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All is fair in love and the pear pie wars.

Tori didn’t know how many times in her life her grandma had said those words. It could have been hundreds, thousands, perhaps even tens of thousands—she wasn’t exactly sure. But the one thing she was sure of was that it meant something, or at least to her grandma, it did.

And she couldn’t help but wonder if this year she would learn what it meant, even if she didn’t want to.

Each year at the Clarksville Pear Festival, folks in town lined up to enter the Best Pear Pie contest, and of those, her grandma was always the first in line. This year instead of signing her own name on the dotted line, her grandmother signed Tori up for the contest.

The only problem was, though, Tori didn’t know how she felt about it.

She also didn’t know if she could bring herself to enter her grandma’s recipe. Even if it was good, Tori always thought something was missing.

She just didn’t know what it was, and she was dying to figure it out.

“Morning, dear.” Tori’s grandma, Rose, looked up from stirring whatever was in the mixing bowl as Tori stepped off the last stair into the kitchen. With the scent of breakfast in the air, she guessed pancakes, and it made her stomach growl. She always loved her grandma’s pancakes. Of course, they were just like any other pancakes everyone made from a mix bought at the store. But her grandma had a particular way of cooking them. After pouring the mixture on the griddle, she plopped pats of butter around them, and when it melted, it crisped the edges of the pancakes. It was Tori’s favorite part to eat.

“Good morning. How did you sleep?”

“Oh, you know me. Just fine.” Her grandma eyed her for a moment. “Are you thinking you want to try a practice run at the pie recipe today?”

A twinge of unease settled in her stomach, and she made her way over to the coffeepot, reaching for the decanter with one hand while the other fetched a mug from the cabinet above. “Can I have my breakfast first before you start about the Pear Pie Wars?”

“But the festival is just around the corner.”

“Grandma, it’s still two weeks away.”

“And that’s not a long time. We must make as many pies as possible so that you know what you’re doing during the contest. You can’t just wing it that day.”

“I know I can’t.” Tori glanced at her grandma, hesitating with a question she had wanted to ask and yet not wanting to ask at the same time. “I was just thinking perhaps I could try my recipe this year."

"Your recipe?"

"Yeah. The one I had the idea for a long time ago, but you've never let me make it.”

“It’s because I know flavors, and I don’t think it will work.”

“Couldn't we at least try it?”

“No. You need to stick to my recipe to be on the safe side.”

Tori wanted to argue further, but she also knew she would end up saying something hurtful if she did, and she never wanted to do that. “I just thought maybe doing something different would help us win this year,” she said, hoping that the subtle dig at her grandma’s recipe was smoothed over enough to go unnoticed.

“I just don’t think it would work, so let’s just use my recipe and make it perfect. With a little practice, you might just surprise yourself."

"But I've already practiced a lot."

"Yes, but the pears were sliced too thick in the last one you made, and you haven’t always been consistent with your crust.”

Tori furrowed her brow. Just because she knew the truth, it didn’t mean she wanted to hear it.

“So," Grandma Rose continued. "I thought we could bake a pie every day, maybe two pies, and that way, you’ll have some practice. We can write each step for every pie and then figure out which one is the one you’ll follow at the festival.”

“Two pies a day? And just what are we supposed to do with all those pies?”

Grandma Rose shrugged. “We can take them into town. I’m sure Briggs would love to sell them in his café.”

“But Briggs makes his own pies. He's not going to want these too.” Tori thought of her brother and the café given to him a few years ago. It had been a dream of his for a while, even if he had been complaining about it more and more lately.

“That brother of yours can make a good pie, but not like my pies. I’m sure he’d love to have them to lighten his load. Besides, with the festival coming up, pear pies are a hot commodity.” Grandma Rose’s tone wasn’t mean, but there was a snap to it as though she was tired of Tori having an excuse for everything.

Tori bit her lip and said nothing else as she finished pouring herself a cup of coffee, then added cream and sugar before stirring it all together until the coffee was light tan. Steam rose from the hot liquid inside, and she smelled the roast blend before taking a sip and letting the warmness settle down in her stomach.

She had always loved the first sip of coffee in the morning, when time seemed to stop, and she could forget about everything else, like the responsibilities of the pear orchard her family-owned and she worked on, the town Pear Festival she had to help prepare for, and the Pear Pie Wars.

“So, when do you want to get started?” Grandma Rose asked.

“Again, can I eat first?” Tori faced her grandma and smiled as she cocked her head to the side. “I mean, you are making all these delicious pancakes. You wouldn’t want them to go to waste, would you?”

“I suppose I wouldn’t.”

“And, I should see to a few chores first.”

Her grandma waved her hand. “Oh, those chores aren’t important. Not this week.”

“Grandma, I can’t ignore the farm. Although we are gearing up for the Pear Pie Wars, we are also gearing up for the festival. We have a harvest to finish, and we need to get as many pears as possible into the crates to take to the booth. You do remember this is our farm’s biggest event of the season, and we need the money, right?”

Her grandma shrugged and rolled her eyes. “I suppose so.”

“You suppose so? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, just think about how many people will want to buy our pears after you win the pie wars.”

“Exactly. Which is why I need to tend to the trees to make sure we have plenty to sell.”

“But you won’t sell any if you don’t win the contest.” Grandma Rose dug one fist into her hip while the other pointed the wooden spoon at Tori’s face. A glob of pancake mix dropped off the wood and splattered on the tile floor.

Tori laid her hand on her grandma’s shoulder. “I know the pie contest is important to you. But we also must see to a lot of other things for the festival. It’s what keeps the lights on here. And we like the lights on, don’t we?” She laughed, hoping to ease the annoyance brewing in her grandma’s furrowed brow. “I promise I won’t be long.”

“I suppose that’s fine. Just as long as you don’t take all afternoon. We can’t lose this year, especially to that old coot, Ben Holden. Although I’d love to take him down finally, I want you to be the one to do it.”

Tori looked down at her cup. Her grandma obviously hadn’t heard the news about Mr. Holden—her self-proclaimed arch-nemesis—and although Tori knew she had to tell her grandma what Briggs had told her last night, a part of her didn’t want to mention it. “I don’t think Mr. Holden plans to enter the Pear Pie Wars this year.” She scrunched her face, praying her grandma wouldn’t ask too many questions.

“Why do you think that?”

She shrugged. “Just something I heard last night in Briggs’ café.”

“And what is it exactly that you heard?” Grandma Rose moved over to her.

I guess there’s no time like the present, she thought.

“Um, I heard that Mr. Holden had a tractor accident, and he broke his leg. He’s in a wheelchair, and Briggs doesn’t think he will make the festival.” She turned away, closing her eyes so she wouldn’t see the reaction she knew was brewing in her grandma.

“Well, well, well, that is certainly a tidbit of news if I’ve ever heard some. Why didn’t Briggs tell me about it?”

Tori shrugged and opened her eyes. “I don’t know why. I think he’d just heard last night too, and I was the first person he told.” She shrugged again. “I’m not sure.”

A big smile spread across Grandma Rose’s face, and her eyes sparkled with a hint of amusement.

“Grandma? Don’t say anything you are going to regret.”

“Oh, I could do no such thing. I have no regrets when it comes to the likes of Ben Holden. That man is nothing but a grumpy old Scrooge, and I wish he would just move away from Clarksville.”

“Wasn’t he a beau of yours when you were young?” Tori finally turned toward her grandma, offering a half-smile.

“That was a lifetime ago, Tori.” Grandma Rose huffed a breath and spun away from her, flipping the pancakes on the griddle. Their tops were a perfect golden brown with crispy edges. “All that man has done in the last fifty years is make my life miserable. I think I’m allowed a little amusement when it comes to something happening to him. If the shoe were on the other foot, he’d be laughing at me just as I’m laughing at him.”

Tori wanted to respond to her grandma’s derision, but she didn’t. Instead, she just smiled and bit her tongue. She never knew what happened between them, and she also knew there was no point in arguing with her grandma, not when she felt her feelings were warranted.

"I'll be back later this afternoon." She set down the cup, and before her grandma could say another word, she left the kitchen, heading out to the barn.


TWO
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DANE



Beep. Beep. Beep.

The sound of Dane’s alarm clock rang in his head, and he rolled over, slapping down on the blasted machine with a force that nearly knocked it off the bedside table. He blinked several times as his gaze focused on the ceiling. The sun had already risen for the morning, and the light shone through the curtains of his bedroom window.

Another day, he thought, and another day of unemployment.

He let out a groan, rubbing the sleep from his eyes as he stretched and, with one movement, flung the blankets off his body and stood. He slipped his feet into his slippers before heading out to the kitchen. The coffee maker was already percolating, and it beeped by the time he had fetched a mug from the cabinet and retrieved the cream from the refrigerator. He took off the cap, smelling the carton before pouring some into the mug.

A knock rapped on his door, and he groaned as he tossed the cream carton back into the refrigerator, shut the door, then made his way over to the front door of his condo. He opened it just as his friend, Justin, had lifted his hand clenched fist to knock again.

“Finally,” Justin said. “What took you so long?”

Without waiting for Dane’s reply, Justin shoved past the condo owner and made his way into the kitchen. He set his keys on the counter and moved to the refrigerator, opening the door and bending down to check the contents. “Do you have any bottled water? I tossed mine on the way over here, and, boy, am I parched.”

“No, I’m fresh out.”

Justin glanced around the near-empty appliance. “Yeah. I can see that. What’s going on?”

“I just haven’t shopped in a week. That’s all.”

“A week? Dude, this looks like it’s been picked clean for a couple of weeks.” Justin straightened back up. “When was the last time you went to the store?”

Dane shrugged. “I guess it’s been longer than a week. Maybe a couple. What does it matter?”

He moved around his friend and grabbed his coffee mug, taking it to his lips for a sip.

“Sorry for asking.” Justin shut the refrigerator and leaned his hip on the counter. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. Why?”

Justin shrugged. “I don’t know. I just have hardly heard from you and you . . . well, you don’t look okay.”

“What do you mean? I look fine.”

“Dude, you look like you haven’t showered in weeks, and now your fridge is empty. What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

“Have you had any interviews or job offers?”

Dane clenched his jaw. Justin had asked the one—or he supposed two—questions that Dane was hoping he wouldn’t ask from the moment he opened the door. “Not anything worth mentioning.”

“How many resumes have you sent out?”

Dane shrugged. “I don’t know. A dozen. Maybe two.”

“Well, however many you’ve done, double it. Today.” Justin pointed his finger down onto the counter and tapped the marble. His voice was crisp with this determination, as though he believed he was giving the pep talk of the season, and his mere presence would give Dane the motivation and luck to find a job right there.

“It’s not exactly easy when they find out what happened. I didn’t just lose my job because I stole a ream of paper or showed up late. I lost millions of dollars in that deal, Justin. Millions.”

“I know. But it’s not like you did it on purpose. It was an accident. A bad business call.”

“Yeah, well, there is no such thing as an accident or a bad business call in my field. I’m not supposed to make those mistakes.”

“So, what are you going to do? Just sit around in this apartment all day, starving, because you don’t want to go outside and face the world? It’s time to pick up those pieces and start something new. Grab that bull by the horns. Isn’t that the term?”

Dane didn’t know how much more he could take, and he glanced up at the ceiling. “Is that why you stopped by this morning? Just to bug me about my lack of employment?” He finished his coffee and moved over to pour himself another cup.

Justin’s brow furrowed for a moment, and then he took the hint that Dane wasn’t about to continue with the conversation any longer. “No, it’s not the only reason. I just wanted to check on you and tell you that Lisa is coming into town this afternoon and she’s bringing her sister. You know, the one I told you I wanted to hook you up with. I came by to see if you wanted to go to dinner tonight with the three of us.”

“I don’t know if I want to.”

“Why?”

Dane didn’t know which reason sounded the worst. The fact that he didn’t want to go because he didn’t have the money to buy even himself dinner, much less him and a woman his friend wanted him to meet. Or that he didn’t want to have to tell the woman he was unemployed and broke.

“Because I just can’t tonight. I’ve got . . . something else going on?”

“Like what?”

“Like . . . it doesn’t matter. I just can’t. Not tonight.”

“All right. What about tomorrow night? They will be in town through the weekend.”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if I want to meet this woman.”

“What do you mean? Two months ago, you were all for it when I showed you her picture and brought up the idea.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve had some time to think, and maybe right now isn’t the best time to get involved with anyone.”

“You think she will think you’re a deadbeat?” A slight laugh vibrated through Justin’s words, and although he was joking, Dane didn’t want to pretend that it was funny, and he stared at his friend, blinking. “Oh. You really do think that.” Justin straightened his shoulders and cleared his throat. “I don’t think she’ll think that.”

“Whether she does or doesn’t, it doesn’t matter. I just don’t want to explain my life to anyone right now. So, no, I don’t want to have dinner with you guys tonight, tomorrow night, or any other night she’s here.”

Justin’s lips thinned into a frown. “All right. I’ll tell Lisa you are busy, and maybe next time they come into town, you can meet her.”

“Yeah. That sounds like a better plan.”

Justin grabbed his keys and ducked his chin before glancing back up at Dane. “Well, I guess I should get to work.” He moved toward the front door, pointing at the refrigerator. “And you should get to the grocery store.”

“All right. All right. Would you quit worrying about my refrigerator?”

As Justin left and shut the door behind him, Dane shook his head as he set the mug in the sink next to the fork he’d used to eat his dinner last night. He’d been living off food as he did in college again—nothing but dehydrated noodles in a Styrofoam cup, and he didn’t know how much longer he could take it.

What else was there, though? After finding out what had happened with his last job, no employer wanted to touch him, and even the few times he’d been able to skirt the questions of why he’d left, as soon as they called his references and found out that he’d lost his clients and his investment firm millions in one night . . . well, needless to say, he didn’t get a callback.

He didn’t want to admit it, but he didn’t know what he was going to do.

Another knock rapped on his door, and he moved over to open it.

“What did you forget this time?” he said, half expecting Justin to meet him on the other side. It wasn’t Justin, though. It was Mr. Garret, his landlord.

“Mr. Garret. This is a surprise.”

“Is it, though?” the older gentleman cocked his head to the side. “You really didn’t think I would visit you this week?”

“No, I guess not. Look, I’ll have the rent. I just need a bit more time. I’ve got a couple of interviews lined up for this week,” he lied. “I just need another two weeks. Three tops.”

“You know I can’t do that. I can’t give you any more time. You’re already two months behind on the rent. Giving you another two weeks would make you over three months behind.”

“I just need another two weeks. That’s all. I promise I will pay back the two months, plus get you the third, and I may even be able to swing another month in advance.”

“And you’re going to do that with just one paycheck? Even if you got hired today, you can’t say you’d get paid in time or enough.” Mr. Garret ran his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry to do this to you, Mr. Holden, but I have no other choice.” He handed him an envelope. “If you aren’t out of this apartment by the end of the week, I’m calling the cops.”

Before Dane could utter a word, Mr. Garret spun on his heel and left, stomping down the hallway toward the elevator. Dane thought of going after him for a moment, but then he thought, what was the point? He knew that two weeks wasn’t enough time to get four months’ worth of rent payments together, even if he was hired today. He’d been in the best financial place when he signed the rental agreement, and even though his grandpa had warned him not to take on more than he could afford, he knew he hadn’t made a good choice. He hadn’t cared, though. This was one of the premier apartment complexes in San Francisco, and he wanted that status symbol.

And look where it got you, he thought to himself as he stared down at the envelope. “Evicted,” he said aloud.

He slammed the door and turned, letting his gaze trace over all the furniture in his apartment. He would sell it all if it didn’t belong to the property owner.

“I guess it’s a good thing I don’t have much to pack.”

As he threw the envelope down on the counter, his cell phone rang. He let out a groan, wondering what about his place this morning screamed Grand Central Station?

“Yeah? Hello?” he said, answering the phone. His voice had a bite to it that, although he regretted using, he wasn’t exactly happy with whoever was calling and wanted them to know even if it was rude.

“Dane?”

“Grandpa? Is that you?” He lightened his voice, finally regretting his choice of tone just a second before.

“Hello, my grandson. How are you today?”

“Oh, you know. The same as I always am.” He hated lying to his grandpa, but he didn’t want to get into the details. Not this morning. “So, what is going on with you? How have you been?”

“Well, I’ve been better.”

Dane’s brows furrowed, and his heart thumped. “Is everything all right?”

“Not exactly. I broke my leg, and I’ve been in a wheelchair the last few days.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I didn’t want to worry you. The doctor says it’s a clean break and should heal nicely. But, well, the Pear Festival is coming up, and I just didn’t know who else to call.”

“What do you need?”

“Help. I’ve got a lot to do with the harvest and festival, and I just can’t do it from a wheelchair. I know you are busy with that wonderful job, but is there any chance you have some vacation time you could take? Even if it’s just a week? I could sure use the help.”

Dane opened his mouth to say no. However, instead of telling his grandpa he couldn’t make it, something stopped him. He glanced around the apartment. Where else was he going to go? He didn’t want to tell any of his friends about this, and he certainly didn’t have a job or money to find another place. He was out of options. Period.

“Yeah. I’ll come,” he finally said, calculating how much money he still had on his last credit card and if it was enough for gas. “Let me just pack up some things, and I’ll get on the road.”

“Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

He hung up the phone, and not only was he hit by a sense of relief that he had someplace to go without all the drama of telling his friends, but also the dread. Clarksville. Of all the places in the world he wanted to visit, Clarksville wasn’t one of them.


THREE
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DANE



Dane pulled his car into the gas station at the edge of Clarksville. The gas gauge had dinged several miles ago, and the orange light mocked him. He’d made it all this way, only to need just a little more gas to make it to the farm. Thank goodness he’d had the lick of sense to forgo any food on this trip so that he would have enough money for gas. As much as all the fast-food places he’d passed had called his name, if he’d allowed himself a burger and fries or a few tacos and burritos, he’d be hurting now.

I just need a few gallons, he thought, climbing out of the driver’s seat. Just a few gallons, and I’ll make it to the farm.

He rounded his car, glancing up at the number on the pump to memorize it. He remembered when Mr. Porter, the gas station owner, put in the new pumps. The old man had offered Dane, Briggs Bevan, and their friend Nate three hundred bucks if they helped him. Of course, at just sixteen, the boys knew nothing of what they were doing—and looking back on it now, Dane wondered if Mr. Porter did either or if the old man was just trying to save some money on labor. But to the three boys, three hundred bucks was a fortune, and they all had several great weekends spending that money on movies, endless amounts of junk food, and, of course, their girlfriends at the time.

It was at this thought that Dane paused. Over the years, he’d stopped himself from ever thinking about Tori Bevan. They hadn’t exactly ended their relationship on the best of terms, and whenever he found himself wondering how she was or even where she was, he would force the thoughts from his mind. She was a ship that had sailed long ago, and he wasn’t about to allow himself back into those waters.

He cleared his throat as he grabbed the door handle and opened it. A bell above his head chimed, and Mr. Porter glanced up from behind the counter.

“Dane Holden? Is that you?”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Porter.”

“Well, son, it’s been years since I’ve seen you. How have you been?”

“Just fine.”

“Are you in town for the pear festival?”

“Something like that. Actually, I’m just here just to help my grandpa. I guess he was in some sort of accident.”

“Ah, yes, the tractor.” Mr. Porter shook his head and blinked. “Such a shame. But I hear he’s going to be fine. He just needs to give his leg time to heal.”

“That’s what he said.”

“It’s nice he has you to come home and help him. Plus, I guess now you can attend the festival.”

It was the second time the old man had mentioned the pear festival, and the second time Dane wanted to ignore it. He had thought little about why his grandpa needed so much help when he called. Of course, he knew every September Clarksville hosted the Pear Festival, but he hadn’t thought much about it until now.

“Yeah. The festival. I suppose I might go, depending on whether I have time or if I stay until then. It all depends on how much my grandpa needs my help.” Although guilt hinted through his chest, he ignored it. He didn’t want to lie to Mr. Porter, but he also didn’t want to set foot on the fairgrounds of that festival either. Coming to Clarksville to help was one thing. Seeing people in Clarksville was another. He didn’t want many people knowing he was here, and it was already bad enough Mr. Porter knew.

“Well, hopefully, you can attend. This year is supposed to be one of the best.”

“I think everyone in Clarksville says that about the festival every year.”

Mr. Porter laughed. “Probably. But this year, we mean it.” Mr. Porter pointed his finger at Dane as though to exaggerate his point. He laughed again. “Or I suppose I mean it. This year, my granddaughter is the Pear Princess, and I’ve put a lot of money into her float. Hey, weren’t you Pear Prince one year?”

Warmth rushed up the back of Dane’s neck. He hadn’t thought about that in he didn’t know how long and for a good reason. “Yeah. I was. In the fifth grade.”

“That’s right. Along with Tori Bevan. You two were inseparable.”

Another wave of warmth inched up the back of Dane’s neck, and his cheeks flushed. “So, I . . . um, I just wanted to get a few gallons to get me to the farm. Can you put like five bucks on pump number three?”

Mr. Porter eyed him for a moment, then nodded. “Sure.” He outstretched his hand, taking the five-dollar bill Dane handed over. “It’s good to see you again, Dane. I hope to see you around town.”

“Yeah, me too. I’m sure I’ll see you again.”

“Tell your grandpa I said hello.”

Dane backed away from the counter, giving a slight wave. “I will.”

As he reached for the door, it opened, and a woman stepped inside. Her dark chocolate hair covered her face, but as she skirted around him, it shifted, and their eyes locked.

“Dane Holden?” she said. “Is that you?”

He steadied himself for a moment, and his heart thumped. He’d wanted to stay low-key on this trip. Not talk to anyone and certainly not be seen by anyone.

“It’s me, Lexi Carter. Remember?” She brushed her fingertips against her chest. “Are you in town for the festival?”

A slight groan vibrated through his chest. Of course, he remembered Lexi Carter, Tori Bevan’s BFF, throughout all their years in elementary, middle, and high school. Those two had been almost as inseparable as he and Tori were, and at times, Lexi had even gotten in the way of him and Tori enjoying time alone. Like throughout most of the prom, when Tori spent half the night in the bathroom consoling Lexi because her boyfriend, Hank Mills, broke up with her mid-dance.

Who even does that? Dane thought to himself again. Like only a fool would break up with a girl at prom. Of course, he never thought much of Hank, and after learning he’d done it just to hook up with Stacy Bowman that night, he understood a little more. But still. The whole situation had ruined his prom, and Lexi Carter was in the dead center of the issue.

“Not exactly. I’m just here to help my grandpa.” He offered her the shortest sounding response he could muster, and before she could open her mouth to say anything else, he nodded. “Nice to see you again.” And then he left.

By the time the door shut behind him, he had already trotted down to his car. This was the last thing he needed, and the sooner he filled his tank with the five dollars in gas, the better.

[image: ]


Driving up to the farm, Dane couldn’t help but feel relieved. Not only because he didn’t have the money to drive any farther but also because he knew it was a place he could stay and hide away. At least for a little while. Not to mention, the drive from San Francisco had been long, and if his stomach growled one more time, he was convinced it would give up on him and start digesting itself.

He shut the car off and climbed out, grabbing the suitcases from his trunk. Crickets chirped throughout the bushes around the wrap-around porch of the farmhouse as he scaled the stairs and crossed the wood boards. A few of them creaked under his weight, and one even shifted. He hadn’t much noticed the condition of the place when he arrived, but glancing down now, he saw the porch needed a coat of paint, and several nails had lifted. Among those repairs, the house looked like it needed a little work, too, like a good cleaning and repainting, and the hedges around the porch were a couple of feet taller than he remembered his grandpa always keeping them.

He brushed the feelings aside, thinking he might be able to get to some of the projects in his time here.

Anything to keep me from going into town, he thought to himself.

Before he could lift his hand to knock on the door, it popped open, and his grandpa greeted him. “I thought I heard a car. Come in, come in.”

“Hey, Grandpa.” Dane slapped the old man on the back.

“Is that all you’ve got for me?” Grandpa Ben asked. “After . . . how many years has it been since you left here? Ten? Nine?”

“I think ten.” Dane bent down, hugging his grandpa. Although it was awkward in the chair, he felt his grandpa’s body relax in his grip.

“Now, that’s a proper way to say hello after ten years. Don’t you think?”

“Whatever you say, Pops.”

“Did you get all your bags? Or is there more?”

“Yeah, these are it.” He tried to ignore the ping of shame that all his possessions at twenty-eight years old fit into two suitcases and a duffle bag. Of course, his friends thought him brilliant in San Francisco. His apartment came furnished right down to the linens for the bed, towels for the bathroom, and dishware in the kitchen. He had upgraded his TV but sold that a long time ago, along with anything else of value, to pay a few bills. The only things he still owned were some clothes and his car—neither of which he wanted to part with.

Or at least he hadn’t been desperate enough to do so.

He didn’t want to think about how selling the car would have probably been the only way to stay in his apartment.

“Well, that’s kind of a lot for just a week . . . or are you planning on staying longer?” Grandpa Ben eyed him for a moment and lightened his voice as he finished the question.

“Oh, I don’t know. I guess I thought I could stay until you can get back on your feet. It seems like this place could use a bit of work, so I might as well do what I can.”

“And what about your job?”

Dane’s pulse quickened. He hadn’t yet resolved the question that had plagued him throughout the entire drive to Clarksville—whether to tell his grandpa the truth about his job and housing situation or not. It’s not that he wanted to lie to the old man. He hated the thought of that, actually. Hated it with a passion. But he also didn’t want to disappoint the man, either. He’d always strived to make his grandpa proud, given that he was the man who had dropped everything in his life to rescue Dane from Child Services when his parents died in the car accident.

“Ah, they’ll be fine without me for a bit. I’m not worried.” He waved his hand, hoping to add more believability to the lie. He wanted to cringe away from himself, but he didn’t. He just clenched his jaw, cursing himself silently.

“Well, I suppose that’s lucky for me. We’ve got lots to do around here before the festival and the harvest. Plus, I need you to brush up on your pie-making skills because I took the liberty of signing you up for the pie wars this year instead of me.”

“I don’t want to do the contest.”

“You don’t have a choice, son. I need that title again. The Holden Pear Farms has held it for the last thirty years, and I expect to hold on to it for thirty more, and I know you know how to make a mean pear pie. Heck, I’ve won with your recipe for the last five years.”

“I don’t know, Grandpa. I can help with the harvest and getting the pears to the festival, but I don’t want to participate in much else.”

“Oh, hush. You’re doing it, and I won’t hear another word about it. I don’t have much for supper, but I called in dinner down at Briggs’ café. Take the truck—the keys are hanging up on the hook near the back door—and go into town to pick it up. It should be ready about the time you get there.”

“Can’t I just make us something?” Dane didn’t know if he wanted to be honest about not wanting anyone to know he was here. He already had lied to the old man, though, and he didn’t know if he could do it again. “It’s just that I hoped no one would know I was here in Clarksville.”

“Why?” Grandpa Ben blinked as he furrowed his brow.

Dane shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wanted to stick to myself while I’m here.”

“But don’t you want to see your friends? They always ask about you. Nate. Briggs. Tori doesn’t, but I know why she wouldn’t.”

“You know what? I think I’m going to get these bags up to my bedroom. I guess I can go get dinner when I’m done.”

Grandpa Ben smiled and nodded.

This is going to be a long stay if the old man keeps that game up, mentioning the likes of Tori Bevan every time he wants something.
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Tori could barely get out of the house fast enough after making three pies with Grandma Rose this afternoon. Her hair was disheveled from the oven’s heat, and a thin layer of sweat shined on her forehead. While the first two pies hadn’t been ‘up to par’ as Grandma Rose had said, the third was clearly the winner for today, and with them, all tucked away in the travel case, Tori had finally been able to talk her grandma into giving her the night off from making crusts.

“Please, just one more.” Grandma Rose clasped her hands against her chest, and after Tori shook her head, Grandma Rose gave up, handing over the keys to the car so Tori could take the pies to Briggs’ café and pick up something for dinner for them.

A groan vibrated through her chest, matching the rumble from the old farm truck as it rolled down the road, through town, and into a parking space just outside the café’s front door. The cab smelled of freshly baked pie, and if Tori hadn’t just slaved for hours over each of them, she probably would have enjoyed the scent a lot more.

She gathered up the case, tucking it under her arm as she climbed out of the truck and headed inside the café. With a trot to her gate, she cleared the steps and opened the door before letting it slam behind her. She cringed, closing one eye as she ducked her chin and glanced around to see if anyone had noticed. No one did.

Just as busy as every other day, nearly all the tables were full of dining patrons. Some were already enjoying their meals while others waited, sipping on their waters and iced teas while they either talked to one another or glanced around the café at all the décor Briggs had collected over the years. It wasn’t the café you would think, walking in. There were no frills or flowers on the tables. Of course, there weren’t tables either. At least not in the sense of a typical dining establishment. The tables were wooden picnic tables stained with a pleasant shade of color, and they screamed more ‘family joint’ than anything. There were also no plants sitting in the corner or cases of different baked goods near the cash register. Although, such was an idea Tori kept reminding him about.

“Tori! Tori!” Lexi darted up to her, grabbing one of her arms. She nearly dropped the pies, struggling to balance them in her hands.

“Don’t! I might drop these.”

Lexi waved her hand and took the pies from Tori’s arm, setting them down on the counter near the cash register. “I don’t care about the pies, and neither will you after I tell you the news I have.”

“What news?”

“Hey, Sis, isn’t this a surprise.” Before Lexi could answer Tori, Briggs stepped out of the kitchen door. He walked toward them, wiping his hands with a rag. “What are you doing here?”

“Quiet, Briggs. I’m talking to Tori. I need to tell her my news.”

“What news?” Tori asked again.

Briggs pointed a finger at her face. “Remember what I told you? It might not be the best idea to tell her.”

“Tell me what?” Tori tried to inch in between her brother and her best friend while they continued their back-and-forth argument over telling her something that, while Lexi believed it to be important information that she should be made aware of, Briggs thought it best she didn’t know.

“Guys,” Tori grabbed both of their arms, and they finally turned their attention toward her. “What news?”

Lexi wiggled from Tori’s grip and shot Briggs a glare. “I don’t care what you say; I’m telling her.”

“And don’t forget, I’m your boss.”

“Oh, for the love, please don’t get into another argument. Just tell me what’s going on.”

Briggs stuck his tongue out at Lexi, and she returned the gesture before looking back at Tori. “I saw someone today at the gas station filling up his car.”

“Who, Shane? Is he not out of town like he said he would be?”

Lexi shook her head, waving her hand again at the mention of her boyfriend. “No, it’s not Shane.” She bit her lip for a second, hesitating. “It was Dane. Dane Holden.”

Tori sucked in a breath and swallowed her spit wrong. It choked her, and she coughed several times. Her eyes watered and burned, and Briggs smacked her on the back several times to help her.

She waved off his attempt. “You don’t have to hit me that hard,” she said through gasped breaths.

“What can I say? I’m just trying to help.” He gave her a wink, and she smacked his arm.

“Go back into the kitchen. No one needs you out here.” As Briggs trotted off, laughing and glancing at them over his shoulder, Tori turned back to Lexi, clearing her throat and giving one last big cough. “Did he say anything?”

“Nope. Not really. I asked him if he remembered me, and I think he mumbled something, but mostly he just gave me a ‘deer caught in the headlights’ look. Like he was busted for something.”

“He was. He was busted for being back in town. What is he doing back here?”

Lexi bit her lip again and shook her head.

Although Tori knew it was pointless to ask questions given the lack of conversation Lexi had with Dane, she couldn’t help but probe her friend for more information. “So, he didn’t say anything at all?”

“No. He didn’t. He seemed uncomfortable that I had recognized him. I mean, we were all almost inseparable throughout all of elementary, middle, and high school. But now, he wants to act as though he didn’t know me or wished for me to know him. It was actually kind of rude.” Lexi folded her arms across her chest and stuck one leg out, cocking her hips.

While Tori stood in stunned silence and Lexi seemed to stew in her annoyance, Sharleen, the other server, came up to the counter, setting the bag in her hands near the register. “This is a to-go order. The gentleman should be here soon to pick it up,” she said to the two.

Before either of them could utter a response, she shot Lexi a stern glare and spun on her heel, heading back to one of her tables to make sure the customers had everything they needed.

“What’s up her tail?” Tori asked.

“She hates it when I talk to people.” Lexi rolled her eyes. “She thinks I’m ignoring my tables, and if I ignore them enough, they will start asking her for things. It’s never happened. She just thinks it will. I keep telling your brother she needs to go, but he won’t listen to me.” Lexi rolled her eyes again. She opened her mouth to continue but stopped herself. Her eyebrows furrowed, and she reached into her pocket, yanking out her cell phone. A grimace spread across her lips.

“What’s wrong?” Tori asked.

“It’s from Shane. He’s not going to make it home this weekend. He’s stuck in the city for work again.”

“He’s been stuck there a lot.”

“Well, he is trying to get his foot in the door as the top sportswriter for the Chronicle, so . . .” Lexi blew out a breath, puffing her cheeks for a moment. “I just wish it weren’t almost every weekend. Like, I know we are in the prime time for sports all over the country, but I would like to see him once in a while, ya know?”

“Have you told him that?”

“I made the mistake of doing it one night, and it caused a huge fight, so I’m not broaching the subject again.”

“What does that mean?” Tori hated prying, but Lexi’s choice of words were ones she didn’t enjoy hearing. Exactly what had Shane done to Lexi when she brought up a subject he didn’t like or wish to discuss? While she never could picture the man getting physical with her friend, Shane still had a temper, and even she’d seen it a couple of times.

Lexi waved her hand. “He just got mad and started yelling, so I yelled back, and we had a huge fight. Nothing else happened.” Lexi dropped her gaze down at her hands as she inspected her nails. Tori imagined that if she had had gum in her mouth, she would have smacked it. Like one of those after-school specials, Tori watched as a teen where the main character or her friend dealt with a bad boyfriend but did nothing but defend and protect him for the movie’s first half. She’d seen the move Lexi had made a dozen times before.

“And that’s all that happened?” Tori asked, cocking one eyebrow.

“Yes, that’s all that happened. He would never hit me if that’s what you’re trying to hint at. I’ve already told you. He just gets mad and yells. And I yell back at him just as loud. But we made up, and everything is fine.”

“I still say you could do better.” Tori raised her hands as Lexi opened her mouth to respond. “I know. I know. I’m not supposed to think that, and he’s a good man. He’s just stressed and is working hard to create a future for you. You’ve already told me.”

“Then maybe you should believe me.”

The two girls stared at one another for a moment. Tori wanted to press the conversation, but she knew Lexi wouldn’t have any more of it. They needed a distraction. A safe zone before the two of them started arguing.

The bell above the door chimed behind Tori, and Lexi’s eyes grew wide.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Tori moved to glance over her shoulder, but Lexi grabbed her.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

Before Lexi could answer Tori, Briggs stepped out of the kitchen and stopped in his tracks. “Dane? Dane Holden. As I live and breathe.”

Tori’s blood ran cold through her veins, and she sucked in a breath. Spit went right along with it, and she coughed and sputtered, reaching out for Lexi, who smiled at the man standing behind Tori as she reached around and slapped her hand against Tori’s back.

Heat warmed up through Tori’s neck and rounded to the shells of her ears, which were surely a shade of pink. Her cheeks felt like they were on fire. She slowly turned, meeting Dane’s gaze. His eyes widened, and he ducked his chin and cleared his throat, dropping his gaze away from her.

Years had gone by since the last time she’d seen him, and yet at that moment, it felt like it was just yesterday he had walked out of her grandma’s kitchen with the engagement ring she’d given back to him. She often wondered if it burned a hole in his pocket.

Now it would seem odd to ask.

“It’s you,” she finally said, biting her lip after the words left her mouth. Of course, it was him. What a dumb thing to say. She wanted a hole to open in the floor and swallow her whole right at this moment.

“What are you doing here?” Lexi asked him, stepping in between them as though to block Tori from whatever she thought he was about to do.

“I’m just here for my order. My grandpa called it in.”

Tori glanced toward the bag sitting on the counter and noticed the name on the ticket. The name she’d missed when it was first set beside her—Ben Holden.

Briggs wasted no time ignoring the silence and awkwardness between them, and he made his way over to Dane, shaking his hand before leaning in and giving him a hard pat on the back. “What are you doing in town, man?” he asked.

Dane gave an odd smile that vanished as quickly as it appeared. “Just in town to help my grandpa with a few things.”

“Yeah? How long are you staying?” Briggs smacked him on the back again, and Dane furrowed his brow as he shook his head.

“Not sure. It depends on how long my grandpa needs me.”

“But don’t you have a job in San Francisco?” Lexi glanced between him and Tori. “Like a huge, important one.”

Lexi cocked her head to the side. Tori didn’t know whether Dane took the hint, but she knew she took it. It was the reason they had broken up all those years ago. The reason she’d given back the engagement ring he presented to her on the night of their high school graduation celebration. And the reason he’d broken her heart and threw everything they had and shared away like it meant nothing to him but trash.

Dane shrugged. “They can be without me for a while.”

Tori wanted to roll her eyes.

Lexi did.

“Well, here.” Lexi turned and grabbed the bag of food on the counter and shoved it toward him. “That will be fifteen even.”

He handed her a twenty. “Keep the change. I should get this back to the house. Grandpa is waiting on me.”

He spun to leave, but Briggs stopped him. Tori wanted to smack her brother across the back of the head.

“Dude. Wait. We’ve got to get together. Come by the café tomorrow night at about eight o’clock. I’ll get my other cook to cover for me, and we’ll grab a bite to eat. Just us.” As Briggs glanced at Tori, so did Dane, and she turned from both of them, exhaling a breath. Of course, they’d always been friends, and she never wanted her brother to hate his once best friend. Not even if Dane had crushed her to pieces. But she also didn’t want to know about their plans or anything they talked about.

“Um,” Dane said, hesitation whispered through his tone. “I don’t know if I will be available tomorrow night.”

“Well, then the next night or the next. Whatever night you are. I don’t care. I just want to catch up. It’s been far too long.”

“Yeah. It has. I’ll ask my grandpa if he has a night where he’s not going to need me and get back to you.”

Tori heard their hands slap together in a handshake before she heard her brother smack Dane on the back once more. The sound was soon followed by the door shutting, and she glanced down at the counter, finally breathing a sigh of relief.
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Dane couldn’t get out of the café fast enough. He grabbed the handle of the bag of food and spun on his heel, not even looking over his shoulder as he rushed out through the door and trotted down to the truck. He heaved a deep breath as he wrenched open the door, threw the bag in the passenger seat, and climbed in.

He didn’t want to think about what had just happened, and he didn’t want to think about seeing Tori or getting invited out to dinner with Briggs. He also didn’t want to think about the subtle jab Lexi took at his job. The one he left Clarksville to take after Tori gave him his engagement ring back. He also didn’t want to think about that ring he gave her, which she gave back, or want to think about how heartbroken he was when he left her house that night.

A groan vibrated through his chest.

He needed to get back to his grandpa’s house and never leave again.

Even if he knew that wasn’t possible, it’s what he told himself as he drove back to the farm.

“How did it go?” His grandpa asked as he shut the back door and flipped the lock.

Dane shrugged. “Fine. I just picked up the food. It wasn’t that big a deal.” He set the bag on the counter and opened it up, pulling out the different containers. “What did you order, by the way? It smells good.”

“Just some good old meatloaf and mashed potatoes with gravy. I think I added a side of green beans. Briggs makes the best food in town. You’re going to love it.” Grandpa wheeled the wheelchair up to the counter and grabbed one of the containers, setting it in his lap as he turned and wheeled over to the table. He had already laid out some silverware while Dane was gone, and he flipped open the top before digging his fork into the potatoes.

Dane grabbed his container and followed his grandpa over to the table, sitting in the chair across from the old man. He opened the top, inhaling the rich scents of ground beef, butter, and garlic as steam rose from the food and wafted around his face.

“At least it’s still hot. I thought for sure we’d have to reheat everything.”

“It’s not that far into town and back.”

“Yeah, I know, but seeing Briggs . . . well, he kept asking me questions.” The more Dane said, the more he regretted talking, but he couldn’t stop. The words poured out of him. “He wants to get together tomorrow night and have dinner. Catch up, as he said it.”

“Did you tell him you’d meet him?”

“I just said I’d see if I had free time. I want to make sure I get all the stuff around here done that you need.”

“Well, you said yourself you can stay awhile. I don’t have that much work for you. Besides, you haven’t seen any of your old friends here for years. Might be nice to spend some time with them again.”

It was the one answer he knew was coming and the one answer he hadn’t wanted to hear. For once, he wished his grandpa would have said something along the lines that he had far too much work for his grandson to go gallivanting off all over town.

But no. That wasn’t what he had said. It was the opposite.

The only other thing he could hope was that grandpa wouldn’t ask about . . .

“So, was anyone else there at the café? Was Rose there? Or Tori?” Grandpa hesitated on his last word and paused mid-bite, holding his fork, full of a huge bite of meatloaf, in front of his face.

Dane closed his eyes, then opened them as he nodded. “Rose wasn’t there, but . . . but Tori was.”

“And did you talk to her?”

“Not much. Just a few words. Perhaps it was even just hello. I can’t remember.”

Grandpa cocked one eyebrow. “You can’t remember?”

“Well, I was just in there to grab our food. I didn’t want to run into anyone, let alone the likes of Tori Bevan. But you sent me there to get our dinner, so . . .”

“Why on earth don’t you want to run into anyone? These people have been your closest friends since you were a boy. You guys did everything together.”

“I know we did. But things change. People change.”

Grandpa’s face twisted, and he snorted as though he agreed with the last statement. “I suppose you’re right. Don’t go to dinner with Briggs if you don’t want to. Or if you want to, then go. I’ll stand behind you whatever you choose.” He pointed an old finger at Dane’s face. He trembled in the air a bit. “But, for the record, because you know I have to give you at least my opinion. I think you should.”

With the last of his words, Grandpa lowered his hand and turned his attention to the food in front of him, shoving bites of meatloaf and potatoes into his mouth along with green beans that dripped with buttery garlic sauce. He didn’t say another word, and Dane finished his dinner in silence. The thoughts of whether he wanted to follow his grandpa’s advice or not weighed on his shoulders.

Perhaps coming back to Clarksville had been the biggest mistake he could make.

[image: ]


TORI

Tori repeated the whole situation in her head the entire drive home from the café. She didn’t want to, but the thoughts and the pictured images of Dane’s face burned in her mind and haunted her at the same time. She couldn’t believe he was back in town. After how many years? Ten? Eleven? She had blocked out the night he left for so long that she almost forgot what year it had happened.

“And don’t even think of trying to remember,” she said to herself as she pulled the car into the driveway. “It’s not worth it.”

Tori made her way inside, finding Grandma Rose in the kitchen, still cleaning up after this afternoon’s baking session.

“Did you bring dinner?” Grandma Rose asked.

Without answering, Tori held up the bag, letting it swing back and forth slightly on the ends of her fingers.

“What was the special tonight?”

“Meatloaf and mashed potatoes with some green beans.”

“Oh, that’s my favorite of your brother’s dishes.” The older woman moved away from the sink, wiping her hands with a towel that she threw down on the counter. She took the bag from Tori and set it down, diving into it with both of her hands as she leaned over the bag, hunching her shoulders as she stuck her face inside and inhaled a deep breath. “Oh, that just smells divine. I just love Brigg’s cooking. Of course, I had wished the skill would get passed on to both of you . . .”

Tori shoved her hands on her hips. “Don’t start. Please. Not again.”

“Oh, all right. I’ll stop.” Grandma patted her on the shoulder, then pulled out all the food containers from the bag. She moved around Tori, fetching a couple of plates and silverware from the cabinet and drawer, before motioning Tori to follow her over to the dining room table. “Was Briggs there? Did you give him the pies?”

“Yes, he was there, and he took them. Lexi was there too, working.”

“How is she doing? I haven’t seen her in a couple of weeks.”

“She’s okay.”

“Still with that guy? What’s his name?”

“Shane? Yeah, she’s still with him. Unfortunately.”

“So, he’s still treating her bad?”

“He never has stopped. She says she loves him, though, and it will get better once he moves up in his job. I don’t know, though. I just don’t see him getting better. In fact, I see him getting worse.”

“Well, hopefully, she will come to her senses when the time is right. We all have to go through a few frogs before finding our prince.” Grandma let out a bit of laughter at her joke.

“And he certainly is more frog-like than prince-like.”

“Well, at least she’s trying and going through her frogs.”

Tori shifted her gaze up to the ceiling. “Don’t tell me you’re going to now start in on my dating life. Because I’ll just take my dinner upstairs and eat in my room.”

“Oh, you will do no such thing. I’ll stop, and I won’t say another word.”

Grandma sat down and motioned for Tori to sit, too. She served up the food, scooping it from the containers and plopping the servings onto the plate. The spoon clanked with each tap, and when she finished, she handed Tori her plate.

“You know, we could have eaten out of the containers. Now we have to wash these dishes too.”

Grandma Rose waved her hand, making a pfft sound. “You know I don’t eat out of anything plastic or Styrofoam. This is a proper dinner, and we will eat it on proper plates.” She closed both containers and picked up her fork, nodding at Tori to do the same. “Now, start in before it gets cold. I didn’t heat the oven before you came home just in case so that it would take longer.”

Ah yes, won’t eat from anything plastic or Styrofoam, and won’t use—or even buy—a microwave.

“You know we could always buy—”

“Don’t say it. Don’t you dare even suggest we buy a microwave. I already told you we don’t need one.”

“Maybe you don’t. But I wouldn’t mind one.”

“If I’m not allowed to bring up your pie-making skills or your lack of dating life for the rest of the night, then you aren’t allowed to bring up the microwave. Deal?”

Tori dropped her gaze to the table, hunching her shoulders. “Deal.”

“So, did anything else happen? Anything interesting?”

Tori paused from taking a bite and bit her lip instead. She didn’t want to lie to her grandma nor keep anything from the woman who had loved her for her whole life. But she also knew the conversation that would surely come after she told Grandma Rose that Dane Holden was back in town, and she didn’t know if she had the stamina for it. She also didn’t know if she had the sanity.

“Um . . . well . . .”

“Hello?” a voice called out. Tori knew it was Briggs from the first word. “Is anyone home?”

“I don’t know why he asks that,” Grandma Rose said to Tori as she glanced over her shoulder toward the kitchen. “Your brother knows we’re home. Why ask?”

Tori giggled. “I don’t know. Perhaps he thinks it’s funny.”

Briggs rounded the corner as they turned their attention to the doorway from the kitchen into the dining room. A huge grin spread across his face.

“How are you guys enjoying dinner?” he asked.

“It’s as delicious as ever.”

He bent down, hugging Grandma Rose, and she kissed his cheek. “What are you doing home so early? Have you come to eat with us for once?”

He shook his head. “Nope, I forgot some of my ledgers upstairs in my office.”

“Your office? You mean the corner of your bedroom that is clean?” Tori rolled her eyes and dug her fork back into the mashed potatoes.

“What’s got you in a twist? Could it be the fact that Dane Holden is back in town, and you just happened to bump into him tonight?”

Tori threw her napkin at him. “Don’t even start with me, Briggs.”

As he laughed, Grandma Rose gasped and glanced between the two of them. “Is it true?” she finally asked Tori.

“Wait.” Briggs’ head whipped from one side to the other. “You haven’t told Grandma yet?”

“I was just about to when you barged in.”

“So, it’s true?” Grandma Rose brushed her fingertips across her chest. “What’s he doing back in town?”

Tori shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess he’s here to help his grandpa with the harvest.”

“And how long is he staying?”

“He didn’t say, and actually, we didn’t talk much, so I don’t know any details.” Hoping to ward off any more questions, she shoveled food into her mouth. “I don’t want it to get cold.”

Briggs glanced at Grandma, meeting her gaze. The two of them stared at each other in a silence that twisted in Tori’s stomach. This was precisely why she didn’t want to tell her grandma anything and why she just wanted to forget the entire night—including that Dane Holden was even in town.
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Dane drove up to the Cottage Café and parked the truck outside. He stared at the building, not knowing if he wanted to go inside but also knowing he couldn’t be rude and not meet Briggs for dinner. His old friend had sounded too excited on the phone for the chance to catch up, and his grandpa had even liked the fact he was getting out of the house to meet an old friend.

He couldn’t figure out what the big deal was. He had friends. He wasn’t a loner who didn’t socialize in San Francisco. In fact, he went out all the time in the city, enjoying the nightlife. It was only here, in Clarksville, that he wanted to be a homebody and not go anywhere. And last night had been the prime example of the reason why.

He cringed at the thought of seeing Tori and hoped and prayed as he slid out of the truck and scaled the stairs into the café that she wasn’t here.

“You came.” Briggs greeted him from the cash register as he entered. A broad smile spread across his face, and he handed the couple in front of him their change before shutting the register drawer and moving around the counter. He pointed toward the window. “I got a table for us. Lexi?”

“Yeah?” a voice called out from behind the kitchen door.

“Can you bring dinner out?”

“Just a sec.”

Dane followed Briggs over to the table and took his seat. His stomach was already in a knot, and although it growled with a hint of hunger, the thought of eating didn’t sit too well with him.

“So, how are you doing, man?” Briggs asked.

“Fine.”

“Just fine? How is San Francisco? Do you enjoy living there?”

“It’s good. It’s busy. Not like life here in Clarksville.”

“Yeah, I figured that much. I’ve thought about moving out of this town a few times myself. I would love to open an inn somewhere in the mountains. Like in Montana or Colorado. Someplace where I can enjoy all the summer hiking and biking and yet all the winter skiing. When I wouldn’t be working, of course.”

“So, why don’t you do it?”

Briggs shook his head. “Ah, just not the right time, I guess. Maybe one day. But Gran isn’t getting any younger, and Tori . . . well, I don’t want to leave her here all alone to deal with everything. I don’t think she’s ever going to leave, and once Gran passes . . .”

“Life has a way of getting in the way, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does. And often. Not to mention the money. I have a decent amount saved up from owning this place, but the startup costs for an inn . . .” He inhaled a big breath, puffing his cheeks before exhaling it. “I've got a good chunk of money. I just don't know if it's enough.”

“Well, I know of some good investment firms. Maybe we could find you some investors to help cover costs.”

“I don't know if I'm ready to have partners, though. I've been on my own with this place, and I like it.”

“True. You can find some silent ones, though. Ones that will let you make all the decisions. It's all about finding the right people.”

The two of them both snorted a laugh, and Briggs took a sip of water, setting the glass back down. A silence brewed between them for a moment before Briggs spoke again.

“Hey, listen, I just wanted to clear the air on something.”

Dane’s heart thumped. This was exactly why he didn’t want to come tonight. He didn’t need a degree to know the subject was about to turn to Tori and what happened between them.

“This is the only time I will mention it,” Briggs continued. “And after this, consider the matter closed. But about my sister. I don’t know what happened between you two all those years ago, but I want you to know I’m not mad. I don’t want to hurt you for breaking her heart. I think it worked out the way it was supposed to.” He lifted his hand, pointing toward Dane. “You have that great job in the city, and you sound happy.”

“I am.”

“See? So, whatever happened, happened. It’s water under the bridge, as they say. I don’t know the details, and I don’t want to. I’ve never gotten involved and have never wanted to. Tori hasn’t included me either. So, are we good?”

A sense of relief warmed through Dane’s chest, and he nodded. “Yeah. We’re good.”

As the ease of relief settled into Dane’s chest and shoulders. Lexi came out carrying two plates, one in each hand. Although she smiled at Briggs when she set his plate down, she only managed a slight glare at Dane. Not that he cared much. Sure, it wasn’t a pleasant feeling knowing there was someone in the world who obviously didn’t care for him, but she wasn’t the first person—or woman—to not like him, and she wouldn’t be the last. Besides, he also knew that her loathing stemmed from her friendship with Tori and who knows what story she was given. Not that he believed Tori would lie, but Lexi was Tori’s friend, not his, and he knew better than anyone that women take the sides of their friends. Always.

“Thank you, Lexi,” he said, ignoring how she gave him a fake smile, then rolled her eyes and walked away.

“I don’t think she likes you much.” Briggs laughed as he spun his plate around, positioning it in front of him before he grabbed the silverware wrapped in a napkin and unfolded it. He shook his head. “I wouldn’t let it get to you, though. She doesn’t like me much most days either.”

“Yeah, I wasn’t too concerned with it.”

The two of them both chuckled to themselves while they ate, and as they finished, they both leaned back in their chairs. A heaved breath on both of their lips as they took in the slight stretch of their oversized guts.

“I’ve got to say, I think your pot roast was the best I’ve ever had,” Dane said, patting his stomach.

“Thanks.”

“Where did you learn to cook like that? While in high school, the only things you made were grilled cheeses and tuna sandwiches.”

Briggs shrugged. “After high school, I knew I needed to do something. I knew Gran couldn’t pay for college, and I certainly couldn’t pay for it. I started working here when Mr. and Mrs. Harrison owned it. You remember them, right?”

“Little old couple? Weren’t they in like their eighties?”

“Just about. But I started working here as a server at first, then Mr. Harrison took me into the kitchen and started teaching me how to cook. I just fell in love with it. Of course, Gran wanted to send me to culinary school, but I didn’t want to take the time. I figured I knew enough to get by. Which I did, and I didn’t. I have taken some night courses, and that has helped.”

“So, how did you end up with this place?”

“After Mrs. Harrison passed away, Mr. Harrison just wasn’t the same. They were a pair. Sometimes I would get a little jealous of them.” Briggs snorted a laugh. “But he came to me one night asking me if I wanted to buy the place. He said he needed to get out of this town, away from everything that reminded him of her. I told him no, at first, and that he needed to stay here, that she wouldn’t want him to give up everything. But he insisted and even drew up a payment plan and gave me a steal of a deal. Honestly, sometimes I still wonder about the amount he asked.”

Briggs chuckled again as he paused and took a sip of water.

“He moved away not long after we signed the papers, and a few months after that, his lawyer called me to say that he had passed away.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah. It was rough. Then the lawyer also informed me of his will. He left me the café, and I didn’t owe a dime of our agreement. In fact, Mr. Harrison ripped it up not long after I signed it and drew up his own papers so I would inherit it all.” Briggs leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. A hint of utter humbleness breathed through his movement and whispered through the lines of his face. “I owe him everything. I guess that’s another reason I can’t leave. I wouldn’t feel right about selling it. Not when I didn’t pay for it, and it meant so much to them.”

“But you work for it. Every day you show up and serve your customers, slaving for hours in that kitchen. How long ago was this that you took it over?”

“Six . . . six years ago. Sometimes it feels like it was just yesterday.”

“So, for six years, you’ve worked your butt off to continue the legacy of this place, and for . . . what, four years before that, you worked for them to make sure it kept running. I’d say that’s paying for it. Plus, interest.”

Briggs shrugged again. “I know what you mean, but it still doesn’t feel like I’ve earned it. Not yet. I did nothing to build this place into what it is.”

“He wouldn’t have given it to you if he didn’t think you’d earned it.”

“I guess that’s true.” Briggs leaned against the back of the chair and heaved another deep sigh. “I wonder what Mr. and Mrs. Harrison would say about me selling the place.”

“They probably would tell you to follow your dream.”

“Maybe. I guess I’ll never know.”

The two of them sat, staring at the window. While Dane didn’t know what Briggs was thinking, he wondered if it was the same as what he was thinking about—dreams and what becomes of them.

He’d long since forgotten the dreams he had as a child or even as a boy in high school. He’d wanted so bad to get out of Clarksville that he remembered, but when he thought about why he’d wanted to leave, his memories came back as blank as an unpainted canvas sitting on an easel, waiting for the painter to come and give it life. Why had he wanted to leave this town? Was it just the whim of an eighteen-year-old boy wanting to get out from under his grandpa’s thumb? The freedom of life calling to him with this sweet sound as though everything in his life would be better once he left? The term the grass isn’t always greener now came to mind, but at the time and for so long, he hadn’t ever thought of it that way.

He had enjoyed his life in San Francisco and enjoyed having his own place and making a life there. He went to work, enjoying the fruits of his bigger-than-most paychecks, and came home. He did what he wanted when he wanted. He went out with friends, dated lots of girls, took sailing trips, and had bonfires on the beach. But now, thinking of all of it, he didn’t know whether it really mattered.

He had yet to even think about what he would do with his life. He’d spent so many years at that company and had so much invested in that career, and it wasn’t until just now that he stopped and thought if it was what he truly desired to do for the rest of his life. Did he love working with other people's finances, or was it what he did because he knew nothing else?

“Briggs?” Lexi approached the table, and her sudden voice brought Dane from his thoughts.

“What’s the matter?” Briggs asked her.

She bit her lip. “Do you want the bad news or the worse news first?”

“What is it?”

Before she could answer, another man rushed out of the kitchen, yanking his coat on while he was also trying to untie his apron. His eyes widened as he looked at them.

“I’m sorry to do this, Briggs,” he said. “But it’s my mom. I’ve got to go.”

Briggs stood and moved toward him. “I understand. Go. I’ll take over.”

“Thanks, man. You’re the best.”

As the man darted from the café, Briggs turned to Lexi. “So, what’s the other news?”

“Mrs. Kettleman called. She has a rush order of twenty pear pies.”

“Rush as in?” Briggs cocked his head to the side; hesitation swam through his voice along with a mild irritation as though he’d been through this once before.

“As in, she needs them by tomorrow morning.”

“Twenty pies by tomorrow morning?” Briggs slapped his hand across his forehead, holding it there for a moment before rubbing his skin. He heaved another breath. A slight groan accompanied it as he turned to Dane. “Sorry, I’m going to have to get back into the kitchen.”

“Hey, it’s no problem. Do you want some help? I used to make a pretty mean pear pie.”

Briggs opened his mouth but didn’t say a word. At least not at first. He pointed toward Dane, shaking his finger as he smiled. “You know, normally I’d say no. But I could use the help. Not to mention, I think I remember your pear pie. Doesn’t your grandpa use your recipe to win the Pear Pie Wars each year?”

“I think he does.”

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Lexi asked.

Briggs glanced at her. “You got a better one?”

She looked as though she wanted to say yes but knew she couldn’t. She gave them a hard stare, then spun and strode away.

Briggs chuckled as he watched her.

“You’re going to pay for that, you know,” Dane said.

“From her and Tori. I don’t care, though, and twenty pear pies are telling me not to.”

“This will be a great help to me, too. Grandpa entered me in the contest this year, and I could use the practice. I haven’t made a pear pie in a long time.”

Briggs slapped him on the back. “Well, let’s get to work, then.”


SEVEN
[image: ]
TORI



With the festival only a week away, Tori had distracted herself from thinking about Dane Holden. Far too busy with all the preparations, she woke up with the dawn and worked until her head hit the pillow at night.

Along with the festival came the harvest—their busiest time of the year, and she didn’t need the stress right now nor the distracting thoughts. She needed hard work—the kind that left her exhausted and wanting to quit and keep going.

Which is precisely what she’d gotten.

“How do you want the booth set up this year?” Briggs asked as he followed her through the festival grounds. The sound of hammers banging in nails all around them nearly drowned out his voice, and she waited until they reached their spot before answering.

“I don’t know. The same as last year?”

“You don’t want to mix it up?” He reached out with his elbow, knocking it into hers.

“It’s a booth. How else could we do it? We need a table for the cash box and a place for me to sit, a table for the scale and bags, and then crates to hold all the pears.”

“But you could spice it up with a little decoration?”

“Decorations? Like what?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you could line the tables with fall garlands or wrap them around the tent poles. And have fall flowers on the tables. Just make it cozier. Maybe you could also add some tablecloths.”

“But I stack the pear crates below the tables. It’s how I can get them all in this space.”

“You could still put them there. They’d just be out of sight. But you could use them to restock the crates that people pick from.”

“Why are you suddenly so interested in how the booth looks?” She dug her fists in her hips, giving him a stern sideways glare.

“I’m only trying to help. I just thought I’d make a suggestion.” He set the box of stuff on the ground and backed away from her. “Maybe you could walk around and look at other booths for ideas? I’m going to go back to the truck and get the rest of the supplies.”

Before she could say anything else to him, he spun and trotted off through the crowd of other vendors getting their booths ready. Tori didn’t understand his sudden interest or suggestions, but as she looked around at the different booths taking shape, she noticed how hers was more on the plain side.

Maybe she could drive to the nearest big decoration chain store and grab a few things.

She shook the thought from her head and began unfolding the tables and chairs. It was hard to believe that it was already time for another festival. She’d been to so many of these, even after her parents moved away for her dad’s job. They were happy and living life in Minnesota while she and Briggs stayed with their grandma to help with the farm. Of course, they could have gone too, but Clarksville was home to her. She couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

“Oh, boy, do I have news for you.”

As Tori spun to face the voice behind her, Lexi approached the booth. Her arms swung as she marched, and she looked hotter than a fox in a henhouse.

“What is wrong with you?”

“Did Briggs tell you about last night?”

“No. What happened?”

As she opened her mouth, her cell phone started ringing. She let out a groan and yanked it from her pocket, pointing at Tori as she answered it. “I will tell you in a minute. Hello?” She paused, listening to the person on the other end. “Shane? You’re here?” A smile beamed across her face. “I didn’t think you could make it. Yeah, I’m over at the Bevan Farms booth. Can you come help build it?”

At Lexi’s last question, Tori let out her own groan. It wasn’t that she didn’t care for Shane but being around him just grated on her nerves at times and today was one of those days she just didn’t even want to see him.

“All right. I’ll see you in a second. Yeah, it’s over by the bookstore booth. Yes, under that same tree.”

She hung up the phone, jumping up and down in place as a slight squeal left her lips.

“So, Shane’s coming to help? I thought he would not be in town this weekend.”

“He wasn’t supposed to, but they changed a meeting, so he said he could leave tonight instead of this morning.” She bounced around on her toes once more. “I’m excited to spend some time with him this afternoon. Even if it’s here.” Her face twisted. “But back to last night. So, are you sure Briggs didn’t say anything to you?”

“No, he didn’t.”

“I didn’t do what?” Briggs stopped behind Lexi and stared like a deer caught in the headlights of a truck. His arms were full, and he set down the other two tables and the rest of the tent poles he carried.

“Uh, you didn’t tell her about what happened last night.” Lexi shoved her hands on her hips.

“What do you mean by what happened?”

“That you had dinner with Dane Holden, and then after that, you and he stayed at the café until all hours of the morning—or at least you probably did, given the amount of work you had when I left—with him making pies.”

“You did what?” Tori asked.

Briggs shrugged, giving her a so what kind of look. “I had a big order of pies come in, and Mitch had to leave to deal with his mom. Dane offered to help. What was I supposed to do? Tell him no?”

She wanted to say that was precisely what he was supposed to do, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. It wasn’t her place to tell her brother not only who he could or couldn’t spend time with, but she also couldn’t tell him what he could and couldn’t do with his business.

“No, you weren’t supposed to tell him no. I just . . . I just didn’t think you were serious about wanting to hang out with him.”

“It was dinner. Not that big of a deal.”

“Of course, it’s a big deal. He broke your sister’s heart.” Lexi stepped toward him; her voice raised slightly.

“Stay out of this, Lexi.” Briggs raised his hand, pointing his finger at her.

“Both of you, just stop.” Tori wedged herself between her brother and her best friend. “It’s fine. If Briggs wants to hang out with Dane, I don’t care. He was his friend too.”

“But . . .”

“Lexi, it’s fine. Can we just get this booth set up?” Of course, it wasn’t simply fine. In fact, from the moment Lexi uttered the words that her brother had not only had dinner with her ex, but then they hung out for half the night. It gutted her. It wasn’t that she didn’t want them to spend time together. It just felt . . . disloyal on some level. This man broke her heart and friend or no friend, now her brother was . . .

Ugh. You sound like a jealous fool, Tori, she thought to herself.

Lexi opened her mouth as though to argue again but shut it as she glanced over Tori’s shoulder and waved. Tori glanced around, too, spotting Shane headed their way. A grimace plagued his face, and Tori’s gut twisted. He was going to be super fun to deal with today. She could just tell.

“I’m so glad you made it.” Lexi left Tori’s side and darted over to Shane. She wrapped her arms around him, and while she embraced him with a tight hug, he barely gave her one in return.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t think I would spend my morning off doing this, but here I am.”

“Well, I appreciate it. Do you have to leave at noon? Or can you stay a little longer? Maybe we can get out of here early and have some lunch.”

“We’ll see.” He moved away from her, grabbing her by the shoulders and pushing her slightly to the side as if to gain more distance between them. He turned to Briggs. “What do you need done?”
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For the next hour, the four of them set up the tent, the tables and made the spaces ready for the crates. Those would come last, starting the day of the festival right after the harvest, so the pears would be at the peak of freshness for people to buy. Underneath one of the tables, Tori stored the scale, a couple of clipboards, extra receipt books, and a handful of pens zipped up in a case.

“All we need now is the pears,” Tori said, standing up and wiping her hands together to brush off any dust.

“And maybe a few more decorations.” Briggs gave her a wink as he slapped her on the back. Not hard, but harder than he could have done as though to emphasize his tease from their earlier conversation.

“All right. All right. I get your point. I’ll see what I can do this week.” She pointed a finger in his face. “If I have time during the harvest. Which we all know are the busiest few days of the year, so . . .”

“Maybe I can help?” Lexi moved toward Shane. “Maybe I can go with Shane to the city this afternoon, pick up some things, and bring them back tomorrow.” She turned toward her boyfriend. “What do you think about me going with you and staying overnight? You have a spare bedroom in your apartment, don’t you?”

His head jerked, and he glanced at her. His brow furrowed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’m going to be busy the whole time I’m in the city. I won’t have time to help you.”

“You don’t have to help me. I can get around on my own. But it would be nice to spend time with you on the drive there. Maybe if your meeting doesn’t go long, we could have dinner and watch a movie. Then I can just take the train home in the morning. Or after breakfast—”

“I don’t think I will have time for any of that. If this meeting goes well, it could go most of the night.” He stepped a couple of steps away from her.

Tori expected him to utter the words ‘I’m sorry’ but he never did. He just stared at Lexi with a stern glare as though annoyed she had invited herself.

Lexi bit her lip at his hesitation and rudeness. She glanced over at Tori, and her cheeks turned a slight shade of pink. “Well, it was just a thought. I probably shouldn’t miss work either. I could use the money. I’m still saving for the down payment on that apartment so that I can move closer to you.” She offered him a smile.

He gave a slight one in return, but it faded after a few seconds. “Well,” he checked his watch, then continued, “I should get going. I should have left at least half an hour ago.”

“But it’s not noon. Can’t you stay for a quick bite of lunch?”

“I really shouldn’t. I should be early to this meeting just in case. Plus, it will look good to the chief editor.” He moved toward her, but he kissed her forehead instead of kissing her on the lips. “I’ll call you later tonight.”

“All right. Have a safe drive.”

He nodded toward her, then waved to Tori and Briggs, giving them a nod goodbye too before he strode off. Lexi folded her arms across her chest, watching him leave until he was out of eyesight. She turned to Tori, pointing her finger. “I don’t want to hear a word.”

Tori held up her hands. “I wasn’t going to say anything.”

Briggs snorted as he bent down and grabbed his tool case. “I will, though. Why do you stay with that guy? He treats you like dirt.”

“No, he doesn’t. He’s just busy. Once he secures the sportswriter position, things will calm down. You’ll see.”

Briggs and Tori glanced at one another, and while Tori didn’t know what he thought, she knew what she did. She didn’t want to harp on the subject any more than she had with Lexi. She only hoped that one day her friend would wake up and see the relationship for what it was—toxic. Period.

“Briggs! Tori!” They all spun around as Grandma Rose rushed toward them with a pie in one arm and her waving the other.

“What are you doing here?” Tori asked as she made it to them. Grandma Rose bent over for a moment as though to catch her breath.

“I . . . I came to see how things were going . . . and I stopped by Mrs. Kettleman’s booth. “She stopped me actually to tell me how much she enjoyed Briggs’ pies and how delicious they were. She then offered me one.” Grandma Rose straightened back up and showed them the pies. “Where on earth did you get this recipe?”

He shrugged. “I just used yours like I always do.”

She shook her head. “This isn’t my recipe. This pie is . . .” She bit her lip. “I don’t know how to say this, but this pie is better.”

“Isn’t that one of the pies you and Dane Holden made last night?” Lexi pointed toward it.

“You did what?” Grandma’s eyes popped open more than they had in her life, and a slight gasp left her mouth.

“We were having dinner when the order came in. He helped make some of them. He said it would be good practice for the contest.”

“The what?” Tori spun to face her brother, and Grandma Rose stepped toward him.

“Is he entering the Pear Pie Wars?” Grandma asked.

“Yeah. His grandpa can’t help because he’s in a wheelchair, so he entered Dane.”

Grandma Rose brushed her hand against her chest, and she backed up a few steps. “But if he enters with this pie . . . he’s going to win.”

“Grandma!” Tori said. “Don’t you have any faith in me at all?”

“Oh, honey, on everything else in life, I do. But with this pie . . . with this pie, I don’t. This is one of the best pies I’ve ever eaten.” She glanced at Briggs. “Do you have the recipe he used?”

Briggs shook his head. “He didn’t use one.”

“Do you think you could get him back into the café to make more? Or get the recipe from him?”

“I suppose I can ask.”

“Or even better, get him in there when Tori is there. Tori, you could make a few pies with him and watch him.”

“You want me to do what?” Tori blinked at her grandma. Her breath quickened at the thought of what her grandma was suggesting. “I can’t be alone with that man.”

“Dear, normally I would agree with you, but this is about the Pear Pie Wars. All bets are off. You need to get that recipe. End of story.”


EIGHT
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DANE



Dane didn’t know what to make of Briggs’ phone call that afternoon asking him to come help make more pies. But he’d heard the rumors spreading around while he was unloading the booth supplies at the festival today that not only had Mrs. Kettleman ran out of pies that afternoon, but people were raving about how delicious some of them were. It didn’t take much to figure out that was probably the reason for the phone call.

Not that he minded. He’d actually enjoyed himself the other night making all those pies. It’d been a while since he cooked. Really cooked. Not just made something for himself for dinner. Or he supposed baked was more of a word he should have used, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d baked. Not to mention, it gave him practice for the contest. Of course, that didn’t mean much to him, but he knew it meant a lot to his grandpa, and for that, he wanted to do good.

He didn’t want to admit that he’d been a little rusty the first couple of pies, and it’d taken him at least three to get back into a groove.

“Gotta win that title for Grandpa,” he said to himself as he slid from the truck and made his way up the stairs and into the café.

It was just as busy as every other night, and the two servers—Lexi included—were hustling around to the tables with food trays in their hands. Lexi shot him a look, and he waved, regretting the movement as she rolled her eyes and shook her head, turning away from him.

Was she ever going to forgive him?

And did he even care?

He didn’t want to admit that a part of him did a little. Yet, there was still a part of him that didn’t. What did her opinion matter?

He snorted in her direction, then made his way back to the kitchen, pushing the door open just enough to poke his head inside.

“Briggs? Are you in here?”

“Yeah. Come in.”

Briggs was chopping onions at the counter, and as Dane approached, his pace slowed. “Thanks for coming in tonight. Mrs. Kettleman wanted another order of twenty pies, and I just can’t get them done.”

“It’s not a problem. I’m happy to help.”

Briggs finished the onion, slicing it with speed and precision as he held it by his fingertips.

“I’ve always wanted to learn how to do that,” Dane said, chuckling as he pointed.

“What? This? It takes some getting used to. It took me a good few months to get better at it.” Briggs slid the knife across the cutting board, moving the chopped onions out of the way before he set the knife down and lifted the cutting board to move it over to the pot sitting on the stove. “Everything should be out over there for you. But if you need anything, let me know.”

“Sounds good.”

Dane moved over to another part of the counter and looked over the fresh bowls, containers of sugar and flour, and the enormous tub of shortening. The only thing not on the counter were the pears, and those were sitting in the crate on the floor.

“Are these all the pears?”

“No, Tori is bringing in some more. She should be here soon.”

Dane clenched his teeth. He knew there was a risk of seeing her being in her brother’s café, but he could have done without knowing for sure he’d run into her. What was the saying? Ignorance is bliss? Yes, that would be perfect right now. He’d rather not see the train wreck coming if he could help it.

Briggs paused for a moment and faced Dane. He blew out a breath and rested one hand on his hip. “I can’t do this. I know they asked me to, but I can’t.”

“You can’t do what? And who asked what?”

“Listen, I have to admit. I would have called you anyway because I need help with the pies, but Tori isn’t just coming to bring more pears. My grandma bought one of your pies from Mrs. Kettleman today. She’s worried you’re going to beat Tori in the Pear Pie Wars this year.”

“I didn’t know she was entered.”

“Yeah, Grandma entered her instead. I don’t know why. But she’s now convinced you’re going to beat her, and Tori is on her way here so she can make a few pies here while spying on how you make yours.”

Laughter bubbled through Dane’s chest. “Spying on me? She’s going to spy on me?”

“And I wasn’t supposed to tell you.” Briggs laughed too, and he ducked his chin and shook his head as though he thought the plan utterly ridiculous. “I didn’t think it would work, and they will kill me if they find out I told you.”

Dane held up his hands and then moved his fingers over his lips, pretending they were a zipper, and he zipped them shut. “Don’t worry. I won’t say a word.”

“You know, there are some days when I think I understand women, and then my grandma or sister does something, and I realize I just don’t have a clue.” Briggs turned away, shaking his head as he chuckled to himself.

A smile spread across Dane’s face as he thought of the two women putting their heads together to hatch up this scheme. He also wondered how Tori had felt about it. Had she argued with her grandma at the suggestion of them spending time together? Or had she been a willing partner in the idea? It was with this thought his stomach clenched. He had been so caught up in the funny notion of their plan that he hadn’t realized they would have to spend time together. Here. At the café. Tonight. Together. Them. In the same room.

Surely, they would have to speak to one another. And not just the casual hello, how are you, I’m fine, you, stuff that everyone says when they don’t know what else to say, but they might have to have a conversation—something they haven’t done since that night he asked her to come with him to San Francisco. The same night she refused, telling him she needed to stay with her grandma and begging him to stay with her.

Yeah, that night, he thought to himself. That horrible night he never let himself think about.
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TORI

Tori pulled the truck up to the café and threw it into park. She blew out a breath. Not only did she want to curse her grandma right now, but she also wanted to shift the truck into reverse and flee the parking lot without even looking over her shoulder. She thought of lying to her grandma for a moment, telling the older woman she went in but didn’t learn the recipe because he guarded it with his life.

Yeah, that sounds good, she thought to herself.

Of course, when she thought about it, she knew she couldn’t. The guilt played too much of a role, and she groaned as she slid out of the truck, grabbed the crate of pears from the bed, and trudged up the stairs into the café. Her feet felt heavy. Like in quicksand, and she cringed at the sound of the chime above the door.

“So, you decided to do it, huh?” Lexi approached Tori, and she rested her hands on her hips.

“Yeah, Grandma Rose is making me.”

“You could back out.”

“She wants me to win the Pear Pie Wars, though, and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

“Just because you go in there and try to learn how to make his pie doesn’t mean you will win. You should try your own recipe. You know the one you wanted to a long time ago, but she would never let you?”

“If she didn’t let me use it for just making a dessert for dinner, she’s certainly not going to let me use it for the contest.”

Lexi shrugged. “So don’t tell her. Just do it.”

“I can’t do that. I don’t even know if the recipe is any good.”

“So, try it tonight. She’s not around to tell you no.”

“That’s a good point.” Tori glanced over toward the kitchen door. She knew the more she thought about doing something deceptive, the more her guilt would plague her, and, ultimately, she wouldn’t do it even if no one would ever know. “Is he here?”

“Yeah, he arrived not too long ago. He’s been back there with Briggs the whole time.” She shot the door a glare. “I don’t know how you’ll stand being around him tonight. I know your grandma wants to win this contest, but I think this idea is going too far.”

Tori shrugged. “Maybe it won’t be so bad. It has been over ten years since all that happened. I know I’ve moved on. I’m sure he has too.”

“Still. I don’t know how you can be so calm.”

“I have to be. If I weren’t, it would make it so much worse.”

“I guess. Anyway,” she hooked her thumb over her shoulder. “I’ve got to get back to my tables; otherwise, they won’t leave a good tip. I’ll come back to the kitchen every now and then to make sure you haven’t killed each other.” She flashed Tori a smile and wiggled her eyebrows. Before Tori could respond, she spun and darted off, grabbing an empty glass from one table as she asked the lady if she wanted a refill.

Tori watched her friend for a moment, trying not to think about all the things Lexi had just said or the questions she’d asked. She didn’t want to think about how she would get through the night, and she certainly didn’t want to think about going behind her grandma’s back to try a pie she didn’t even know would work.

No, she couldn’t. She just couldn’t do it.

Instead, she would just watch Dane and steal as much as she could from him without him knowing and leave without saying anything unless she had to.

With a deep, inhaled breath, Tori made her way through the door and into the kitchen.
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“Hey, sis,” Briggs said.

Dane glanced over his shoulder and nodded toward her but didn’t say a word.

“Just put that crate over in the corner. That’s where I set everything up for you guys to help me make the pies.”

Her heart thumped as she glanced from her brother to the corner he pointed. Dane stood mere inches from it, and he only moved slightly as she made her way over there and set the crate on the floor.

“I hope this will be enough,” she said to him.

He shrugged. “If it’s not, we can just get some more. From your place or Holden Farms.”

“Uh, we only serve Bevan pears at the Cottage Café. Thank you very much.” Briggs passed behind them with a pot in his hands, laughing through his tease.

“But Holden pears are better,” Dane shot back, slightly chuckling in his tone.

“Watch it, there, Holden. Don’t forget who you’re talking to.”

Tori watched the two men through their little back-and-forth banter. She thought to join them for a moment, but her hesitation proved too strong, so she said nothing and moved around Dane, grabbing an apron from the rack on the wall. She lifted the strap over her head, then tied the strings around her waist.

“What do you need help with?” she asked Dane.

He glanced at her and cleared his throat. “We can start with the crusts, and then while they are chilling, we can work on the filling.”

Great. The crust. Her favorite part of the pie-making process. She wanted to roll her eyes but didn’t want him to think she directed it at him.

Silence fell upon them once again, and while she wanted to watch him, she also needed the distraction of something else to do. While he measured and poured the flour, salt, and butter into several fresh bowls, she did the same, only substituting butter for vegetable shortening. They both mixed the dough for the crust, and after shaping hers into a ball, she set it aside and started another batch. She always hated the crust part of making pies. The crust was never her strong suit, and no matter how many times she made it, her skills never seemed to improve.

She worked on a couple more batches until she had several dough balls sitting in front of her and her hands were sore from all the mixing and shaping.

“How long do you chill your crust?” he asked.

“We don’t chill ours. I think my grandma has a few times, but normally she just rolls it out and puts it in the pie tin.”

“Doesn’t it fall apart?”

“Sometimes. Hers doesn’t, but mine always does. I’m not good at the crust.” Her cheeks warmed with her admission. She never enjoyed talking about her lack of skills, and this was no exception.

“Maybe you should try chilling it once and see if that’s easier for you.”

“Maybe.”

“Here.” He moved toward her, grabbing each of her dough balls and wrapping them as he did to his. He threw them all into another bowl and made his way over to the refrigerator, setting it on one shelf. He wiped his hands as he returned to the counter.

“Ready to help me peel and cut?”

“Lead the way.”

While he grabbed a couple of bigger bowls, she grabbed the crate of pears and set it in the corner on top of the counter, sliding it over to the wall, so they had space to work. They grabbed a few pears each, and after washing them off, they set the fruit on the cutting boards.

She then grabbed a knife, and after skinning it, she cut off the sides and started slicing it.

“Instead of slicing, cut them into chunks. Chunks make for a better pie mixture.”

“There’s a difference?” As soon as the words came out, she regretted them. Not only did it sound like a stupid question, but it was an unnecessary one to ask. And she was only talking when she had to.

Keep your mouth shut, Tori, she thought to herself.

“Yeah, there’s a difference.” He moved closer to her and reached out; his hands brushed along hers. She jerked them away, and he blinked. “I’m sorry. I . . . I shouldn’t have . . .”

“No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t have reacted. So, how big should I make the chunks?” She motioned toward her hands and moved them closer to his again.

He offered a smile, and although she wanted to jerk her hands away again, she held them still as he showed her how to cut the pears.

“I didn’t know that made a difference. Grandma Rose never mentioned it.”

“Maybe that’s why—” He stopped himself and bit his lip.

“That’s why what?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

Of course, it didn’t take an intelligent person to know what he was about to say, and she knew he stopped himself because he thought it rude. A part of her agreed, yet a part of her didn’t. It was no lie that Ben Holden, Dane’s Grandpa, beat Grandma Rose in the pie contest every year and had for the last thirty-some-odd years. Obviously, there was a reason—if not several.

Still, she had to appreciate that he had silenced himself and not said the words.

“I hear you’re entered in the pie contest,” she said to him.

“Yeah, my grandpa thought he’d be funny this year and enter me. I guess he’s been using my recipe, though, so in a way, I’ve been in it.”

“My grandma entered me this year, too. I do not know why. She has no faith in my baking skills at all.” Tori tossed a handful of chopped pears into the bowl.

“I don’t know either,” Briggs shouted from across the kitchen. “You can hardly cook, much less bake.”

“Thank you for that dig, dear Brother.” She shot him a glare, and he laughed as he outfitted three plates with hunks of meatloaf before spooning three heaping spoonfuls of mashed potatoes on the side and covering the whole dish with gravy.

“I’m sure you’re better than they give you credit for.” Dane leaned toward her, brushing his shoulder against hers. “You always made delicious grilled cheeses in high school.”

Her cheeks warmed, and she ducked her chin. “Thanks,” she whispered.

He cleared his throat again. “So . . . how have you been these last . . . few years.”

“Fine. I’m just working at the farm and helping my grandma. She is getting a bit slower, and I’ve been managing more of the responsibilities of the place. It’s fun. I guess my future was always written in pears.”

“Yeah. Well, it suits you.” He motioned toward her with his knife from her head down to her feet. “I mean, you look great.”

Her heart thumped. “Thanks. You look great too. San Francisco agrees with you.”

He nodded. “Must be that salty sea air.”

Silence fell between them as they continued to peel and cut the pears. They continued working, glancing at one another every so often but not saying anything until all the pears were peeled and sliced.

“There are a lot of pears in there.” She laughed.

“Right?”

“I keep thinking we are just making one pie even though I know we aren’t."

“Well, we are. It’s just one plus nineteen of its friends.”

She stared at him for a moment, biting her lip. She was definitely breaking her no talking rule, but a part of her didn’t care. “So, I have a question. If you knew—or know—how to cook and bake, why was I always making those grilled cheeses?”

“Well, I didn’t always know how, so for starters, that’s why, and I don’t know how to cook most things. Pies, though? Pies, I know. You can’t help but know working on a pear farm your whole life with my grandpa.” He chuckled to himself, and his eyes glazed over as though he were reliving memories from a long time ago.

“I would have to agree, but my grandma was always so picky about meals that she never trusted anyone to do the cooking but her.”

“Maybe if you win the pear pie wars, she’ll let you do some of the cooking and baking.” He gave a little smirk at his words.

“If I win? What do you mean if?”

“Well, you are going up against me and my recipe. And, rumor has it around town that everyone loves my pies.” He winked, and she slapped his arm. Not hard, but enough to cause him to laugh.

“No playing near the food,” Briggs called out behind them from across the room. “No, no. Check that. No playing near the knives.”

“Yes, Chef.” Dane spun around to face Briggs and did a little bow, and while Tori laughed again, Briggs just shook his head and let out an annoyed chuckle. Dane turned back to Tori, pointing behind her. “Can you get the caramel sauce from the fridge? I left two jars in there from the other night. It should be enough for this order too.”

“Sure.”

As she moved over to the fridge, he coated the pear chunks with sugar, flour, cinnamon, and something else she couldn’t see.

“What all did you put on them?” she asked as she returned and set the jar of cold caramel on the counter.

He glanced over at her, eyeing her for a moment with one eyebrow raised. Her heart thumped. Had she somehow exposed her plan? Or raised suspicion?

“It was ginger, and it makes a difference.”

“Ginger. I knew ginger would make a difference. It was one ingredient I wanted to add to my grandma’s recipe that she wouldn’t let me touch.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have a recipe that I’ve wanted to try, but my grandma won’t let me. She thinks her recipe is the winning one, and that’s the one I’m supposed to use. Period.”

“Have you talked to her about it?”

“I’ve mentioned it. But after she said no for the one-hundredth time, I stopped asking.”

“Maybe you should ask again. Or just use the recipe you want. She can’t say no once it’s done.”

“That’s what Lexi said to do. I just can’t do that, though. I’d feel too guilty, and if it didn’t work and I lost, I would feel even more guilty.”

“Maybe it would be worth the risk, though.”

Their eyes met and locked for a moment. She inhaled a deep breath, remembering how blue his irises were and how she always wanted to swim inside them. Like a deep ocean after a storm, they burned into her memories. She had loved him more than anyone, and she thought he was her forever.

And then, one night, he crushed that dream by taking a risk and leaving Clarksville for San Francisco.

“I don’t think one should take risks for a loved one’s feelings,” she whispered as she finally looked away.

He cleared his throat and pushed the bowl aside and out of the way. “You’re probably right.”

Without another word, he moved around her and headed back to the refrigerator. He grabbed the bowls of crust dough and brought them back over to her.

“If you want to get started on these, I’ll fetch the pie tins.”

“All right.”

One by one, they each grabbed a dough ball and rolled them out flat, lifting one sheet and setting it in a pie tin while leaving the other set aside. The countertop was full of pies, and the sweet scents of sugar, cinnamon, and pears filled the surrounding air. They were the scents of Tori’s youth, ones she’d grown up with, and for a moment, she closed her eyes, letting them take her back to when she was a little girl sitting in her grandma’s kitchen watching the woman make a homemade pie.

“I don’t think I will ever tire of that smell,” she whispered.

“Yeah. It is nice. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed it until the other night when I made those pies. It brings back old times for sure.”

Tori opened her mouth to respond but shut it before saying a word. She had wanted to say it wasn’t just the pie smells that brought back memories, but something stopped her. She didn’t want to go down the road of the past. Not here. Not now.

They each filled the pies, setting them aside until they had filled them all.

“Now, for the best part . . . the secret weapon.” He gave her a wink as he reached for the jars of caramel and wiggled them in his hands.

“Are you sure you want to tell me that? You know I could steal the idea.”

“Ah, but this is not just any caramel sauce. This is the Holden’s famous salted caramel sauce with its secret and special ingredients.” He winked again. “So, even if you stole the idea, it wouldn’t be the same.”

Tori could almost hear the growl of annoyance Grandma Rose was sure to give her when she told her that lovely little detail. She almost didn’t want to tell the woman.

Dane poured a little sauce over the pie filling, letting the thick copper-colored sweetness ooze down into the crevices between the pear chunks. “Now, we can put the tops on.”

After tightening up the lids on the now empty jars, he started laying the top crust on each pie, pinching the ends together. Some were in a deep wave pattern, and others were in sharp pinches, like the tips of stars.

“You enjoy this,” she said, watching him.

He shrugged. “I guess so. It beats sitting in an office for ten hours a day. At least for now. I guess you could say I needed a vacation.” He snorted slightly to himself and paused, glancing over the rows of pies in front of him. “You know, if we wanted to get real fancy, we could do a lattice pattern,” he said, nudging his shoulder into hers.

“I’ve always loved a Dutch crumble top.”

“Those are always a crowd-pleaser, too. Do you want to try it on a couple? I have a recipe for one.”

Tori bit her lip. She couldn’t help but wonder if she could get away with making one of the pies with the Dutch topping as a tester to see if it was worthy of the contest. All she would need to do was figure out the caramel sauce and perfect her pie crust. Then she might have a chance at winning. Although she would have to either make another pie or buy one from Mrs. Kettleman before they were all purchased, and the judges might not want two pies that tasted the same. Still, perhaps she could figure out something to make her pie different—to make her pie stand out. She just needed the recipe.

“Maybe we could make one outside of Mrs. Kettleman’s order?” It was a bold move in the pear pie chess game, and although a hint of guilt whispered through her chest, she ignored it.

He pointed at her while a broad smile spread across his lips. “Deal. You make the crust; I’ll finish these up and get them in the oven.”
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Tori and Grandma Rose had spent the better part of the last few days working on a caramel sauce that would rival Dane’s. Although one batch came close, the other dozen were awful. One even sent her to the bathroom, wishing she had something else to smell or put in her mouth just to get rid of the taste. She had tried to brush her teeth, but the mint in the toothpaste only made it worse. Even a day later, the thought of that batch made her mouth water, and she covered her mouth with her hand as she made her way out to the barn.

Today was the harvest. A day that she’d been waiting and planning for the entire year. The busiest day of their little farm and their business. And while she’d been looking forward to it, she’d also been dreading it. Harvest was like a whole new world each year and an adventure that always seemed to change from one year to the next. It would either go smoothly or rain chaos from dawn to dusk, and although she wanted to stare the day in the face, telling it, she was ready for anything it tried to hit her with, she also wanted to do nothing more than drop to her knees asking God for just a little glimmer of ease.

“Please, God. Please.” She pressed her hands together, glancing up at the sky before entering the barn.

The sun had barely peeked over the horizon as she made her way through the barn, collecting the crates and stacking them on the flatbed trucks. Six in all, they would soon be driven out into the orchards where Tori, her family and friends, plus several other hired hands, were picking pears off the trees.

It would be a long day—perhaps even two or three days—but it would be another harvest under her belt, and it would be what they needed to keep the farm operating and growing.

Or at least operating.

She was still working on the growing part of the business while her grandma had taken a back seat to much of the work and plans, leaving it in Tori’s hands. A detail Tori wasn’t sure of yet, but one she wanted to take on with everything she could.

“I’m here!” a voice called out. Before she could turn toward the barn door, it opened, and Lexi popped inside. “And you should consider yourself lucky I am. Do you know how early it is?”

“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. Thank you for helping, though.”

“Of course. You know that even if I complain, I will always be here to help you with the harvest. Even if I move away to some fabulous place.” She brushed the back of her hand against her forehead.

“Oh yeah? And where is this fabulous place? San Francisco so that you can be a sports writer’s wife?” Tori brushed her shoulder into Lexi’s, and Lexi laughed.

“I know. It doesn’t sound as much fun as living here in Clarksville.”

“Is Shane coming today?”

Lexi shook her head. “No, he’s back in the city at work. He’s got so many meetings; I don’t know when I’ll see him. I was hoping we could go to the festival opening night, but I don’t think it will happen.”

“Well, I’ll be your date.”

Lexi eyed Tori for a moment. “Speaking of dates . . . how did the other night go with Dane and the pies?”

“For starters, it wasn’t a date. But it went okay. We talked and joked a little. He’s the same guy he’s always been.”

“You mean the one who ripped your heart out and stomped it into the ground?”

“You’ve got to get over that. I have.”

“I know. But I can’t help it. He crushed my best friend.”

“Well, I’m not crushed anymore, so just let it go.”

“Fine.” Lexi folded her arms across her chest as she glanced down at the ground and kicked at a rock sitting in the dirt. “So, how did it go?”

“Fine. Just like I said.” Tori moved toward the corner of the barn, bending down to grab two more crates. She shrugged as she stacked them and tried to keep her voice as light as possible. While it went fine, she also couldn’t deny that he’d been on her thoughts a lot more than he had since that night, and although she tried to stop them, she couldn’t.

“Well, what did you talk about?”

“Usual stuff. San Francisco. Making pies. I was mostly trying to concentrate on the pies since that was why I was there.”

“Right. I know. But like, was he nice to you? Cold?”

“He was nice. We joked and laughed. It was fine.” She took the crates over to the flatbed truck, stacking them on the back before moving to the corner again for a second load.

Lexi stayed near the truck, watching Tori, and after a moment, her arms folded across her chest, and a grin spread across her lips. “You’re still in love with him.”

“What? That’s crazy. No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. You are still in love with him.”

“Lexi, that’s crazy. It’s been over a decade since we were together. He’s moved on. I’ve moved on. There is nothing there.” She continued to keep her tone light, praying that her friend wouldn’t see through her lies.

It wasn’t that she still loved him. Maybe she did. No, she didn’t. Or she wouldn’t call it love. But there was something in seeing him and being with him again, like a comfortable feeling she couldn’t explain. Part of her wished it wasn’t there, but it was.

“Can we please talk about something else?” she asked Lexi.

“Fine. Fine.” Lexi stared at her for a moment before speaking again. “So, what’s the plan for today?”

“Picking pears. As many as you can grab from the trees and pack in the crates so I can sell them.”

Tori was both regretting and looking forward to this day. She loved working the farm, picking the pears, creating an income for their business. It was a good distraction and one she needed. Not to mention, it had been the future she’d been looking forward to as a child and teenager. A future on the farm, growing pear trees, harvesting, and selling the fruit—a simple life in the country that she thought she and Dane would share.

Or at least she did until he showed up with plans of his own. Plans that didn’t include either the Holden or Bevan farms, pears, or even Clarksville.

Looking back on that night, she didn’t begrudge him the choice or the opportunity he had. She wouldn’t have wanted to keep him here if he didn’t want to be here, and she couldn’t deny that forcing him to stay would have been just as bad as him forcing her to leave. They both would have been miserable. She would have been miserable in San Francisco, and he would have been miserable in Clarksville.

It was a good thing he left when he did.

And it will be another good thing when he leaves again to go home, Tori thought.
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DANE

Dane blew out a breath as he opened the barn doors. In less than an hour, the workers would be there to help him with the harvest, and he didn’t know what to do first.

Something about loading the crates, he thought to himself. That was the first thing Grandpa mentioned.

He spun in a few circles in the middle of the barn before he finally caught sight of the crates in the corner.

“Ah, there they are.” He made his way over to them, grabbing them one at a time and stacking them in the middle of the barn so he could count them before taking them out to the trucks waiting outside.

“You’re going to need them all,” a voice said behind him. He spun to find Grandpa Ben wheeling into the barn through the doors.

“You aren’t supposed to be out here.”

The old man waved his arm. “Oh, I’m all right. I’m a lot more mobile than the doctor thinks I can be.”

“Thinks you can be or should be? Because those are two different things.”

“Oh, just hush and let me be. I’ve got to do something to feel useful before I go stir crazy in that house.” Grandpa groaned slightly and folded his arms across his chest. “So, how did the other night go at the café? Did you get enough practice in making another order of twenty pies?”

“I did. And it was twenty-one. Tori and I made an extra one that was special. It was probably one of the best pies I’ve made.”

Grandpa cocked his head, lifting one eyebrow. “Before I get into the actual part of this conversation, I have to ask if she was in on it and knows the recipe?”

“Why? Do you think she will steal it and use it in the contest?”

“She might if she’s anything like her grandma. Rose Bevan would stop at nothing to win that contest. She wouldn’t bat an eye to send her granddaughter on a mission to steal your recipe.”

“I doubt she would do that.”

“Never doubt what that family is capable of. I made the mistake many years ago, and I won’t do it again. You’d be best not to make one yourself.”

“Tori isn’t like that. She’s . . . she’s just that same sweet girl I knew in high school. The one who loves her family and puts them before herself far too often in life.”

The old man’s eyes narrowed, and his brow furrowed. “Don’t tell me you still have feelings for the girl?”

“No, I don’t. I just think she’s still a nice person.”

“Are you sure? Because it sounds to me like you do.”

“No, I don’t. That was . . . years ago. I’ve moved on, and she’s moved on.”

“You know, I always did like that girl. I don’t care much for her grandma, but Tori was always nice. I hated it when you guys parted ways, and you left. I thought she would go with you, but I guess that just wasn’t in the cards for you two.” He paused, heaving a deep sigh. “You should probably get to work if you’re going to get out there before the sun is high in the sky. Do you think you can handle all the work you have today?"

Dane shrugged. “Can’t be that hard. Pick all the pears you can. Put them in the crates.”

“All right. I’ll be waiting outside. The men should arrive soon, and I want to give them their orders when they come. I hate that I can’t watch over the work this year.”

“I told you not to worry. I’ll get it done, and I remember how you want it all taken care of. It’s not going to be a problem.”

Grandpa Ben nodded. “I know, son. I still hate it, though.”

With the last of his words, he wheeled himself out of the barn. Dane watched him until he vanished, and as the door shut, he yanked his cell phone from his pocket. Thankful he’d gotten her number from Briggs the other night, he dialed Tori’s number and pressed the phone to his ear.

His heart thumped as it rang.

“Hello?” her voice answered.

“Hi, Tori. It’s Dane. Briggs gave me your number, and, well, I just wanted to see what your grandma thought of the pie.”

“She loved it.”

“Good. Have you tried making any more since then?”

“A few. Testing out different recipes.” There was a slight pause, then she continued. “Are you calling to make sure I don’t use it for the contest?”

“No, no, that’s not it. Use whatever recipe you want. I mean, it’s not like you have my secret caramel sauce.” He chuckled to himself. “No, the reason I called was . . . well, I wanted to know if you were planning on going to the opening night of the festival?”

“Yep. I’ll be there.”

“Great. Maybe we can hang out. Ride some rides. Eat some food.”

“Are you asking me to go to the festival on opening night with you?”

His heart thumped even harder, and he could have sworn her voice cracked. “Um . . . honestly, yes. Yes, I am.”

“Oh.” She paused. “Well, sure, I’ll go with you.”

“Great. I’ll swing by your booth so we can make a plan.”

“Sounds good.”

“Well, I better get going. Harvest is today.”

“Yeah, it is for us too.”

“Good luck. Happy picking . . . pears, that is.” He chuckled again and pointed toward the blank air in the barn as if he’d made a joke. Only the joke was on him, as she couldn’t see him.

If the earth could open and swallow him whole right now, he would be grateful, he thought to himself.

“Anyway, I’ll see you then. Bye.”

“Bye.”
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Tori had spent most of Harvest Day and the days following in a slight haze. She was still reeling from Dane’s phone call, and a little lost on what to think or how to feel about it. She tried to distract herself from all the unanswered questions by organizing the pears, getting the booth finished and decorated, and, of course, the start of the festival. Losing herself in the endless stream of customers helped, but only for moments at a time when they would leave, and she had a second to herself. She found herself glancing at her watch and waiting for closing time.

“What time is he coming by to get you?” Lexi asked Tori as she slid a few pears into a bag and handed them to a woman. “Thank you. I hope you enjoy them.”

“Um, I guess when the booths close.” Tori shrugged, glancing over her shoulder once more in the direction of where the Holden Farm’s booth was.

“And what are you guys going to do?”

“I don’t know. He mentioned riding a few rides and eating some of the festival food. Maybe he wants to play some of the games.”

Lexi cocked her head to the side and batted her eyelashes. “Awe. Maybe he will win you something.”

“Oh, shut it.” Tori shook her head as she smacked her friend’s shoulder and rolled her eyes. “This isn’t a date.”

“It’s not? Then what is it?”

“I don’t know. Two friends, hanging out after a long time. All I know is it’s not a date.”

“I think it’s a date.”

“Why would he ask me out on a date when he’s probably going to leave for San Francisco after the festival?”

“You two could do long distance. The city is only a four-hour drive.”

Tori shook her head again. “No. I’m not doing a long-distance relationship. I’m just not. This is not a date. We are just going to have some fun.”

[image: ]


It wasn’t long before the sun set and the last of the customers dwindled for the day. Lexi and Tori folded up the chairs, closing their booth for the night after covering the pears and locking the lid to the cash box.

“I’ll take that home and bring it back in the morning,” Lexi said, removing the key from the lock and handing it to Tori. “Don’t lose this while you are on your date.”

Tori’s teeth clenched. “It’s not a date.”

“Whatever you say.” With a laugh and a wink, Lexi slid the cash box across the table and scooped it into her arms. “See you tomorrow.”

Before Tori could answer her, she was gone, vanished in the crowd of people who still meandered through the vendors, scouting out any that were still open. Tori waited a few minutes, scanning the faces for one in particular—and one she didn’t have to hunt for long as Dane soon approached her booth. A smile spread across his face.

“Did you have a good day selling pears?” he asked.

“Yeah. I will have to bring some more crates tomorrow, or we will run out. How did you fare?”

“The same. People are buying up pears this year.”

“It’s about the same as it was last year.”

“Really? Seems like so much.”

“Well, it’s been a while since you’ve been to this festival. It’s grown in the last decade.”

“I guess that would make sense.” He paused, glancing around them at all the people. “So, what do you want to do? Do you want to see anything special?"

“Well, I don’t know what would be considered special. There are rides and food vendors. Or there are games. When was the last time you tried to knock over the bottles with a baseball?”

“Oh, I don’t even want to think about when the last time was. It had to have been the last year I lived here.” He pretended to throw a ball. “I wonder if the old arm still has it.”

“Old arm? Are you saying we are old?”

“Nah. Well, maybe me. I know I’m not eighteen anymore.”

“Yeah, neither am I. However, we are still under thirty. I don’t think we are old by any standards yet.”

“I guess you’re right.” He moved his arm again, swinging his shoulder and wincing a little. “Or not.”

She laughed. “So, what do you want to do first? This is the first festival you’ve been to in a while. I’ll let you pick.”

“Okay. How about we grab something to eat? I missed lunch, and I’m starving.”

“Sounds good. Briggs has a booth for the café over on the other side of the lot.”

“Perfect.”

The two of them headed over to the other side of the lot. They waited in line while Briggs worked hard, moving throughout his booth as he served up a not-so-normal fair dish—like the others were serving—his famous hot sandwiches he learned how to make from Grandma Rose. Different meats, cheeses, and sauces were mixed with bell peppers, onions, and olives, stuffed into a hollowed-out French roll, and baked until the cheese melted.

“I can’t remember the last time I had one of these,” Dane said after taking a bite of his hot sandwich. “I always loved them then, and I still love them. I should get the recipe from your grandma.”

“Yeah? I’m sure she’d give it to you. They aren’t hard. I’ve made them hundreds of times. They are easy and filling. Two things you need working on a pear farm.”

“Do you enjoy working on the pear farm?" he asked, taking another bite.

“Of course. You know it’s what I always wanted to do.” She took a bite, too, chewing and swallowing before she continued. “Do you like your job? Working in finance and managing people’s money?”

His heart thumped, and for a moment, he wasn’t sure how he was going to answer that. While he thought he had liked his work over the last few years, he couldn’t deny that this last week of being in Clarksville had caused him to question himself.

“Yeah. It’s interesting. I’ve seen a lot of weird things. People were making either good or bad choices with their money.” He laughed, and she couldn’t help but join him.

“I bet you’ve seen some wild things.”

“Yeah. None I can share, though. Unfortunately.”

They both finished the sandwiches, and after tossing the trash in the trash can, they settled into a slow walk beside one another.

“So, what did you want to do now? Do you want to ride some rides?”

She clutched her stomach. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea right after eating.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” He swung his arm again. “Well, why don’t we see how this old arm does with those baseballs?”

“You’re on.”

The pair of them made their way over to the row of games, and after walking past so many they wanted to try, they finally found the one they’d been looking for. Throughout high school, Dane had always won this game. He was a master at throwing those baseballs at the grey bottles, hitting them every time. Of course, it didn’t help that he was the high school team's pitcher. Nevertheless, watching him enjoy the challenge and win her a teddy bear each year when they were kids had been one of her favorite moments of the festival each year. She didn’t realize how much she’d missed it until they walked up to the game, and the sight of the little stuffed red bears made her smile.

“Are you ready to take home a bear?” he asked, giving her a wink.

“You are sure of yourself.”

“Eh, I think I can handle this one.”

He gave her another wink and handed the vendor a five-dollar bill. “How many chances do I get?"

“Three,” the vendor answered, handing him three white baseballs.

Dane lined himself up, studying the three sets of three grey bottles. “And if I knock all three down, I get one of those bears?”

“Yes, sir.”

He closed one eye, lining himself up again. “Well, get ready to get one of those bears off the wall.”

He threw the first ball, hitting the bottles in the dead center, knocking them off the table. The second ball hit the second set of bottles, and they tumbled to the ground. Then Dane got to the third set, and just as the first two, those hit the ground with three thuds. All three sets. All three baseballs. And one red teddy bear the vendor took off the wall and handed to Tori.

“It’s been a while since I won you a bear.”

“Yeah, it has. I’ll have to put him with the others.” As soon as the words left her lips, she wanted to take them back. It was one thing to admit to herself, or even to Lexi, that she still held on to most of the trinkets from her youth that Dane had given her. All the necklaces and teddy bears, all the journals and bracelets. Everything. She’d kept it all, and she even had some of the roses she’d dried from the anniversary or Valentine’s Day bouquets he gave her.

“You still have them?”

“Some of them.” She wanted to cringe but didn’t. “I mean, they are cute bears.” She fidgeted with the one in her hand, moving his ears around and then flipping him over to play with its little stub of a tail. “I figured I would have a niece or a nephew who would like to play with them one day.”

“Just a niece or a nephew and not a son or daughter?”

“Oh, well, maybe. But it’s not easy to meet someone when you live in a small town where you know everyone and work a pear farm all year-round.”

She wanted to crawl away into a corner and hide.

This is just utterly embarrassing, she thought. You need to stop talking. Just stop talking. Or even better, change the subject.

“So, how long do you think you’ll stay in Clarksville?” She thought her choice of a topic had been a good pick for a moment. Of course, then it hit her the question could be taken that she wanted him to stay or, worse, start dating again because she’d just admitted there were no men in town she didn’t know.

Ugh.

“I mean, I’m sure your job needs you to come back. All those people still need their money managed.” She laughed, but it wasn’t a cute laugh. It was a nervous, awkward laugh that sent even more regret inching through her whole body.

“Oh, um. I’m not sure. The contest is still a few days away, and with the harvest and the festival, I haven’t finished all the projects I wanted to get done for my grandpa since I don’t want him doing things around the farm for physical reasons. I didn’t think of how hard it would be for him to take care of the place now that he’s getting older.”

“Maybe you guys should hire a hand to help him.”

“Yeah, I’ll look into that. Course, I could come home more. It’s only a four-hour drive from the city.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched as though there was a slight shame behind his words.

“Well, I’m sure he would like it if you visited more often,” she said.

Dane tucked his chin slightly toward his chest and nodded. “Yeah. I’m sure he would too.”

The mood of the conversation had changed, and Tori couldn’t help but wonder about it. She also couldn’t help but want to change it. They were having such a great night. She didn’t want it to end.

“So, do you want to play any more games? We’ve probably given our stomachs enough time after eating. We could enjoy some rides.”

He glanced at her and smiled. “Yeah. Let’s go ride some rides.”

He placed his hand on the small of her back, leading her through the crowd. Her stomach flipped, and although she wanted to lean into his touch, she stopped herself. Now wasn’t the time for them to get closer, and she didn’t want to get her hopes up only to have them dashed again.

This is not a date, remember? She thought to herself. You’re just two friends enjoying the festival. Two friends and nothing more.

They made their way through the seat of festival-goers over to the rides, and as they reached one ride, Dane stopped dead in his tracks. He stared at a couple standing in front of him. His mouth gaped open.

Tori stopped too. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

He said nothing but continued to stare at the couple.

“Dane? What’s wrong?” Tori glanced around them. She saw nothing that looked like it should cause such a reaction, and the couple he seemed to be staring at were total strangers to her. A man and woman she’d never seen before. Ever.

“Dane?” She grabbed his sleeve, tugging on it to gain his attention.

The man he was staring at stopped and looked back at them, and for a moment, he and the man just stared at one another.

Finally, Dane spun. “I’ve got to go.”

“Wait. What’s wrong?” Tori trotted a few steps after him, tugging on his shirt again. “Are you seriously leaving?’

“I had fun tonight. I’ll see you later.” He strode off with the last of his words, leaving her standing in the middle of the festival, calling after him.

He didn’t even glance over his shoulder.
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Dane cursed as he fled the festival and climbed into the truck. He continued back to the farm, and after turning the key to shut the truck off, he hit the steering wheel several times.

“Why!” he shouted. “Why did he have to be there?”

He shoved the truck door open and slammed it shut, stomping up to the house’s front door and slamming that, too, after entering. He wanted to punch something.

“What in the world?” Grandpa Ben wheeled into the foyer. “Have a bad night?”

“I was having a great night until I saw him.”

“Him? Him who?”

Dane glanced down at his grandpa but didn’t answer. Instead, he strode past him and made his way into the kitchen. He fetched a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water, downing nearly the whole glass before taking it away from his lips.

“Who did you see?” Grandpa asked again.

Dane ducked his chin and smiled, shaking his head as he laughed. Only it wasn’t an amused laugh. It was an annoyed one. “The whole time we were laughing and talking and having fun and then . . . what is he doing in Clarksville?”

“Son, I don’t think I could answer. However, maybe if you told me who you are talking about, I could figure it out.”

“My old boss. I saw him and his wife down at the festival.”

“Oh. Wait, old boss?” Grandpa blinked. “What old boss?”

Dane inhaled a deep breath, and as he exhaled, he lifted his hand and rubbed his forehead with his fingers. As much as he didn’t want to have this conversation, it was time to come clean, admit the truth, and tell his grandpa everything.

“I have something I need to tell you,” he said.

“All right.”

“A few months ago, I made a bad call at work. I invested money from several of our clients into a bad business deal. They all lost big.”

“How big?”

“Millions. All of them. A few of them accepted it, knowing that that is the risk you take with investments. But the rest of them wanted my head on a spike.”

“So what happened?” Grandpa’s eyes narrowed, and he wheeled the chair closer to Dane.

“They fired me.”

“And?”

“And that’s it.”

“Well, that’s not a big deal. Everyone gets fired at least once in their lives. Sometimes more. I’m sure you’ll find another job with your background and experience.”

Dane let out a chuckle and sipped at the rest of the water in the glass. “That’s just the thing. I’ve been trying to find another job, but no other finance or investment firm will touch me after they find out what happened.”

“Do you have to tell them?”

“It doesn’t matter if I do or don’t. When they call for references, they find out. My firm nor any of the partners have been quiet about the whole situation. Sometimes I think the entire city of San Francisco knows.”

Grandpa Ben shrugged. “Can’t you move to another city? What about Los Angeles? Or even back east.”

Dane shook his head. “I don’t want to be that far away from the farm.”

“For heaven’s sakes, why not? If it’s to get you back into your career. Don’t you love that job?”

“I did. Or at least I thought I did. I’ve been wondering about that for the last couple of days.”

Grandpa Ben stared at him for a while before he lifted his hand to his face and rubbed his chin. The grey and white fine hairs of his beard moved back and forth, and he grunted a few times as though he was thinking about either something to say or questions to ask. Dane didn’t know which, but he figured he would find out soon.

“So, with no job, what are you doing about rent, bills, and food?”

There it was. Or he should say there they were. The questions he knew were coming and the ones he didn’t want to answer. Not because he didn’t have the answers, but because he did, and they weren’t pretty.

“I got evicted right before coming to Clarksville, and I used the last of my money to get here.” He hung his head with the shame and guilt of it all. It weighed him down—or more like beat him down as though the truth held this giant stick and it whacked him several times. He felt like one of those cartoon characters that gets hit over the head so many times they get pounded into the ground like a stake, fading more and more with each hard blow. Only he wasn’t disappearing. He was left standing in full view of a man he didn’t want to disappoint.

“Seems fortunate that I called when I did then, huh?”

“You could say that.”

Grandpa let out a deep breath and slapped his hands on his knees. “Well, you’ll just have to stay until you figure out what you want or are going to do.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.”

“Oh, son, you could never be that. Ever. You’ve helped me tons already with the harvest and the festival. I wouldn’t have been able to do it this year, and I can’t lose that income. Trust me, you’re doing more around here than you think you are, and that could never be a burden.”

The two men stared at one another for a moment, then Dane offered a smile. “Thank you.”

“No, thanks are needed. Did you eat supper, or are you hungry?”

“No. Tori and I—” Dane smacked his head and growled. “Tori. I just left her in the middle of the festival without any word or anything. I’m such an idiot.”

“You did what?”

“I left her. I just walked off. I saw my old boss, and I panicked. He would say something, and I’d have to explain myself to her. I just fled. She called after me, but I didn’t turn around. I just ignored her.”

“Why on earth would you do that?”

“Because I said I’m an idiot.” He spun and put the glass in the sink. Resting his hands on the sides, he hung his head.

In hiding from shame and guilt, he had only caused more, and worse, he had caused it in her. He never wanted to hurt her. Not again. He hadn’t wanted to think about how his feelings had changed just in the last few days and how the time he’d spent with her had meant so much. He had missed her, and he now knew that all those other dates and women never went anywhere because, deep down, it was her he wanted.

It had always been her.

And now he’d ruined it.

He was sure of it.

“Why don’t you call her?” Grandpa Ben asked.

“That’s a good idea.” He yanked his phone from his pocket and dialed her number. It rang several times, finally going to voice mail, and he left a message. “Hey, Tori. It’s Dane. I’m sorry for running off like that tonight, and I want to explain and apologize. Please call me back.”

He hung up the phone, closing his eyes as he whispered a prayer that she would return the call. He turned back to the old man. “Lord, I hope she calls.”

“She will. It sounds like you guys were having a good time. I doubt she’ll let one mistake undo anything . . . I have to ask, though. What is it that is going on between you two?”

Dane shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“All right. What do you want to happen between you two?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“Well, maybe you should take this time to figure it out.”

“Yeah. You’re right. I just never thought I’d come back here. But now that I am . . .”

“I understand. And I understand what it’s like to love, leave, and lose a Bevan woman.”

Dane jerked his head. “What do you mean?”

Grandpa Ben motioned him to follow. “This is a conversation and story that is best told in the living room.”

Confusion seeped through him as he followed his grandpa into the other room and sat on the couch. The fire in the hearth popped and cracked as the flames licked at a large log. The colors of orange and yellow gave the room a soft glow. Dane had always loved this room when a fire was going, and it had been where he’d proposed to Tori after their high school graduation. He could picture the whole evening in his head—where she stood, where he stood, what he said, what she said, and their shared kiss after. A kiss not like any of the thousands before it. It was the kiss of forever.

And it was the kiss of a forever that never came.

“How much do you know about Rose Bevan?” Grandpa Ben asked.

“Not much. She got married near the end of Vietnam, but she changed her name back to Bevan after he died because she wanted to be a Bevan again. I can’t remember the story as to why, but I think it was something about the family name.”

“They were a proud family. Her father served in World War II, and when he came back, that’s when they moved from North Carolina to California and started the pear farm. I think the land helped him. Rose used to talk about how he’d scream some nights like he was having the worst nightmares a man could have.”

“That sounds awful.”

“It was for him and her. She would cry about it all the time, and no matter how I tried to comfort her, I never could. Not fully.”

“Comfort her? You mean you spoke to each other.”

“Rose was my sweetheart. We courted for many years when we were young and in high school.”

If Dane had been standing, he would have had to sit down. Actually, he probably would have fallen, knocked over in shock. Not once had Grandpa Ben ever let on that he and Rose Bevan were a couple. And while he never said anything outright bad about the woman, the war between them had always been, well, normal. It was a given. They just didn’t like each other.

And truth be told, sometimes Dane felt that for Rose, it wasn’t just a dislike for Grandpa Ben. She downright hated the man.

“So, if you were sweethearts, then what happened?” Dane scooted forward in the seat, resting his elbows on his knees as he leaned his weight on them.

“The war happened.” Grandpa Ben snorted. “I was drafted and went off to Vietnam. At first, I thought she would wait for me, and we even talked about how we would get married when I got home. But the distance got the better of us. The war got the better of us. Well . . . I guess I should say the war got the better of me. I changed.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s not something I talk about much—if ever. I’m not proud of it. But I cut off ties with her. I stopped writing to her and didn’t let her know when I came home on leave. I ignored her. I shunned her.”

“Why?”

Grandpa Ben shrugged. “I didn’t think I deserved her. I saw some awful things over there, and I just didn’t know what kind of a life I was going to come back to and live after it, and I didn’t want to tie her to such a life. So, I did what I thought was best for the both of us.”

“Doesn’t sound like it was, though.”

“No, it wasn’t. Well, at least not in the way I did it. I should have been honest with her, should have told her. By the time I returned home, she’d gotten married. I don’t know why I was hurt by that, especially after how I treated her, but I lashed out, and she lashed out, and I never apologized. It’s one of my biggest regrets.”

Dane watched as the old man seemed to become smaller in his chair. He didn’t know how it was possible, but it was. It was like he shrunk.

“I don’t know what to say. Have you tried talking to her since?”

“Several times. But she won’t listen. She wants nothing to do with even spending a second near me.”

“Maybe I could talk to her, or we can tell Tori.”

Grandpa Ben shook his head. “Nah. It’s not anything that you or Tori need to burden yourselves with. It happened a long time ago. Best to just let the past stay in the past.” He paused for a moment, then looked up at Dane. “But I will say, I want you to use what I did as what not to do. Don’t let your insecurities about how you think people will take something for you to become a person who treats another poorly. I know you don’t want to tell Tori about your job, but I think she would understand. I don’t see her as the type to think of you less because of it.”

“No, I know she wouldn’t.”

“If you’d just told her, you wouldn’t have to lie, and you wouldn’t have had to run.”

“You’re right.” Dane heaved a deep sigh. “Now, I just hope I can fix it.”
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Tori rolled over and looked up at the ceiling. Early morning sunlight filtered in through her bedroom window and illuminated the room. She blinked, then looked at the clock. It would ring in just a few minutes, and she wondered if she should just turn it off or allow it to tick down to the minute she’d set the alarm for.

She decided on the latter and lay in her bed, looking up at the ceiling and thinking about last night. While she had seen that Dane had called her not long after he left the festival, she hadn’t listened to the voice mail message he left. She hadn’t wanted to. Surely it was just some random excuse why he did what he did, and she didn’t want to listen to something that would not only break her heart but would cast a bitter taste in her mouth. They had enjoyed themselves last night, hadn’t they? Perhaps it was only her that did, though, and why else would he just leave without saying a word to her?

The alarm went off, and the ding ding ding rang through the air. She smacked the top, shutting it off before she sat up. The blanket fell from her shoulders, and she slid out of bed, setting her feet down on the floor before standing.

She would have to get ready and head back to the festival today for another day of selling, and although she was looking forward to that part of the day, she wasn’t looking forward to perhaps running into him.

She didn’t want to see him.

She didn’t want to talk to him.

And all she could do was hope and pray they both would be too busy.

By the time she made it downstairs, Grandma Rose had already plated breakfast and poured her a glass of orange juice.

“Ah. There you are. I was about to come up and get you. You don’t have much time before you need to leave.”

“I know. I won’t take long to eat breakfast.”

While her grandma worked cleaning up the kitchen, Tori shoveled in the bites of scrambled eggs and strips of bacon. Part of her didn’t want to eat, and the thought of food twisted in her stomach. Yet, it also growled, and she knew she would be in for a long day at the festival if she didn’t get something before she left.

“So, how was yesterday?” Grandma Rose asked. “You didn’t wake me when you got home to tell me all the details.”

“It was fine. We nearly sold out of pears. I need to take more crates with me before I leave. Hopefully, I can get most of the harvest sold before the contest and the rest after.”

“You mean after you win?” Grandma Rose winked at her.

Her stomach twisted even more.

That detail was still such a big if—especially when she was going up against Dane Holden.

Ugh. She didn’t want to think about him.

Not now.

“Anyway, after that, I just hung around and ate some dinner with a friend.”

“Oh?” Her grandma turned toward her. “What friend? Lexi?”

Tori bit her lip. She knew her grandma wouldn’t care if it was Dane Holden—she never cared when they were dating. However, she remembered her grandma’s lecture when they broke up. “The Holden men are all the same, and you’d do best to rid yourself of him as soon as you can,” she had said.

Her grandma’s words still seemed to echo in her mind, even after all these years. She didn’t want to hear them again, especially after what happened at the end of the night.

At the same time, she also didn’t want to lie. “Actually, I was with Dane. We had dinner and played a few games. He won me another teddy bear just like he always did each year in high school.”

Grandma Rose blinked at her as she moved over to the table and sat down. She didn’t say a word, though. She just sat there.

Tori chuckled to herself, hoping to fend off the awkwardness. “After that, he left, and I hung out a little with Lexi, then came home.”

“What do you mean he left?”

“Something came up, and he had to go. I went back to Briggs’ booth and had a slice of pie. Lexi and I played a few more games and rode a couple of rides, but then we were both tired, and I knew we would have to be up early, so . . .” She shrugged off the last words of her sentence, shoveling in another bite of eggs and chewing before ripping off a bite of bacon. The smoky meat—cooked a little too much for her taste—broke apart in her mouth as it crunched between her teeth.

“Did he say what it was that came up?”

She shook her head. “No, and I didn’t ask. I figured maybe it was something about his job. I don’t think his business is any of mine, so whatever. It’s fine.”

Tori hoped that with her words and casual tone, she would not only ward off any of her grandma’s concerns about Dane’s behavior but that she might also ease her mind. Yes, it hurt her feelings, and yes, she was confused, but in talking it out more, she also realized that his life was none of her concern. They weren’t together. They weren’t a couple.

“So, what’s going on between the two of you?” Grandma Rose asked.

“Nothing. We are just friends. I don’t expect to hear from him when he leaves. Maybe he will keep in touch. Maybe he won’t. I don’t mind either way.”

Grandma Rose’s eyebrows furrowed for a moment, then one lifted. “Are you sure about that?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. It’s fine.”

“Well, I know we had this conversation a long time ago. I just don’t want you to get your heart broken again. Especially by the likes of a Holden man.”

“I will not get my heart broken again. There is no relationship between us anymore. We were just enjoying the festival. That’s all.”

“Still. It’s all Holden men know how to do. Break your heart and leave you.”

Tori narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to the side. She’d heard her grandma talk about Ben Holden so many times in life, but this time was different. The words she’d chosen and how she said them. It was odd. As though she hinted that she and Ben were in some relationship that ended badly.

“Can I ask you what you mean by that?”

“Just that all the Holden men know how to do is leave and break women’s hearts.”

“Well, yes, that I understood. But . . . are you trying to say that Ben Holden broke your heart?”

“It was a long time ago, and there is no need to bring up the past. It does no one any good.”

Grandma Rose turned in her chair, but Tori reached out and grabbed her grandma’s wrist before she could stand, stopping her.

“Grandma, what happened between you two? You’ve never told me, and perhaps if you did, I would understand why you don’t like him so much.”

“Oh, honey, it’s not that I don’t like him. It’s that I miss him.”

“You what?”

Grandma Rose inhaled a deep breath, exhaling it slowly. “Ben Holden was my beau in high school. Oh, you should have seen him back then. He was so handsome and regal. My daddy just loved him. He thought he was the perfect young gentleman to come courting his daughter. We used to go driving in his father’s beat-up farm truck, and we’d always end up down by Grover’s Pond. You know that little beach that it has?”

“Yeah, I do.” Tori smiled. She had her own memories of her and Dane on that beach near the pond enjoying late-night bonfires with s'mores and strawberry sweet tea.

“Anyway, we were so in love. But then the war started, and he was drafted. I told him I would wait for him, and we wrote almost every day for the first year he was gone.”

“So, what happened?”

“He stopped writing. He stopped letting me know he was in town on leave. He just stopped talking to me. I do not know why. Course, then I met your grandpa, and he was so sweet. Don’t get me wrong, I loved him, and I miss him. I wish he were still here with me. But Ben . . . there was always just this feeling like I missed out on this whole different life that I should have lived.”

“I can understand that.” Tori laid her hand over her grandma’s and squeezed it. “I wish I would have known all this sooner.”

“I probably should have told you, but I just didn’t see a reason to. It’s all just memories at this point.”

“Have you tried talking to Mr. Holden?”

“No. I don’t want to bring up the past, and he obviously had reasons for breaking it off. I don’t need to know what they are. They don’t matter.”

“Are you sure they don’t?”

“Of course I am.” She smiled at Tori and patted Tori’s hand, still lying on hers. “You should get going. You don’t want to be late for the festival. We’ve got lots of pears to sell today.”

“Yeah, I should go. Do you want me to bring home some of Briggs’ hot sandwiches tonight after the festival?”

“Oh, that would be lovely, dear.”

Tori got up from the table, and as she crossed the kitchen, her grandma grabbed her plate and headed toward the sink. She set the dish down and turned on the water to wash it with the others. Letting the water heat, she glanced up and out the window. She froze.

“Tori? Is that smoke?”

Tori’s heart thumped, and she rushed over to the window, gazing out at a huge plume of thick, black smoke.

“Call 911!” she shouted.
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Tori ran out of the house, headed for the black smoke. She tried to tell herself it wasn’t their land and wasn’t their trees. But in her heart . . . in her heart, she knew she was only lying to herself. It was their land. It was their trees. The question was, how many of them were on fire and how many of them would be lost before they could extinguish the flames?

By the time she reached the trees that were on fire, she could hear the sirens of the fire trucks, and as the big red machines drove down the driveway and through the lines of the trees, several other trucks followed behind them.

One thing to know about Clarksville, sirens mean someone is in trouble, and when they are heard, everyone in town comes running.

“Ma’ma?” a firefighter grabbed her by the back of the arm, pulling her away from the trees. “Ma’am, you can’t be this close. You need to get back.”

“You’ve got to save the trees. Please, save the trees.”

“We will do our best, ma’am. But you have to get back and let us do our job.”

As she backed away from the blaze, the rest of the firefighters went to work, unwrapping hoses and setting them up. It wasn’t long before water sprayed over the trees, the fire, and they all worked while everyone who had come stood beside Tori and Grandma Rose, watching.

Briggs was the first to arrive, and he stood in the middle of his sister and Grandma with his arms wrapped around their shoulders. Lexi was next to Tori, and when Tori glanced over to meet her friend’s gaze, she saw Dane and Ben Holden standing off in the distance. The two men stood with their shoulders hunched and their hands shoved in their pockets. Catching sight of Tori noticing him, he yanked one hand out and waved to her.

She left Brigg’s side, making her way over to them.

“You guys didn’t need to come,” she said flatly.

They both looked at her, and while Dane ducked his chin and hung his head, Ben reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Yes, we did. Do you know what happened?” he asked her.

She shook her head. “I just saw smoke, and we called 911.”

“Do you know how many acres?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, hopefully, they can get it out before it takes too many trees.”

“Do you need anything?” Dane asked, finally lifting his chin. He glanced between her and his grandpa.

She didn’t want to look at him again, but she couldn’t help but do it. It was only the right thing to do when he had asked her a question. She shook her head again, biting her tongue for a moment until she finally said. “No. Not from you. You don’t have to stay.”
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DANE

It took the firefighters nearly two hours to finally extinguish the flames, and as Tori, Rose, and Briggs looked over their charred trees, Dane and Grandpa Ben stayed behind and watched.

“Did you hear how much was burned?” Dane asked his grandpa.

“I think it was about an acre. That’s not good, but it could have been worse.”

They both continued to stand as Tori, Rose, and Briggs finished talking to the firefighters, then they followed them back to the house. Rose was sobbing, and while Tori looked as though she could break at any moment, she held it in, helping her brother comfort her grandma as best as they could.

“Don’t worry. We’ll plant more trees, and, in a few years, we will be back to normal,” she said, rubbing her grandma’s shoulders.

“But what do we do in the meantime?” The old woman hid her face in her hands. Her words gasped through sobs.

“We’ll figure something out. I promise it will all be okay. We have insurance, and we can use some of the festival money to get a few trees. It will all be okay.”

As they reached the house, Tori glanced at Briggs, motioning for him to take Rose inside while she stayed behind. Grandpa Ben also took the hint and backed away, leaving Dane alone near the porch. He shoved his hands in his pockets, clearing his throat as she made her way toward him.

“I’m so sorry,” he said to her.

“Thank you.”

“Are you sure you don’t need anything?”

She folded her arms across her chest. “I need someone to go back in time and stop that fire before it started. Think you could do that?” A hint of amusement snorted through her breath.

“If I could do it, I would.” He gave her a slight smile. “Do you need help at the booth at the festival? I could go back and forth between them or move your pears to mine and work both cash boxes. Don’t tell my grandpa, but I’ll push your pears over ours.”

She snorted another bit of amusement, and then her face hardened again. “You don’t have to do that. Lexi is already manning the booth until I get there.”

“You’re still going to the festival?”

“Of course. I have to. Now more than ever, I need to sell as much as possible. We lost an acre of trees. That’s a lot of money, and I’m not sure how I’m going to make it up.”

“If you need any help . . . maybe we can find an investor . . .”

“I’m not at that point yet. I just want to get through the festival.”

“I understand. When you decide, though, let me know, and I’ll help in any way I can.”

She unfolded her arms but then wrapped them around herself as though hugging herself, and she glanced up and out at the farm all around them. “I should get back inside. I’ve got to get my grandma situated before I leave.”

He met her gaze once more. “Did you get my message?”

“I did, but I haven’t listened to it.”

“I just wanted to apologize and explain—”

“There’s no need to explain. Something came up, and you left. It’s not a big deal.”

“But it is. I shouldn’t have just walked away like that. It was wrong of me.”

She lifted a hand and rubbed her forehead. “You know what, Dane? I can’t do this right now. We aren’t a couple, and we aren’t dating, and your life is none of my business, just as mine is none of yours. I don’t need to know why you left, and I don’t need an apology.”

He stepped forward. “Yes, you do.”

She raised her hand, turning away from him. “I already told you I can’t do this right now.”

“Can we talk later, then?”

She paused as she turned, glancing at him one last time. He hoped she would say yes, but she said nothing and walked away from him, slamming the door behind her.
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Dane and Grandpa Ben rode back to their house in silence. While Dane didn’t know what his grandpa was thinking, he knew what he was. And it was all about how stupid he’d been the last few days. He shouldn’t have mentioned last night the way he did. Not after what Tori had just been through. Not when her mind was obviously reeling from a fire on their property and losing all those trees. The stress she must be under . . . and he had to bring up his foolish actions?

What on earth is wrong with you? Bad timing, dude, he thought to himself. Nothing but bad timing.

While grandpa Ben climbed out of the truck, Dane stayed behind for a moment, replaying the afternoon in his head. He’d witnessed so much loss and pain in Tori’s eyes, and he hated it. He had to help her. Not only to make up for all his stupidity but just to help her and her family.

“What can I do?” he said to himself. “Who can I call?”

The questions repeated themselves in his mind as he thought of all his friends and business associates—well, the ones who would still talk to him. Nothing came to mind, though, and his thoughts continued to plague him as he, too, slid from the truck and made his way inside the house.

“Grandpa?” he called out, shutting the door behind him.

His grandpa didn’t answer, and Dane moved through the house, calling out his name until he found the old man in his office, sitting next to the desk while he was on the phone.

“Yeah, Gene,” Grandpa Ben said. “That’s right. I need those trees as soon as you can get them to me.” He paused, listening to the man on the other end of the phone. “No, I need tree removal of the old burned trees, and then I need the new ones planted.” He paused again. “Yes, I know there are extra fees. I don’t care. Just get me the trees and send me a bill.”

He slammed the phone down and let out a growl. “I don’t know why that had to be such an issue.”

“Grandpa? What are you doing?” Dane stepped into the office, leaning on the doorframe.

“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m replacing those trees the Bevan’s lost.”

“Can you afford to do that?”

“Yeah. I have a good amount in savings, and I figure it’s just sitting there. Of course, that comes out of your inheritance.” The old man chuckled. “But I didn’t think you would mind.”

“Not at all, Grandpa. Not at all.”

“You should probably get down to the festival and open our booth. Gene said they could deliver the trees in a few days. Do you want me to tell Tori, or do you want to tell her?”

“I will. It would be good coming from me after what I’ve done to her. I don’t expect her ever to forgive me, but maybe I can make up for the damage I’ve done.”
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Dane hadn’t wanted to stay away from Tori for the last couple of days, but he also wanted to surprise them, and he knew if he saw Tori, he wouldn’t be able to control himself. He would have told her about the trees and his and his grandpa’s plan to remove the dead ones and plant the new ones. So, when Grandpa Ben got the call from Gene that they were headed to Bevan Farms with the new trees, he bounced all the way to the truck, barely able to contain himself while he waited for his grandpa to come with him.

The sun had just peeked over the horizon as he pulled into their driveway, and as he made his way across the porch, the front door opened, and Tori stepped out.

“What are you doing here?” she asked him.

“I came to give you this . . . and to wait for them, so they know what to do.” He handed her an envelope, and she bit her lip as she turned it over in her hand. She stared at it for a moment, then looked up at the trucks driving down the driveway.

“Who are those men?”

“Open the envelope, and you’ll find out.” Although he winked, she offered no smile in return, and his heart thumped as her eyes narrowed for a moment.

She slid her finger into the envelope’s flap and opened it up. As she pulled the paper out, the front door opened behind her, and Rose stepped out.

“Tori? What is going on out here?” She glanced between her granddaughter, Dane, and Grandpa Ben. Her gaze stopped at the old man who sat in his wheelchair several feet away from the truck. She seemed conflicted, as though she thought for a moment if she should tell him to get off her property or just let him be.

“I don’t know, Grandma. I’m finding out,” Tori said.

Rose stepped across the porch, crossing her arms as she nodded toward Dane. “Good morning, Dane.”

“Good morning, Miss Bevan.” He tipped his head as though he wore a hat and then turned back to Tori, watching as she read the paper.

“Well, dear?” Rose asked. “What is it?”

“It’s a delivery notice.”

“Delivery? Of what?”

“Of one hundred new pear trees.” Tori glanced up at Dane. “I don’t understand.”

“They are to replace the ones you lost.” Grandpa Ben rolled toward them, folding his hands in his lap. “I ordered them a few days ago. The men will rip out the dead ones and plant the new ones.”

“But why would you do that?” Rose moved around Dane, walking toward Grandpa Ben. She folded her arms across her chest. Her tone was light but slightly annoyed.

Dane and Tori stood back, watching in silence.

“Because I wanted to,” Grandpa Ben said.

“But why would you want to?”

He ducked his chin, then looked up at her, squinting slightly in the sunlight. “Because fifty-some-odd years ago, I made the worst mistake, and I wanted to do something right. I know it won’t erase the past, but I hope it helps make it a little better.”

“I don’t understand. What do you mean by the worst mistake?”

“By doing what I did to you. I should never have stopped writing to you. I should have just been honest with you.”

“Why did you stop writing to me?”

“Because I thought you deserved something better than the man I had become in Vietnam. The war changed me, Rose, and I didn’t want him for you. It took me a long time to get myself back and to saddle you with that . . . it was just something I didn’t want to do.”

“You’re right. You should have been honest. Because if you had been, I would have told you that you were nothing but a fool for thinking that.”

“It worked, though. You married Bob, and I married Eugenia. We had our children and watched them grow up, get married, and have those two standing over there.” Grandpa Ben pointed at Dane and Tori, and as he did, Rose glanced at them too. She smiled.

“Yeah. I suppose that’s true.”

“I loved Eugenia too. And I know you loved Bob.”

“I did.”

“See? It worked out. But I still shouldn’t have treated you the way I did. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right. And now that I know the truth . . . I forgive you.” She moved toward him, bending down to hug him in his chair. As she stood back up, she wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Well, no sense in making these men wait. They have a job to do, and planting a hundred trees will take them all day.” She laughed, wiping her eyes again as she made her way to the delivery truck. Grandpa Ben followed her, wheeling himself next to her.

Dane and Tori watched them for another moment before Dane turned to Tori. “I can’t believe it took all these years to learn about their story.”

“I know. If I’d known a long time ago, things might have been different.”

He shrugged and faced her. “I guess they just needed to figure it out in their own time.”

“Yeah, I suppose they did, too.”

“I don’t want to be like them, waiting fifty years to explain what happened and make amends. I don’t even want to wait fifty minutes. The reason I left that night was I saw my old boss.”

“Old boss?”

“I got fired from my job a few months before coming home. I lost a lot of money, and they fired me. I haven’t been able to find another job, and then I lost my apartment. When my grandpa called and asked me to come home, I didn’t want to, but I had to because I had nowhere else to go. I was ashamed, and I didn’t want you to know. I thought if we ran into my old boss, he would say something, and you would find out.”

“But there was nothing to be ashamed about. So, you lost your job. So what?”

“I know that now. But I didn’t at the time. I shouldn’t have just walked away from you like that. It wasn’t right.”

“No, it wasn’t. But I forgive you. I know what it’s like to make choices in a moment that you regret. There were so many times I regretted not coming with you.”

“There were so many times I regretted leaving.”

They both stared at each other, and Tori inhaled a deep breath, letting it out slowly.

“So, if you don’t have a job . . . does this mean you’re staying in Clarksville?”

He opened his mouth but paused as he thought of his grandpa’s suggestion for looking outside of San Francisco. Sure, moving to Los Angeles or back east would be exciting and something new. But he wasn’t sure he wanted that kind of life anymore. The once enticing bright lights and bustle of the city had dimmed in his mind, and he had enjoyed not only getting out into the fresh air for the harvest but had liked the hard work. There was just something about the dirt and sweat that made a job in a stuffy office seem dull.

“Yeah. I’m staying,” he finally said. “I mean, I’m not one for long-distance relationships or anything, and I figure if my girlfriend wants to stay in her childhood home and run a pear farm, then I’ll just have to stay in my childhood home and run a pear farm, too.”

“Your girlfriend?”

“Yeah.” He gave her a wink. “That is if she’ll have me.”

A huge smile spread across her face, and she lunged for him, wrapping her arms around him. Her grip tightened so hard he struggled to breathe, and returned her embrace, first kissing the top of her head, then her lips. Her body melted into his, and her warmth was so familiar. It was as though they’d both finally come back home.

And they’d finally found each other again.

“Do you want to help them with the trees?” he asked as she drew away from him.

“Nah. We’ll let them handle it. Besides, not only do we have a festival to finish, but we still have a pie contest to get ready for.”

“You mean the one where I’m going to kick your butt?”

She cocked one eyebrow and tilted her head. “Oh, really? Do you think you’re going to win? I hate to break it to you, pal, but it will be me doing the butt-kicking.”

“You think so, huh?”

“Yes, I do.” She laughed.

He kissed her again. “Well, we’ll just see about that.”
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“Can I have your attention, please?” The announcer's voice blared over the loudspeaker, and everyone sitting around the stage settled down and glanced up at him. His nasally voice boomed once again. “Thank you. We will start the Pear Pie Wars ceremony in just a few minutes. Good luck to those that entered.”

Tori and Dane sat at a table with Lexi and Briggs. The four of them watched the announcer fumble with the microphone for a few minutes as he struggled to turn it off before they resumed their conversations.

“So, yeah, what I was saying . . . I’ve been thinking of revamping the menu at the café.” Briggs sipped at his iced tea, setting the glass down and turning it as he watched the ice cubes dance around from the movement.

“Would you take away everything and start fresh?” Dane asked.

“No. I think that would be too much of a shock for the folks in this town. But I thought of taking off a few dishes that aren’t ordered much and replacing them. I just feel like I need to do something. Change something. I don’t want it to get stale, ya know. I want to be ahead of the game, not trying to catch up after everyone has left the stadium.”

“My brother, everyone.” Tori pointed to him. “Great at making food, not so great at making analogies.”

“Ha. Ha.” Briggs rolled his eyes. “You know what I meant.”

“Are you looking to throw out the whole menu and start over or just a few things?” Dane asked.

“I don’t know yet. I have ideas, but most days, my mind is just somewhere else. I think I need a vacation.” He paused and stared at Dane for a second. “Do you have any ideas?”

“Actually, I do.”

Tori glanced at him and nudged him with her shoulder again. “You have ideas for the menu?” Her tone oozed with an amused shock.

“Maybe I do.” He reached out and tickled her. “I mean, I’m not a professional chef.”

Briggs shook his head. “I wasn’t either.”

“But,” Dane continued, “I enjoyed making those pies, and I’m interested in cooking and baking. I know I could get creative and come up with some stuff.”

Briggs pointed to him. “Starting Monday night, you, me, the kitchen. We’ll just spend a couple of hours cooking and trying some things. Sound good?”

“Yeah. Sounds great.”

“And just when are we going to spend time together?” Tori asked.

“Maybe you can come with me.”

“Nope.” Briggs lifted his hand, shaking his finger. “She’s not allowed in my kitchen.”

The four of them laughed, and Tori leaned across the table, smacking her brother’s hand. “You hush. I am going to get bored though . . . now that my best friend is moving away.” She glanced at Lexi and stuck her bottom lip out to pout like a child.

Lexi returned the sadness, sticking her bottom lip out, too. “I know, me too.”

“Have you told Shane?”

“I haven’t had the chance. This place became available, and I had to snatch it up quickly. I couldn’t wait for his answer. Not to mention the guy is leaving tomorrow. He wants the new renter in there before he leaves.”

“And your cousin Julia, she knows this guy really good, right?”

“Yes, it’s her stepbrother or something like that. I’m not sure. I don’t think her mom is married to his dad anymore. But, yes, she knows him. He’s going to leave all his furniture, so I don’t have to worry about that, and the rent is crazy cheap because he’s going to be living in some hut on the beach that’s like a hundred bucks a month.” She waved her hands. “I didn’t understand the whole thing, but he didn’t care about the price; he just wanted the place rented. But it will be so much better. I already have some interviews lined up, and I’ll be closer to Shane, so maybe we can finally be together like we want.”

More like how Lexi wants, Tori thought to herself. But instead of sharing these words with her friend, she bit her tongue, keeping the negativity to herself.

“Well, even though I’m going to miss you, I think it will be good for you,” she said instead.

“Yeah. I’m scared, but in a good way.”

“Let me know if you want to know where all the good places to eat are,” Dane said.

Lexi glanced at him, and for once in the last few weeks he’d been there, she smiled at him. “Thanks. I will.”

“Do you need help getting your stuff into the car?”

“No. My dad got it all packed for me. It’s not only weird I’m moving, but that it’s so fast. Like I thought I would have weeks or months to prepare. I can’t believe I’m leaving today.” She pointed a finger at him, wiggling it. “However, I do need one thing from you.”

“What’s that?”

She then pointed to Tori. “I’m going to need you to take care of this one.”

He snorted a laugh, and his head jerked slightly. He smiled. “I plan on doing nothing but that.”

“Good to hear.” She offered him a wink, then turned to Tori, opening her arms. Tori stood and opened her arms, and the two embraced in a tight hug. “I’m so glad you finally found happiness,” she whispered in Tori’s ear.

“Me too. Now, I just need for you to find it.”

Lexi pulled away and waved her hand. “Oh, I know you don’t believe it, but I have. Shane and I just need to lessen the distance between us. I think my moving to San Francisco will help.”

“I hope so.”

“I need to get on the road. But text me as soon as they announce the winner.”

“I will.”

Lexi pointed her finger in Tori’s face. “I mean it. As soon as they call out the name. Like, don’t even stand up and walk up for the award. First, you text me. Then you may go get the award.”

The two girls laughed.

“Yes, ma’am,” Tori said.

Lexi gave her another hug and moved away from the table, only to stop after a few feet. She cocked her head to the side. “Wait. Who is giving out the awards this year? I heard it was a surprise. That, someone asked if they could do it. Did you ever find out who that was?”

“We did,” Dane said, pointing to him and Tori. “It’s my grandpa . . .” he started.

“And my grandma,” Tori finished.

Lexi’s eyes widened, and she cocked her head to the side. “How on earth?”

Tori and Dane laughed, and when they calmed, Tori shook her head. “It’s a long story, and I’ll tell you about it tonight after the ceremony when I call you to keep you company on the road.”

“All right. I’m looking forward to it.”

As Lexi strode off, making her way through the crowd, Dane tapped Tori on the back. “How are you doing?” he asked.

She turned toward him. Her eyes were misted with tears. “I can’t believe she’s moving. I don’t know what I will do without her here.”

He offered a comforting smile and rubbed her back. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m here for you, though.”

“That helps.”

“San Francisco is only a four-hour drive. You can visit her any time you want. I’ll watch the farm.”

“I know, and thank you.”

He leaned forward, pressing his forehead into the side of her head. “Not to change the subject . . . well, actually, to change the subject, are you ready for the results of the Pear Pie Wars?”

A broad grin spread across her face. “More than ready.”

“Did you turn your pie in this morning?”

“Yep. I was like the third one in line.”

He folded his arms across his chest and puffed it out; a little playful air about him whispered through his stance and then his tone. “I was first in line.”

“Oh, well, aren’t you Mister Important? You do know that first in line doesn’t mean first place in the contest, right?”

“I know.” He gave her a wink and leaned in, whispering in her ear about how he was still going to win before he kissed her cheek.

“Hey, you two, no kissing around . . . well, me.” Briggs waved his hand at them, and they both turned toward him. “I don’t need to see it. I didn’t in high school, and I still don’t.”

Tori rolled her eyes, and Dane just laughed.

The microphone clicked back on, and a loud, sharp sound buzzed through the air. Everyone around the stage covered their ears, and the announcer fumbled around again, shutting it off as quickly as possible, then moving it away from the speaker before turning it back on.

“Sorry about that, folks. I’ll try not to do it again.” He smiled at everyone, then glanced down at his clipboard. “All right. Well, I have the results of the Clarksville Pear Festival Pear Pie Wars. Is everyone ready?”

The crowd yelled back with a bunch of yeses and yeah’s, and clapping erupted from several tables.

“Okay. Okay. I know you are ready and waiting. First, I wanted to introduce this year’s award presenters. I’m sure many of you are already familiar with these two since they’ve been pillars in this community for more years than I think they care to admit. But everyone, give a round of applause to Mrs. Rose Bevan and Mr. Ben Holden.”

More clapping erupted as Grandma Rose and Ben walked out on stage, hand in hand. Tori and Dane glanced at one another, and as the shock wore off, they laughed.

“What are we going to do with them?” Dane asked her.

“I don’t know that there is anything we can do.”

They laughed again and grabbed each other’s hands. Dane gave hers a tight squeeze.

“And now for the winners.” He motioned for Ben and Grandma Rose to head over to the table with the trophies. “In third place for her original pear pie, Mrs. Gladys Miller.”

The crowd clapped a third time as the woman rose from her chair and made her way up to the stage. Ben handed her one of the small trophies, and she held it up as a photographer snapped her picture.

“In second place for his caramel pear pie with the lattice top, Mr. Dane Holden.”

Dane gave Tori a wink and squeezed her hand as he stood. He bent down, kissing her on the cheek before making his way up to the stage and taking a trophy from his grandpa. Tori glanced at Briggs, who wiggled his eyebrows as though he was thinking the same thoughts she was.

If Dane won second place, who won first?

Tori’s heartbeat kicked up, and she closed her eyes, exhaling a deep breath.

“And, in first place, for her caramel, Dutch pear pie, Miss Tori Bevan of Bevan Farms.”

Warmth flushed through Tori’s cheeks as she stood and made her way through the crowd up to the stage. Everyone around her clapped, and after her grandma gave her the trophy, she hugged her.

“I knew that pie was going to win.”

“I’m glad someone did.”

She moved over to where Dane and Mrs. Miller stood, and the three posed for several pictures.
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After the celebration had wound down and most of the festival-goers had left, the five of them—Ben, Grandma Rose, Briggs, Tori, and Dane—sat at the table with the two winning pies and five plates.

“So, a slice of both for everyone? Briggs said, holding up a knife.

“Awe. Poor pies. I feel bad for eating them,” Tori said. “They look so pretty.”

“Yeah, pretty good to eat.”

“My brother, the comedian.”

The group laughed as Briggs cut the pies, serving slices to each at the table.

“Well, I guess the Holden legacy has finally ended,” Ben said, leaning back in his chair. “It was a good run, though.”

“Actually, I don’t know if I would say that, Grandpa,” Dane stood and moved around to the other side of Tori sitting at the table.

Everyone glanced up at him, and Tori furrowed her brow. “What do you mean? The trophy is now in the hands of a Bevan.”

Dane inhaled a deep breath, then knelt in front of her as he reached into his pocket and yanked out a box. “Well, it’s in the hands of a Bevan who will be a soon-to-be Holden if she’ll have me.” He opened the box, showing the same diamond ring he’d proposed to her with all those years ago. “I shouldn’t have given you a reason to give this back to me, and I’m hoping you will take it now and wear it forever. Will you marry me?”

“Of course, I will.”

After Dane slipped the ring on her finger, Tori stood, giving him a hug and a kiss.

“What was the old saying, Rose?” Ben asked Grandma Rose. “All is . . . is what?”

As Rose shrugged, Tori glanced over at her soon-to-be grandpa-in-law. “All is fair in love and the Pear Pie Wars.”

THE END
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ORDER TODAY

And Turn the page for a sneak peek at the first chapter.
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Idon’t know why I’m doing this for him. Lexi Carter stood in the middle of her San Francisco apartment, surveying all the birthday decorations. It was her boyfriend Shane’s birthday, and she was throwing him a surprise party.

Him.

The same man who she had been arguing with all week over what they would and would not do on their vacation to Florida next week.

So why was she still throwing him a party? She didn’t exactly know, but she was sure that although they’d been fighting about everything from the trip to her moving into his apartment, they still loved each other, and she still wanted to be with him.

Perhaps the party would not only cheer him up, but it would set things right between them.

“When is Shane supposed to be home?” Tori, Lexi’s best friend from longer than she cared to admit, stood next to the coffee table unrolling another pack of streamers. The diamond on her wedding ring flashed in the light from the ceiling, and her growing pregnant belly popped out under her dress.

So much had changed in the year since Lexi left Clarksville to move to San Francisco to be near Shane, and whenever she saw her friend, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. Or perhaps it was regret. They always talked about being married and pregnant at the same time so their kids could grow up together.

“Shouldn’t be long. I think about a half an hour, and he’ll be here.”

“Where does he think you are?”

“On my way to visit you for the weekend.” Lexi laughed and reached out for the roll of streamers. “I told him I would be back in time to get everything together for our trip, though.”

“Have you guys decided what you’re going to do the entire week in Florida?”

Lexi shook her head. “Not exactly. We have the race day, so that’s one day planned, but we haven’t been able to agree on the other six days. I want to see the sights like there is a manatee island.”

“I know how much you love marine life.”

“I know, right? I swear I still think I was a fool not to go to college and become a marine biologist.” Lexi bent down and wrapped the streamers around one of the legs of the coffee table. “It was just too much school, though. I didn’t have the patience . . . or the money.” She moved over to the next leg, and, after wrapping all four, she stood. “But I also wanted to see some historical sites, maybe go for a hike or a bike ride in a nature preserve or state park.”

“And what does he want to do?”

“Park himself on the beach with a cooler.”

“The whole time?”

“The whole time. He said it’s his birthday vacation too, so he should get dibs on what we do.”

“Well, it may be his birthday, but you’re the one footing the bill.”

“Yeah, I know. And a week at a rented beach house in Florida didn’t come cheap. Plus, the tickets to the Coke Zero 400. They were a pretty penny, too. But he’s looking forward to it, and it is a vacation. Even if I’m stuck on the beach, it will still be relaxing.”

Tori cocked her head to the side, and her eyebrows furrowed. “Is it odd to you he’s suddenly into car racing?”

“At first it was, but he’s a sportswriter. I figure one of them is bound to become an obsession.” Lexi waved off her words and moved around to the kitchen, setting the unused roll of streamers on the counter. She made her way to the refrigerator and opened it, bending down to grab not one but two vegetable trays from the shelf before she set them on the kitchen table and went back for the two meat trays and the two fruit trays.

“What else do you need help with?” Tori asked.

“Nothing. I put everything out. We are just waiting for a few more guests—” A knock rapped on the door. “Which are probably here now, and we should be all set.” She motioned over to the couch where Dane, Tori’s husband, sat looking through a magazine he’d grabbed off the end table. “Go sit with your husband and relax.”

While Tori did as Lexi said, Lexi answered the door, welcoming the last guests to the party. She texted Shane and smiled as her phone buzzed. “He said he’s almost home,” she said, shaking her phone in the air.

All the guests quieted down. Some hid behind pieces of furniture while others just took their seats on one of the couches or dining room chairs. Lexi stood by the door. Her heart thumped, and although Shane had said in his text that he was tired and would probably just go to bed when he got home, her excitement sent butterflies fluttering in her stomach.

She couldn’t wait to surprise him and see his reaction.

Keys jingled from the other side of the door, and one slid into the lock. It flipped, but before the door opened, a woman giggled on the other side.

Lexi froze.

Was someone else trying to get into their apartment?

She reached out to stop the doorknob from turning, but she stopped herself before she touched it. Her gut made her pause and she stepped even closer to the door to listen.

The door popped open a crack but stopped as the one holding it paused.

“I can’t believe you have the apartment to yourself, honey,” a woman’s voice said.

Honey?

Who was this woman, and who was she talking to?

“I know. I was so happy when she told me she was heading out of town,” a male voice said back to the lady. Unfortunately, it was a male voice that Lexi recognized.

Shane.

Lexi glanced over to Tori, who cocked her head to the side and mouthed the words. “What’s wrong?”

Lexi shook her head and waved her hand.

The door popped open, and Shane and another woman stepped inside. At first, they didn’t notice everyone else inside because they had their heads together, and they were laughing. But then the other guests jumped out, yelling surprise.

It was like a slow-motion horror show, unfolding one film frame at a time in Lexi’s eyes.

Shane and the woman halted, and their eyes widened. Shane glanced around at all the people in the room before his gaze landed on Lexi.

“Happy Birthday,” she said.

“What are you doing home?” he asked.

“Really? That’s what you want to choose to be your first words to me?”

“I think I’m going to go.” The woman released Shane’s arm and backed away from him.

“I’ll call you,” he said to her.

Lexi half expected the woman to tell him not to bother. At least it’s what she would have told him. Of course, she also wouldn’t have dated another woman’s boyfriend, so . . .

“Who is she?” Lexi asked him.

“She’s another journalist at the Chronicle.”

Lexi’s heart thumped, and her knees grew weak. She glanced over at Tori and Dane, and although Tori had a look of death in her eyes at first, looking upon Lexi, her hard stare softened, and she turned toward the other guests asking them to collect their things and leave as if she could read Lexi’s thoughts.

Shane and Lexi stood across from one another as the guests left. They all wished him a happy birthday with a sheepish tone, giving Lexi a look of pity. She wanted to slap it from their faces. Not because she wanted to be rude, but just because she hated it. She didn’t want their pity. She didn’t need it.

Shane did, though, she thought.

Tori and Dane were the last ones, but before they made it to the door, Lexi stopped them. “Actually, can you guys stay?”

Tori glanced at Dane, and after he nodded, Tori did too. “We’ll be in the guest room if you need anything,” she said to Lexi.

As soon as they were in the other room and shut the door, Shane turned to Lexi. “Why did you want them to stay?”

“So, I’m not alone after I kick you out.”

He moved toward her, pointing his finger at her as he raised his voice. “Good luck with that. This is my apartment. It’s my name on the lease, not yours.”

Anger bubbled in her chest. She wanted to scream but also knew it wouldn’t do any good. She wanted to cry but didn’t want him to see her in such pain. Not because she wanted to protect him somehow, but she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he’d broken her heart. Crying wasn’t weakness, but she knew him, knew his personality. In some twisted way, he would take pleasure in knowing he’d crushed her. Like some chauvinistic ego trip, he would laugh about it with all his friends and that woman.

Instead, she straightened her shoulders. “Fine. Then they will help me pack.”

He dropped his gaze to the floor and exhaled a breath. A slight growl rumbled through his chest. “Why don’t I just get a few things and stay at Shelly’s house while you pack and find a place?”

“Really? That’s all you’re going to suggest?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re being so casual about all this. Like . . . like you’re talking to a roommate who means absolutely nothing to you.”

“Well, what do you want me to say?”

“Sorry, for one. Not that an apology will make it all better, but I think you owe me that and an explanation.”

“What is there to explain? It’s just not working between us, and I’m not happy. I don’t want to be in this relationship anymore.”

It was the words that Lexi had been waiting for, the words she knew were coming since he waltzed through the door with another blonde on his arm. For a moment, Lexi thought about arguing with him, defending their relationship and what they shared. She thought of reminding him of the happiness they once had, and all the good times and how, if they would only work hard, they could have those times again.

Looking at him now, though, she knew it was pointless. There was no talking to him. He’d already decided, and no matter if she wanted to change it, she wouldn’t be able to.

“I guess this is goodbye, then. I’ll be out of here by tomorrow.”

Shane nodded and ducked his chin before heading to the bedroom to pack a few things. She glanced around at the decorations strewn through the apartment. It was nothing but time and money wasted on someone who had just thrown her away. Sadness melted into anger, then turned back into sadness, and it spun a vicious circle in her mind and heart. She went from crying to wanting to throw something at him to begging him to reconsider and then to slamming the door behind him after he left.

Like a pendulum, she swung back and forth.

After he left, Tori and Dane came out from the guest room, and Tori made a beeline for her friend, wrapping Lexi into a tight hug.

“I’m so sorry he did this to you,” she whispered. Tears brimmed in her eyes.

“Yeah, me too. I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do. I can’t afford to find another place. The apartment I had before I moved in is already gone. My cousin’s friend rented it to someone else, like days after I moved out. And all the other places around here . . . I have nine hundred dollars in my bank account, and first, last, and deposit is a couple thousand here.”

“Why don’t you come back to Clarksville? Just for a little while.”

“Yeah, because that’s what I want to do. Twenty-nine years old and moving back into my parents’ house. Super.”

“You can stay with us. Or my grandma. I know she would love the company. Briggs is gone a lot, and even with Ben staying with her most of the time, I think she still gets a little lonely.”

“As much as I want to say no, I can’t. Not that I don’t want to live with her. But I just . . . I’m twenty-nine.” Lexi clenched her hands into fists and shook them in the air as she paced through the apartment. “I shouldn’t be living like I’m eighteen again, having to go back home because the real world kicked my butt.” She glanced up at the ceiling and groaned.

Dane cleared his throat. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’ve been there. Trust me; it’s not as bad as you think.” He glanced at his wife, wrapping one arm around her shoulder and leaning in to kiss her on the head.

Lexi watched them for a moment, and tears misted her eyes. “You know what the worst part is? I would be in a better position if I didn’t shell out all that money for the Florida trip. Now it’s just going to go to waste.”

“Why?”

“Because we aren’t going.”

Tori shrugged. “Why don’t you go?”

“Alone? To Florida.”

“Well, I could join you. But I’d have to meet you there a few days after you arrived. It could be a girls’ trip. My last one before the baby comes.” She turned to Dane. “You don’t mind, do you?”

He shook his head. “Not at all. We can book you the plane ticket when we get home.”

Tori turned back to Lexi. “Well, what do you think?”


TWO
[image: ]
MAX



The alarm blared in Max’s ear, and he rolled over, hitting the top of the clock to silence it. Sunlight beamed through the dark curtains of his bedroom, giving the room a little illumination and for a moment as he opened one eye, he wanted to throw his pillow at it. His head pounded as he stirred, and the memories of last night were fuzzy. Like a puzzle missing some pieces, he tried to remember it all, but couldn’t.

That was the last time he’d go anywhere with Brad, his agent.

He rolled over on his other side away from the window and tugged the blanket up to his chin, groaning at the thought of getting out of bed.

His cell phone rang, and while he wanted to throw it across the room, as soon as he saw Brad’s number, he answered it.

“I hate you,” he said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“What do you want, Brad? I only have another hour before I have to be at the track for a practice race and I wanted to get at least ten more minutes of sleep.”

“So, you haven’t seen the news, then?” Brad’s voice changed, deepening as though worry had set in.

Max rolled onto his back, staring up at his ceiling. “What do you mean I haven’t seen the news yet? What’s going on?”

“You might want to turn on your television.”

Max sat up and threw the blankets off him before he stood and slipped his feet into his slippers. He grabbed the robe laying across the footboard and shoved his arms through the sleeves as he made his way down the hallway and into his living room.

“What’s going on, Brad?”

“I don’t really know how to tell you.”

“Tell me what?” He grabbed the remote, pointing it at the television as he clicked the power button.

The news came on within seconds. “And now, we go to Mitch Snow with the weather.”

Max groaned again. “It’s just the weather, Brad. Will you just tell me what’s going on?”

“Turn it to one of the sports channels.” Brad paused for a minute and Max could hear him talking to someone else in the background. “Hey, Max. I have another call that I have to take. I’ll call you right back.”

Before Max could argue, Brad hung up, and he shut the phone off before throwing it onto the couch next to him and changing the channel. Another news station popped up, and a blonde woman flashed across the screen.

“And we have the latest updates on the preseason football game that rocked a small town yesterday when its star quarterback was the star of the game, throwing for six touchdowns. Maggie Wilson is in the small town of St. Peter this morning, interviewing those who helped shape and influence the young Scott Hammond. Let’s hear more from her.”

Max closed his eyes, exhaling a breath as the reporter continued her story live from the small town where it appeared as though hundreds of people were standing and cheering behind her.

“Brad woke me up for this?” he said out loud to no one else in the room. After throwing the remote down next to the phone, he moved around the couch and made his way into the kitchen. The coffeemaker had already brewed its scheduled full pot, and he grabbed a mug from the cabinet before pouring himself a cup and adding cream and sugar.

The creamy taste hit his tongue as he took his first sip and the liquid warmed him all the way down to his belly. He made his way back to the couch and sat down, shaking his head as they were still interviewing people who lived in the small town and knew the quarterback.

“Sounds like quite the story that will live on in this town forever. Back to you, Sam.” The blonde finished her story and more waving erupted behind her until the news footage turned back to the woman in the studio.

“Thank you, Maggie. And now onto another breaking story from NASCAR Officials. More information is coming in regarding race car owner and driver Max Stone and his team. Officials report that race staff performing a post-race inspection of Stone’s car found tainted gas after the Big Machine Vodka 400. They say that a mysterious performance-enhancing substance was discovered in its fuel cell. In an unprecedented move, NASCAR officials have placed Mr. Stone on suspension, pending a full trial, and have fined him one hundred points. Not only does this not come at a good time, with the Coke Zero 400 just around the corner, but this news also comes as a shock to the investors of the Buff Rite company who sponsors Mr. Stone and his crew. We spoke to the CEO of the company this morning, asking if Mr. Stone’s sponsorship was in jeopardy with the sudden news of the suspension, but was told they have no comment at this time.”

Max stared at the screen. Although he had heard all the words the woman said, there was a small part of him that didn’t understand them. It was as though she was speaking another language and one; he didn’t recognize.

Tainted gas?

Performance-enhancing?

Suspension?

Fined one hundred points?

“What on earth is going on?” He grabbed his phone, dialing Brad’s number before lifting it to his ear and listening to it ring.

“Good morning, Brad Lingwoods’ office,” Sarah, Brad’s assistant, answered.

“Sarah? It’s Max, I need to speak to Brad.”

“I’m sorry, but he’s on another phone call, Max. Can I take a message and have him call you when he’s finished?”

“No. I need to speak with him now. Put me on hold and tell him I’m on the phone.”

There was a hesitation in her for a moment before she said. “I’m sorry, Max. He’s waving at me not to interrupt him.”

Anger seethed through Max’s chest, and he closed his eyes for a moment, inhaling and exhaling several deep breaths in order to remain somewhat calm and not shout at the poor, innocent woman on the other end.

“Fine. As soon as he gets off the phone, I want him to call me,” Max said.

“I believe that’s his intention.”

He clicked the button and threw the phone again, grabbing the remote instead. He clicked through a few more channels, stopping on all the news ones to see if they were covering the story. None of them were at the time, and he continued to flip through them until the phone rang. He flinched and grabbed it.

“Hello? Brad?”

“Max?” a woman’s voice asked. “It’s your mother. Are you all right, dear?”

“Mom, I can’t talk right now.”

“I know you are probably busy, but I keep getting calls from everyone in the family. They are all wondering what happened.”

He snorted a laugh. “Yeah, I’m wondering about it, too. I have no idea what they are talking about.”

“So, you didn’t know there was something in your gas?”

“No, Mom, I didn’t. If I had known, I wouldn’t have raced. I’m not a cheater.”

“I didn’t think you were, dear. I’m sorry if my question sounded like I thought you were.”

“It’s fine. Listen, I’m waiting for a call from Brad, so I’ve got to let you go, okay? I’ll call you in a bit when I know more. For now, just tell everyone you know nothing. It’s the best thing to say until we know more details.”

“All right, dear. That’s what I’ll do.”

He hung up the phone for the third time today and although he knew it was a fool's wish; he wanted to pray that it would be the last. Today wasn’t supposed to be about phone calls. Today was supposed to be about practicing for the Coke Zero 400. Another notch in his belt—the belt he was hoping would get him to the national championship.

What was to become of that dream now?

Was NASCAR going to suspend him indefinitely? And what about the fine of one hundred points? Was he looking at a season-ending charge? Or perhaps even a career-ending charge? He glanced around the house at everything he’d worked for—and was still paying on. Would he lose the house? His cars? His fame? It was all tied to racing and if he couldn’t race . . .

He closed his eyes and jumped up from the couch. He couldn’t sit. Not now. He had to do something. But what? Go for a drive? Drive to Brad’s office? Yeah. It would be better if they were face to face. That way, he wouldn’t have to wait for Brad to do something.

He ran to the bedroom and changed his clothes, making sure to fix his hair and brush his teeth before heading out to the garage with his keys in his hand. He hit the garage door opener and as the door started rising, several flashes of light blinded him.

“Mr. Stone! Mr. Stone! Do you have a comment about the tainted gas?” one man asked.

“Any comment on NASCAR’s decision to suspend you?” a woman shouted.

“Any idea on when your trial date is?” another man asked.

A few more flashes of light blinded him, and he ran over to the button pad, hitting it with a force that he feared might break it. The door stopped and headed back down, shutting out all the people outside. He ran back into the house and to the front living room window, opening the blinds to look outside. Dozens of reporters and cameramen littered his front yard and the street.

It was the first time he hated the press, and he growled as he counted them.

His phone rang again, and he answered it. “Brad?”

“Hey man,” Brad answered. “How are you doing?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?”

“Listen, I know it’s a lot to take in right now. I’ve been on the phone with the officials for half of the morning. They set the trial for the middle of next week.”

“Middle of next week? The race is at the end of next week!” He didn’t mean to shout, but he did.

“I know. I know. But it’s the soonest they could get it on the schedule. You’re just going to have to take it.”

Max blew out a breath and rubbed his face with his hand. “All right. Fine. I guess I’ll just head to the track to at least get my practice runs in.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve also been on the phone with the CEO and the Board of Directors at Buff Rite. They don’t want you near the car until we reach the verdict in the trial. They aren’t even letting your crew chief, Bob, or any of the crew near the vehicle.”

“But that’s crazy. I’m part owner of the car! When NASCAR finds me innocent, I will have lost all that time to prepare for the race.”

“I know. I tried to tell them that, but they wouldn’t listen. You are on suspension with them too.” Max punched the wall, and the force sent a nearby picture frame to the ground. Luckily, the glass didn’t break, but it made a loud thud. “What am I supposed to do, Brad? I didn’t know there was anything in the gas. I didn’t put it in there and I didn’t know about it. I wouldn’t do it. I want to win, yes, but not like that.”

“I know, Max. I believe you. Unfortunately, they aren’t so sure. They are opening a huge investigation and will be looking at videos as to who was around the car and going through all the pit crew’s maintenance records. Don’t worry. We will find out who did it and make them pay.”

“So, what am I supposed to do until the trial?”

“Well, as of right now, I think the trial will be in Florida, so you should get your butt down there.”

“I have a yard full of reporters who are just dying to ask me questions and get my picture.”

“Call the police to have them moved out to the street, then drive here. I’ll get you to the airport, and we’ll get you to Florida. I’ll have Judy book you a private house, one outside of Daytona, just so you can keep a low profile. We’ll have a car take you there. I’m going to make a few more calls, and I’ll be waiting for you to get here.”

“All right. See you soon.”
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“It’s a tradition rich with history, so it’s important!” Nicole’s father, Mick Jones, stood at the podium in front of the whole town. As the Town Selectman, he’d only banged the meeting into order ten minutes ago, and already the man was on fire with his fist clenched while he shook it at Thomas Graves, standing in the front row.

“You just want to open a museum so you can once again parade around your family's civil war artifacts, shouting about your ancestor's victory!” Mr. Graves shook his fists back, and the two men stared at one another.

“I just love town meetings,” Nicole whispered to Rachel, her sister.

Rachel smiled, covering her mouth to hide any laughter that might blurt out. “Especially when Thomas and Dad get into one of their arguments.

It had been a well-known fact for all the years that the Jones siblings—three daughters and three sons—could remember that Thomas and their father had never cared for one another. A rift had torn apart these once close friends back in elementary school. While the reasons were always rumored—first, it was over which school lunch was the best, and then it was because of Nancy Parker, a girl they were both keen on, to last, there was a notion going around that Dad—trying to seem cool to the popular kids in school—unleashed a series of pranks on Thomas that ended up with Thomas locked in an outhouse . . . for an entire day. The gossip even went a step further to explain that Thomas had been found crying and huddled on the floor with his arms wrapped around his legs. His voice was so hoarse from shouting that he could barely speak for a week.

The whole town had a pretty good laugh over the latter reason.

“Do you think this fight will get to the heated level of last month's town meeting?” Nicole asked.

“You mean where Thomas ended up throwing his French fries—”

“Which Dad does not allow any food in the meetings.” Nicole pointed toward her sister.

Rachel covered her mouth again. “And one of the fries pegged Dad right in the eye.”

“He was so mad. Bentley said he refused to order fries with his hot ham sandwiches for a month.”

They both snorted and ducked their chins, hiding their laughter, as they remembered their brother telling them the joke.

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Thomas,” Mick said, shoving one hand on his hip. “I don’t parade my family’s heirlooms for my enjoyment. This museum will be for the town and the tourists. History is a part of Stone Rivers, and we can’t just let it fall by the wayside because your family was known for their insurrection.”

“My great-great-great grandfather did nothing of the sort. They were framed.”

“Well, that is something you will have to take up with God or them or whoever is in charge of dealing with the mistakes of our ancestors.” Mick laid his hand on his chest and cocked his head to the side. “However, mine were steadfast patriots to this country and the state of Montana, and as their descendent, I will make sure the museum opens, no matter who protests in this town.”

“I’m not protesting. I’m simply saying, isn’t there something new that we can celebrate? We only seem to do the historical events you want to do.”

“I am the Town Selectman,” Mick wiggled his head from side to side as though he thought doing so would make his point. “However, if you wish to bring your concerns to the Historical Preservation Society, we would be happy to hear your suggestions.”

Thomas waved his fists in the air. “You are the Historical Preservation Society!”

Nicole and Rachel covered their mouths a third time as they leaned forward and hid their faces, trying to cull their laughter.

“Well, then, I guess I will be hearing from you about when you’d like to schedule a meeting.”

The two men stared at one another while the rest of the town watched.

Nicole felt a tap on her shoulder, and she glanced behind her as her two brothers, Shane and Bentley, sat behind them. “What’s going on?”

“Thomas is mad over the reenactment again.”

“Has he thrown any fries?” Shane asked.

“Not that I know of.” Bentley sat next to his brother and folded his arms across his chest. As the town diner's owner, he smelled greasy as though he’d just come from work.

BANG. BANG.

“If we could please just get back to the topic at hand,” Mick said, hitting the gavel on the podium. “We can’t get derailed again, people. We need to talk about the dance for Valentine’s Day. As you know, for more years than I think I can count, Bill Moore has not only planned the dance but hosted it at his farm.”

The whole town let out a collective groan at the mention of Old Man Moore, and Nicole and Rachel glanced at one another. The two had only known Bill Moore a little bit, and from what they knew, they could understand the town’s reaction. Perhaps the grumpiest man in town, no one ever knew why—even though he hated people—he hosted the dance every year.

“Upon Mr. Moore’s death,” Mick continued, “there have been questions regarding the location of this year's dance, not to mention all the planning since Mr. Moore did most of it himself. I’m asking you all tonight if there is anyone who would like to volunteer.” Mick looked around the room.

As did everyone else.

The whole town seemed to glance at one another, yet no one spoke, not even a word.

“No one?” Mick asked. He let out a deep sigh. “Listen, people, I know it’s a huge undertaking, but someone has to be interested.” He waited for someone to raise their hand.

No one did.

Nicole glanced over at Rachel and bit her lip. Rachel shook her head.

“Nicole, no. You have way too much on your plate with Valentine’s Day coming. You own a flower shop, remember? Everyone and their mothers buy flowers on Valentine’s Day. It’s perhaps the busiest day of the year for you and your flower shop. You can’t possibly plan the dance too.”

“But what if you helped me? We could do it together.” She clicked her tongue and winked at her sister.

“Nope. You’re not reining me in on this one. I’m still trying to bug Dad into letting me have the bookstore—which I have no idea why he’s dragging his feet, and I’m helping you at the shop. Jennifer has the bakery, Shane has his vet clinic, Bentley has the diner, and Matthew has . . . whatever it is that a pastor does on days that aren’t Sunday. None of us can help you when you get into trouble with this . . . and you know you will.”

“But—”

“No. Don’t you dare.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll tell you why because I know you will get in way over your head, and then I’ll have to help, and I’m not about to spend all my waking moments for the next few weeks planning the dance.” Rachel shook her head. “Nope. Not doing it.”

“Oh, come on, it will be fun. Besides, we might get to plan a fun dance for a change.”

“A fun dance?” Rachel cocked her head, raising one eyebrow.

“Oh, you know what I mean.” Nicole waved her hand. “Every year, it’s always the same with the dance. The same music. The same decorations. The same food. At least this year, we can switch it up. Maybe have some games and a photo booth.”

“Old Man Moore would roll over in his grave if he heard you talking about changing all of his plans. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were in his will how everything was to be handled for the dance for the next one hundred years.”

Nicole waved her hand. “Let the man roll, then, because I think it should be done differently.”

Shane, their older brother, who was sitting behind them, leaned forward, resting his forearm on the back of Nicole's chair as he whispered. “Exactly how long do you think Dad will give them time to step up before he just calls someone out to do it?”

“He better not pick Nicole,” Rachel said, shaking her head.

Shane snorted and nudged their other brother, Bentley, who was sitting next to Shane. “If he picked any of us, it would be Nicole.”

“And just what is that supposed to mean?” Nicole looked over her shoulder, raising one eyebrow at her brother.

“You’re the only one stupid enough to get caught up in planning town events.” Bentley folded his arms across his chest as he leaned back in the chair, stretching his legs out in front of him. He yawned as though bored of the meeting and shook his head to wake himself up.

Nicole shot her brothers a glare, then pointed to each of them. “For your information, town events are fun and what makes this town money. Without them, we wouldn’t have tourists filling up your diner or . . . well, the tourists don’t use your vet clinic, but the town draws people to move here, people with animals. We all benefit from town events.”

“Okay, Mother, we don’t need a lecture.” Bentley rolled his eyes as he leaned his head back and adjusted the cowboy hat on his head to cover his face. “Don’t be all of a sudden turning into Jennifer. You’ve always been the fun one.”

“You better never let Jennifer hear you talk like that,” Rachel said, pointing toward Bentley.

As the oldest of the Jones siblings, Jennifer had taken on the role of being the mother figure after their mother died. But she never liked the gig, nor being reminded that she’d taken it on.

Nicole turned away from her brothers and bit her lip as she glanced up at her dad, who was still looking around the room for a volunteer. She wanted to stand up and raise her hand, yet she hesitated. Not only because of what Bentley said but because of what Rachel said. It was true. Valentine’s Day was fast approaching, and while she loved it for the business it brought her flower shop, she also knew taking on anything else—especially something as big as the town dance would be a stretch to her schedule.

Still, she’d always wanted to do something like this, and while she’d helped at other events throughout the year in the town, the dance had been something she had eyed for many years. She just never got the chance with Bill Moore in the way.

Now the chance danced around her—no pun intended—and it pointed and laughed as though it mocked her to reach out and take it. The trouble was she didn’t know if she could.

“All right, fine.” Mick growled under his breath. “If anyone would like to come to talk to me after the meeting, you can. Please do so as soon as possible. The dance is in just a couple of weeks, and a lot of work needs to be done. I suppose I will think on the matter and try to devise a solution.” Mick hit the gavel on the podium a few more times. “Is there anything else anyone would like to talk about?” The room was silent, and Mick banged the gavel again. “Meeting adjourned.”
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