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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Natasha

          

        

      

    

    
      Natasha Laurens loved a good ghost story. At least once a month she would curl up in bed to speed read the dog-eared copy of Hamlet she had kept from her days at Bethany Hills Senior High. And back in January, she’d enjoyed lecturing on Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw. She even owned an autographed version of Toni Morrison’s Beloved, and when she finished shelving all her favorite paperbacks, she would put a tiny spotlight on it. In the realm of novels and novellas, the now-you-see-them-now-you-don’t characters enhanced tension, conflict, and mystery.

      But books were books. Life was life.

      In the real world, a grown man shattering his girlfriend’s heart, then acting like an apparition, wasn’t particularly entertaining. It was cruel and unusual punishment. The type of torment that made Natasha pack up and drive off from that ghost situation. Far away. From Atlanta, Georgia to Bethany Hills, Pennsylvania. From teaching literature to college students to settling with her grandmother in a home full of childhood memories. Academic life to small-town living. She thirsted for a fresh beginning, with hometown nostalgia thrown as a soft quilt over her shoulders. Even better, Christmas would arrive in a month and a half. Snow covered fir trees. Sugar cookies and hot apple cider. Gift wrapping with family.

      Holiday cheer would definitely send those poltergeists of the past packing.

      Inside Nanny’s third-floor bedroom, she turned many screws. Five hours of manual labor had passed like a flash, and proof of her determination lay before her eyes. The new queen-sized wooden frame stood even on all four legs and supported the box spring and mattress she had hoisted onto it. She’d avoided scratching the bedside table her sister Stephanie had given her, even after she dropped a hammer on it. The old dresser Natasha confiscated from downstairs resembled a professional antique after she cleaned it up and installed brushed nickel drawer hardware—quite a feat for someone previously lacking carpentry talent.

      “Yes! I believe I’ve created one amazing room.” She ambled backward, stopping inside the doorframe.

      Grasping her Nikon DSLR, she took pictures from different angles. Four years ago, photography had been a weekend hobby. A diversion she could indulge in with free time, long walks, and her cell phone camera. Now it was the one artistic passion she’d held tightly to after moving up north.

      She snapped shots of the bronze-framed wall artwork and the decorative lighting. Tomorrow, she would add plush curtains to match the gold splatter abstract floor rug. Wrought iron curtain rods would look great here. She still had to buy those and then dig through Nanny’s cluttered garage to find a long ladder so she could install them. Lovely window dressings would bring the room together, making it her private sanctuary. After that, she’d carry in lavender sachets and scatter them throughout the drawers and closet. The scent should mask the lingering smell of aged wood and furniture polish.

      A little old mixed with a bit of new.

      She let the camera rest in her hands. So much serenity inside this room where she and her sisters used to play Clue, Monopoly, and Checkers. She glanced beyond the windowsill. Gold, red, and orange leaves provided natural decoration in the wooded acres behind Nanny’s house. Breathtaking. Just standing in here comforted Natasha. She felt warm. Whole.

      So different from the weeks of late summer when her ex-man ditched her and left her feeling clumsy and clueless and clownish. Like he’d backed her inside an abandoned coal mine, watched her free fall into a diesel-smelling midnight pit, then shrugged as though it were her fault she’d plummeted.

      She clutched the Nikon. A lump in her throat irritated her, and she swallowed to quell the rising tide of distress. She closed her eyes. Inhaled. Exhaled.

      Clumsy. Clueless. Clownish.

      “Stop with the alliteration,” she opened moist eyes. Hissed to the air. “You’re not a literature teacher anymore.”

      “Natasha!” Footsteps made the floors creak in the third-floor hallway. “Where are you? I can’t find you behind all this dust.”

      Natasha wiped the wetness away from her eyelids and slid the camera onto the bookshelf. She stepped into the hall and waved.

      Stephanie huffed and puffed with her infant son strapped inside a baby carrier against her middle. She sneezed, then coughed three times, frustration coloring her usually friendly face.

      Natasha moved further into the room. “Steph, it’s not that dusty up here. Stop acting like you’re hacking up a lung. Look around.”

      Stephanie’s body appeared inside the doorframe. She jerked her thumb toward the room at the top of the staircase. “But your desk and file cabinets are all in there. Love that glass worktable you have beneath the window. Where’d you get that?”

      “Online. I’m keeping my living area and workspace separate. When I lie down at night, I’ll actually rest.”

      “Nanny let you use the entire floor?”

      “Of course.”

      “Hire a plumber for that bathroom. No one has used it in years. Don’t flush that toilet without a professional’s opinion. All your business will be on the back lawn after the next good rain.”

      Natasha reached for her nephew, her fingers angled toward his chubby brown cheek. “Nanny already warned me. Haskin’s Plumbing is coming through here later this week. Let me hold Cody.”

      Stephanie peered at her baby’s half-closed eyelids and halted Natasha’s hand. “You’re dusty and he’s settling into sleep.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “If he wakes up now, I’ll have to nurse him until he drifts back into dreamland.”

      “You didn’t want to leave him with Nanny?”

      “She was on her way out the door when I drove up. Her fishing cap is on, so you know where she’s headed on her latest expedition.” Stephanie cradled her son’s body and peered around the renovated bedroom. “Hey now!”

      Natasha snatched the camera once more to capture shots of her sister admiring the space. “What do you think? You like what I did?”

      Stephanie paced the golden floorboards, nodding and smiling. “This has a designer’s touch. Since when did you become an HGTV disciple? I need to have you over at Casa de Scott so you can work your magic for Forrest and me.”

      Natasha waved away her sister’s comments. “You don’t require me. You both are doing just fine.”

      Stephanie and Forrest. Natasha envied them. They were the perfect example of love at first sight. Forrest asked Stephanie to marry him during their last year of college. She accepted his proposal. In the years before she gave birth to Cody, she worked as a middle school math teacher. He became principal of Bethany Hills Senior High. Together, they built their house from the ground up and spent their summers driving as far as their car would take them. Their relationship mirrored contentment and joy. All tenderness. No drama.

      Magnificent. For them.

      Natasha didn’t have the strength to search for that type of union. If her successful relocation and room renovation achievements gave any sign, it showed she’d better pour her energy and passion into new ventures. Not new people. Besides, her wounded spirit couldn’t take the strain. If she fell for anyone, he would have to be a man with enough honesty and integrity that he’d rather gouge his Adam’s apple out with a spoon than ghost her. Did God even make men like that anymore? She doubted it. Her sister probably married the last one.

      Stephanie peered at the lantern on the bedside table. “I’ll always tell you the truth. This room is eclectic and classy. When you move out of here, you can rent this space on a vacation rental site if Nanny agrees.” She reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out her phone. “Can I send pictures to Mom and Dad?”

      Natasha ducked her head. “Let me work on it a little longer. I need to add curtains. Mom might love the room, but Dad’s more interested in seeing my business plans and financial strategy.”

      “That’s how Dad is—always concerned about practicality.”

      “Did I tell you he didn’t even bother to speak to me last Sunday when I called?” Natasha shifted her gaze to Stephanie’s. “Mom tried to pass him the phone, but he just grunted. Oh, I’m sorry. I take that back. He did more than grunt. I heard him in the background. He said, ‘We sent her to the college of her dreams and now she wants to establish a general store? Hmph. She’ll be living with Mama for the rest of her life.’”

      She stopped talking. Gripped feelings of frustration, like holding her breath underwater. Yes, she planned to open a local general store, but it wouldn’t be any run-of-the-mill establishment. It would include a web cafe and fresh baked goods. Gift baskets with handmade items. An upscale, attractive floor layout and design. A flagship store. Something unforgettable for Bethany Hills’ visitors.

      Her father would see. Everyone would.

      Stephanie said, “Don’t focus on that. Dad will always be Dad, and he loves you in his own way.”

      “My relationship with Dr. Eric. What we found out and how it ended? I brought shame on my family and embarrassed Dad. He just won’t come out and say it.”

      “Sweetie, you made a mistake, but you admitted that, and you’re changing. It’s in the past.”

      Natasha grimaced. “Not that long ago.”

      “Look, I see the good in you, and I love that you’re taking action.” Stephanie stepped over to her sister. She wrapped one protective arm around her—the other around the baby, snoozing against her middle. “My husband has been telling everyone who’ll listen about his sister-in-love who has phenomenal ideas for that abandoned discount store. Nanny let you take her empty third floor for living space. You’re joining the Bethany Hills business association and putting your leadership skills to good use. Keep on executing. One foot in front of the other.”

      “Steph?”

      “Yes, sweetie?”

      “Are you still listening to motivational speeches every morning?”

      Stephanie slid her arm away and scrunched her face. “Enjoy making fun of me, that’s all right. All those positive speakers helped me through some rough moments. Between those talks and the prayers from the Bethany Hills Baptist prayer team, I stayed sane laying on my back day after day.”

      It had frightened the Laurens family when doctors placed Stephanie on bed rest for the second half of her pregnancy with Cody. With faith and a positive mindset, she’d made it through those challenging weeks and delivered a healthy, dimpled-face baby boy.

      Natasha grinned. “Sis, you can keep listening to those talks. It’s fine.”

      “Oh, I know it is. It worked for me.” Stephanie glanced at her phone screen, then shoved the device into her pocket and meandered toward the doorway. “It’s later than I thought. You’re eating dinner with us tonight and going to the meeting afterward, right? I need to let you shower and change. Cody and I will be down in the living room. Don’t take too long.”

      Natasha shut the lights off and trailed her sister into the hallway. “What meeting? We have a meeting tonight?”

      “The Bethany Hills Borough council meeting. Tell you more about it after you clean up.”

      A borough council meeting? Stephanie wants to drag Cody to something that boring? Natasha shrugged away her thoughts and headed to the second-floor guest room. Fifteen minutes was all she needed to shower, slide on fresh jeans and a nice blouse. A little light make-up. Fluffed up her hair. Grabbed her boots, purse, and jacket, and jogged down to the living room.

      “All done,” she called out, and swung down the staircase, dropping to the bottom step to put her boots on. “Now tell me about this meeting and why we need to go.”

      Stephanie stood, hands resting on Cody’s carrier. “Since you’re joining the business association, I figure you should attend. Otherwise, you won’t get to share your opinion on the zoning laws and ordinances.”

      Natasha collected her purse and searched for her house keys. “Local government talks. So exciting. You always go?”

      “Now I do. They bring up issues that will affect the district and areas surrounding the school buildings. Forrest wants to be front and center for all that.”

      Natasha nodded. Her brother-in-law took his job as the Bethany Hills Senior High principal seriously. He had a genuine concern about the youth in the region. So much that he’d turned down a position as the headmaster of a private Christian school in the city to stay here.

      “Ready to go?” Stephanie asked.

      Keys. Keys. Keys. Natasha needed to become more organized if she planned to be a brilliant businesswoman. She’d start by installing a wall hook for her keys.

      She spied them on the coffee table and snatched them. “I’m ready,” she announced, jiggling them.

      Cody wiggled against his mother’s torso, opened his tiny brown eyes, and cooed.

      Natasha’s heart melted. She reached for the baby. “Can I hold him now?”

      “Sure, he’s getting heavier by the day, though.”

      Natasha reached into the carrier and lifted her nephew. “Oh, he’s not so bad.” She sniffed his scalp, careful to cradle him tight. “And he smells like Baby Magic. Will tonight’s meeting be long? I want a good start tomorrow at the bank.”

      “It’ll be about ninety minutes. For the last two months, the new council president and the mayor kept fussing about land zoning ordinances. Last time they got so heated, I thought the sheriff would arrest them both.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. It’s crazy. The fights keep the meeting interesting. I might bring popcorn tonight.”

      Natasha let her sister open the front door. They stepped onto the porch, and she handed her nephew back so she could lock up.

      “I can’t see Mayor Grayson fighting with anybody.” Natasha shut the door and turned the silver key. “Who’s the council president?”

      “Thomas Fields Barber.” Stephanie deposited her son into Natasha’s waiting arms. She dug out her minivan keys and pressed the fob to open the doors. “He’s no joke. We’ve never had a council president like him. He’s campaigning to be the next mayor. He just hasn’t declared that yet.”

      Natasha cuddled her nephew, questions running through her brain while she moved toward the backseat to strap in Cody.

      “Who do we know named Fields? Did he move from the city?” She gently tugged the baby’s fingers away from her dangling silver hoops.

      Stephanie climbed into the driver’s seat. “You know who I’m talking about. Pastor’s son. Thomas Barber.”

      “Thomas?”

      “Tommy Barber! You went to school with him.”

      Natasha draped a balloon-printed baby blanket over Cody’s legs. “Tommy? Not the Tommy Barber?”

      “The same one. He has a business flipping houses and restoring properties in Bethany Hills and most of the suburbs close to Pittsburgh. He has real vision.”

      “As Thomas Fields Barber?” Natasha settled into the back seat, and the side door glided shut beside her. “He was Tommy when he ate bologna sandwiches with me at Bethany Hills Elementary. What’s with the Fields name? That threw me off. Are he and his wife blending their names? The Fields-Barbers?”

      “Oh, he’s not married. Still single.”

      “Really? So how is he a Fields now?”

      “I have no idea. You should ask him.” Stephanie guided the minivan out of the driveway and down the tree-lined street. “He enlisted in the Navy as the Tommy we all knew. After he came back to Bethany Hills, he’d become a SEAL and took the borough by storm as Thomas Fields Barber. He owns Barber Building Innovations. His company remodeled mom and dad’s old house before they moved to the city. Haven’t you paid any attention to the hometown news I sent you?”

      “Not enough.”

      “Apparently.”

      Natasha shook her head in disbelief. Tommy Barber? The boy who’d pushed her in the mud during fifth grade recess. The same guy who’d given her the sweetest kiss she’d ever experienced. Her first genuine kiss, actually. Nanny’s walkway. Christmas Eve. Twelve years earlier.

      A warm feeling spread through Natasha’s belly as she stared out the window. She had experienced some beautiful things in life, but nothing seemed to compare to that precious holiday season moment. The memory always filled her with joy. It was a pleasant remembrance Natasha would think about now and then as she pressed into entrepreneurship.

      For today, all she needed was to get her business off on the right foot. After the Atlanta disaster, love could take a permanent seat on the sidelines.

      “Hey, Steph?”

      “Yes?” Stephanie drawled.

      “What’s for dinner?”

      “Ribeye steak and potatoes with gravy. Green beans. Blueberry pie for dessert.”

      “Yum.” Natasha reached over and pinched Cody’s cheek. “That’s good eating.”

      Stephanie guided the minivan onto Bethany Hills Boulevard. “Yeah, we’ll eat well tonight. We’ll need our strength to endure the borough council meeting.”
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            Thomas

          

        

      

    

    
      Thomas Fields Barber glanced up from his laptop screen and watched Olivia Hitchcock saunter toward him through the gray-painted municipal room. She owned two beauty salons and a thriving day spa in downtown Bethany Hills. She and Thomas were the most outspoken members of the business association and they supported one another during borough council meetings.

      She smiled, approaching her seat. “You look like you’re more than ready for this throw-down.”

      He stifled a laugh. “Throw-down? That will not happen. All I’ll do is present evidence of the potential for land and water damage to the public. The community will fully understand the devastation that can happen, and we’ll record their opinions. I’m confident the council will vote to support the ordinance based on the people’s voice.”

      She removed her blazer and placed it on the back of the metal folding chair beside him. “No fracking or land drilling deals for Bethany Hills?”

      “None.” He shuffled his papers back into the manila folder and closed it. “We can rebuild this beautiful borough and keep the soil and water clean for our children and grandchildren. I’m convinced.”

      “I know you are.” She sat down, cocking her head to the side. Her straight jet-black hair fell like a silk curtain about her thin shoulders. “I’ll have to mention that to our favorite white-haired, round-bellied mayor. He visited the Dock Street shop today, chatting with customers about the possibilities of partnering with those oil developers.”

      “Did he now?”

      “Yes,” she laughed. “He asked Rebecca to bless him with a manicure. On the house, of course.”

      “Unbelievable. That’s our mayor for you.”

      “Aren’t you worried?”

      “You must be kidding.”

      Thomas laughed. Of course, Mayor Clarence Grayson would oppose his viewpoints on fractured natural gas drilling, but he still didn’t see him as a threat. Nothing that man could do would ever compare to Hell Week during Navy SEAL training, and once a SEAL, always a SEAL. Every exercise Thomas pushed through in those days prepared him for mental and physical challenges. Including swimming in open water with his legs or hands bound. The entire experience had broken him down and rebuilt him.

      Thomas? Worried about the mayor? Not at all.

      Tonight, Olivia should ask Mayor Grayson if he was shaking in his boots to go up against Thomas. He’d seen the mayor sweating at the end of their last shouting match. After that, Olivia, fellow borough council members, and the business association coached Thomas on how to tame his verbal approach. But no one should think he’d harm Mayor Grayson. He didn’t want to hurt anybody on purpose. He used to pick the weakest kids to play on his baseball and football teams back in grade school. Everyone deserved a fair shot.

      Mayor Grayson needed to stand down about the pipeline drilling. That guy. Trying to take the money and run. What about the widows who stood in danger of banks foreclosing on their homes or farms? What about the fields? Thomas and his buddies grew up playing in those fields and fishing with their fathers and grandfathers in the creek.

      Bethany Hills was Thomas’s favorite place in the world. Now was the time to fight for his neighbors. To battle to the end before some money-grubbing manipulator sold the borough for the type of activity that threatened to turn their lawns into chemical-filled wastelands and the creek into toxic sludge if a spill ever happened.

      Thomas stood and abandoned his chair. He needed to stretch his stiff legs. A quick walk around the room would do the trick. He peered out the plate-glass window and watched citizens make their way across the street to the three-floor township building. The secretary would start the meeting at seven-thirty sharp. Almost seven, and Thomas heard voices in the hallway.

      He called to Olivia. “Hey! Do you think you want to coach me again and help me keep my voice level with Mayor Grayson?” He rubbed his hands together and cracked his knuckles. “I think the crowd is showing up early to see a fight.”

      “Told ya,” she chuckled and extracted file folders from her weathered leather briefcase. “But you’re good. You don’t need more coaching. Remember to present the facts and don’t allow Grayson to push your buttons when he presents his opinion of them. You know most of the council is behind you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Olivia. Tonight, she looked lovely, as always, in a smart-looking pinstripe pantsuit with a black silk blouse and black heels. And to think, she and Thomas almost had a chance for more than friendship.

      Petite and sharp, skin the color of warm cocoa paired with a dazzling smile, Olivia was pleasing to the eyes. Outstanding businesswoman. And she understood the need to keep local money circulating within the community. Thomas had enjoyed the few dates they’d had. Too bad there weren’t enough romantic sparks between them. After that, she met the love of her life, Trey Hitchcock, at a dinner party in the city and married him only a month later.

      That left Thomas alone.

      Sure, he’d enjoyed the company of incredible women here and there, and each relationship ended with a whimper. He understood why. For lifetime love, he desired a special lady who could bring warm companionship into his world but still give him fireworks inside. Trouble was, he never seemed to find anything close.

      Except maybe once.

      During his senior year of high school, he’d kissed a gorgeous girl he had a crush on. That kiss had reached down to the bottom of his soul and held on tight. But after graduation, the sweet young lady moved to Atlanta. Rumor had it she’d never return to Bethany Hills.

      Thomas stretched his legs once more, then checked his reflection in the window glass. No wrinkles in his gray designer pants or his crisp white shirt. Professional. Presentable. He squared his broad shoulders, rushing to shake hands as people entered the municipal room. He smiled and nodded, greeting neighbors and concerned citizens.

      These people weren’t only townsfolk. To Thomas, they were family.
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      “And now we’ll start the final public discussion for the proposed Borough of Bethany Hills Ordinance 717,” Borough Council Secretary, Lynn Ward, announced with a gruff voice that told everyone about her two-pack-a-day smoking habit. “The restriction on fractured oil drilling within the Borough of Bethany Hills. Our council president will summarize the reasons for creating said ordinance. After that, everyone can present their opinions for or against the ordinance.”

      Lynn looked to the center of the room and nodded toward Alistair Montgomery, the young audio/visual tech. “I see the microphone is set on the floor. Are we ready to record?”

      From across the room, Alistair placed his headphones on and gave the council a thumbs up.

      “All right. Thank you,” Lynn turned and gestured to Thomas. “You may begin, Mr. President.”

      “Thank you, Secretary Ward.” Thomas cleared his throat. “Zoning Ordinance Number 717. A complete ban on fractured oil drilling within and surrounding the Borough of Bethany Hills, Pennsylvania.” One by one, Thomas led the crowd through his slide presentation on the adverse effects of fractured oil drilling on the environment. His voice swelled with emotion when he displayed the last slide full of photos. Children with their grandparents, fishing by the banks of Bethany Creek. When he finished, he sat and listened to the crowd “murmur.” It sounded good to him.

      Mayor Grayson tapped his mic. “Is this thing on? May I have permission to speak first?”

      “Yes, of course, Mayor Grayson,” Lynn said.

      “Thank you. I have to say, those photos were beautiful, but some of those environmental statistics seem exaggerated. I’m an optimist. If Bethany Hills allowed drilling, the state Department of Environmental Management would ensure it was all done with no harm to the atmosphere. Let’s take a full-range view on the matter. We aren’t talking about drilling near the children’s schools. Any fractured drilling would occur beneath the fields bordering our towns—borough land the corporations would lease. If, and I say, if that happens, it could flood the borough with revenue.” He leaned into his mic, his fleshy cheeks wobbling. “If we block family farmers from the right to work their land and sell their assets, including their oil and gas, we could drive them into bankruptcy. Who wins when our farms die? Why not allow our farmers the right to access potential millions?”

      Thomas locked eyes with Mayor Grayson. “Millions, huh?”

      “Yes, son. Millions,” Mayor Grayson said.

      “First of all, don’t call me son. Second, why don’t you tell our friends and neighbors what would happen to their backyard wells if natural gas leached into the land and water? Will the corporations pay them to quit their jobs after they become too sick to work again? Can millions pay for their cancer treatments and chemotherapy?”

      The crowd roared, and Thomas focused on the mayor’s sweaty face.

      Lynn snatched her mic closer. “Ladies and gentlemen! Ladies and gentlemen! We need order in this meeting. Let’s all respect one another. We have a long night ahead.” She glanced at Thomas. “I’m going to open the floor for public commentary.”

      Thomas nodded, his eyes still locked with Mayor Grayson.

      “The center microphone is open for comments and opinions. We are recording now,” Lynn directed. “Please state your name for the record and speak about the zoning ordinance only. Also, please keep your comments under two minutes. That way, we can hear everyone. Thank you.”

      Thomas listened to the footsteps of townspeople shuffling to the microphone. No way would he watch them. Instead, he sat taller and arched an eyebrow, refusing to break his gaze. Alpha-male posturing. Nothing would make him back down. If the mayor had thought he could intimidate Thomas, he’d thought wrong. The municipal building could burn down around them, and Thomas would remain stone-faced until the precise second he needed to jump out the window to safety.

      The staring contest continued as a young father shared his opinions in favor of the new ordinance.

      Jacob Wells, the high school football coach, did the same.

      Nora Rogers, the local bank manager, spoke fast and showed she was against the ordinance.

      The Waters family of local farmers talked in unison, stating they were proud supporters of the new ordinance.

      Thomas fought against smiling. He could feel the room crackle with the energy from his neighbors. The ordinance had more supporters than it did detractors. Of course, the council’s final vote wouldn’t happen until the December meeting. Still, the opinions of the townspeople would influence the vote. The neighbors were having their say. Yes!

      “Hello, everyone.” A sweet feminine voice carried through the air.  “I’m Natasha Laurens. I grew up here and moved back to launch a new business at the landing. In my opinion, we should all be optimistic about all economic opportunities. We owe Bethany Hills the chance to welcome new businesses. Suppose a corporation offers our borough the chance to allow drilling beneath the land for a fee. In that case, we should take advantage of that. As long as the company and the state ensure safe drilling, I don’t see a need to ban the activity.”

      Wait. Did she just say Natasha Laurens?

      Thomas broke his eye contest with the rotund mayor and turned his neck so fast he almost gave himself whiplash. Shock ran through him, and he took in a quick breath at the sight of a grown-up Natasha. She wore a floral wrap blouse, faded blue jeans, and caramel-brown leather boots. Her thick hair fell about her head in long dark waves held back by a colorful silk scarf.

      Thoughts of her had run through his mind before the borough council meeting. This wasn’t possible. Skinny Natasha from grade school?

      The girl he’d once napped with in kindergarten.

      The girl he’d pushed headfirst into the mud for attempting to bully another student whose only sin was being born to a poor family.

      The girl who’d given him the only kiss that ever rocked his soul.

      And she was on the mayor’s side.
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      Thomas took four long strides to catch up with Natasha in the parking lot, trailing her family members. He reached her side and stopped.

      “When did you move back?” His question gushed out like water from an old, busted garden hose.

      “Hello to you too, Tommy.” She halted her steps and stared up at him. “Uh, when did you grow so muscular?”

      He crossed his arms. “Navy.”

      “Steph told me you used to be a SEAL.”

      “Not used to be. I still am. Once a SEAL, always a SEAL, and never mind that. Why did you come back? And don’t call me Tommy.”

      “Steph, give me a few minutes, okay,” Natasha called to her family and held up a hand, signaling them to wait, then she turned back to Thomas. “I’m starting a business here, and I’ll be a contributing member of the BHBPA. Is that all right with you?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” he snapped.

      “You tell me.” She brushed a wavy lock of hair away from her heart-shaped face. “It’s been something like twelve years since we’ve crossed paths in person. I heard you’re doing awesome things around Bethany Hills. How come you’re so mad?”

      “I’m not mad!”

      “Then why are you yelling?”

      Come on, man. Chill out! He tried to relax his arms and torso, but weird emotions jumbled inside him, and he lost the fight. Standing so close to Natasha now, her beauty and grace attached to one of his favorite memories made him dizzy. How could he calm down when the combination acted like an electromagnet, pulling him closer?

      Still, that freedom of business ridiculousness she’d shared made him want to throw up.

      Thomas stepped back, took a deep breath. Exhaled slow. “Tonight is the last time the council will record public opinions about the new ordinance. You strolled in with support for Mayor Grayson. Took yourself right to the microphone and gave his argument fuel. This borough needs the council to vote for the ordinance, not against it!”

      She blinked luminous eyes. “Tommy listen⁠—”

      “Thomas—”

      “Okay, Thomas. I’m not supporting a particular person. I’m supporting the spirit of opportunity. I have as much right to do that as anyone else in Bethany Hills. More money could give Bethany Hills the cash for enhanced tech infrastructure and schools. It could revitalize downtown and Bethany Hills Landing. I don’t see a reason to prevent that.”

      He leaned toward her and dropped his voice lower. “Fracking companies use chemicals in the drilling fluids that are known carcinogens. So, if you don’t see a need to prevent the companies now, I bet you will if an accident occurs and the leakage around your grandmother’s land poisons her well water.”

      Natasha’s face drooped. “Good seeing you Tom… er… Thomas. I hope we can have a better chat the next time I run into you.”

      Stephanie and Forrest Scott waved at him from their minivan when Natasha rushed over and climbed inside.

      He kept watching until the door slid shut, and her family drove away.
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      A full hour passed before Thomas finally stopped steaming. He’d paced from room to room inside the municipal building, muttering to himself until the custodian, Rev. Solly, found him, shut off the lights, and kicked him out.

      Natasha could not have been serious about being a part of the Bethany Hills business association, could she? She was probably joking. Messing with him because he blew up at her after the meeting.

      Well, he could find out the truth fast enough.

      He climbed into his truck, took out his phone and tapped Forrest in his contacts list.

      “Thomas!” Forrest answered, his deep voice booming. “Hey man, now that was an extraordinary meeting. I don’t care what my sister-in-law says. I’m in favor of the ordinance.”

      Thomas drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “How come Natasha’s here? How come nobody told me she moved back to Bethany Hills? She’s not really starting a business, is she?”

      “Aw, man, I thought you knew. I’ve been telling everyone
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