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Chapter One

 


Sometimes in the quiet space between the
morning coffee rush, after the regulars who dashed in for a cup of
their favorite java were gone and the lunch trade began, Shea would
pause long enough to draw a breath. She would glance down at the
red apron worn over her jeans, gaze around the brick walls, the
local memorabilia, and the eclectic décor of her coffee shop, and
try to connect the dots to remember how she ended up here—a barista
and a small-town business owner. Seven months ago, she’d lived in
Midtown Manhattan and taught American Literature to privileged kids
in a private school. She’d loved her life, the urban hustle and the
bustle, the diverse population, the proximity to Broadway, and the
delight of watching young minds embrace the written word. She liked
her small studio apartment with rooftop access, the deli on the
corner, and the pub down the block.

Somehow Shea had thought she had put down
roots, that she would stay in the city, and grow old there. But the
pharmacist she’d dated had decided to marry his old sweetheart, a
girl he’d known since childhood, and begin a new life out on Long
Island. Although she’d dated several other men in the year since
Brian closed the door on their casual relationship, none of them,
not the Wall Street stockbroker or the Met Life executive or the
veteran actor who appeared in many commercials, were special. She
enjoyed their company but they failed to evoke any deep
emotion.

Shea admitted she’d been drifting and was
ripe for a change by the time the school decided to close. Although
she’d known the student population numbers were down, it had never
occurred to her that the owners—a married couple both in their late
seventies—might shut the place down. But they did, at the end of
the summer term. A week after she taught her last class and had
begun polishing her resume, her brother Johnny called to tell her
he had decided to pursue a lifelong dream and move to China to
teach English.

“What about Bethany?” Shea
had asked. Johnny’s long-time companion had always seemed
committed, and Shea couldn’t imagine her brother without
her.

“She’s going too,” her
brother had told her. His voice had brimmed with enthusiasm and
excitement. “I finally talked her into it. You know I’ve wanted to
do this for years, Shea.”

She did but she had never thought he would.
Petite Bethany, born and raised in a small Missouri town, had
anchored Johnny there. Together, they had opened the coffee shop
after college and ran it. Shea had visited twice and liked the
shop, elegant and yet trendy, a little bit of twenty-first century
America in a town where time passed at a slower pace. “What about
Caffeine Heaven?”

“That’s an excellent
question,” Johnny said. Something in his tone made the fine hairs
on the back of her neck electrify and a sweet shiver of
anticipation travel down her spine. “It’s yours if you want it,
Shea, all but a quarter interest. I’ll sign it over and you can
send me a fourth of the profits, but it will be yours for all
purposes.”

Her answer was a knee-jerk response. “No,
Johnny. I don’t want it. I don’t need it. My life is here, in New
York.”

“Is it?” Her brother knew
her better than anyone. “Mom told me the school closed. You’re not
dating anyone significant. Didn’t Amanda move?”

“You know she did.” Her
best friend, Amanda Pollard, had relocated to Boston and married.
Shea missed her and although she had a few friends, none were as
close as she had been with Amanda, her sister from another
mister—or so she’d thought. But over time, the phone calls, texts,
and e-mails had dwindled. A husband followed by a pair of babies
had proven greater than their friendship.

“So why not?”

“I don’t know anything
about owning a business. All I know about coffee is how to order a
cup in a restaurant or plug in the pot. And I don’t know if I want
to move to Neosho.”

“You liked it when you
were here.”

“I said it was pretty,”
Shea had replied. “I liked it as a visitor, just passing through.
Living there would be a totally different thing.”

“I don’t leave for a few
months. Fly out here, visit us, think about it, and then
decide.”

So Shea did and here she was, proprietor of
Caffeine Heaven, living in a small town. She left Manhattan, came
to Neosho, and spent a month soaking up the environment. The annual
fall festival had been the final thing that swayed her decision to
accept Johnny’s offer. She’d enjoyed the old-fashioned event that
combined arts and crafts with live music and fantastic food,
everything from funnel cakes to fresh apple cider and kettle corn.
Perfect weather with temperatures in the mid-60’s, cool enough for
a sweater, combined with sunshine streaming down from a
turquoise-blue sky had been so awesome, Shea wanted more. Besides,
she lacked any other prospects. So, she’d flown back to the city,
packed her things, said a few farewells, and returned to
Neosho.

Something about the picturesque and historic
downtown Square caught her fancy. The brick and stone buildings
dated to earlier eras and most had been well-preserved. An Art Deco
style courthouse claimed the center space, and the auditorium,
called The Civic for reasons Shea failed to fathom, was a block
away. The city hall sat on one corner of the busy downtown square.
Both the police and fire departments were within a couple of
blocks. Within easy walking distance, the brick post office, the
local funeral home housed in what had once been a beautiful
mansion, several churches, and the library made the area a true
town center. The local hospital, a combination of an old vintage
stone building dating to the 1930s and a modern structure was
nearby. Across Jefferson Street, a separate building housed a
modern clinic and a variety of doctors. Several senior apartment
houses were close as well. A truly beautiful small park wasn’t far
either, complete with a rock grotto and the Big Spring that
provided the park its name.

“It’s like something out
of a Norman Rockwell painting,” Shea had told her brother, sipping
a cappuccino at Caffeine Heaven.

“More like Thomas Hart
Benton,” Johnny had replied, naming one of Missouri’s most famous
artists. At her expression, he had added, “He was from here, one of
their most famous natives. Don’t forget there’s more to town than
just the historic district.”

“I know.” She’d seen
Neosho Boulevard with the usual selection of fast food chains,
convenience stores, and strip shopping centers. Out near the
interstate and the main highways, a Wal-Mart anchored more fast
food chains, gas stations, and small shops. Farther south, the
industrial park was home to several manufacturers, a Y, a community
college, and a National Guard base. Once, the entire Crowder area
had been Camp Crowder, a World War II era training camp, made
immortal as Camp Swampy in Mort Walker’s Beetle Bailey comic strip. “Every
town has their commercial district near the highways.”

Johnny had shot her a skeptical look. “Yeah,
well, keep it in mind. It’s a diverse community and there’s life
beyond the Square.”

Shea had shaken her head and made a major
career change. By the time Johnny and Bethany departed for China in
early January, she had moved into their former apartment in a
vintage building near the Square. She could and did walk the few
short blocks to Caffeine Heaven each day, taking over as chief
barista and owner, one step at a time.

The space the shop occupied had once been a
department store so there were three levels. Johnny and his lady
had stripped the walls down to the original brick, added some
softer lighting, and installed a long counter down one side of the
entrance level. It stretched from the front windows almost to the
back and included food prep space, the coffee makers, other cookery
devices, and glass-fronted bakery cases. The menu, hand-chalked on
boards hung above the counter, had been minimal and Shea kept it
that way. Booths lined the opposite side of the first floor and a
few tables with heavy wooden chairs were also available. At the
rear, a pair of short staircases raised a half level to the second
floor. Comfortable couches with throw pillows, a few armchairs, and
end tables made a great conversation nook. Storage space behind it
also provided office space.

On the lowest level, a place Johnny had used
for meetings, private parties, and celebration events, Shea had
added bookshelves around the walls. She had filled them with books
of all types, vintage and new paperbacks, worn hardbacks, and
library discards. Customers could pick up a book and spend time
reading. If they wanted to take the book along when they left, they
could. Shea bought more at rummage sales, online, and accepted
donations. The lower level still could be rented out, too. A
variety of comfortable seats, ranging from benches to armchairs and
some tables were arranged for customer convenience.

The front windows held a variety of vintage
coffee memorabilia, including antique coffeepots, camping
graniteware pots, early Mr. Coffee drip-style coffee makers, and
vintage coffee cans. The squat retro cans for brands no longer sold
had been harder to find but Shea had managed. She also had a
collection of interesting coffee cups and mugs. Some were
whimsical, others just unusual. An old antique buffet that had
belonged to her grandmother held some of the cups and a 1950s
dinette table complete with chairs held others. There were also
shelves to hold the remainder. Someday she hoped to find an old
wood-burning range to display as well.

The bell she’d hung over the front door
jangled as a customer entered and interrupted Shea’s reverie.
Although she didn’t know his name, the man who entered was a
regular and her most enigmatic customer. He moved with a slow, lean
grace reminiscent of a leopard or other predator. His dark blonde
hair could best be called tawny, rich, burnished gold without the
bright hue of sunshine and daffodils. Shea had yet to see him smile
and he said as little as possible although he showed up every day,
sometimes twice. Because he was a puzzle, he intrigued her and she
wondered what his back story might be.

“Good morning!” Shea
bustled back behind the counter.

He lifted his head, tossed back his
collar-length hair, and met her gaze with his steel blue eyes, the
color of a winter morning sky, as much gray as blue. “Morning,” he
said and surprised her.

“What would you
like?”

The man studied the menu as if he’d never
set foot in the place. “I’ll take a large dark roast coffee with
three sugars, and one of those things.”

Shea studied the cases. She baked muffins
daily, had croissants and bagels delivered, and made cookies
several times a week but she had no idea which he wanted.
“Which?”

He sighed as if her request were difficult.
“I want a croissant.”

“Okay.” She poured his
coffee, added the sugar, and put the croissant on a small plate.
“That’s $3.89, with tax, please.”

Her customer plucked a five-dollar bill from
his wallet and handed it to her. “Keep the change.”

Shea smiled but his expression didn’t
change. “Thank you.”

He nodded and moved to a booth along the
wall and pulled out an e-reader. She watched as he sipped his
coffee and ate the croissant, unaware of her interest, caught up in
his book. When he’d finished his coffee, on impulse, she brought
the pot of dark roast to his table.

“Would you like a
refill?”

Surprise lightened his features for a moment
and she realized that behind his scowl, most people would consider
him handsome. “Sure,” he said after a moment of hesitation.
“Thanks. I didn’t know you did free refills.”

“I don’t on lattes or
cappuccinos or hot chocolate or tea, but you’re drinking dark roast
so I have plenty of it,” she said as she topped up his cup. “Plus,
you’re a regular customer so you should get a perk once in a
while.”

He nodded and returned to reading. Shea
suppressed an urge to slap him up one side of his head to get his
attention, but instead she retreated behind the counter. When Jill,
one of the college students she’d hired to help during peak times,
arrived, he remained in place. As Jill tied on her apron, Shea
beckoned to her.

“Yes?”

“Do you know his name, the
guy reading at the table?”

Jill shook her head. “No, I have no clue.
I’m not from here, though, so I probably wouldn’t. Why?”

Heat flared in Shea’s cheeks. “I’m just
curious about him, what’s his story,” she said. Shea couldn’t
explain why the man intrigued her but he did. She wanted to know
his name, what he did for a living, where he lived, and his
history. She longed to know what put the distance in his eyes and
the sober expression on his face.

“I don’t know. Bethany
probably could have told you his name. She got to know most of the
customers. When Bill gets here later, he may know.”

“Thanks,” Shea said. I’ll
ask him if I remember.”

She watched as the man in
question drained his cup, tucked his reader into a pocket, and
sauntered out. Her curiosity intensified like an itch and Shea knew
she wouldn’t forget. And she agreed that Bethany and most likely
Johnny would have known the guy’s name. For a split second, she
considered picking up the phone and calling, despite the high price
of international calling, but Shea rejected it. Too much trouble for a casual question, she thought. Her brother would jump on it with speed and
he’d know what she didn’t want to admit to herself—the man
attracted her. An old saying flitted through her mind.
Still waters run deep.

Shea missed her brother more than she’d
expected and China seemed much farther than she had ever dreamed it
would. After a month solo, though, she thought she was settling
into her new job, apartment, and life. When the lunch rush began,
she served coffee along with the simple sandwiches and salads they
offered and had no time to wonder about her elusive customer. Jill
and another college student helped but by three, both finished
their shift. At three thirty, Bill, a retired teacher, arrived to
help until closing. Shea inherited him with the business and she
liked the quiet, bespectacled man.

Evenings were slower than lunchtime.
Although Shea had originally thought she would keep the place open
until 8:00 or 9:00 PM, she found out there wasn’t much traffic and
few customers so she closed at six on weekdays. She kept the place
open until seven on Friday and Saturday nights and would extend the
hours if there seemed to be any demand. A few college students
usually wandered in and out during the afternoon. Once school
dismissed, they had a few teens and some teachers who stopped by
for a beverage or snack. At five, when most of the courthouse
employees quit for the day, some of them along with other office
workers and store clerks came into the place. A few took home a
salad or sandwich to go, sometimes a muffin or croissant. On
Sundays, morning business was light. After church services ended,
there was a rush of people picking up to-go salads, soup, or
sandwiches. Johnny had kept the place open until six on Sunday but
after the first week, Shea closed at 2:00 PM. After four months,
she had developed a basic routine and stuck to it.

April brought a stretch of gorgeous spring
weather and the numbers had dwindled a little. As the days grew
brighter and warmer, more people spent their leisure time outside
but sometimes the customer in question came in between five and six
to pick up something for a solitary dinner. As Shea pulled a pan of
muffins from the oven for the next morning’s breakfast trade, she
kept an eye on the door, watching, while Bill served beverages.
Around five thirty, when a handful of customers sat at one of the
tables lingering over iced lattes, her intriguing customer walked
through the door.

He’d shed his denim jacket sometime during
the day and wore a blue chambray shirt with long sleeves over his
jeans. Shea stomped down an urge to dash to the counter to take his
order and put another batch of muffins into the oven. She kept her
back turned, hands busy, but her ears were tuned to the quiet growl
of his low-pitched voice. He ordered a blackened turkey wrap with
pepper jack cheese, two chocolate oatmeal cookies, and dark roast
coffee. While Bill put together his order, to go, the guy paced
around the place, checking out some of the memorabilia on the wall
with little interest.

Afraid her interest might show, Shea hung
back while Bill took his money and handed over his order, close
enough to hear when Bill said, “Thanks, Barratt. Have a good
evening.”

Barratt? Was it his first or last name, she
wondered, but it suited him. Barratt nodded and moved toward the
door, his prowl unhurried. As soon as he’d exited, Shea turned to
Bill.

“Do you know him? Is he a
friend of yours?”

The older man chuckled. “I know who he is
but I wouldn’t call him a friend. He runs the antique furniture
shop just off the Square, small place where he refurnishes and
restores vintage furniture.”

“Is it Lombard Street
Furnishings?” Shea had noticed the place. “I’ve wondered about that
name since it’s on Spring Street.”

“Barratt’s from San
Francisco,” Bill said. “Lombard is the famous crooked
street.”

Shea stored the information for future
reference. “What’s his last name anyway?”

Bill sent her a quizzical
glance. “Barratt is his last name. I don’t really know what his first name is,
though. On his store window, the lettering says, ‘A. Barratt,
proprietor’. Why so many questions?”

Shea shrugged and tried to keep her tone
casual. “No reason except I’m curious. He usually comes in once or
twice a day and I wondered who he was, what he did.”

Since it was the first time she’d asked in
depth about any customer, Shea doubted Bill believed her. He nodded
and before Shea could say anything more, a trio of women arrived.
Bill served them and once they left with cups in hand, there were
no more customers. At six, Bill picked up his jacket and keys. “I’m
heading home,” he told her. “Tammie will have my dinner
waiting.”

After she put up the
“closed” sign on the door, Shea lingered. She listed names she knew
that begin with A—Aaron, Alan, Adam, Aidan, Anthony, and Albert. None seemed
to fit the tawny man so she decided to call him Barratt for now. On
her walk home, she chose a different route, one passing by his
shop, and she lingered for a few moments, gazing in the front
windows. She saw a lovely rocking chair, a tall chest of drawers,
several occasional tables, and a large buffet. All were beautiful
and she wondered what shape the pieces had been in before Barratt
restored them. She might have stayed longer but when she realized a
light burned in the rear room of the store and that Barratt might
be working, Shea hastened her pace. She had no idea what she might
say if she encountered him and would rather not look like a
stalker. At home, she tried to watch a movie and then read a book
without success. Her thoughts focused on Barratt. Learning his name
and his occupation hadn’t sated her appetite for information but
whetted it instead. She wanted more and she knew it.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Barratt appeared on schedule the next day
and each morning afterward for the rest of the week. Some evenings
he came back, sometimes he didn’t. Shea watched for him with more
interest than the average customer. Something about him drew her.
She wasn’t sure if it was his solemn face or his expressive eyes
that seemed to radiate sadness or if it might be his physical
appeal. Shea would call him handsome, good looking, or hot, or all
of the above. So far, they hadn’t progressed beyond a basic “good
morning,” placing his order, offering a refill, and casual thanks.
Shea switched her hairstyle from a basic ponytail or bun to using a
large clip to pull up her hair but allowing it to cascade from the
clip to the nape of her neck in a mass of curls. She put on a
little more makeup and made sure the top she wore under the apron
wasn’t one of her stretched-out, well-washed t-shirts.

As the dogwoods burst into blossom and the
days grew longer, Shea noticed him everywhere. Although before
she’d never seen Barratt outside Caffeine Heaven, she saw him at
the local library when she stopped by one evening after work to
check out a few books. Another time, she made a wrap for a
one-person picnic in Big Spring Park and as she ate, she saw
Barratt walking back to the grotto at the rear of the park. He
strolled without smiling past the swinging tots, the hand in hand
couples, and the giggling teens. As Shea watched, he crossed the
street to feed the fish, tossing handfuls of food from the
coin-operated dispenser into the water. He lingered for a while and
then marched up the street back toward the Square, lean and lithe.
She considered trailing him but by the time she finished her food
and reached the sidewalk, he had moved out of sight.

Shea walked the blocks back to her apartment
without hurrying. She traveled past the coffee shop on the north
side of the Square, and then headed along the East Side before
continuing to South Washington. Although the apartment building
faced south Lafayette Street, the entrance and address were on
Hickory Street. Her apartment was at the top of the stairs and to
the left. Once she stepped through the door, there was a short
hallway. Her living room with a street view was to the left and her
bedroom to the right. Straight ahead, the efficiency kitchen
provided a tight space to cook, and the bathroom, the smallest
she’d ever seen, was accessed through a door at the end of the
kitchen.

It had been a dismal place when she moved in
but she liked the proximity to downtown. Since her arrival, she had
bought bright red curtains for the living room, vivid blue and
yellow throw pillows, and hung some inexpensive framed art on the
walls. Shea inherited the couch and recliner from her brother along
with two end tables. The lamps were hers, brought across the
country from New York, and so was the stereo. Johnny’s flat-screen
television hung on one wall. A small round table with two chairs
sat beside the hall door. Sometimes she ate her meals there.

Shea surveyed the room and decided a few
green plants would liven up the room. Since her stereo now sat on
the floor, she thought maybe a chest or low table would be a great
purchase. Maybe an antique cedar chest or a rocker would be nice,
she thought and smiled. She’d conjured up the excuse she needed to
visit Lombard Street Furnishings.

In the bedroom, the king-sized bed her
parents had given Johnny and Bethany claimed most of the space. The
chest of drawers had come from her childhood bedroom in St. Louis.
The patchwork curtain on the single window matched the comforter on
the bed and although the room was small, she thought a rocker might
be a fantastic addition.

On Saturday, with Jill and another college
student, Aislin, on duty, Shea removed her apron at ten thirty and
grabbed her purse. “I’ve got to run a quick errand,” she told the
baristas. “I’ll be back in a half hour or less. If you need me,
I’ve got my cell phone.”

“Sure, we’ve got things
under control,” Aislin said. “No problem.”

Shea nodded and tried to smile. As she
walked down the sidewalk to the end of the block and crossed the
street, a rush of nerves enveloped her and she almost bailed. The
furniture restoration shop was located in the third of the three
remaining buildings along the north side of Spring Street and
currently was the only business in operation.

Through the front window, she saw two
vintage upholstered armchairs arranged on either side of a
beautiful eight-legged table. A retro lamp sat on the table. Shea
took one long breath and entered the shop. The small showroom had
multiple pieces, each one appealing and a few were exquisite. She
inhaled the aroma of old-fashioned lemon furniture oil with
pleasure, reminding her of her grandparents’ house. Barratt wasn’t
in sight but classic rock music pounded in the rear of the store so
she walked over to a rocking chair. It would be ideal for her
bedroom, she thought, a perfect seat to read or relax. Shea spotted
a price tag dangling from one arm and turned it over to read the
price.

“Hello.”

Barratt stood in the open doorway to the
back room, dressed in a white t-shirt and ragged jeans. He’d been
working, judging from the sawdust coating his boots and the scent
of varnish lingering in the air. Perspiration gave his face a faint
sheen and his hair appeared darker as well as damp. Beneath the
simple shirt, his muscles rippled with power and Shea admired his
body.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m
looking for some furniture for my apartment and I’d like a rocking
chair. How much is this one?”

“I’m asking a hundred and
twenty for that piece,” he said and moved across the room to stand
beside her. His masculine musk, a heady combination of soap,
lingering aftershave, some old-fashioned sweat, and wood carried
major appeal. “It’s made from maple, early 1960s, made by S. Brent
Brothers in Massachusetts. I repaired one of the rockers on it and
refinished it back to natural. Whoever had it before me had painted
it white to match a nursery. I touched up the gold decoration on
the headrest too. Sit down, see how it rocks.”

Shea sat. His voice had a resonant depth,
something she hadn’t noticed until now. He’d said more describing
the rocker than she had ever heard from his mouth. The smooth wood
seat accommodated her bottom in a comfortable way so she rocked the
chair. The easy rhythm steadied her nerves and although overwhelmed
by his proximity, she found her voice.

“I like it,” she said.
“I’ll take it if you’ll accept my check.”

A slow smile, the first she’d seen on his
face, lightened his features. He didn’t look so solemn now, she
thought, and younger. “Sure,” he said. “I know where to find you if
it bounces.”

“It won’t.”

Barratt studied her in a long look. “I
didn’t think it would, doll. Come on back to the desk and I’ll
write up the sale.”

Until he indicated it, Shea hadn’t noticed
the antique rolltop desk in a rear corner. She followed Barratt
there and sat down in a Mission-style straight chair beside it. He
dug into a drawer and took out a receipt book. He had large hands
with slender fingers, Shea noted, and he used them with graceful
motions.

“You can write the check
to Lombard Street Furnishings,” he told her. “What’s your
name?”

He caught her unaware. Watching him, Shea
hadn’t opened her purse or checkbook.

“Shea,” she said. “Shea
Sloane. How much is it with tax?”

“One twenty-nine,
forty-nine,” he said. “Sloane? So, you must be related to the
previous owner.”

She nodded as she wrote the check. “He’s my
brother.”

Barratt inked her name onto the receipt in a
near illegible scrawl. “Here you go. Do you want to take the chair
with you now?”

Damn. Shea hadn’t considered how she would
get it home. Her hesitation must have shown because he said, “I can
deliver it after work if you want.”

“That’d be awesome,” Shea
told him. “Thanks. I’d appreciate it. I walk to work and I really
didn’t want to carry it to my apartment, even though it’s not
far.”

He nodded. “Come back after you close and
I’ll drive it to your place.”

“Okay. My apartment is
over on…”

Barratt held up one hand. “Tell me later the
way. Is there anything else you want to look at?”

You. But Shea wouldn’t say it aloud. “No, not right now, although
you have some beautiful merchandise.”

“Thanks. I appreciate the
compliment.”

Now that she’d bought a chair, Shea couldn’t
think of anything to say that wouldn’t be awkward. “Well, I need to
get back to the shop. I’ll see you after I close at seven.”

“Sure.”

“If that’s not too late,”
she stammered. “I mean, if you have plans or something…”

His eyes met hers. “I’ll be here.”

With nothing else to say, Shea nodded and
managed to exit the store without tripping over her feet or a piece
of furniture. Halfway back to Caffeine Heaven, she noticed she
still clutched the receipt and his business card in one hand. Shea
stopped and turned it over. The basic card listed the name of the
shop, the address, and the hours. A logo printed in script read,
“Bringing the past alive.” Far from original but she liked it. And
same as on his store window, his name was listed as “A.
Barratt.”

Shea tucked both into her purse and composed
her face before she entered Caffeine Heaven. Her absence took
longer than she anticipated and the lunch rush had begun. As she
returned behind the counter, she realized some of the customers
were here for brunch. They filled as many orders for croissants,
muffins, and bagels as for salads, sandwiches, or soup. From the
time she returned
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