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I pulled into the parking lot of the local church fifteen minutes after the will reading was supposed to begin.


My perfectly planned day would have given me a one-hour buffer. Plenty of time to change and meet privately with my grandparents’ lawyer before taking a few minutes, at the very least, to wrap my head around this strange day. One of my highest-profile clients got involved in a DUI with a dancer from Magic City. That led to me nearly being late for the fundraiser I’d promised my boyfriend I’d attend—along with Atlanta’s Black elite, including Teddy’s bougie parents. After finally tearing myself away from Teddy, forty-five minutes behind schedule, hoping I could make up the time once I hit the interstate, the universe rewarded me with a flat tire, which I was forced to change myself rather than wait ninety minutes for AAA to show up. After what had to be one of the longest days of my life, which wasn’t over yet, I finally made it to the tiny, rural Georgia town that my mother grew up in, that three generations of my family called home, and where, until a few weeks ago, my estranged grandparents lived on a farm.


As far as I knew, I would be the only representative from my family in attendance, and it made me feel terrible to be late. There was no time to dwell on this as I grabbed my things from the back seat and ran through a side door of the church.


After scanning the hallway for the nearest bathroom, I ducked inside. With my makeup bag tossed into one of the sinks, I unzipped my blue dress, which was covered in grease stains from changing the tire. The zipper got stuck halfway down and I tugged on it a couple of times before deciding to give up and pull the dress over my head.


I took hold of the hem and began to peel the dress up my body. It got stuck again at some point, but once I was able to jump and wiggle to get my breasts free, the dress continued to slide up. While in the process of pulling the dress over my shoulders, I heard a deep male voice call out, “Whoa.”


I screamed, still with the dress over my face and completely naked except for my bra and panties. My body was on display to the stranger who’d barged into the ladies’ room, who I couldn’t see because my dress was still covering my eyes. The process of removing it was so far gone that it made more sense to pull it off and wrap it protectively around my front rather than force it back down.


“What the hell are you doing in here?” I screamed before looking up to face the intruder. My anger momentarily abated when I looked up to see one of the most gorgeous men I’ve ever encountered. He was tall and muscular but not too built, with sienna-hued skin and silky, shiny dark hair. He was wearing a simple white tunic over matching white pants, making him look like an angel. A thick but neatly trimmed beard and mustache covered the lower half of his face, framing the large O his full lips made as he gazed at me. Large, brooding, dark eyes roved my nearly nude body.


The fact that I was wearing lace undergarments that perfectly matched my skin tone, giving the illusion that I was actually naked, probably didn’t help the situation. My skin started to flame with embarrassment. Then, remembering this man barged into a women’s bathroom in a church, my embarrassment turned to anger.


“I could ask you the same question,” he quipped. He didn’t even have the decency to look ashamed. Why wasn’t he ashamed? And oh, fuck me, his voice was deep. It was the kind of deep timbre that you felt in your belly and other places that you shouldn’t feel the voices of strangers. To top it all off, he had a British accent, making him even sexier.


Focus, Emma.


Ladies’ bathroom. Pervert. (Sexy, British pervert… no, Emma!)


Your grandparents’ will reading. You’re late!


“Excuse me. This is a ladies’ room.” After regaining a little bit of focus, I dug a fist into my hip, which made him momentarily glance down at my waist, making my belly tighten in a way it hadn’t in years. I cleared my throat and his eyes darted back up to mine. “And I’m running late, so I’d really appreciate it if you left so I could finish getting dressed.”


“Well, actually, these are the men’s toilets, and I would appreciate it if you left because I had a few pints that are ready to make a reappearance and I don’t appreciate an audience.” He jerked his chin at the far wall to a row of three urinals that I definitely hadn’t noticed when I ran in here.


Shit.


I really was in the men’s room.


When I turned back to look at him, he looked incredibly smug. He didn’t have to say I told you so. His expression, his very sexy expression, was doing just fine. I heaved out an annoyed sigh.


“Look, I—” I wasn’t sure how I was planning to end that sentence, but I had to say something in order to get him out of the bathroom long enough for me to forget about his accent and change.


Unfortunately, my sentence was interrupted by one of the stall doors opening with a loud creak. An elderly Black man with long dreads, wearing dress shoes, dress pants, and a tuxedo T-shirt, came shuffling out, heading for the sinks. I clutched my dress tighter around my torso and angled my body in an attempt to hide the fact that my entire lace-clad ass was on display… in a men’s bathroom… in a church… at my grandparents’ will reading.


The man stopped in front of the faucet and gave me a quick glance before tilting his head to the side and furrowing his brow.


“This is still the men’s room, right?” He gave the other man a quizzical look.


“Yup.” The sexy, British not-actually-a-pervert answered with a small smirk and looked at me again. “Still the men’s room, Leonard.”


“Good.” Leonard chuckled and began to wash his hands. “I thought I was gonna have to cut back on Mavis’s magic cookies, but I’m glad I don’t have to.” He dried his hands, gave me a nod in greeting, and shuffled past the younger man, patting him on the shoulder.


We were alone in the bathroom again and the man stood quietly, but at least he’d gotten over the initial shock of seeing a partially nude woman in the men’s room because he was looking at my face.


“Look, I’m in a rush and I guess I didn’t read the doors correctly, but I really need to get changed, so I am going to go into one of these stalls.” I secured my oil-stained dress with one hand and picked up the garment bag containing my black dress with my other. “You’re welcome to do whatever you need to do while you’re in here. It’s not like it’s anything I haven’t heard before.” I backed into the stall and locked it, feeling myself burning from head to toe with embarrassment.


When I’d stepped into the black dress and zipped it up as much as possible, I reemerged to find sexy, British not-a-pervert standing in the exact same place as I’d left him. Not possessing the emotional bandwidth or the time to redo my makeup, I grabbed some tissue, wiped away the dark smudges of this morning’s eye makeup, tapped on some lip gloss, and tried to shuffle out of the bathroom with some of my dignity intact.


“Hey,” he called to me as I passed him. He was close enough that I could smell him. He carried the scent of men’s cologne with something else that was floral, spicy, earthy, and almost irresistible.


Almost.


“You know your dress isn’t… um… zipped up all the way. I could get it for you.” He gave me an odd look, like he was trying to categorize me but wasn’t sure which box to sort me into. Annoyance, amusement, and curiosity mingled in the dark brown eyes that were appraising me.


The offer was innocuous, but it felt almost sensual, and I couldn’t tell if my brain was short-circuiting from stress. Maybe it was his white suit with its intricate embroidery, his accent, or his long, dark lashes that most women would kill for. One thing I knew was that I could not let this man touch me. I wasn’t sure if it was for his sake or my own.


“No, that’s unnecessary. It will be fine.” I rushed out of the bathroom feeling my heart pound.


What the hell was that?


The hallway felt like a cavern as I stumbled through it searching, feeling exhausted and confused, before finally finding a door with a sign that read, George and Harriet King, Will Reading.


My plan was to sneak in and seat myself at the back of the room, but the loud creak of the door and the man seated at the front of the room—who I assumed was William J. McReedy, Esq., my grandparents’ lawyer—had other plans.


The man with dark brown skin, salt-and-pepper hair, and a thick mustache beckoned me to the front of the room and indicated that I should occupy one of the two empty ornate wooden chairs in front of the desk where he was seated.


I made my way through the aisle separating the room full of aluminum folding chairs while dozens of pairs of eyes followed me to the front of the room accompanied by hushed whispers.


“That’s the grandbaby.”


“She ain’t no baby anymore.”


“Looks just like her mother. Don’t she?”


I caught the eyes of one woman my age, sitting next to a little girl who couldn’t have been more than ten. The little girl smiled at me. Her mother didn’t. Not having any idea what I could have done to a woman I’d never met, I instead focused on making it to the front of the room, feeling like a goldfish in a bowl.


I didn’t have to wonder long about the occupant of the other wooden chair because the door to the room opened again and the man in white with the sexy accent entered the room and made his way to the front. No one whispered about him. He greeted and shook hands with a few people before lowering himself into the opposite seat. I also noticed the woman who had nothing but disdain for me smiled at him.


“Emmaline, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m so sorry for your loss.” Mr. McReedy gave me a sympathetic smile as I did my best to make myself comfortable in the chair. It felt so odd that everyone seemed to know exactly who I was without me having to introduce myself.


“Thank you.” My voice came out as a strained whisper, and I cleared my throat and spoke again. “Thank you, and I prefer to be called Emma.”


“Emma, huh?” Mr. McReedy smiled genially, and his eyes narrowed slightly. He seemed like he wanted to say something else to me, but instead he addressed the room. “I wish I had a better reason to bring us all together like this, but unfortunately, it’s been more than thirty days since George and Harriet’s deaths, and I’m here to read their last will and testament and carry out their requests contained therein.”


I chanced a glance at the man in the other seat. He was all wit and sarcasm in the bathroom, but in this room, he looked absolutely bereft. His body was almost slumped in the chair, and he seemed to be staring off into space. There was a balled-up handkerchief in the hand he was using to cover his mouth and his eyes. His beautiful eyes—focus, Emma—were rimmed with red. Real grief was etched into his expression, and I felt guilty thinking about how attractive he was—not to mention that I’d been dating the same man for much of my adult life. I should have been focusing on the subject at hand, not men who weren’t Teddy. It was also probably a bad idea to objectify someone so obviously in pain at a will reading.


This man was so close to my grandparents that he was visibly mourning their loss, while I was their flesh-and-blood granddaughter and felt nothing but curiosity and confusion because I barely knew them. A pang of irrational jealousy made my chest clench.


Who was this man?


Why was he so close to my grandparents?


Why did he get to sit in one of the two fancy chairs in the office?


Mr. McReedy’s voice broke my chain of thought and I focused on the front of the room.


“Before we get started, I’d like to invite Pastor Freeman to lead us in a short prayer. Sister Harriet and Brother George are sitting at the right hand of the Father—”


“Mm-hmm.” A chorus of agreement and a few claps erupted from behind me.


“—and I know they wouldn’t want to waste an opportunity to give thanks to the Almighty while we are all gathered here together.”


“That’s right!” a woman shouted as Pastor Freeman took his place in front of the desk, a few feet away from me and sexy British bathr—I mean, the man from the bathroom.


Pastor Freeman wasted no time in piggybacking off Mr. McReedy’s statement that my grandparents were sitting at the right hand of the Father. In fact, the pastor gave a rather lengthy monologue about how my grandparents had “elevated the town’s spirit” and “lifted it to new heights.” I looked around the room to find most of the occupants nodding with coy smiles and I wondered if there was some meaning to his words that I was missing. It became harder to focus as the pastor became more animated as he described how our Lord and Savior was the “high you could never come down from.” Before I could wrap my head around Pastor Freeman’s obsession with heavenly metaphors, a woman behind me began humming a vaguely familiar tune. She was soon joined by others. I looked to the man in the chair beside me to see if he was as confused as me, but he was still mired in grief.


“‘In the Upper Room’!” Pastor Freeman shouted, startling me, and I realized what the tune was. He invited the ladies to join him in front of the desk and the next ten minutes involved the loudest and longest rendition of Mahalia Jackson’s classic I’d ever heard.


“Danesh Pednekar,” Mr. McReedy said, almost as if he were answering my earlier questions. He was reading from the will: “Farm manager and grandson we never had. We hope you will be running the farm long after we’re gone, but we know that if you’re reading this, that is out of our control. So we’re leaving you two hundred fifty thousand dollars.” I felt my mouth drop open, and when I looked at Danesh, his mouth had dropped open, too. “We know what you’re thinking—it’s not too much and you can and will accept it. If Green Acres is not in your future, it will be enough to get you set up someplace else and help you continue your research. We’re also leaving you George’s F-150 and his antique watch that you always admired.” Mr. McReedy placed the watch on the desk. Danesh slowly retrieved it and held it in his hands, turning it over and over.


“Emmaline, our beloved grandchild. You wouldn’t know this because we haven’t seen each other in so long, but we are so proud of the woman you’ve become. We’ve followed your achievements from afar and hoped one day we would be able to tell you in person. But things don’t always work out that way.” I felt a lump form in my throat and swallowed it down, blinking rapidly.


“I don’t know if our stubborn-as-a-mule daughter ever told you this, but you were named Emmaline after your great-grandmother. When your great-grandfather and half the men in town went off to fight in World War II, she and the women of this town kept the farm going until the war was over and for years after. Your grandfather and I followed in that tradition, in hopes that we could pass it on to your mother. But since I can’t imagine your mama ever setting foot in this town again, we’re leaving it to you. You are free to do whatever you want with it, but we hope that you’ll consider carrying on the family tradition. Green Acres is a very special place to many people, and it is our fondest wish and dearest hope that it becomes a special place to you. There is also…”


Mr. McReedy kept reading, but I couldn’t focus on anything he said after I heard that my grandparents had left me a farm, hoping that I would—what, live there? Run it?


A farm? What the hell was I supposed to do with a farm? If Green Acres was such a special place to so many people, why did my grandparents trust me to take care of it?


I was avoiding looking at houses because I didn’t want the responsibility of mowing a lawn. Teddy and I didn’t have any pets because I couldn’t even keep a goldfish alive, not to mention all the houseplants I’ve massacred over the years. I looked over at Danesh, the farm manager, to see his reaction. He didn’t seem surprised or moved by the announcement. He was still staring at the watch. I took a deep breath and turned my attention back to my grandparents’ attorney. He’d moved on to bequeathing items and property to the other people in the office and I barely paid attention.


Soon the reading was over, and I was holding a manila envelope stuffed with a thick file folder full of documents that represented the last three generations of my family, feeling more exhausted and confused than ever.


A man in a dark blue suit approached me as soon as I stepped outside of the church. “Hi, Emmaline Walters?”


“Um, yes. Emma,” I corrected him as I tried to make a beeline for my car. He blocked my path.


“Emma, of course. I’m so sorry for your loss.” He screwed up his face in an odd facsimile of a sorrowful expression. He looked like a child pretending to cry. It would have been funny if it weren’t so off-putting.


“Thank you,” I said brusquely. I’d dealt with men like him in my profession. He wanted something and it wasn’t to offer his condolences. “Can I help you with something?”


“Actually”—his expression changed to a megawatt grin that made my stomach roil—“I’m pretty sure I can help you.”


I had just left a will reading for the grandparents I barely remembered, inherited a farm, and realized that I’d flashed the farm’s manager before yelling at him—and I still had to make the four-hour drive back to Atlanta on a donut because I hadn’t had the time to replace the spare tire, and, speaking of donuts, I was still hungry. A creep in a cheap suit was the last thing I needed.


“No, thank you. I have to go.” I turned to leave, and the man grabbed my arm and pushed his business card into my hand.


“Take my card,” he said quickly, “and give me a call.”


I rolled my eyes and shoved the card into my pocket, not wanting to deal with any more drama tonight.


As I got closer to my car, I saw a large figure leaning on the hood with his arms crossed.


It was Danesh Pednekar, farm manager, grandson that George and Harriet King never had, and sexy British bathroom guy.


“Friend of yours?” His deep voice rumbled in my chest making me stop short a few steps from my car.


“No… Like everyone else in this town, I have no idea who he is.”


He stood there for a few seconds, surveying me like he had in the bathroom. It made me nervous, and I wondered if he was picturing me in my underwear.


“So you’re Emmaline…” He said it in a way that made me believe he’d been expecting to meet me. What had my grandparents told him about me? Then I remembered that his opinion of me had no bearing; so why did I still care?


“It’s Emma.” I bristled and hit the button on my car keys to unlock the doors, making a loud beeping sound. He took the hint and stepped away from my car so I could reach the driver’s side door. “Danesh, was it?” I raised an eyebrow, causing him to smirk.


“It’s Dan.” He took a step toward me, making my breath catch in my throat, and I almost dropped the envelope I was holding. His hand grazed my back, causing me to shiver as I heard the telltale sound of a zipper and felt my dress tighten around my chest. “That… has been driving me mad.” He took a step back. We stood in the parking lot staring at each other. I couldn’t read Dan’s expression, and I was uncharacteristically speechless. Usually, I would know the perfect thing to say, always two steps ahead of anyone in a conversation, but in that moment, I was completely unarmed. I blamed it on the exhaustion.


“Well, I should get going.” I realized that while I had been staring at Dan in the parking lot, I had forgotten to breathe, as well as speak. I opened my driver’s side door and threw the envelope and my purse on the passenger seat.


“I don’t think you should drive anywhere with this.” Just like in the bathroom, his suggestion seemed innocent. But for some reason, his voice made everything sound like an invitation to sex. I tried to think back to the last time I had sex with Teddy. Then I had to think further back to the last time I enjoyed sex with Teddy. Those thoughts were beyond inappropriate, and I needed to get back to Atlanta because I had an early-morning meeting. I also needed some distance from this town and from Dan, the sexy, mysterious farm manager, so I could make sense of the last few hours.


“Well, thank you for your concern, but I have a busy day tomorrow. It was nice to meet you.” I tried to pull my car door closed, but he grabbed the doorframe and pulled it back open. “What the hell are you—”


“You can’t drive in the middle of the night on a stepney.”


“What the hell is a—”


“I believe you call it a donut.” He cut me off with a hint of annoyance and tilted his head at the miniature wheel holding up one fourth of my car.


“I’ll be fine. I’ll get a new tire tomorrow.” I tried to pull my door shut again, but Dan’s hand didn’t move.


“Listen, I’m sure you think you can handle everything on your own, but it’s late, you’re tired”—Oh God, did I look as exhausted as I felt? A quick glance in my rearview said yes. But how dare he mention it? I was about to argue when my stomach gave a loud growl—“and apparently you’re also hungry.” He tried to stifle a smile, which only made my cheeks flame with heat. We glared at each other. My hand was on the door handle while his was still wrapped around the doorframe. We were at a standoff. “Get out of the car, Emma,” he said sternly. His tone of voice let me know he wasn’t going to ask again, and I wondered what that meant. I wondered why I liked it. “Please,” he added with a softened, but still stern, expression.


I heaved a deep sigh, climbed out of the driver’s seat, and stood in front of him, eyebrows raised. His expression didn’t change as he guided me around to the passenger seat and helped me into my own car. He climbed into the driver’s seat, pushed the seat all the way back, and started the engine.


“Bloody hell,” he muttered under his breath. “When was the last time you got an oil change?”


“I don’t know. Whenever the sticker says I did.” I shrugged and pointed to the small rectangle of white on the upper corner of the windshield. When I took a closer look at it, I noticed it was faded and starting to peel. I decided to change the subject. “Where are you taking me?”


“To get a proper tire put on this car, and an oil change apparently.” He pulled out of the parking lot and onto a main road. “How long has the car been making that sound?”


“What sound?” I rolled my eyes at my would-be savior. The very last thing I wanted or needed today was a lecture about self-neglect. I gave myself enough of those.


“This sound…” He glared at me while tilting his head toward the front of the car. I didn’t hear anything unusual. The car sounded like it always did. I shook my head and shrugged. He rolled his eyes and muttered something that sounded like “Christ” under his breath and continued to stare at the road.


“Are you always this rude to people you’re helping?”


“Ha!” He barked out a laugh. “You think I’m rude? That’s rich coming from the woman who stripped down to her knickers in the men’s toilets and had the nerve to get pissed off when a man came in to piss!”


“I didn’t know it was the men’s room,” I shot back. “I was in a hurry. I was running late and made a mistake, which is very rare for me. You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me. So don’t think you can—”


“Oh, you didn’t know, eh?” he interrupted. “The same way you didn’t know that this car is an accident waiting to happen. And no, I don’t know you, but I know all about you, love.” He was seething, and it was odd how someone could take a word like love and make it sound venomous.


“You’re so well put together and you’ve got everything figured out. You don’t need help from anyone, but I bet you bend over backward helping everyone else in your life, not because you want to, but because you feel like you don’t have a choice. And when it comes to taking care of yourself, you can’t be bothered to read the door on a loo, take your car in for maintenance, or feed yourself.” My stomach gave another betraying growl. “And you’d rather walk around with your bra strap showing, drive around on three and a half tires while starving, than accept an offer of help. How did I do?” He turned to me after he put the car in park. We were outside of a garage/auto body shop. All the lights were off and it looked like it was closed, adding confusion to my anger.


“I’m well put together because I have to be. And I don’t need help from anyone because I am used to taking care of myself. My job is taking care of other people. I don’t do it because I have no choice, I do it because I’m damn good at it. You met me a few hours ago and you think you’ve got me all figured out. Well, you don’t. And if your idea of helping people is making them feel like shit on what has to be one of the shittiest days they’ve had in recent memory, you’re great at it.” I felt my eyes prickle with tears as the combination of stress, grief, and exhaustion took its toll. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve had a day from hell, and being yelled at by a stranger is the last thing I need.” Tears fell from my eyes, and I wiped them away furiously.


“Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.” His voice was soft as he placed a large, warm hand on my shoulder. “I’ve had an off day as well. An off month if we’re being honest…” He sighed. “Look, it’s like in chess. The queen can do anything she wants in the game, but she can’t win by herself… fuck, I don’t know what I’m saying. George always said it better…” He muttered the last part to himself.


I didn’t answer him, I just stared out the window. I knew exactly what he was trying to say, but I didn’t want to hear it. His use of my grandfather’s name also ignited a flicker of memory, but it was gone too quickly to grasp.


He let out another sigh and exited the car. A few moments later, he returned with a man in a jumpsuit with the name Terry stitched in red letters on the front.


Dan and I sat in the waiting area of the body shop, not speaking. As it turned out, the shop was closed, but Dan, upon seeing my stepney, called Terry before I’d even made it to my car. I hoped that Terry could change my tire and the oil quickly so I could get on the road and away from this town—and its occupants. Well, one occupant in particular.


“I checked out the car.” Terry entered the waiting area after fifteen minutes, wiping his hand on a greasy rag. He was addressing Dan, even though it was my car. “She’s gonna need some work, but luckily I have all the parts here.”


“What do you mean by work?” I asked. “How long will this take?”


“At least four or five hours.” He shrugged. My entire body deflated, and I sank back into the chair. “So should I get started?”


“Yeah,” Dan answered for me. “Get started.”


“And how much is this gonna cost me?” I interjected, shooting a glare at Dan.


“For George and Harriet’s granddaughter?” Terry raised an eyebrow. “Nothing.”


“Thank you,” I whispered in astonishment to Terry. He gave me a smile and wave before turning to leave the waiting room. My grandparents were so beloved that the people of this town were willing to help their granddaughter, a total stranger. It made me even surer that I couldn’t handle the responsibility of the farm. I couldn’t even handle leaving this town.


“What the hell am I supposed to do now?” I moaned out loud to no one in particular—definitely not to Dan.


“I know the last thing you’d want or need is more unsolicited help from me because I… what was it… I suck at it, but, might I offer a suggestion?” I slowly turned to him to see his eyebrow raised.


“What?” I said with a sigh of resignation.


“You’re obviously not going anywhere tonight, and you’ve just inherited a farm. You should probably go there, get a good night’s sleep, and drive home in the morning.”


It was the most obvious solution. I don’t remember being to a farm outside of a school field trip, and even then, it didn’t seem like a place I’d want to spend a night. I’m sure if I weren’t so tired and frustrated, I would have thought of it myself. I was still annoyed at Dan, partly for the way he’d barged into my life and ruined the rest of my day, partly for the way he talked to me in the car, but mostly because his assessment of me was spot-on. And I hated it. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of acknowledging that he was right again, especially if he was going to be so fucking handso—I meant smug. If he was going to be so smug.


“Fine,” I grumbled.


“Okay. Let’s go.” I couldn’t bring myself to look at him, but I could hear the smirk in his voice.















CHAPTER TWO
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I didn’t speak to Dan the entire ride to Green Acres. There was a ten-minute awkward ride from Terry’s Auto Body shop to the church to pick up Dan’s truck, during which Terry, not picking up on the somber vibe between Dan and me, chattered the entire way.


Dan insisted on opening the passenger door of the truck and helping me climb in, despite my silent protests, and I wasn’t sure if he was doing it out of kindness or to make me feel more helpless. He certainly wasn’t enjoying himself. He looked the same way my cousins and I looked as kids when being forced to do Saturday-morning chores. Was I his chore? Something else attached to the farm that he had to take care of.


I dug into the manila envelope the lawyer handed me to retrieve the keys to the house, but Dan surprised me by using his own key. I thought it was odd, but then again, I didn’t know anything about running a farm. Maybe farm managers had to have the key to everything.


The living room was large and homey-looking, with mismatched furniture that worked perfectly together. The walls and shelves were lined with pictures. I found a faded color photo of my mother, sitting on what must have been her grandfather’s lap while he was driving a tractor. She looked like she was about ten. There was a candid photo of my parents on their wedding day. Next to a photo of my grandfather on a Jet Ski was a photograph of two little brown-skinned girls in identical dresses with identical ponytails. One was taller than the other. It was me and my older sister, Annie. I barely had any memories of her, just occasional flashes. My mother barely spoke about her and there certainly weren’t any pictures like this on display in the house I’d grown up in. I was hugging the picture to my chest when Dan’s voice startled me.


“The kitchen is this way,” he whispered. “I’ll make you something to eat.”


I followed Dan and sat at the table. I gazed around the room, which was large for a typical kitchen—twice the size of the one at my condo—but for some reason, it felt small. A flash of memory hit me:


I was sitting at this table with my older sister, Annie. My grandmother asked us how many pancakes we wanted, and Annie said, “One million!”


My grandfather answered, “One million pancakes. Coming right up!” making us squeal with laughter. Bright sunlight was streaming through the windows and a song by Marvin Gaye was blaring through the kitchen while my grandparents shimmied around the room.


“All right, Emma?” Dan’s voice broke me out of my daydream. It was night again. The kitchen was dull and darker. There was no music playing. Annie and my grandparents were gone. “Emma?” he repeated. “Are you all right?”


“Yes, I’m fine.” I nodded. I wrapped my hands around a steaming mug that Dan must have placed in front of me when I wasn’t paying attention. “What is this?”


“It’s tea.” He turned back to the counter where he was busy doing something, but I had no idea what. He’d taken off his jacket and placed it on the back of a chair before rolling up the sleeves of his shirt, showcasing muscular forearms dusted with hair. Dan was broad shouldered, with back muscles that flexed and rippled as he made his way around the kitchen. He opened and closed cabinets, followed by the rhythmic chopping of a knife on a wooden cutting board. I felt like I was watching a sacred ritual. A low, melodic sound floated around the kitchen, and I realized that Dan was humming while he was cooking. His hips slowly swayed to the rhythm as I watched him—hypnotized—my mind straying to places that a woman with a long-term boyfriend shouldn’t go. I slowly brought the mug of warm liquid to my lips. It was unlike any tea I’d ever had before and I wanted to ask Dan the name of the brand, but watching him weave his way around the kitchen was too distracting.


I was trying to focus on something besides Dan’s hips when I was startled by the feeling of something small, hard, and slimy on my tongue. A squeal of surprise left my mouth as I almost dropped my teacup and struggled to spit out whatever I’d inadvertently ingested.


“What’s wrong?” Dan yelled, and within an instant, he was leaning over me with his hand on my back, his face a mask of concern.


After using a finger to scrape the foreign object off my tongue, I held it up to the light for inspection, hoping to God that it wasn’t an insect.


It was a tea leaf.


My face heated with embarrassment. In my defense, it was a huge tea leaf. When I glanced at Dan, he was stifling a smile.


“I think you’ll live.” His hand smoothed its way up my back as he stood to return to the stove, and I wondered if he’d meant to do it. I wondered why it felt so good.


“Why is there a tea leaf in my mug anyway?” I retorted, knowing that I wasn’t making a good argument.


“Since tea leaves are a vital component of making tea, finding the odd tea leaf in your mug is inevitable.” He smirked again. “Is this your first pot of tea?”


“No,” I answered quickly. “I just… I don’t usually drink tea. I’m more of a coffee person.”


“Ah.” He nodded.


“And I usually have tea with a tea bag. It’s this handy invention that keeps the tea leaves out of your drink.”


The kitchen got quiet. The shuffling noises of Dan working behind me stopped, making me turn to face him.


“Tea bag?” he asked in a scandalized voice. “No. In this house, we drink real tea, properly prepared.”


“Yeah, I saw the way you properly prepared the tea.” I mimicked his accent, remarking on the way he carefully measured the leaves from the tin with a spoon and filled the pot with a little bit of steaming water from the kettle before filling it the rest of the way. “It seems way more time-consuming than just heating up a mug of water in the microwave and sticking a tea bag in it.”


“Microwave?” he exclaimed, even more upset than he was about the tea bag. He shook his head.


“What’s wrong with the microwave?”


“I’m making you another pot of tea.” He grabbed the kettle off the stovetop and refilled it. “Once you’ve finished it, you won’t ever go back to microwaved tea bags.” He mimicked my voice… poorly. I stifled a smile.


Unfortunately for Dan, he didn’t know that I was so hopeless in the kitchen that premeasured and microwaved foods were a matter of survival for me. Still, after having a day from hell, being catered to—and playfully teased—by a handsome and friendly stranger who knew his way around the kitchen wasn’t the most unwelcome feeling.


I’d let myself enjoy it for a little longer.


“Meat?” Dan’s question made me choke on my tea and I realized that I was leering at him again.


“Excuse me?” I asked after I cleared my throat.


“Meat? Do you eat meat?” He pointed his knife at the cutting board. There were a few cuts of what looked like chicken that had been sliced with precision.


“Yes, I do. I’m trying to cut down on red meat, but I’d never pass up an opportunity for burgers or ribs. I tried going vegan a couple of years ago, and it lasted the entire summer until my family reunion…” A nervous chuckle bubbled past my lips and my voice trailed off when Dan turned around to meet my eye. “My… um… father’s side of the family.” I wasn’t sure why I’d answered his yes-or-no question with a diatribe. If I had to guess, I would say I was nervous. I was still trying to wrap my head around my unexpected inheritance and my even more unexpected attraction to Dan. If I was acting strangely, he didn’t seem to notice or mind because he turned back to his cutting board and the rhythmic chopping resumed.


“Well, technically I’m a vegetarian, but I’ve been known to sneak the odd piece of poultry or fish.” He turned to me and held up a small piece of the white meat he was chopping before dropping it back onto the cutting board, giving me a small, mischievous smile. “Don’t tell my mum.”


“If I ever meet your mother, your secret’s safe with me.” Our eyes met and his smile faltered momentarily, making me wonder what he was thinking. Before I got the chance to ask, he grabbed the teapot from the counter and refilled my cup.


“So, how long have you worked here… on the farm?” I asked to break the tension in the kitchen—and possibly to stop staring at Dan’s ass while something delicious sizzled in a frying pan.


“About two years.”


“How did you meet my grandparents?”


“It’s actually a funny story,” he called over his shoulder. “One day, I was walking around a large plant nursery in Bennett.”


“Bennett?”


“It’s a really small town about forty-five minutes west of here. Known for its plants.” He turned to look at me; once I nodded, he returned to cooking. “So I’m there walking around, and some random bloke asks me a question about orchids. Now, I didn’t work there, and I could’ve given him the mickey about assuming I did, but I happen to love talking about flowers.” He let out an endearing chuckle and I forced myself to take a sip of my tea and focus on his story.


“So after I got through with him, another person asked me a question about fertilizer, then someone else needed help, and before I knew it, I had a queue of people.”


“So you just posted up in a random garden store and started answering questions?” I smiled and raised a skeptical eyebrow.


“It wasn’t deliberate, mind you, but yeah. Plants, especially flowers, are my first love, and since I left my job in the UK, it had been a while since…” He drifted off and his smile faded. “Anyway, George and Harriet were there. We got to chatting, and your grandfather offered me a job with room and board. He said he ‘had a good feeling about me.’” His impression of my grandfather’s deep timbre gave me chills despite it being so long since I’d heard his voice. “So here I am. I oversee all farm operations, but Ernesto takes care of the animals. I’m mostly a plant guy.”


Did he just say room and board?


“You live here? On the farm?” I don’t know why I was so scandalized by the prospect. It made sense. There was a lot of land. Something about the thought of this man living somewhere in close proximity made me uneasy.


“Yeah,” he answered with a sarcastic laugh. “Makes the commute to work a lot easier.”


“So why did you leave the UK?” I asked to change the subject. A heavy silence hung between us in the kitchen, broken by Dan setting a plate in front of me.


“I just needed a change.” He released a heavy sigh before turning to leave the kitchen, making me wonder if I’d said the wrong thing. “There’s a linen closet, should you need any toiletries.”


“Wait. You didn’t make yourself any food. Aren’t you hungry?”


He shook his head in response. The playful, comfortable mood we’d slipped into disappeared, as if Dan and I had been in a bubble that was suddenly popped.


“You’re leaving?” I spluttered. I didn’t exactly want him to stay—well, not for any reason that made sense—but the idea of being left alone in the house made me nervous, like I was trespassing.


“Yeah.” It was all he said before he pulled the kitchen door closed behind him.


I wasn’t sure if it was because I was starving or if I was just remembering Dan’s sexy dinner shimmy, but this was the best food I’d ever eaten.


Dan had made what would be considered by most to be a simple meal of a grilled cheese-and-chicken sandwich with potato chips. Except that the sandwich was comprised of two thick slices of what tasted like homemade bread, at least three different kinds of cheese that I could taste, and thinly sliced chicken, fried in just the right amount of butter… a lot. I could tell the potato chips were also homemade—meaning that instead of simply opening a bag of potato chips from the store, he had taken an actual potato, sliced it paper-thin, and deep-fried the pieces before sprinkling them with salt. He also made me a fresh pot of that delicious tea.


I was glad Dan wasn’t here to see the way I demolished that sandwich and those chips. My lap was covered in crumbs, and I had melted butter dripping down the front of my dress. The eating noises that I made could only be described as moans. Halfway through my meal, I had to unzip my dress because the tailoring didn’t allow for pleasure eating. This was a three-bites-of-salad-in-between-laughing-at-your-boyfriend’s-terrible-jokes dress. I actually couldn’t remember the last time I enjoyed food like this. I sat for a long time after I was finished, letting my food settle, sipping the best tea I’d ever had, and absentmindedly picking the crumbs off my plate.


I decided that if I ever saw Dan again, I would mention that he was right about the tea.
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The house was eerily quiet, and I welcomed it. This was the first moment of peace I’d had since I woke up this morning. As I made my way to the stairs to go to bed, I passed what looked like a small office. I recognized this place, too. This was my grandfather’s study. Just like the kitchen, it seemed tiny compared to my memories. One wall was lined with bookshelves filled with books on farming, medicine, and a myriad of other subjects. On one shelf I found my grandfather’s old chess set. I slid it into my arms and walked over to his large oak desk to set it down. After opening it, I began to pull out the pieces and I was hit with another flashback.


I was sitting on my grandfather’s lap at this desk in front of this exact chess set. My legs were dangling off his large thighs, and I could smell his spicy cologne. Annie was standing on the other side of the desk, peering intently at the chessboard. Our grandfather was giving us a lesson.


“Don’t rely too much on your queen,” he said. “The queen is the most powerful piece, but she can’t win the game without the help of the other pieces.”


Dan’s previous words echoed, and I felt a tear slip down my cheek as I finished setting up the board. I stared at it for a long time before I grabbed one of the lighter colored pawns, moved it up two spaces, and went to bed.


The stairs creaked as I slowly edged my way to the second floor of the house. Sleeping in my grandparents’ room wasn’t an option. It was haunted by an intoxicating cloud of my grandmother’s perfume and my grandfather’s cologne. The bed was made and the room was tidy, but it looked lived in, like they could return any moment. One of the smaller guest bedrooms seemed like a better alternative.


I did wear one of my grandmother’s old nightgowns because I didn’t have a choice. It carried the heavy flowery scent of her perfume, and it sparked another memory. My grandmother—I remembered we used to call her Granny—was wearing a nightgown similar to this one. Hell, it might have been this one. It was cream colored and soft. In my memory it reached Granny’s ankles—on me, the gown hit midcalf. Annie and I were tucked into the same bed, and our grandmother was singing us to sleep with “Short’nin’ Bread.” After the memory dissolved, leaving me with a feeling of warmth, I briefly considered not leaving in the morning but quickly dismissed the thought. My life was in Atlanta, not on this farm.
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The alarm was set early enough that I could hopefully slip out before anyone noticed—anyone, meaning Dan. But that’s not the way farms worked. I was awakened by the loud crowing of a rooster a full thirty minutes before my alarm was supposed to go off. I got up, quickly dressed, and went downstairs to find a note on the kitchen table.




Emma


There’s coffee in the coffee maker. All you have to do is push the button. Your car is outside.


Dan





The car keys were next to the note, and sure enough, when I pushed the button on the coffee maker, fresh-brewed deliciousness dripped into the waiting mug. It was a thoughtful gesture, but I wondered if he was afraid of me rifling through the kitchen. Maybe he made coffee for everyone. Maybe I was just a miserable, jaded person who didn’t know how to recognize kindness.


When I woke up this morning, I was intent on getting back to Atlanta as soon as I possibly could. Yet, while walking around the house sipping my coffee, I no longer felt the urgency. I walked into my grandfather’s study and noticed that one of the pawns from the opposing side had been moved up two spaces, directly in front of the one I had moved. I felt the familiar competitive stirring in my belly that I used to feel during a chess match in high school. Your competitor’s opening told you exactly what kind of player you were up against. Dan was a player who liked to antagonize his opponents. My fingers itched to answer his move. I could probably beat him in twelve moves—twenty if I was underestimating his skill—but I thought better of it.


This wasn’t my game to play. Despite what the lawyer said, this certainly didn’t feel like my farm. This wasn’t my life.


I finished my coffee, grabbed the keys, and pointed my newly repaired car toward home. In four hours I would be back to the life I knew and the things that made sense.















CHAPTER THREE







[image: image]







So.” Max’s voice dropped, and she pursed her lips. “What did he do this time?” She tilted her head at the large floral arrangement of pink peonies and peach blossoms. Teddy had sent one to my office every day since I returned. When I told him about my ordeal with the flat tire and having to spend the night on my grandparents’ farm, he said he regretted not coming with me and had been apologizing all week.


“He felt bad about not attending the will reading with me, so he’s trying to apologize.”


“How sweet,” she said in a bored voice, slid the attached card out of the envelope, and scanned it. “Are these song lyrics?”


“‘Miss Independent’ by Ne-Yo. It’s how he got me to go out on a date with him.” I smiled at the memory.


Teddy had been pursuing me since freshman year, but I’d told him that I was in school to get my BA, not my MRS—a direct quote from my mother. Plus, Teddy had a reputation with other girls at my school and I wasn’t interested in being his next conquest.


During homecoming weekend sophomore year, Teddy and his fellow pledges sang “Miss Independent” to me at a crowded house party before he asked me out on a date. He was handsome, popular, and from a prominent Atlanta family. Teddy could’ve had any girl at that party, but he wanted me. Even though I’d been turning him down for almost a year, he wanted me.


He was clever enough to know that I wasn’t going to turn him down in such a public setting, and he was right. I agreed to one date only, during the daytime, in a public place, and I would be bringing my roommate. Our first date was a double date at Six Flags Over Georgia. I quickly discovered there was more to Teddy Baker than a pretty face and family legacy. He was incredibly intelligent and passionate about his future. But what really attracted me to Teddy was the side of him that he only shared with me.


Teddy’s frat brothers would never know that he cries every time he watches The Color Purple, or that he has a pair of lucky socks that he wore for exams and now wears to court. He could also be sweet. I remember how he gave me his sweatshirt to wear during our date while we waited in line for the Scream Machine. He refused to let me give it back to him, even when I could see his arms were covered in goose bumps. I’d fallen in love with him that day.


I still saw glimpses of that Teddy every now and then, but lately it felt like we were drifting further and further away from those nineteen-year-old kids who were crazy in love and ready to conquer any challenge together. Maybe that’s how all relationships are. We were not teenagers anymore. I blamed the stress of our jobs and Teddy’s political aspirations for the growing distance. Would his upcoming state senate run finally break us or force us to find each other again?


“Em? Em? Earth to Emma?” Max’s voice, at first distant, came into focus as I turned to gaze at her. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah, Max. I’m fine.” I tore my gaze away from Teddy’s flowers and turned to face her.


“Well, you don’t look fine. You look like you’ve been somewhere else all week.”


She was right. My body was in Atlanta, but my mind was four hours away on a farm.


“Come on; let’s go to lunch so we can talk about it.” She stood from her desk and hoisted a new designer bag over her shoulder with an excessive flourish.


“Is that a new bag?” I asked, taking the bait, much to her delight.


“Oh, this old thing?” she said with feigned nonchalance before squealing, “Yes! They’re not even out yet. A friend of one of my connections does media relations for LVMH. I called in a few favors to get his kid into a private school in Manhattan… et voila! New Louis for me, to say thank you.” She twirled and took a bow, making me laugh. A lunch with Maxima Clarke would have been just what I needed to lift my spirits, but unfortunately, I had more pressing matters to attend to.


“I would love to go to lunch, but sadly, I can’t.”


“Well, why the hell not?” She mock pouted. “This is upsetting me and my new Louis.”


I snorted a laugh.


“I have to meet this real estate guy for lunch. It’s about my grandparents’ farm. His company is interested in buying and I told him I’d hear him out.”


“You are planning to sell that farm, right? If I see even one picture of you in overalls holding a pitchfork, I will block you on all social media platforms.”


“I haven’t decided yet.” I chuckled. “I know my grandparents would want the farm to stay in the family, but I know my mother doesn’t want it, and I don’t know what the hell to do with a farm. Plus, it’s four hours away.”


“What does Theodore Aloysius Baker the Third think?” she asked sardonically. I’ve never been able to tell if Max likes or dislikes Teddy. She’s extremely talented at keeping her cards close to her chest, something that makes her one of the best PR reps at the firm. However, she never misses an opportunity to drag Teddy and his family in her never-ending indictment of the self-proclaimed Atlanta elite.


“Teddy thinks I should sell as soon as I can.” I sighed. “With his upcoming senate run, he thinks we need one less thing to worry about and more money to put toward a house.”


“A house that you don’t want.” Max raised an eyebrow.


“I never said that I didn’t want a house.” I defaulted to defending my relationship. “I just said I wasn’t ready for one. I mean, we’re going to have to buy one eventually, right?”


“Hmm.” She narrowed her eyes before continuing. “What about your mom?”


“She told me that my grandparents left the farm to me and that it was none of her business.”


“For real?” Max dropped her head to the side, her eyes widened in shock.


“Her exact words.” I sighed.


“That’s tough, baby girl.” She wrapped her hand around mine and squeezed gently. “Well, if you want my unwashed opinion, and you’re gonna get it anyway, I think you should sell. This is a lot to get dropped on your lap. Plus, it’s wrapped up in family drama, which is a big no-no for me.”


“Max, you love drama,” I scoffed.


“I don’t love drama for me or the people I care about.” She pursed her lips and gave me a pointed look. My heart swelled at her sentiment because Max wasn’t the particularly warm-and-fuzzy type. “Now”—she raised her eyebrows and dropped her chin conspiratorially—“other people’s drama? Sign me up for jubilee!”


I burst out laughing, making the ambient chatter from the rest of the offices stop momentarily.
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