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Dearest Visitors,

 


Welcome to Vallantine, Georgia, where the
only thing sweeter than the Belle Peaches we’re famous for are the
patrons.

Founded in 1870 by William & Katherine
Vallantine, our cozy, picturesque town is home to 2500 residents,
and pocketed between Statesboro and Savannah. Quaint Vallantine is
nestled beside the Ogeechee River. We have 3 inns and 2 B&Bs
for convenience, or a hotel just outside the city limits. There are
several family-operated restaurants for your dining pleasure to
suit your palate or fancy.

On your visit, be sure to check out our main
square. There’re over 45 locally owned independent shops along the
old-world cobblestone streets. Take a riverboat dinner cruise at
sunset or a horse-drawn carriage ride through the historic
district. Enjoy a walking tour of the Vallantine Cemetery or Peach
Park, where multiple statues stand in remembrance of important
figures in history, and stroll among the hundred-year-old oak trees
teeming with Spanish moss. You can even view the original library,
which is under renovation, that William built in 1875 for
Katherine, who loved books. Some say she never left, that her
spirit can be caught reading one of her favorite volumes between
the shelves while she idly waits to assist all who enter seeking
knowledge.

You may have been drawn here for our annual
Peach Festival or Pecan Fair, but our southern charm will make you
never want to leave. Hospitality is our middle name. If you’re so
inclined, before you do depart, go say hello to Miss Katie—the
first Belle Peach tree ever planted in town, named after the one
and only Katherine Vallantine. It’s legend around these parts that
doing so will bring you good luck and a lifetime of love. She’s
also been known to grant a wish or two if she’s in the mood.

Y’all come back now, you hear!

 


Gunner Davis, Mayor of Vallantine





Chapter One




With one side of her face smooshed in her
pillow, Scarlett Taylor groaned at the insistent knocking on her
bedroom door. One day. Just one day to sleep in. Was that too much
to ask? The Rover wedding she’d hosted at her estate last night had
gone past one a.m. Cleanup had been another hour beyond that.

The banging commenced.

A moan, and she prodded one eye open,
glancing at the clock on her nightstand. For crying out loud. It
was only eight. She had no appointments until noon. She knew that
for a fact because she’d scheduled it that way. On purpose. So she
could sleep in.

Sunlight smacked her in the face as she
turned her head. She’d forgotten to close the drapes before
crashing last night. Dust motes clung to the air and wafted through
the balcony doors.

Cotton, having assumed she was getting up,
rubbed his white furry face against her neck and purred loud enough
to shake the foundation. Absently, she petted him.

More banging.

Fiddlesticks. “What?”

“Are you decent?”

The rumbling, deep, aw-shucks timbre could
only come from one person, and she wasn’t in the mood.

“No.”

The knob turned anyway, and her ornate heavy
door cracked open.

In strode Aden pain-in-her-ass Abner wearing
a pair of well-worn jeans, a white t-shirt which emphasized his
biceps, and the charming grin every debutant in all of Vallantine
swooned over. His disheveled sandy blond hair was growing slightly
too long on top, as was the matching five o’clock shadow on his
jaw.

Using her bedroom door versus climbing up
the rose trellis outside her balcony was a recently new venture
that began roughly three years ago when she’d sold him part of the
Taylor estate to open his horse-drawn carriage ride business. The
barns and horses he adored were included in the deal. She wasn’t
sure why the sudden change in entry route, but she thought she
preferred the balcony. He’d been doing it since they were kids for
varying reasons, stemming anywhere from thunderstorms that made him
twitchy to her parents had made her cry again. Things were always
changing, and though she respected progress, some things she wished
would stay the same.

Still prone, she narrowed her eyes at him.
“I said I wasn’t decent.”

“You lied.” He walked closer and sat on the
edge of her bed, the mattress dipping with his weight. He held out
a steaming mug of coffee. “You pause before answering when you’re
gearing up to lie to me.”

Rolling her eyes, she sat up and took the
coffee. The red and gold bedding fell to her waist, exposing her in
nothing but her black lace nightie. His quick aversion to stare at
the ceiling instead made her grin. Served him right.

“I don’t lie.” She took a sip of coffee and
nodded. One cream, two sugars. Aden had his moments.

“Not usually, no. Except to me.”

She thought about a retort, but snapped her
mouth shut. She did tend to stretch the truth around him. Nothing
hurtful. Just in the areas where sanity needed to be maintained.
Like how he always smelled like fresh cut grass, and how it had
been one of her favorite scents since childhood. Instead of saying
that, she’d scrunch her nose and claim he smelled like the
outdoors.

And she never got away with it.

“Cover up, darlin’.”

“They’re just boobs, Aden. I’m wearing a
nightie.”

“That nightie is wearing you, and I’m done
talking about your…breasts.”

“My swimsuit covers less.”

“I’m aware.”

Cotton meandered over to Aden, the traitor,
and climbed in his lap for proper petting. Aden obliged while still
keeping his gaze heavenward.

Frowning, she drew the covers to her chest
and held them in place with her forearm. For all his womanizing, he
was a good ole southern gentleman. Whom she lived for taunting.

“You don’t like my boobs?”

He pinched his eyes shut and heaved a sigh.
“Gonna be the end of me, woman.”

“Hasn’t happened yet.” She took another sip
of coffee. “I’m covered. You can open your eyes now.”

A glance at her, then away. He seemed to be
taking in the details of her room and foraging thought. Walnut
bedroom set, four-poster bed, art of various flowers from the vast
gardens out back, deep plush carpet. He appeared to be focusing on
the balcony doors beside her bathroom longer than was
necessary.

“What for you wake me from my slumber?”

His bluer than blue crystalline eyes shifted
to her as he cocked his head. A criminal waste on a man, those
eyes. “Darcy Lynn Freemore’s mother is downstairs, insisting on
speaking with you immediately. Charlene was attempting to wrestle
the badger when I arrived. Told her I’d get you.”

Charlene was Scarlett’s assistant, and
Darcy’s wedding wasn’t until next month. What could possibly be so
urgent that the bride’s mother needed to drop by at stupid o’clock
on a Sunday?

“Did she say what she wanted?”

“Nope, but she’s got her nose up about
something.”

Swell. Shoving the covers aside, she rose
and headed for the bathroom, sipping coffee on the way.

“I guess you weren’t lying, darlin’. You’re
not decent.”

“And you’re not the first guy to check out
my rack or my ass, Aden.”

“I wasn’t…” He let out a gale force wind.
“I’ll feed the cat.”

“Thanks.”

She shut the bathroom door, relieved
herself, brushed her teeth, and since there was no time to shower,
she threw her hair into a high ponytail. She spent solid time on
cosmetics, something her mama had hammered into her since puberty,
and left the bathroom to check out wardrobe selections in her
walk-in closet.

She had a meeting at noon for a baby
shower—the joys of starting a thriving event business on her
family’s estate—so she opted for a yellow sundress because she
might have to tour the grounds. July in the great state of Georgia
was not kind. The toads would be fryin’ on the pavement by
midday.

Satisfied, she slipped into a pair of black
flats, grabbed her phone, and left her bedroom to deal with Mrs.
Freemore.

Scarlett loved her home, and she never took
it for granted. Ever since Miss Maureen, her grandmother, had
passed, leaving the entire estate to Scarlett, she tried to spend
every moment she could appreciating it. Her folks had been avidly
upset the grounds had been willed to her, but Miss Maureen didn’t
mince words or feelings. Her grandmother had been richer than an
oil tycoon, but she’d never treated others as less than, and she
made no secret of her displeasure in how snobby Scarlett’s parents
behaved.

Inside, there were thirteen furnished rooms,
five of them on the main level for events. The second floor
Scarlett had kept as her domain, turning one room into a private
kitchen and another into a living room. The rest were guest rooms
and a library. Polished, gleaming hardwood and vaulted coffered
ceilings throughout. Each morning, as she departed her quarters for
the day, she smiled. She was blessed to own a place so rich in
history and share it with her small town of Vallantine for
hosting.

Rounding the banister, she descended the
grand mahogany staircase into the foyer, where a flustered Charlene
was repeatedly smoothing her tight blonde bun with one hand and
waving the other. Scarlett felt bad she’d taken too long upstairs,
but seeing guests while not properly put together was a crime
against the Taylor name. Her mother would never let her hear the
end of it. Mrs. Freemore, donning a plum pantsuit and not one brown
strand of her bob out of place, frowned at Scarlett’s assistant as
royalty might a peon.

Off to the side, Aden had his arms crossed,
leaning against the doorway to the Myrtle Room, watching the
exchange. The tick-tick of his jaw only proved he was barely
keeping his mouth shut, and only out of courtesy to Scarlett.

Game on.

“Mrs. Freemore, how lovely of you to pay us
a visit, and so early on a Sunday.” Scarlett plastered on a smile,
the one she reserved for condescending bitches. It was no wonder
the woman had been friends with her mother for decades. Peas in a
pod. “How may I assist you today?”

The woman sniffed. “You can start by telling
your staff where their place is.”

So, it was gonna be one of those
mornings.

Whereas Charlene was technically staff, she
helped keep Scarlett’s business in order, especially with fine
details. She certainly didn’t deserve the snide comments.

Taking a shallow breath, she turned to
Charlene. “Would you be ever so kind as to prepare some cucumber
water for our guest? Please ensure the kitchen has made enough for
our noon meeting.”

Eyes wide in relief, Charlene nodded and did
an about-face toward the kitchen.

Aden straightened, but Scarlett subtly shook
her head. She had this, and Mrs. Freemore hadn’t appeared to notice
him, though Scarlett appreciated the backup.

Smile cracking, she faced the mother of the
bride. “I’ll remind you not to be crass coming into my home or
place of business and speak ill of anyone, whether they be friends,
guests, family, or my staff. You will give them the respect they
deserve.” She straightened her shoulders, ignoring the proverbial
smoke coming out of the woman’s ears. “Now, what can we assist you
with today?”

“Honestly, Scarlett. As if we haven’t known
your family for—”

“Last warning, ma’am. You showed up before
business hours and without an appointment, and you were rude to my
people.”

A huff, and she waved her hand. “Fine. I
need to move Darcy’s wedding reception from the Willow Room to the
Azalea Room. Several of the extended family have responded
yes at the last minute, and we need more space.”

Scarlett tilted her head. This event had
been booked for eighteen months. They’d already moved it from the
Magnolia Room, a medium-sized venue, to the Willow, their second
largest. They never scheduled other events on weekends when they
had weddings because all the rooms were accessible through the main
foyer. They simply locked the doors to the other rooms. Weddings
often occupied Friday nights for the rehearsal, Saturday for the
actual wedding, and Sunday for gift opening. Mrs. Freemore’s
request was doable, as the other rooms were open, but to pull this
a month before the wedding was pushing it. There were other factors
like seating, flowers, and catering to consider. Not to mention,
she wasn’t asking, she was ordering, and that was after she’d
stormed Scarlett’s castle, acting high and mighty.

“Let’s head to the office.”

Without waiting for an answer, Scarlett
turned and went down the hallway to the left of the staircase, her
flats shushing on the black and white checkered tile. The small
space had once been an unnecessary hall closet which she’d
converted into an office for herself and Charlene. It was just
spacious enough to hold two desks facing one another on opposite
walls.

Mrs. Freemore followed her inside and sat
daintily on the edge of an embroidered leather chair across from
the desk.

Scarlett plopped in her chair and booted her
computer. “How many more people are we expecting?”

“Fifty, give or take.”

Geez. Alrighty. The wedding was already set
for one hundred and fifty. The Azalea Room, their largest, was only
licensed for two hundred. They’d have to move the venue outside if
the number rose again, a fact which she’d stressed to Mrs. Freemore
upon booking.

“Décor won’t be an issue. We have more than
enough stock of cloth napkins and such in her theme color.”
Chartreuse. Blech. “However, there is going to be an upcharge to
change rooms.”

“That’s fine.”

Damn right. “I’ll have to add additional
servers and food for catering. I can probably get the table flower
arrangements to stretch, but that’s dependent on supply. I’ll call
Bloom Boutique to see if they can get more in time for the day. If
not, I can try Betty at the Garden Club, but I make no
promises.”

“We ordered white roses and yellow
asters.”

“Yes, but that was fifty people ago. You’re
talking an extra five to eight tables, not accounting for the aisle
and arches.”

“I expect what we paid for.”

Sugary smile in place, Scarlett blinked.
“You’ll get what you paid for. It’s the additions you haven’t paid
for yet that might be problematic last minute. I’m telling you
upfront there might be a snag.”

“I want everything perfect.”

Scarlett hated to tell her, but there was no
such thing. “We’ll get it as close as possible.” She did some math
and wrote down a number. “That’s the difference you’d be looking
at.”

“That’s absurd. I won’t pay it.”

This family was as well-off as her own. They
could afford it. And she was the one who wanted the adjustment a
mere thirty days before the big one.

Scarlett stood. “Then I suggest you tell the
extended family they should stay home. We’ll keep you in the Willow
Room and everything else as planned.”

A huff. “Well, I never.”

Scarlett believed it. People like her rarely
got told no.

Opening her pocketbook, Mrs. Freemore
extracted her checkbook, snorting and scribbling. She tore off the
check and handed it to Scarlett. “Highway robbery, if you ask
me.”

“I didn’t ask you, and these are services
for your daughter’s wedding. We dedicate a lot of time and effort
into making these special. It will be a beautiful day.”

Mrs. Freemore rose, turning to leave.

“Next time you’d like to make a change or
discuss something regarding the wedding, please call to make an
appointment first. Today was a courtesy.”

The angry clack-clacking of heels in the
hallway was an unnecessary exclamation point.

After a good ten seconds, Scarlett closed
her eyes and dropped in her chair.

Footsteps padded the floor, and she
instinctually knew it was Aden. She had no clue why, but he’d been
slaying her dragons or watching her rear since before kindergarten.
Most of the time, she let him, unless it involved her event
business, and she specifically asked.

“I don’t know why you put up with their
shit.”

She shrugged. “Side effect of customer
service.”

Slouched in the chair across from her, legs
spread in typical Aden fashion, he studied her. He did that a lot.
She’d grown used to it. Except, for some reason, he had these
tidbits of introspection that went beyond mere figuring her out and
straight to digging in her brain. The majority of the time, she
didn’t care. Currently, it was making her curious.

“Penny for your thoughts, Aden?”

Up went his brows. “Is that all they’re
worth?”

Irritation inched north of her neck. They’d
had a love/hate relationship growing up that had bled into
adulthood. They’d bicker. They’d make up. Constant butting of
horns. Above all, there was mutual respect. But she never, not
once, insinuated he was beneath her. That response kinda hurt her
feelings.

“Relax, Scarlett. I’m jerking your
chain.”

No, he wasn’t, but why bite his tongue? It
was uncharacteristic. “Now who’s lying?”

His eyes narrowed, but he gave no other
indication to his real mood. “Snobbery is not a side effect of
customer service. It’s a lack of decency on their part. You grew up
having tea and beignets with these people whose outfits cost more
than a year of my father’s salary, yet they order you around like a
peasant.”

“I put her in place, didn’t I?”

A grunt. “You did. Well done.”

Then what in the actual haystacks was his
problem?

He leaned forward, elbows resting on his
thighs. “No one has a right to treat you that way, least of all
your social class.”

This again. What difference did it make how
much she had in the bank? Human decency didn’t have a price tag.
And those in her “social class” never bothered him before. He went
his way, they went theirs, and no elbows had ever been brushed.

“I have a business to run. I enjoy my job.
Sometimes, that involves dealing with a difficult mother of the
bride.”

“She wasn’t difficult, babe. She was a
hateful shrew.”

Babe? That was a new moniker. Typically,
when being sarcastic or exasperated, he’d call her darlin’.
“Hate to burst your bubble, but she’s always been a hateful
shrew.”

“Not to you.” Tick-tick went his jaw.

Ah, so this was a defending her honor thing.
“I can handle myself.”

“No shit.” He rose, shoving his hands in his
pockets. He spoke over his shoulder as he walked out. “Doesn’t mean
I have to like what went down this morning.”


Chapter Two




Aden walked barefoot onto his open back
deck, handing Forest and Graham a bottle of beer before claiming
one of the Adirondack chairs. They’d been doing these impromptu
“guys’ nights” for a couple months now, and he had to admit, he
didn’t mind. Just friends shootin’ the shit and chilling. It helped
clear his head, at any rate. Or was a welcomed distraction.

Forest had grown up with him in Vallantine,
but Graham was a relatively new transplant from the north who
started out as editor of their fledgling local paper, The Gazette,
and had returned it to a thriving business. Well, he and his
girlfriend, Rebecca, and as a result, they now owned said paper.
Aden liked the guy. He was smart, funny, honest, and seemed to make
their Rebecca happy. That’s all Aden cared about. She hadn’t had it
so easy in life, what with her folks being killed in a wreck when
she’d been nine, and her grandmother had just passed not four
months back. She’d returned from the big city to resettle in
Vallantine. They made a great pair.

Stars aplenty winked overhead, unmarred by
city lights or smog. Thick green grass and mature hundred year old
oaks dotting the estate rustled with mild wind gusts. It was hotter
than blazes, but with the sun down, temps were more tolerable.
Humidity clung like a crazy ex-lover, rendering it hard to breathe,
but the breeze brought relief and the warring scents of blooms from
Scarlett’s gardens blending with chlorine from her in-ground pool
behind the main house.

He glanced in that direction. More than a
few acres separated the eastern-facing side of her house and the
back of his. Her bedroom light was off, meaning she was either
planning away in her downstairs office or watching a deplorable
rom-com in her upstairs living room, which was at the rear of the
mansion. If she were reading, she’d be on her balcony in the
summer. Alas, that wasn’t the case tonight.

How many times in how many years had he
glanced at that window? It had become some twisted form of a
beacon, one he didn’t know whether to run toward or away from. And
lately, all he could think about was her.

Boy, was he a glutton for punishment.

“The Bookish Belles seem to be making good
progress on the library.” Graham cleared his throat and picked the
label of his beer bottle with his thumb. “Lots of banging going on.
Rebecca said the new addition is nearly framed.”

Only in a small southern town would you have
a trio of females named after literary heroines by their mamas and
dubbed the Bookish Belles by the patrons. Like Forest, Aden had
grown up with Rebecca, Scarlett, and Dorothy. True to their
nickname, they loved all things fiction and had restarted the
town’s book club after they’d been bequeathed the historical
library by the former owner. A good thing, too, because the place
was falling apart and had been since they were kids.

“It is coming along nicely.” Forest
scratched the dark whiskers on his chin. “I was initially nervous
about their plans, but they had spectacular ideas for updating
while still respecting the original elements. Ninety percent of the
plans had been an easy sell to the Historical Society.”

“Good.” Aden nodded. He’d forgotten Forest
was in the Historical Society. “It’s a cryin’ shame how dilapidated
the place has gotten.”

No one respected history anymore. It was all
about the shiny new gadgets or state-of-the-art upgrades. Roots
were important, if for no other reason than to learn from
mistakes.

The former Vallantine Library owner, Sheldon
Brown, was the last remaining descendant of the town founders,
William and Katherine Vallantine. Everyone could tell Sheldon had
warred between familial obligations and letting it go, but he’d
tried to save the library countless times at great expense. The
Belles were doing right by it.

“Agree.” Exhaling, Forest glanced toward the
barns in the distance. “How’s your biz doing?”

“Busy.” The summer months always were due to
tourism and the Peach Festival. People liked the old fashioned
horse-drawn carriage rides through the dated parts of town. Come
fall, it stayed steady with spooky season and cemetery tours. “Got
another of Scarlett’s wedding parties booked for this weekend.”

Graham shook his head, his light brown
strands ruffling with another breeze. “You have the coolest
job.”

Huffing a laugh, Aden rested his head on the
back of the seat. “Sometimes.”

He did love working with his horses. Horses
which, if not for Scarlett, he wouldn’t own.

For three generations, his family had been
employed by hers. Nothing wrong with that. Work was work, and
they’d made a decent living. Her grandmother, who’d insisted on
being called Miss Maureen, not liking the age affiliation with the
word “grandma,” had always been kind and fair to him. Despite
Scarlett’s parents not supporting their friendship, Miss Maureen
had wielded her power and had put the bug in Aden’s ear about
horse-drawn carriage rides. Only a couple townsfolk were doing
something close, but not on scale for what his new business had
become.

The problem had lain with Scarlett. Or so
he’d thought. Once Miss Maureen died, Scarlett had inherited the
entire estate. Everything. The mansion, gardens, pool, and stables.
She didn’t mind horses, but she didn’t have a love for them like
him. Oh, how he’d vexed about bringing her his plans. Initially, he
figured he’d run things from her property if she allowed it.
Scarlett had turned the whole idea on its ear. Within hours, she’d
had her attorney draw up papers to sell eight acres, the stables,
the foreman’s cabin, and the grazing pastures to him for pennies on
the dollar. With zero interest.

After one year, thanks to his savings and a
flourishing client load, he owned it all. Sometimes, he still
couldn’t believe it. He’d been worried she’d poke fun at him.
Instead, she’d handed him ammunition to make his dreams a
reality.

“Earth to Aden.”

He glanced at Forest, a bottle halfway to
his lips.

Damn. The blasted woman wasn’t even in his
immediate orbit, and she’d been on his mind. Again. It was becoming
habit. Come to think of it, he’d probably been born with the
addiction.

“Sorry. Zoned out.”

Forest grinned, following Aden’s line of
sight toward Scarlett’s window. “Certain belle stuck in your
bonnet?”

He wasn’t touching that one. “I don’t wear
bonnets.”

“Pity.” Graham smirked. “You know, when I
first moved here, Rebecca gave me the ins and outs of town. She
mentioned your relationship with Scarlett, and I told her it
sounded like foreplay.”

That would imply there would be play after
the fore. Alas, there had never been either, nor would there ever
be. Scarlett Taylor had never, would never, look at him as anything
more than the occasional friend or thorn in her side. The guy next
door whose father had trimmed the hedges and cut the lawn. He was
the shoulder she cried on or the mender of boo-boos, and then she’d
go on her merry way when all had been righted in her world.

Most of the time, he preferred it that
way.

Forest rolled his lips over his teeth,
failing to hide his amusement.

A sigh, and Aden eyed them. “Wanna braid my
hair? I’ll polish your toenails.”

They both threw their heads back and
laughed.

Conversation over.

Graham nudged Forest with his elbow. “How’s
your job been treating you?”

“Meh.” The humor drained from his eyes.
“Boring, but stable.”

Aden would be bored to tears, too, if he was
a bank manager. Forest had followed in his father’s footsteps, but
he hadn’t seemed happy about it. Life was too short for that
nonsense.

“Whatever happened to all that woodworking
you used to do?”

Graham’s brows rose. “Didn’t know you had
that talent.”

“Yeah,” Forest said through a sigh. “Picked
it up from summers with my granddaddy. Haven’t touched it in years.
Not since I went away to college. I’ve got a workshop out back
filled with stuff since the divorce, but I don’t know. Hard to make
a living off it.”

“Not if you do it right.” Aden took a swig
and swallowed.

Like most of Forest’s true friends, Aden
hadn’t cared for the guy’s ex. Graham had aptly named her the
‘wicked bitch of the west.’ After Forest had returned from college,
the uppity elitist had lasted a whopping year in small town America
before announcing she had found someone else and had moved back to
California. Good riddance. Aden wondered if she had played a part
in Forest’s mindset about the carpentry interest, though. He used
to be great at it. Whittling little figurines, plus he’d done
remarkable furniture pieces.

Come to think of it… “Scarlett still has the
desks you made in her office.”

“Really?” Forest puffed his cheeks. “Wow.
That must’ve been, what, eight years ago?”

“Sounds about right. Think about it, anyway.
Tourists would eat that up.”

Forest nodded, but his distant gaze implied
he wouldn’t take the leap.

Far be it for Aden to tell anyone what to do
with their aspirations. He mucked stalls, carted around visitors,
and was still staring at the girl next door’s window like he’d been
doing since…puberty. Nah, longer. Conception, probably. She’d had
him wrapped around her finger as long as they’d been breathing.

“Well.” Graham rose, tossing his empty
bottle in the trash. “I got an early one tomorrow. My place next
time?”

They nodded, and he left.

“I gotta hit the road, too. Thanks for
hosting.”

“Anytime.” Aden tipped his bottle in a
salute.

Once the roar of the engines had departed
his driveway, he collected the bowl of chips and went in. Dufus,
his black lab, lifted his head from his perch on the floor between
the kitchen and living room, but he set it back down again.

“Me, too, buddy.” He was tired. His days
started at the buttcrack and often ended long after sundown.

Living the dream.

Reaching in the cabinet next to the sink, he
poured out two of the iron pills he took for anemia, and downed
them with a glass of water. Luckily, his condition was treatable,
but chronic fatigue always nudged his peripheral. He couldn’t
complain, though. Rebecca had been diagnosed with fibromyalgia
before moving back to Vallantine, and her symptoms sounded
horrible. She’d taken it with grace and strength, like she had just
about every other curveball thrown throughout her life. To date,
she was still the only person who knew his diagnosis, and he’d only
gotten it because she’d encouraged him to go in for testing since
his symptoms were similar to hers. Some, not all.

Leaning his back against the counter, he
crossed his feet at the ankles and studied the kitchen as he slowly
drank the rest of his water. If he didn’t down the whole glass,
he’d be nauseous from the pills in the morning. The dark oak
cabinets were outdated, and he’d been meaning to sand ‘em down to
re-stain them for a few years. Time hadn’t been aplenty, not with
running his own business the last couple. The pale yellow linoleum
needed replacing, as well. Someday, he’d get to it.

The once foreman’s cabin had been part of
the buyout from Scarlett. A small two-bedroom, one bathroom ranch
that resembled a log cabin on the outside. He could fit his whole
house into one of Scarlett’s ballrooms. It wasn’t much, a thousand
square feet, but it was his, and something no other member of his
family had achieved. Home ownership. He’d grown up in the house
since room and board had been a part of his father’s employment for
Scarlett’s family.

It was a wonder why he still felt like the
staff.

He headed for his bedroom down a short
hallway, Dufus at his heels, and stripped off his shirt.

His dog sniffed the tee where he’d dropped
it on the floor.

“Yes, I saw Cotton and Scarlett today. No, I
didn’t cheat on you with any other dogs.”

Funny. She had a white cat and him a black
dog. Even their choice of pets proved how polar opposite they
were.

Satisfied, the dog jumped on the bed,
circled twice, and promptly went to sleep.

Aden envied the mutt. Exhausted as he was,
it would be hours before he slept, if the past couple weeks were
any indication. He didn’t know what the hell his problem was
lately, but he needed to get a grip.

His cell chimed with a text. Pulling his
phone from his back pocket, he checked the screen.

Dorothy. Weird, she didn’t typically text
after business hours.

Payroll scheduled for Friday. Emailed you
the monthly report.

Nodding, he thumbed his thanks and
sent it.

Dorothy, Bookish Belle number three, handled
payroll for his few employees, taxes, and accounting for his
business, as she did for a number of others in town. Another job he
wouldn’t want if his life depended on it. Give him fresh air and
his hands doing something. The mere thought of crunching numbers
made his head ache.

And with that thought, he thumbed another
text. You’re awesome, in case I forget to say so often
enough.

A second later, her reply pinged. LOL.
Appreciate ya.

The exchange made him recall a conversation
they’d had in passing a few weeks ago. She’d suggested he have
brochures made for his carriage rides. Once the library renovations
were complete, the Belles planned on having a rack of local
business info for tourists, and hoping to be a hub akin to a
Welcome Center since the building was on a noll overlooking town.
He’d told her how he thought they were doing a great job, and he’d
liked the plans. She’d gotten a strange look on her face he
couldn’t decipher. When he’d asked, she simply shook her head,
mumbling something about imposter syndrome.

He hadn’t thought much of it at the time,
but the phrase was circling his mind now. Had she been doubting her
own skills and successes? Feeling not as talented or worthy as
others believe, and scared people would realize that? Imposter
syndrome could cause real harm if left unchecked. He knew for a
fact. He’d been battling it off and on since he’d signed the papers
for the land. After all, what business did a gardener-slash-foreman
know about running a company? Especially among Vallantine’s elite.
He wondered if Dorothy was just that adept at masking her anxiety.
He’d never sniffed any indication of it before that day.

Frowning, he thumbed a text to Scarlett.
Dorothy suggested I have brochures made. Can you help?

She was a Master Jedi at marketing and
design, whereas he knew squat. He’d relied on word of mouth and her
clients requesting his services in the beginning. Now, they just
came to him. She’d designed his website, too.

An icon whirled as she typed. Absolutely.
I’ll come take pictures tomorrow after the library meeting.

Case in point. All he ever had to do was
ask, and she’d help. Thing was, at this stage, he shouldn’t have to
depend on her. He could hire someone else. A professional. Sad fact
remained, no one knew him better than her or would capture what he
wanted with little input from him. Everything was all so one-sided
in their relationship. What did she get out of it?

More guilt clawed his gut.

He typed, thanks, and tossed his cell
on the nightstand.

Sighing, he walked to his window to stare
out into the quiet night. Trees rustled and the long pasture grass
swayed. The sound of windchimes from her gardens carried on the
breeze. Like an idiot, his wandering gaze landed on her house.

The Taylor mansion had been built pre-Civil
War and was impeccably maintained. Two-stories, white siding, and
black shutters. Boxy and symmetrical. A true Antebellum southern
home with neoclassical Greek-revival architecture, twenty
Corinthian columns, and ten Doric ones. There was a cast-iron
balcony that wrapped around the mansion’s upper level, and the
front portico centered the covered front porch, spanning the width
of the house. Triangular pediments and detailed dormers. Over
thirty acres worth of manicured gardens, gazebos, and an in-ground
pool.

He shook his head. She’d been aptly named.
Scarlett Taylor was, in fact, O’Hara reincarnated, with less
daintiness and better coping skills. Plenty of drama. She lacked
the vanity and selfishness of the fictional character, but had
double the charm. A witty, social, and gorgeous pain-in-the-ass
belle who grated his nerves and scraped his patience on the daily.
He’d been using Rhett Butler’s line ‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t
give a damn’ on her since he was young enough to get in trouble
for saying ‘damn,’ but just once, he’d like to mean the
words. Sincerely, that was his biggest issue in life. He gave too
much of a damn about the girl next door, who was so out of his
league, she played for an alternate universe.

And he’d loved her since further back than
he could recall.

Sometimes, he waffled between in-love or
just affection. He hadn’t a clue which was more accurate.
Regardless, he’d been wise enough not to pine for what he couldn’t
have, yet he’d acknowledged the feelings to himself. He’d been with
other women. Many. A man had needs. Some he’d even thought about
getting serious with. But it always circled back to her. None of
them made his heart pound or his brain bleed or his temper flare
like Scarlett. He swore, she spouted things from that pretty lil
mouth of hers just to see how far his patience stretched before he
wrung her elegant little neck and…

His phone chimed.

Deadpan, he stared at it, laying on his
nightstand, knowing it was her. No one else texted this late.

Pings followed. Three of them.

Closing his eyes, he counted to five,
reminding himself he didn’t need to respond.

Ping, ping, ping.

He walked to the side of the bed and
snatched the phone, his traitorous heart pounding in concern over
the sheer amount of texts. It was hard to tell with her whether she
was riding a whim or if something was actually wrong.

Shocker, it was Scarlett.

Why are you still awake?

Want to go swimming?

Which bathing suit looks better?

This was followed by two images of herself
she’d taken in front of her vanity mirror, one a black bikini, the
other bright pink. Both resembled dental floss and had him
swallowing his tongue. She had a great body. Lithe, lean, slightly
hourglass in shape, and her breasts were created on God’s best
design day. An act meant to torture him into obedience.

He thumbed a reply.

I don’t know.

No.

Both.

There. That should suffice. She’d probably
leave him alone to…

Pretty please?

He dug his thumbs into his eyes. There was
no cure he hadn’t tried for insomnia, but she was the cause.

Aden looked at his dog, laying on his back,
legs in the air, tongue lolling from his open mouth. “Want to go
swimming?”

In less time than it took for Aden to blink,
Dufus jumped from the bed, launched into the hallway, and had
skidded to a halt in front of the back door.

Right. He replied to Scarlett.

Fine. Be there in five.

She sent a gif of an emoji with dancing
heart eyes.

Walking to his dresser, he pulled out his
trunks, donned them, and slid into his flip-flops.

He and Dufus made their way across the yard
toward the back of Scarlett’s house, grass shushing with their
footsteps and humidity coating his skin. Crickets chirped a
sing-song while fireflies danced. An owl hooted from the general
direction of the barn, and he hoped it wasn’t nesting. Last time
they’d tried to make a home in the loft, the calling had spooked
his youngest mare.

Scarlett’s in-ground pool was a freeform
with wavy edges and a small waterfall at one end, designed to hide
the filtration system. It wasn’t large by comparison to others with
her level of wealth because she’d wanted something intimate. She’d
had it installed the year before her grandmother had passed. It was
surrounded by an eight-foot black wrought iron fence and pruned
juniper bushes. The encasing deck was brushed concrete with a small
corner bar, pool house, and tanning chairs. Overly large pots along
the fence contained palms, azaleas, and decorative grass.

As he approached, he found her sitting on
the edge of the deep end, long legs dangling in the water, and
sipping a cocktail that looked like a mojito. She glanced up and
smiled at Dufus as Aden opened the gate, but the smile didn’t reach
her eyes.

“Who’s the best doggie? You are.”

Dufus licked her face, offering a full body
wag.

She laughed. “Yes, you can get in now.”

Without further ado, the black lab dove into
the water, splashing like an idiot as he swam.

A roll of his eyes, and Aden limbered to sit
beside her. “So, what’s wrong? Why are we night swimming?” Though
they’d done it a handful of times, it was not their norm.

She tucked her long, wavy chestnut hair
behind her ear. Like silk, her tresses. “Eh, couldn’t sleep.
I—”

“Tell me or don’t, but don’t lie to me.” He
was overtired, hot, and irritable. He’d known her his whole life.
She was like an extension of him, enough so that he could read her
every nuance. The dimming in her beautiful golden eyes and slump in
her shoulders spoke volumes.

A long-winded sigh, and she waved her hand
in submission. “Mama called.”

Ah. Okay, then. Nothing else needed to be
said. Her mother was a walking, talking, belittling bitch, who
harped on her daughter every second she got despite having
raised—through no aid of her own—the most courteous, stunning,
brilliant creature in all the land. He’d rather chew glass than be
in the woman’s presence.

He nodded to her cocktail. “Want something
stronger?” A mojito wouldn’t cut it for him.

“Nah, but thanks.”

He was going to regret asking, but… “What
did your mother want?”

Eyes on the dog swimming merrily, she
shrugged. “You know, the usual. How she ate small children for
breakfast. How her staff missed a speck of dust on the entryway
table, proving no one wants to earn a wage anymore.”

Translation: Scarlett had done something
that wasn’t up to par in the woman’s eyes. She could cure cancer
and solve the energy crisis, and her mother would complain she
hadn’t put enough makeup on while doing so.

She tilted her head, swinging her legs in
the water. “Mrs. Freemore apparently had a lot to say about the way
I handled this morning. She failed to invite Mama to brunch with
the ladies.”

As long as he lived, he’d never comprehend
rich people. “Sounds like a her problem, not a you
problem.”
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