then goes back to looking at the view. “He’s my dad. He agreed to drive me up here on his lunch break.”

“That officer is your dad?” I check out the Police officer, but he’s looking at his phone. He obviously doesn’t care that his daughter is talking to such a hardened criminal mastermind.

I give it one more try. At least she’s talking to me and not stomping off. “It’s a nice view, isn’t it? This is my favorite spot in the whole world. I always come up here to do my best thinking.”

“I hate this place!” she snarls. “It makes me sick.”

“Why did you come up here, then, if you hate it so much? You went to a lot of trouble to get your dad to drive you up here. You could have spared yourself the effort.”

“Why are you even talking to me? Anita says you spend every morning in that coffee shop and you’ve never talked to her once.”

“Would you talk to someone who made such nasty faces at you all the time? In all the time I’ve been going there, she has never once asked me if I wanted to order anything. God only knows why Frankie keeps her employed. She’s the worst customer service person I’ve ever met.”

She stares at me with huge eyes. I can’t gauge her reaction, but at least she isn’t calling me a jerk and an asshole and threatening to get me arrested. That’s a step in the right direction.

She tears herself away and goes back to staring at the view. “So why do you hate this place so much?” I ask. “Why did you go out of your way to come to somewhere that makes you sick?”

She doesn’t answer right away. I wait, but when she still doesn’t say anything, I give up and bend over my phone.

She startles me by pointing down the road toward the end of the rest stop. “I was in a car accident here. I was riding in the passenger seat with my friend and he drove off the road…right over there. His car plunged down the mountain and he got killed. I would have died, too, but someone pulled me out. I don’t know who it was. An anonymous person called EMS, and by the time the ambulance got here, I was lying on the side of the road over there. There were drag marks where the person pulled me up the ravine and left me there. The Police never found out who saved my life.”

I study the side of her face. Wow. That is one hell of a story. No wonder she hates it here, but that doesn’t answer my question. “Why did you come up here, then? I would think you would want to avoid this place.”

She shrugs without turning around. “I don’t know. I left for college right after high school and I’ve been gone for six years. I guess I just needed to see it. I don’t know why. I didn’t think coming back to Oak Falls would be this hard, but I guess I still haven’t dealt with it yet. Maybe that’s why I left LA to come back here.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. That sounds like it must have been hard.”

She whirls around and glares at me with all her old ferocity. “What are you doing here? Anita says you don’t have a job or a girlfriend or any prospects in life. She says you’ve been lurking around town doing a whole lot of nothing. What’s your problem? Don’t you have a life? Don’t you even want one?”

I have to grin at her. She actually makes me happy when she challenges me like this. She’s the first person who’s ever really gotten in my face and demanded answers….not like her friend who just hates me on general principle.

“What’s so funny?” she snaps. “Do you think being a drag on society is a joke?”

I don’t know what to say to her, so I raise my phone and turn it toward her so she can see the screen. Her jaw drops when she sees what I’m working on. “What the….?”

“It’s the stock market. I’m trading Exxon at the moment.” 

Her eye flicks up to the top righthand corner where she can see my balance. I’m operating with a $5 million trading balance right now.

She blinks a few more times and I put my phone down. “I started trading at the end of high school and I’ve been making a living at it ever since. This is just my operating balance. I have another account with $15 million and I have a real estate portfolio worth $20 million. Is that enough of a life for you?”

She gapes at me with her mouth open and then jolts back to reality. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

“You shouldn’t believe everything your friend tells you….and for the record, I had a girlfriend for five years. The relationship just ended last year, so yes, I have prospects in life. I’m not a drag on society as you call it.”

She turns away. “Sorry. I feel like shit now.”

I stick out my hand to her. “I’m Rafe.”

“I know that. We went to high school together, remember?”

“I’m sorry that I don’t remember you. What’s your name?”

“Jordan,” she replies. “Jordan Cruz.”

I stick my hand out a little farther. “It’s nice to meet you.”

She hesitates and frowns at my hand before she finally decides to shake it. “Yeah.”

“So what did you do in LA?” I ask.

“I started my own media marketing company. I just sold it a few weeks ago.”

“That’s cool. You must be really good at it. Do you plan to do something like that here?”

“I don’t see how I could.” She frowns at me again. “Why are you still in Oak Falls? You could be living anywhere. Anita says you still live in your dad’s old house. Why do you keep hanging around?”

“I don’t really know. Maybe I don’t want to leave this place.” I look back out at the view. “I love this place. It always calms my mind and makes me happy. I’ve never wanted to live anywhere else. I just keep staying here for some reason. It just somehow makes sense, I guess.”

“Don’t you get lonely to have more people in your life? Don’t you ever want to get out and see the world?”

“Not really. I have everything I need. It might be nice to have a girlfriend, but other than that, I’m satisfied with what I have.”

Just then, the Police car toots its horn. She glances over her shoulder and her father waves her toward the car.

“I better go,” she says. “It was nice talking to you. See you later.”

She walks off without waiting for me to say anything else. She gets in the car and the officer pulls out onto the road before heading back toward town.

I gaze after them and then out at the view. That was the longest conversation I’ve had with anyone since I split up with my last girlfriend. No one in Oak Falls has ever asked me so many searching questions about myself.

I miss Jordan now that she’s gone. She grilled me on my life in a way that almost makes it seem like she cares…. or maybe she was just curious because her friend filled her head with so many nasty stories about me.

It doesn’t matter why she asked. I’m just glad she did. It’s nice that someone is at least curious enough to ask. Most people in this town are happy to just let me exist—unlike Anita. She’d be very happy to make sure I don’t exist.

I don’t expect anything to change if Jordan tells Anita what I said. Anita will keep hating me no matter what. She enjoys it too much.








