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CHAPTER 1



Natasha Baldwin shoved one of the coveted truffles she’d been saving into her mouth and tried to concentrate on the rich mixture of dark and milk chocolate rather than the irritating voice of her co-worker. The woman had interrupted their boss a good ten times during the weekly staff meeting and it had only been half an hour. She glanced up at the wall clock and sighed. At this rate, Natasha would never get to her appointment on time. “Do you know how long the meeting’s going to go, George? I’m meeting with a prospective client in an hour,” she said, hoping to speed things along.


George Lambert sent her a grateful smile. “We should be done in about twenty minutes, barring any other interruptions.” George had headed up Firefly Lake’s real estate office for as long as Natasha could remember. He was fair but also no-nonsense when it came to selling real estate in their town of fewer than two thousand residents. “Moving on to the subject of the upcoming condominium project, I’ve decided in order to keep confusion to a minimum, there will be one exclusive Realtor. As always, the bigger projects are given to the Realtor with the best sales record for the preceding quarter.” He paused and glanced at each of the four people seated around the conference table.


Natasha’s heartrate kicked up. She knew she’d sold well, or as well as one could when living in a small town. However, she also knew that at least one of her co-workers hadn’t done too bad, either.


“I think you should go by the Realtor with the most experience,” Kathleen said, lifting her chin.


Natasha barely stifled an eye roll. Kathleen never missed an opportunity to call attention to the fact that she had been with the company the longest. In Natasha’s mind, if Kathleen spent more time building relationships with prospective buyers and less on trying to show up everyone, she might have a point.


George shook his head. “The policy hasn’t changed since the doors of this place opened and won’t now. Okay, with four sales, the exclusive Realtor will be Natasha Baldwin. Congratulations.”


Inside, Natasha did a little two-step dance move, complete with a shimmy, but kept her outward calm and just smiled. “Thank you so much.”


“Thanks for all your hard work. We can talk this afternoon when you get back. All right, people, let’s get moving.” He came to his feet and walked out of the small conference room.


Natasha stood, and the young woman who’d joined the office a year ago congratulated Natasha before leaving.


Kathleen pushed back from the table with such force, her chair hit the wall. She shot Natasha a nasty look and stormed out.


“I would’ve had you if it weren’t for you closing the sale of the print shop two weeks ago. I was this close,” Brett Henson said with a laugh, holding his thumb and index finger together. “Congrats, Tasha. It’s well deserved.” He leaned closer and whispered, “Thank goodness it wasn’t Kathleen. Some days I think that woman needs to retire.” Brett had started working there a few months before Natasha, and the two got along well.


Laughing, she said, “Thanks. I knew you’d done well, too.” She couldn’t have been happier that the print shop sale had gone through earlier than expected and wholeheartedly agreed with his sentiment about Kathleen. As of late, the woman had a habit of trying to bully prospective buyers into purchasing properties that far exceeded their budgets, and more than one person had complained to George. But Natasha didn’t have time to dwell on that mess. She had a meeting and a celebration to think about. “Well, I’d better get going.”


“No doubt to solidify your spot as Top Realtor.”


“Don’t hate. You had to give it up sometime.” Until three months ago, he’d been the Top Realtor in Firefly Lake for over two years and always said he loved the friendly competition.


“Yeah, yeah.” He straightened from the table and followed her to the door. “I’ll see you later.”


Natasha threw up a wave and almost floated to her desk. She grabbed her iPad, stuffed it into her tote, and headed to her car.


It took less than fifteen minutes to arrive at the house that had been one of the original homes built behind Crystal Lake. The place where, as a child, she imagined living in the stately two-story home with its wrap-around porch, large backyard, and open layout. Natasha got out of the car, and her gaze roamed over the property, which had seen better days. A smile curved her lips as she recalled the countless hours she’d spent with Mrs. Ward. The older woman had two sons but had always wanted a daughter and welcomed having tea parties and allowing Natasha to help “decorate” the different rooms. Natasha could trace her love of interior design to Mrs. Ward and this house. Retrieving her cell from her tote, she sent a text to her best friends, Dana Stephens and Terri Rhodes, to share her good news and invite them to a dinner celebration.


A moment later, Dana replied: As long as you don’t expect me to cook, I’m free any night this week.


Natasha chuckled and sent back: Lol! No, I’ll throw a little something together. It won’t be as good as Serenity’s, but it’ll be edible. [image: image]


A friend of hers since childhood, Dana had never liked cooking, but she could make the best margaritas or any other mixed drink. Natasha did okay in the kitchen, but nothing fancy. She left that to their other friend, Serenity Cunningham, who’d started what the friends lovingly called Serenity’s Supper Club. They got together at least twice a month and caught up over great food, wine, music, and lots of laughter. However, since Serenity had just gotten married and was on her honeymoon, they were on their own.


Terri’s response popped up: I’m free tonight. Hubby is working late, and I’m in need of some supper club fun!


Natasha: Great! Tonight around 7 at my place.


Dropping the phone back into her tote, she turned at the sound of a car pulling into the driveway. A broad grin spread across Natasha’s face as she watched the tall, lean frame of the man exit the car and start toward her. She met him halfway, and he grabbed her up in a bear hug.


“It’s so good to see you, Tasha.”


Laughing, she said, “Put me down, you nut. It’s good to see you too, Chase.” Two years her senior, Chase Ward had been greeting her this way since she was a kid.


He set her on her feet and glanced over at the house, his smile fading.


“I’m so sorry about your mom.”


“Thanks. Never thought we’d be selling this place. It’s been in our family for over fifty years, but with Mike working overseas and me in the military, we just don’t have time for the upkeep or worrying about trying to rent it out. And neither of us has plans to move back.” Chase shook his head. “I didn’t know it had gotten this run-down since I was here. I fixed a few things the last time, but now it looks like the house is going to need a complete overhaul to sell.” He hadn’t been home in over two years.


Natasha could feel his pain. His mother had suffered a major stroke a couple of months ago and was also in the beginning stages of dementia. Chase planned to move Mrs. Ward to a care facility near his home in North Carolina, where his wife would easily be able to keep an eye on her. She ran a comforting hand down his arm. “Well, come on and tell me what you want done.”


They climbed the four steps that led to the wide porch. “Definitely need to get this porch fixed. There are several places where the wood is loose or buckling,” he added, pointing to a few spots.


She fished her iPad out of her tote, opened the document she’d started, and added a notation. After he unlocked the door, Chase gestured for her to go first. As soon as she crossed the threshold, a blast of stale heat greeted her. Swiping at a few spiderwebs, she stepped into the short entryway and followed Chase as he slowly took in the large formal living room.


He walked over to the fireplace, picked up a family photo on the mantel, blew some of the dust off, and stared at it for several seconds before putting it back in its place. “Okay, let’s get this done.”


It took over an hour for Natasha and Chase to walk through the two-story, four-bedroom, three-bathroom home and document all the things he wanted repaired, restored, and updated. “How long are you going to be here?” she asked as she headed for her car.


“Until next Tuesday. My wife gets in tomorrow, and we’ll clear everything out. Are you going to talk to Mr. Davenport about making the repairs?”


“Yes. I’ll stop by on my way back to the office.” Charles Davenport owned the only construction company in town. “I’ll call and let you know when he can start.”


Chase hugged her and kissed her cheek. “Thanks for everything, Tasha. And thanks for visiting Mom and keeping me updated on her condition.”


“You know how much I love Ms. Velda.”


A smile curved his lips. “Yeah, you were the daughter she always wanted. She spoiled you rotten.”


Natasha shrugged and started down the steps. “It’s not my fault you and Mike never wanted to have tea parties or help redecorate.”


He laughed. “Right. That was never gonna happen, so I’m glad she had you.”


“See you later.” She was still smiling when she got into her car and drove back to town.


She parked in the small lot at the end of the block and walked two doors down to Davenport Family Construction. Inside, she spoke to the receptionist, then took a seat to wait while the woman went down the hall to the back offices. A moment later, she returned and gestured for Natasha to follow her.


“Hey, Natasha.” Mr. Davenport came around his desk and embraced her. “Have a seat. What’s going on?”


“Hey, Mr. D.” She took the offered chair and said, “I wanted to talk to you about getting on the schedule to fix up Ms. Velda’s house. Chase and Mike have decided to sell.”


He shook his head. “I wondered what they were planning to do. It breaks my heart to see her going down like this.” Leaning forward, he tapped a few keys on his computer. “I can put you on the schedule for next Tuesday. Will eleven o’clock work?”


She pulled up her calendar on her phone. “Yep, that’ll be fine.” Since Chase and Mike didn’t live in town, Chase had entrusted Natasha with the task of overseeing the repairs, and she’d promised to keep him updated.


“Okay. How’re your folks doing?”


“They’re doing well. Both keep talking about wanting to retire, saying they’ve had enough of working for the government.”


Mr. Davenport chuckled. “I can’t blame them. I might like to do the same. Sleeping in, fishing—”


“And taking all those trips Mrs. Davenport’s been talking about.” Everyone in town knew about the multitude of travel brochures his wife had. She showed them around every chance she got.


“Yeah, that, too.” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “On second thought, maybe I’d better stick around here a while longer and earn a little more money. No telling where that woman will have me going.”


Natasha hopped up from her seat. “On that note,” she said laughingly, “I’m out of here. And your secret is safe with me.” She gave him an exaggerated wink. He loved his wife to distraction, and Natasha knew he’d been teasing. They were still laughing about it as they sauntered toward the front.


“I don’t believe it,” he whispered and stopped abruptly.


She glanced over her shoulder to see what had captured his attention and froze.


What is he doing here?


Mr. Davenport rushed past her and engulfed Antonio Hayes in a crushing hug, but she couldn’t get her feet to move or her mouth to form a sentence. The tall, lanky, handsome basketball player who’d captured her heart at age fifteen had grown into a man with heart-stopping good looks and well-defined muscles that bulged with every movement. When Antonio finally looked her way, his gaze held the same iciness it had the last time their paths had crossed. Well, not exactly crossed. She’d seen him from a distance when he came home a few years ago and thought it was time they cleared the air. He’d seen her coming, turned, and went the other way, but not before glaring at her. Obviously, nothing had changed. Not wanting him to know how much he rattled her, she pasted a smile on her face. “Hey, Antonio. It’s good to see you.”


“Natasha.” Antonio turned back to Mr. Davenport.


Okay, she didn’t expect him to greet her the same way he’d done his godfather, but she figured it had been a long time since their breakup, they were both adults now, and he would at least be somewhere in the vicinity of cordial. Instead, the startling gray eyes that had captivated her the first day she’d seen him in their ninth-grade algebra class now bored into her like a turbulent thunderstorm. “Um, I know you two probably want to catch up, and I need to make a quick stop at the post office. I’ll see you later.” Natasha made a beeline to the exit.


“I guess you’re still sending letters.”


She paused and stared at Antonio for a brief moment, her guilt rising all over again. Yes, she’d sent him a letter ending their relationship during their first year of college, and yes, she regretted not taking his calls to explain how insecure she’d been feeling after he started missing their weekly calls. Her gaze went to Mr. Davenport, who divided a wary glance between them and shook his head. She could only imagine what he thought. Emotions rising, Natasha said nothing as she rushed out the door. In their small town, one would think it difficult not to run into each other, but Antonio had made sure it never happened. He’d also never stayed around more than a couple of days those few times he returned, except when he’d helped build his grandmother’s cottage. She only hoped this time would be the same. Natasha couldn’t take seeing him and knowing he still hated her after all these years.















CHAPTER 2



Antonio Hayes had expected to run into Natasha at some point now that he’d decided to return home, but not less than twenty-four hours after his arrival. The skinny, beautiful girl he’d fallen in love with as a teenager had morphed into an even more gorgeous woman, with enough curves to keep a man busy for days. But the only thing he’d be busy doing was staying as far away from her as possible. Not an easy feat, seeing as how they lived in a small town.


“You all right, son?”


He turned back to his godfather, whose intense and knowing gaze almost made Antonio squirm. “Yeah, I’m good, Uncle Charles.”


“Well, come on back, and you can fill me in on why you really came home.”


Shaking his head, Antonio chuckled and did just that. On the way, he noted that not much had changed in the place since the last time he’d been there a few years ago. “I see everything’s the same.”


“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” Charles said, dropping down heavily in his chair.


“How’ve you been doing? Dad told me about your blood pressure being up.” Antonio studied the man who’d been a second father to him and taught him everything he knew about construction. Aside from gaining a few pounds, adding some gray strands in his hair, and having a line or two bracketing his light-brown face, he looked okay.


He waved him off. “I’m fine. Doctor put me on some meds and told me I need to keep the stress down.”


“And are you?”


“As much as I can. I’m not pulling those twelve- and fourteen-hour days anymore.”


“Good. You need to learn to delegate more.”


Uncle Charles grunted. “I delegate just fine. What I really need to do is retire so I can sit on my deck or go fishing more often with your father.”


Antonio smiled. “He did mention enjoying retirement.” His father and Uncle Charles had a friendship that spanned more than fifty years. Too bad Antonio couldn’t claim the same. Most of the guys he’d hung out with in school had moved away, and he could count the number of them he’d kept in close contact with on one hand and still have fingers left over. His older brother, Nathaniel, was Antonio’s confidant.


“I knew I should’ve listened and retired when he did last year.”


Laughing, he said, “Dad was more than happy to turn the optometry practice over to Nate. So, when are you planning to retire?”


“Soon, hopefully. What are your plans now that you’re back? And are you staying this time?”


“Not sure yet, and yes, I’m staying.” He’d contemplated moving back several years ago, but knowing Natasha had returned home instead of staying in Los Angeles, as she’d dreamed, he had changed his mind. “To answer the rest of your question, I’d planned to relax for a few weeks before deciding my next steps.” As an investment manager in a top New York firm for the past decade, he’d amassed a nice financial portfolio, which afforded him the opportunity to take some much-needed time off. While there, he’d rarely taken vacations and often worked fifty or sixty hours a week. Now, at age thirty-four, with a failed marriage, he wanted—no needed—a change. Antonio had been close to burnout and missed his family—he especially wanted to be near his ailing grandfather and watch his niece grow up. He just had no idea what that looked like at the moment. “I thought about starting my own investment firm, but I’m not sure that’s something I really want to do. I could always help you out with a few projects,” he added with a grin.


Uncle Charles nodded. “Good. Then I might be able to retire sooner than later.”


Antonio’s eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “What does my returning home and helping you with a few things have to do with you retiring?”


He leaned forward and clasped his hands on the desk. “I’m sixty-one years old, and I’m tired. My boys have no interest in taking over the business, and after pouring my life into this company, I don’t want to see it go under. Besides, it’s the only construction company in town, and there’s no way I want to see some big corporation come in and take over and change what we’ve got here in Firefly Lake.”


Antonio nodded. He understood his godfather’s viewpoint. There had been several instances when some big company tried to push for a major expansion of homes to “bring more people in,” as they put it. However, their tight-knit community shut them down every time. While they were good with some growth and had technology to rival big cities, the town’s residents enjoyed having no traffic, being able to easily access what they needed, and Antonio’s least favorite part, knowing everyone’s business. He leaned back and folded his arms. “So, what are you going to do?”


“I’m hoping you’ll agree to take over.”


He jerked upright. “Wait. What?” His heart pounded, and he shook his head. Surely he hadn’t heard correctly.


“You heard me. I want to transfer the business to you.”


Antonio lifted a hand. “Why me? Unc, I haven’t worked in construction since I left. I’ve been in finance since I graduated.”


A grin kicked up in the corner of Charles’s mouth. “Maybe not, but I know about you volunteering with Habitat for Humanity. Didn’t you just say you’d help me out? And why not you? It’s your dual engineering and business degrees from Syracuse that make you the perfect choice.”


Antonio fell back against the chair, stunned. Sure, he’d once dreamed of owning his own construction business, but things were different back then. Then, it was supposed to be him and Natasha—he’d build the houses and she’d use her interior design degree to decorate them. Since their relationship imploded, he had shoved the fantasy into the deep recesses of his mind and locked the door.


“I love you as if you were my own son, and I know you’d do me proud.”


Inhaling deeply, Antonio struggled to maintain his composure. That his godfather trusted him with his life’s work was humbling.


“How about you think on it for a few days before giving me your answer?”


“Thanks.” He stood. “I’ll let you know within a week.”


Rising to his feet, Charles extended his hand. “Sounds like a plan. Here’s the key to the place. Stay as long as you need. Oh, and you’re more than welcome to come by for dinner tonight. Marcie would love to see you.”


“I appreciate that. Mom’s cooking tonight, but tell Aunt Marcie I’ll stop by soon.” Uncle Charles had built four two- and three-bedroom homes to accommodate his out-of-town family that visited during the holidays, citing the need to maintain the peace and quiet of his own house. Antonio would be renting one of the two-bedroom houses. And not a moment too soon. Ever since he stated his intention to move home, his mother had been steadily trying to let him know about all the available single women in town. He’d spent last night with his parents, and she’d continued her campaign. However, he wasn’t interested. He’d been part of the heartbreak club twice, and he was done.
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Natasha decided on something simple for dinner—chicken and shrimp fajitas with cilantro rice and peach cobbler and ice cream for dessert. After setting the cobbler on a trivet to cool, she heard the doorbell and went to answer the door. She smiled at Terri. “Hey, girl. Come on in.”


“Hey. Ooh, it smells so good in here, and I’m starving.” Terri followed Natasha to the kitchen. “It was so busy in the emergency room today, I was only able to eat six bites of my salad and guzzle half a bottle of water. And I had to do an extra three hours to cover for another nurse.”


“Well, have a seat and relax.” She gestured to the bar and pushed a small cutting board filled with cheese, crackers, and sliced apples in front of her friend. “I figured you’d be coming straight from the hospital, so this should hold you until dinner. Dana is on her way, and she’ll be making margaritas.”


“Hallelujah!” Terri said as she bit into a cracker topped with smoked cheddar.


Laughing, Natasha turned on the stovetop grill, then retrieved the plate holding the seasoned chicken breasts and shrimp skewers and a bowl filled with sliced bell peppers and onions. She placed the meat on the preheated grill and added olive oil to a sauté pan for the vegetables. Serenity had turned her on to the flavored oils, and Natasha had become hooked immediately.


“Oh, this hits the spot.” When the doorbell rang again, Terri hopped off the stool. “I’ll get it. I don’t want you to risk burning dinner.”


Natasha laughed, shook her head, and checked the food cooking. She didn’t know what she’d do without her friends. As excited as she’d been earlier, seeing Antonio had put a damper on her day. Admittedly, time had been good to him. He was even more handsome than in high school—smooth walnut skin, close-cropped black hair, and a slim, muscular build. Even though the temperatures hovered in the low sixties, he’d forgone a jacket and worn a fitted tee that let her know he still kept up with his workout regimen. She turned the meat and checked the rice. Seeing it was done, she turned off the burner.


“I’m here and ready to get the party started,” Dana said, setting a tote bag on the counter. “Oh my goodness, you made peach cobbler!”


“Don’t get too excited. It’s canned peaches and store-bought refrigerated crust. I call it my shortcut peach cobbler. And the ice cream is from Splendid Scoops.” She added the veggies to the platter with the shrimp.


Terri held up a hand. “Hey, I’m not complaining. We all know who the real cook is in this bunch. I do hope we’ll still be able to get our supper clubs in now that Serenity and Gabriel are married. I need this.”


“We all do,” Natasha said, giving Terri’s shoulders a quick squeeze. “As much as Gabriel loves food, I don’t think we have to worry about that.” After removing the chicken and placing it on a plate, she retrieved the condiments from the refrigerator and set them on the bar. “I’ll let the chicken rest for a couple of minutes before I slice it, and then we can eat.”


“I’ll get the drinks ready, and we can toast your good news, Tasha. Today we’re having pineapple margaritas,” Dana said.


“Yum,” Terri said around a mouthful of cracker. “Okay, let me stop eating these so I’m not too full for my real food.” She pushed the board away and wiped her hands on a napkin.


Natasha pulled out plates, cloth napkins, and silverware to set the table, but Terri stopped her.


“Girl, you don’t need to set the table. We can eat right here.”


Dana poured the drink into three glasses and handed Natasha and Terri each a drink. “I agree.” She lifted her glass. “To Tasha. Congratulations on this great opportunity, and may you reach a hundred percent sales by opening day. I know Kathleen is going to try to tell anyone who stands still long enough to listen why she should’ve been the one.”


Terri nodded. “Yes, girl. Here’s to getting all the sales.”


Natasha touched their glasses. “Thanks, and she already tried during our meeting this morning but got shut down quick.” She sipped the blended cocktail. “Oh, this is so good, Dana.”


“Hey, we all have our gifts. Mine is fixing cars and bartending.”


“And playing that piano,” she said, setting her glass on the bar. “I’m going to slice the chicken. Terri, can you warm up the tortillas?”


“Sure.”


The women went about their tasks, and after bringing all the food to the bar, they settled in for the meal.


A few bites in, Dana said, “Did you know Antonio is in town, Tasha?”


Natasha froze with her fajita halfway to her mouth. She sighed. “Yeah. I saw him, and he still hates me.”


“Hey, what happened between you two was a long time ago. I’m sure he doesn’t hate you.”


She recalled his frigid stare and greeting, then the snippy comment. “You’re wrong. He still does.” It bothered her more than she cared to let on, and she had no idea why. They’d both moved on, and although she considered him “the one who got away,” she had no fantasies of them reuniting. Or even being friends.


Terri held up a hand and divided her gaze between Natasha and Dana. “Wait. What did I miss, and who is Antonio?”


“We dated in high school and broke up our first year of college. More specifically, I broke up with him because of my own insecurities.” She didn’t want to get into the details at the moment, even though all the negative comments from her so-called friends saying she could never hold on to a guy like him rose in her mind. Natasha pushed them aside. “This is supposed to be a celebration, so no more talk about Antonio. Hopefully, he’ll be gone in the next couple of days like always, and I won’t have to worry about running into him.”


“We are celebrating.” Terri held up her glass, and a smile curved her lips. “I’m just curious because your whole face changed at the mention of his name.”


She rolled her eyes. “My face didn’t do anything.”


Terri leaned close to Dana and whispered loudly, “What does he look like?”


Dana chuckled. “Fine, with a capital F—tall, muscular build, and gray eyes that had every girl in school falling at his feet. It didn’t hurt that he was the school’s star basketball player whose scoring record still stands to this day,” she added with a mock toast.


Natasha couldn’t dispute one word of Dana’s description of Antonio. She’d had a hard time keeping her eyes off him earlier, despite the tension between them.


Terri fanned herself. “Well now.”


“Well now nothing. It’s been over for a long time. Can we talk about something else? Y’all are killing my celebratory mood.” She picked up a stray red pepper and popped it into her mouth.


“You’re right,” Dana said. “No more Antonio talk because I really want some of that peach cobbler.”


They all laughed and continued eating while catching up. After finishing the meal and letting the food settle, the women filled bowls with cobbler, topped them with ice cream, and carried the dessert to the family room.


Terri fell back against the sofa and let out a soft moan. “Okay, I know you said this was canned peaches and store-bought crust, but it’s so good. I’m definitely going to need this recipe.”


Dana chuckled. “I’m just coming over to get more. Y’all know baking is not my forte.” She worked as a mechanic in her father’s garage and was a classically trained pianist, offering private lessons on the side.


“Don’t count on this being a regular thing,” Natasha said with a smile.


“I won’t. And I know I said I wasn’t going to bring him up again, but do you have any idea how long Antonio will be in town this time? Last time he stayed about three weeks to help build that cottage for his grandmother at the back of his parents’ house.”


Glaring at her friend, she said, “No, I do not.” And she didn’t care.















CHAPTER 3



I don’t know why you’re moving into one of Charles’s rentals when you can just stay here until you decide to purchase a house. It doesn’t make sense to waste money like that.”


Antonio sighed inwardly. From the moment he’d told his mother about his plans, she’d been on a rant. However, he hadn’t lived at home since leaving for college when he was eighteen, and he had no intention of going back. Staying over last night after he’d arrived in town had been enough. He picked up a bowl holding mashed potatoes and followed her to the dining room table. “I’m not wasting any money because he isn’t charging me.” Antonio smiled at his grandmother as she entered. She’d been asleep when he got in. “Hey, Grandma,” he said, bending to kiss her smooth brown cheek.


Nora Hayes hugged him with a strength that belied her petite stature. “Oh, baby, I’m so glad you’re home.” She held him away from her and studied him critically. “You look good.”


Chuckling, he pulled out her chair. “Thanks, and you’re as beautiful as ever.” A moment later, his father said the blessing, and then they all filled their plates. Along with the mashed potatoes, his mother had prepared fried pork chops, sautéed cabbage, and oven cornbread. The tantalizing smells made his stomach growl. It had been more than two years since he’d eaten his mother’s food, and he took ample portions of everything.


“You get settled in at the house?” his father asked.


“I still have some boxes to unpack, but I’ve taken care of the things I’ll need right away.” Antonio stuffed a forkful of potatoes into his mouth and stifled a groan. When he chewed into a tender chop, he did moan. “This is so good, Mom.”


“You never could resist those pork chops. Who knows, maybe you’ll find a nice young lady I can pass my recipe on to, and she can cook them for you,” she added sweetly, smiling his way.


He choked on the lemonade going down his throat. “Mom.”


“A few of the young ladies have been asking about you, especially Claudia Jennings.”


His grandmother snorted. “Darlene, you have got to be kidding me.” She waved a dismissive hand. “That girl changes men like it’s open enrollment. What is she on… her third or fourth marriage now?”


“Mama,” his father started, fighting a grin.


Antonio wasn’t so successful and laughed until he had tears. “Open enrollment, Grandma?”


“Don’t Mama me, Fred. You know I’m right.” Pointing her fork Antonio’s way, she said, “You don’t need that kind of drama in your life, baby. I know things didn’t work out the first time, but the second time will be the charm, trust me.” She winked and went back to her food.


Second time? He’d tried the marriage thing once, and all he’d gotten in return was a bunch of lies and a broken heart. No, he didn’t plan to open his heart to another woman. Instead of commenting, he continued eating.


A few minutes later, his father cleared his throat. “Son, now that you’re back, what are your plans? The town could use a good financial planner and investment manager.” He shrugged. “Maybe you can open your own firm.”


Antonio sent his father a grateful smile for the subject change. Frederick Hayes had always run interference for Antonio and his older brother when their mother went on one of her tangents. “Maybe.” He briefly debated whether to tell them about his godfather’s offer, then decided to share. His family had always been close, and he valued their opinions. Sometimes. “Actually, Uncle Charles is talking about retiring and offered me the business.”


“He’s been talking about that since I retired.”


“He said that was one of his reasons. Apparently, you being able to go fishing whenever and not being a slave to an alarm clock has him a little jealous.”


A wide grin covered his father’s face. “Hey, what can I say? I love being able to get up when I want. What about his boys?”


“They aren’t interested.” He’d mulled over the proposal all day, and the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea.


“I think it’s a fabulous idea,” Grandma Nora said. “You’ve been building things since you could hold a hammer in your hand.”


“I haven’t made a decision one way or another.” Antonio wiped his hands on a napkin and finished his drink. “But I’m really considering it.”


His mother patted his hand. “I think you should take him up on his offer, honey. It’s always been your dream. Most people don’t get a blessing like this dropped in their laps, so I wouldn’t think about it too long.”


“I won’t.”


Grandma Nora made a move to stand, and his father helped her up. “Well, this old woman is tired. Antonio, how about you escort me to my cottage?”


Antonio grinned and rose to his feet. “I’d love to.” He extended his arm and, after bidding his parents good night, walked her out the kitchen’s side door to the small one-bedroom cottage out back he’d helped build a couple of years ago. Once inside, he asked, “How’s Grandpa?”


She eased down into her favorite recliner. “Most days not so good, but every now and again he remembers me. Calls me his beautiful flower just like he did when we first started dating.” A wistful smile curved her lips.


He shook his head. His grandfather had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease a few years ago and had gotten to the point where he needed full-time care. “How often do you get out to see him?”


“Not as often as I’d like. With the place being almost an hour away, it’s hard. When he was at the hospital here, I could go every day.”


“I’m sorry.” Antonio hunkered down in front of her. “Let me know the next time you want to go, and I’ll take you.”


She cupped his cheek. “I’d appreciate that. What you need to do is take Charles’s offer, and then you can build one of those fancy care centers here. I know what you’re capable of doing, and I heard about those homes for low-income families you were helping to build.”


He laughed and dropped his head. “I don’t know about all that, but we’ll see.” His family knew him well. He couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t trying to build or fix something. Most kids had a fort made of blankets and used baseball bats or sticks to hold them up, but not Antonio. At twelve years old, his had been an actual building with two rooms, a table, a pair of chairs, a bookshelf, and a mounted cabinet filled with his favorite snacks. His father had even purchased a mini fridge. A smile curved his lips. Those had been some good times. Just as quickly, his smile faded, thinking about the times he and Natasha had their “dates” there.


Too young to truly date, they had used studying together as a cover. Sure, they’d gotten some studying done, but most often, stealing kisses had been at the top of their agenda. She had been the first and only girl allowed in his private space. Rising to his feet, Antonio scrubbed a hand across his forehead. He needed to stop thinking about her. She’d walked away from their relationship, leaving only a letter, and he still had no idea why. It doesn’t matter, he told himself. Grandma Nora called his name, drawing him out of his trip down memory lane.


“Oh, and I hope you’re going to stay away from Claudia.” She made a face.


“I will.” He planned to stay away from every woman, but he kept that to himself.


“Good. You’ve grown into a wonderful young man, and I’m proud of you. There are going to be lots of women who’ll try to turn your head.” She placed her hand on his chest. “But you pay attention to the only one who turns your heart. And we both know who she is.”


He let out a nervous chuckle and stood. “I have no idea who you’re talking about, and I don’t think I want to know.” He kissed her temple. “I’m going to head out.”


“Okay. Love you, baby. And you know exactly who I’m talking about. I know she broke your heart, and both of you probably could’ve done things differently, but the good Lord gives us youth to make those mistakes. If we’re fortunate, we grow into adulthood and get a second chance to do things right. It doesn’t happen all the time, so don’t throw away the opportunity,” she added pointedly. “Lock the door on your way out, would you?”


“Love you, too, and I will.” Antonio left and headed for his car, knowing full well she’d meant Natasha. She’d always told him they belonged together. At one time, he’d thought the same, but he wasn’t buying the second chance speech. He’d call his godfather first thing in the morning to accept his offer. The busier he was, the less time he had to think about Natasha or any other woman his mother tried to parade in front of him.
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Friday evening, Natasha waved at some of the people she knew while weaving her way through the crowd to find a seat for the town hall meeting. Apparently, there was an update on the big condominium project, and it would be the perfect time to pitch her idea. She’d called the mayor’s office earlier in the week to get on the agenda.


“You’re looking beautiful tonight, Tasha.”


She shifted slightly and groaned inwardly. She’d gone out with Evan Brooks a few times, but they didn’t click… at least on her end. But that hadn’t stopped him from continuing to ask her out. “Hey, Evan. Thanks.”


“Still waiting on you to say yes to going out with me again.” Evan wiggled his eyebrows and gave her his most charismatic smile.


“We’ve already talked about this, and we agreed that we’d be better off as friends.”


“That was last year. I was hoping your feelings might have changed now.”


She shook her head. “You’re a really nice guy, but nothing has changed. Sorry.”


He shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying to be with one of the prettiest women in town.”


Natasha smiled. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Mr. Brooks.”


He laughed. “See you around, Tasha.”


She watched him make his way through the crowd and sighed. Maybe there was something wrong with her. There had been two other guys interested in her as of late, but neither of those relationships had worked out, either.


“Hey, girl.”


She spun around and let out a squeal. “Serenity!” The two women hugged as if they hadn’t seen each other in months. “Oh my goodness. When did you get back?”


“Yesterday.”


Giving her friend a once-over, she said, “You look so good and relaxed.”


Serenity gave her a saucy smile. “That’s what happens when you spend a week in Paris and another in the Bahamas with a sexy man.” They broke out into a fit of laughter, then quickly covered their mouths, still giggling.


Natasha fanned herself. “You’ll have to give me all the details. Where’s Gabriel?”


She scanned the room. “He went to find Nana.”


A moment later, Dana and Terri joined them, and another round of excited chatter ensued. Natasha shared her good news about the condo project.


“Oh, girl, we’re going to have to celebrate. Give me a few days to get myself together, and we’ll have a supper club dinner. Then I can tell you about how much fun being married is,” Serenity whispered conspiratorially with a wink. The women howled. “Let me go find my husband, and I’ll catch up with you next week.” She sashayed off.


“I’m so glad she decided to give Gabriel a chance,” Terri said.


Natasha and Dana nodded, still smiling. When Gabriel first came to town last summer, he’d planned to stay only a few months, and Serenity had been leery of starting a relationship with him. The two started off on the wrong foot, but things had worked out for them, and Natasha couldn’t be happier. At least one of them had found her forever man.


The mayor stepped up to the podium and asked everyone to take their seats.


The three women found a spot midway in the community center’s large auditorium.


Once everyone had quieted, the council’s secretary read the previous meeting’s minutes, and then the treasurer gave a financial update. The transparency was one thing Natasha loved about her hometown.


When it came time for new business, Mayor Brewer returned to the microphone. “I met with the real estate development company slated to begin the condo project and we couldn’t agree, so we won’t be using them.” People began talking at once, shouting questions. He held up a hand. “Let me finish. No, we aren’t scrapping it. They wanted to build a six-hundred-unit multi-building complex when we asked for something on a much smaller scale, as in no more than thirty or forty.”


“And who did they plan on moving into those homes?” someone called out.


“They wanted to bring in folks from the surrounding big cities, at least a thousand.”


“I don’t think so!”


“No way!”


Mayor Brewer cut in. “Exactly, which is why I told them to take a hike and didn’t sign the papers. I know we’re all for a little tourism, but something that large scale doesn’t fit with the small-town charm we all love.” Cheers went up. He waited until it was quiet again before continuing. “I’ve already talked with Charles over at Davenport Construction, and they’ll be taking on the project instead. I also understand that Natasha Baldwin will be the exclusive Realtor on this, so congratulations.”


Natasha smiled and nodded her thanks as the room erupted in applause. Her emotions swelled.


Dana leaned over and whispered, “See, everybody knows you’re the best one for the job.” They shared a smile and tuned back in to the mayor.


“Mr. Davenport, do you have anything to add before we move on?”


“Yep.” He stood. “I’m going to be retiring in two weeks, and I’ll be handing the business over to Antonio Hayes. Stand up, son. Effective immediately, he’ll be handling all the current and upcoming projects.”


Natasha gasped and whipped her head around. No, no, no. If he was taking over the construction company, that meant he’d be staying for good. Antonio stood, and their gazes met. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes held the same frost they had during their first encounter.


“Dana did not lie,” Terri said quietly. “That brother is definitely fine with a capital F. Rich brown skin and built like an African god… mercy! And with all these women staring at him like they want to put him on a plate and devour him, I guess she wasn’t lying about that, either.”


Natasha was still trying to process this grand announcement, and she couldn’t care less about those women.


Dana nudged Natasha. “Looks like you and Tony are going to be seeing a lot of each other.”


“This is a small town, but it’s still big enough for us to stay out of each other’s way,” Natasha countered.


“Obviously you’ve forgotten you’ll be working with him to fix up the Ward place to sell.”


She had forgotten. “This can’t be happening,” she muttered while rubbing her temples. It took several minutes for the crowd to settle down.


“It’s good to have you back, Antonio,” the mayor continued. “Do you have anything you’d like to say?”


Whereas there was buzzing all around the room previously, now Natasha could hear a pin drop. Apparently, not one person wanted to miss what he had to say. She told herself not to look his way, but ten seconds in, she lost the battle.


“I’m going to do my best to continue the legacy of Davenport Family Construction. And it’s good to be home,” Antonio added as he reclaimed his seat.


His gaze brushed Natasha’s once more before he turned away. She fell back against her chair. How in the world were they going to work together? But he’d just said he’d continue Mr. Davenport’s legacy, so that would include any dealings they might have, which meant every time she needed someone to fix up a potential home for sale. With the way he apparently still felt about her, she didn’t see how they’d be able to occupy the same space, let alone cooperate on a joint task. Then again, the company employed several other people. Hopefully, he’d assign one of them to all her jobs. A nudge in her side interrupted Natasha’s mental tirade. “What?” she asked Dana.


“The mayor is calling you.”


She snapped her head to the front. “I’m sorry, what was that, Mayor Brewer?”


“You had a question about the new condo project?”


Yes, but that was before I found out I’d have to work with Antonio. She hesitated, knowing her suggestion would obligate her to spend even more time with him. However, with all eyes on her, she had no choice. Slowly rising to her feet, she said, “I wanted to make a suggestion to have a few of the units furnished. It would be ideal for college graduates who want to return but can’t afford to purchase a house, or for those college students who want to stay in town, but live on their own.” It would also help Natasha establish herself as an interior designer and, hopefully, allow her to finally pursue her true passion.


“Sounds like a good plan to me,” a woman called out. “I’ve been trying to figure out a way to keep my granddaughter here.”


Several other people echoed the sentiment, and the mayor held up a hand. “Let’s put it to a vote. All in favor say ‘aye.’” A loud chorus went up. “All opposed say ‘nay.’” A smattering of voices chimed in. “The ayes have it. Natasha, since this was your idea, I’ll trust that you’ll be able to put your interior design degree to good use in getting it done. Get on Antonio’s schedule to hammer out the details.”


Natasha’s response lodged in her throat, and all she could do was nod initially. Finally, she found her voice. “I am hoping to utilize my interior design skills for the project.” A few minutes later, the meeting was adjourned. Several women made a beeline to Antonio, smiling up at him as if he were royalty.


Serenity approached. “So, is that the Antonio I think it is?”


“Yep, that’s him.” As her college roommate, Serenity knew all about the breakup and had been there for Natasha during that devastating time.


“Looks like it’s going to get pretty interesting in this little town. Good thing Ms. Adele doesn’t live on your street.”


Natasha skewered her friend with a look. The older woman lived across the street from Serenity and was the town’s biggest gossip. “I don’t want interesting.” And she certainly didn’t want anyone in her business. Already there were a few people directing sly smiles her way. This is so not good. At. All.
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