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      Ava Whitmore

      

      “I just need them to sell their property,” I said.

      My cat, Medley, twitched his ears and blinked at me.

      “I know. You agree completely,” I said, tapping my pen against my desk.

      Swiveling around in my chair to watch the traffic below on the Interstate 610 Loop, I slipped my sneakers back on. Traffic was backed up, barely moving. The evening sunlight reflecting off the hundreds of windshields.

      Moving my office to my twenty-sixth-floor condo had been one of the best decisions I had ever made. When I had leased it, I’d known the second bedroom would be useful one day. I just hadn’t known for what at the time.

      Sitting in traffic for hours a day was a huge waste of time that I didn’t miss even a little.

      Turning my phone over, I checked the time.

      Four thirty. That explained the traffic. Lost in my work, I hadn’t even realized the afternoon had passed. The last time I’d paid attention to the time had been at eight o’clock in the morning when I sat down at my desk to work.

      I hadn’t been working here in my home office long. Two weeks since I’d left the safety of the corporate office to stay home and work. I still had to go in to the office once a week, but that was so much better. So many fewer hours commuting.

      I still had boxes of books and papers I’d brought with me stacked along the walls.

      My home office had floor to ceiling windows with motorized blinds that I never lowered. I watched the sunrise while I had my first cup of coffee and then at night, I looked out over the city of Houston with the skyline miles away, but still distinctive.

      I especially liked the view from my bedroom where I fell asleep watching cars’ headlights flowing steadily. Since I was a little myopic, the lights glowed softly and sometimes I imagined the cars—actually on overpasses—traveling up and down mountainsides in and around Whiskey Springs where I had spent the summers of my youth.

      At the sound of a message popping onto my computer screen, I swiveled back around and clicked ACCEPT.

      My boss. Clara Miller was a boss that no one liked. Everyone at the office was certain that she had been a mean girl growing up. A mean girl who never grew out of her mean girl phase.

      Another reason to be away from the office. Being away did not, however, keep her from pestering me. Anytime she took a whim to check in on me, she expected me to be sitting at my desk.

      She had checked in several times a day when I first started working from home. Then, I guess she got bored with it since I was always at my desk where I was supposed to be and only checked once a day. This was the third time today.

      My psychology professor would call it spontaneous recovery.

      “Hi Ms. Miller,” I said. She wanted us to call her Clara, but I insisted on calling her by her last name.

      “Ava,” she said without preamble. “Where are you on buying the Sterling building?”

      Nowhere. “I’m working on it,” I said.

      “So no progress,” Ms. Clara Miller said.

      If she hadn’t been looking right at me, I would have made a face. Instead, I smiled.

      “Some progress,” I said, holding up a legal notepad where I had scribbled copious notes. “Several dead ends, unfortunately.”

      “How hard can it be to find the owner of one house in Houston?”

      Harder than you think. “It’s hidden under a closely held corporation. I’ve gotten that far, but it’s not easily accessible.”

      “I let you work from home because you’re good at what you do.” Ms. Miller glared at me through the computer.

      How was I supposed to answer that?

      “I’ll figure it out,” I said.

      “If I recall, you told me the same thing this time yesterday.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I had indeed told her the same thing yesterday.

      So I didn’t answer.

      “I’ll find out,” Ms. Miller said. “And when I do, I want you to bring the sale home.”

      She logged off without so much as a see ‘ya later.

      The wicked witch of the west. That’s what some of the other office workers called her. I tried to avoid name calling. I liked to hold myself to a higher standard.

      It wasn’t my fault the nickname came to mind at the moment.

      A nickname like that had to be earned, after all.

      I closed my computer and to go downstairs for a bottle of water. Medley jumped off his place behind my computer and followed me downstairs. Behind my computer was his favorite place to spend his days sleeping. It was almost like he was silently taunting Ms. Miller. She would never know he was there. It would be our little secret.

      I’d been on this quest to find out the identity of the owner of the Sterling building for two days. Clara Miller wasn’t going to just come back with it today.

      She’d encounter all the same dead ends I had. And, having very few interruptions, I had the advantage, Ms. Miller notwithstanding. Ms. Miller, no doubt had lots of interruptions.

      As I pulled a tumbler from the cabinet, Medley sat down and looked up at me.

      “Low blood sugar?” I asked.

      He meowed once.

      As I pulled out a can of cat food and popped the lid, he purred and walked around me.

      I set his plate of food down and filled my own tumbler with ice and water from the tap.

      While I drank the cold water, Medley lapped up his gravy and salmon.

      I glanced at my sports watch. I needed to get in some steps. But first maybe I’d order in.

      The kitchen was a place for warming food and feeding Medley.

      As far as actual cooking went, I figured that’s what restaurants were for. Restaurants were the experts and they had the bandwidth for food prep. I did not.

      First I would have to go to the market. Then I’d have to spend hours prepping. And cooking. Or baking. Or whatever the recipe required. Speaking of recipes, I’d have to find one of those first.

      I liked the way my kitchen looked. Clean. Nothing on the cabinets other than a vase of fresh white daisies and one of those big jar candles with three wicks that I lit, usually at night.

      I sat down at one of the bar stools and opened my phone to flip through my favorite delivery places trying to decide what to order for dinner.

      A text message from Clara Miller came in interrupting my task.

      She followed me everywhere.

      
        
          
            
              
        Clara Miller

      

      
        I found the owner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No way. How?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Clara Miller

      

      
        I have my ways.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t believe her. There were too many dead ends. No way she hadn’t run up against them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Who?

      

      

      

      

      

      When the answer came, I was glad I was sitting down.

      
        
          
            
              
        Clara Miller

      

      
        Rebecca Devereaux

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Clara Miller

      

      
        Rebecca Devereaux of Maple Creek. You probably know her.

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course I knew Rebecca Devereaux of Maple Creek. The irony of all ironies. I had grown up in the small town of Maple Creek just north of Houston.

      Maple Creek was a lot like a smaller—much smaller—small town version of The Woodlands in that it was well… wooded. It was different from The Woodlands though in that everyone knew everyone else.

      My high school graduating class had consisted of eighty-six people. Eighty-six. I had been valedictorian. Other than being head of the journalism club, I hadn’t taken part in any extracurricular activities. I had not been a cheerleader or in the band. Instead, I had taken college courses starting my junior year.

      I had my MBA by the time I turned twenty-years-old.

      They said I was precocious. I saw myself as being driven and goal-oriented.

      I left Maple Creek, happy to see it in my rear-view mirror.

      And I had not been back since the day I’d left for college.

      I’d been raised by my aunt and uncle after my mother abandoned me as an infant.

      My aunt made sure I was fed and clothed and taken care of, but she left no doubt in my mind that the only reason she allowed me to stay was because of my father.

      My father’s sister was my mother and my aunt, even though she never came right out and said it, didn’t like the idea of another mouth to feed who wasn’t her own flesh and blood.

      She had three boys of her own and she doted on them. I was an inconvenience.

      Somewhere along my teenage years, I’d made a vow to myself that I would never be someone else’s burden.

      But that wasn’t the only significant thing about going back to Maple Creek after all these years.

      There was most definitely more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Austin Devereaux

      

      I turned off the autopilot and prepared to land the sleek Phenom airplane.

      My copilot, a Labrador retriever with a sleek black coat, was on alert, watching out the front of the airplane.

      He was a good copilot. Didn’t require me to make small talk and didn’t complain.

      It was going to be a visual landing with no control tower to direct me in and no staff on the ground.

      A perfect day for a flight. Cumulous clouds here and there dotting an otherwise clear blue sky.

      I saw the postage stamp of a runway and steeled myself.

      It wasn’t the small deserted runway that bothered me.

      I’d landed on smaller runways many times over.

      As a pilot for Skye Travels, I went wherever I was needed and today I was needed to deliver a guide dog.

      Although I was a pilot for Skye Travels, I worked specifically for Ainsley Worthington. Daughter of the founder of Skye Travels, she had started her own company beneath the umbrella of Skye Travels.

      She delivered animals, mostly guide dogs to people who needed them.

      I found it to be a rewarding job in and of itself on top of the already rewarding job of just getting to be a pilot.

      I’d known I wanted to be a pilot since I was five-years-old when my grandfather had taken me to the Houston airport and we’d spent the better part of a day just watching airplanes take off and land. It had probably only been a couple of hours, but to me as a five-year-old, it had seemed like forever.

      I may have only been five, but I still remembered what he had told me.

      “Learn to fly airplanes, Grandson, and the world will open up to you in every way. You’ll always be able to get work and you can go anywhere you want to go.”

      Grandpa, although he had always wanted to fly airplanes, had never done it. He’d stayed far too busy building and running his real estate company. He’d been a passenger on his share of airplanes though. Commercial planes. Private planes.

      He was one of the most successful men I’d ever known. Much like Noah Worthington, the founder and owner of Skye Travels, the company I worked for.

      They didn’t make men like them anymore. The Greatest Generation. They were loyal to their country and they did what they needed to do to be successful.

      Somehow they seemed to have more hours in their days than ordinary people. Or maybe they were just better at delegating. Grandpa always had time for me. That was something I cherished more than anything from my childhood.

      I’d never gotten to ask my grandfather his secret for success. Something I regretted to this day.

      But Maple Creek had been home. My mother, Grandpa’s daughter, had married a small-town man and never looked back. They had raised me and my four siblings right here in Maple Creek and no one had known just how successful my Grandpa had been.

      Hell, I hadn’t known it until I was in college after Grandpa had passed.

      I’d been just an ordinary boy growing up in a small-town.

      Ordinary until that day in seventh grade when I had fallen head over heels in love with Ava Whitmore.

      I remembered the day like it was yesterday. She’d kissed me.

      It had been what my teachers called “Retro Day.” I vaguely remembered her wearing rolled up blue jeans and an oversized sweatshirt. But the image burned into my brain was of her wearing deep red lipstick, the kind that had that distinctive scent found only in the reddest lipstick. It was one of those scents I would never stop associating with her. She’d kissed me on the cheek, leaving behind a lip imprint that I hadn’t washed off until the next morning. And then only because it was smeared and I had to go to school.

      For a thirteen-year-old boy being kissed by the hottest thirteen-year-old girl in the school changed my life forever.

      She had, metaphorically of course, taken me by the shoulders and pointed me in what I now knew was the right direction.

      I’d followed her to college, but she’d been so far ahead of me, I had been left in her dust.

      She was taking college classes junior year so by the time we started college, she was a junior and I was still a freshman.

      By then it didn’t matter though.

      By then we—meaning she—had already deemed it impossible for us to have a real relationship.

      I had no reason to be nervous coming back to Maple Creek. There was one thing for certain. Ava Whitmore would not be here. She had left Maple Creek and had never looked back.

      But anytime I came back to visit, which was rare, I felt enveloped in memories of Ava. Every step I took in the little town came with a memory of Ava.

      I might have left Maple Creek behind, but I had never stopped being in love with Ava Whitmore.

      There were two constants in my life. One was flying. And second was that Ava Whitmore would always be the love of my life.

      It didn’t even matter that I hadn’t seen her in just over five years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava

      

      The next morning I sat in Ms. Miller’s office. It wasn’t my day to go in to the office, but the situation warranted it.

      Ms. Miller had been surprised to see me. Going in to the office on unscheduled days wasn’t something I had done since I had started working from home.

      I sat down in one of the soft leather chairs in front of her immaculately uncluttered desk with a glass top and spoke without preamble.

      “I can’t go to Maple Creek,” I said. “You’ll have to send someone else.”

      Ms. Miller narrowed her eyes at me. I didn’t care if she saw this as a weakness. Anytime Ms. Miller caught any hint of anything she might see as a weakness, she would find a way to use it as a weapon.

      Didn’t matter. Going back to Maple Creek was not for me.

      “I thought you would jump at the opportunity to go back to your hometown. Everyone wants to go back to their hometown. And getting to go for work is just a bonus.” She smiled at me. “Right?”

      “Trying to get Rebecca Devereaux to sell her property puts me in a double bind.”

      “Well,” Ms. Miller said. “We all have our problems.”

      “I thought you wanted her to sell us this property.”

      “You know I do.”

      “I’m not the one to do it. She knows me.”

      “And she trusts you.”

      And therein was the heart of the problem.

      I loved my job. I really did. But sometimes I didn’t like convincing people to sell their property so that my company could turn around and sell it for investment property. Someone’s prized property would be sold for a parking garage or a shopping mall.

      Often times they were happy and willing to sell. Grateful to get a windfall on land they weren’t using.

      I was okay with those situations.

      In this one, however, I already knew going in that Rebecca would not want to sell. And me going there to try to convince her otherwise was not only a waste of time and energy, but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t be happy to see me to begin and end it all.

      “If you like working from home, you’ll close this deal.”

      “What does my working from home have to do with it?”

      “You know I was against it to begin with. I like everyone where I can see them.”

      She wasn’t lying about that. It was why she liked to “pop in” on my computer screen several times a day.

      “I do my work,” I said.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Ms. Miller said, leaning back in her oversized office chair. She didn’t weigh over a hundred pounds, but the chair was suitable for a two-hundred-pound man “But. If you can’t land this deal, then you aren’t ready for the autonomy required to work unsupervised.”

      “I’m not exactly unsupervised,” I said under my breath, then added louder. “You know I do my job.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      I could tell by her tone that she had made up her mind. She was sending me to Maple Creek whether I wanted to go or not.

      “If I have to send someone else, then you’ll be working out of a cubicle.”

      “You can’t put me back in a cubicle,” I said. I hadn’t worked in a cubicle in years. I’d left my own office, with a window, to go to work from home.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said.

      As thus I was duly warned.

      After going straight home to pack, I was on the road to Maple Creek by one o’clock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Austin

      
      After I finished up my post flight checklist and got my copilot, aka guide dog, aka Scottie, out of the plane, I still didn’t have a ride from the airport.

      So I called my best friend from high school to come and pick me up.

      Reggie had always been content to live in Maple Creek. I had, in fact, never known him to have any aspirations to leave. It actually seemed like he never even considered leaving as an option.

      There were a lot of people like that. A lot of people were born and raised in Maple Creek and were content to live out their lives here.

      I could not fathom the thought.

      Scottie went on alert when Reggie turned into the little airport, rumbling along in his old blue pickup truck.

      As the truck neared, Scottie let out a low growl.

      “I know,” I said, putting a hand on his head. “You’ve never seen anything like this old truck, but I promise you it’s safe. Or at least as safe as it can be. You don’t even have to ride in the bed.”

      Reggie parked next to my airplane, reached across the cab, and opened the door.

      “Dog rides in the bed,” he said.

      “And I know you know better,” I said as I held the door for Scottie. “This dog has more education than you.”

      “Figured,” Reggie said with a shrug.

      I tossed my luggage in the back, then climbed into the
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