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            Thank you, dear reader!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each week, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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            About The Only One . . .

          

        

      

    

    
      He’s the sexy widowed dad who owns a local bar. She takes his job offer to get away from her over-protective family. Are they too different to make a marriage of convenience work?

      Being a single dad taking care of my critically ill mother was never in my plans. I’m in over my head when Rilla Grant steps in to help me. She’s quiet, shy—my polar opposite—but she loves my little girl, and that’s all that matters.  Circumstances force us into a marriage of convenience, but I’m not going to risk my heart again. Or am I?

      Falling in love might be the craziest chance we ever take.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my first, my last, my only

        Clint

        With love always

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Mason

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, sweet cheeks.” Soft lips brushed against my face. “It’s almost time to wake up.”

      “Mmmm.” I groaned. “Don’t wanna. Too early.”

      Her quiet laughter sent a thrill of desire down my middle. “Never did like getting up. I wish I could let you sleep longer, darlin’ boy, but our daughter’s about to call for you. She’s going to want breakfast.”

      I rolled over and buried my face in the pillow. “Can’t you get her? Just this one morning?”

      “Would that I could, my love. I’d give just about anything . . . but I can’t.” Her voice was wistful, and even in the haze of half-sleep, a lump rose in my throat.

      “Lu, don’t leave me. Not today. Stay.”

      “I’m never far, love. And I’m so proud of you. What you’re doing here. . .raising Piper, taking care of your mama . . . I always knew the kind of man you are, Mason. But even I never would’ve guessed you’d be able to handle all this.” I felt her hand sweep over my hair, and I wanted to capture it in my own, but somehow I couldn’t move.

      “I don’t want to handle it. I’m tired of doing it on my own. I want to stay here, with you.”

      Her sigh went deep into my soul. “I know. And that’s going to change. But you’ve got to trust a little, and you’re gonna have to give a little, too. It’s all going to be wonderful, my love, trust me. But right now, you’ve got to. . .”

      “Wake up! Wake up, Daddy!” A small hand pounded on my shoulder, and with no little difficulty, I dragged myself away from the tempting embrace of sleep.

      “Okay, kiddo. I’m awake.” I slung an arm over my eyes.

      “No, you’re not. Get up, Daddy. Tuneful Time!”

      “Yeah, I know.” I groped around the bed covers until my fingers closed on the TV remote. “Climb up here, princess. I’ll turn it on.”

      As my daughter clamored over me, I managed to open my eyes just enough to push the right buttons, and seconds later, the way-too-damn-perky-for-seven-AM voice of Miss Debbie filled my bedroom.

      “Good morning, chickens! Are your eyes awake? Stretch them open! Are your hands awake? Clap them loud! And is your voice awake? Sing out with me! Let’s get tuneful!”

      Piper bounced up and down and began to sing along with the crazy lady on the television, her voice climbing a rudimentary version of scales. “Me, me, me, me, me, me, me!”

      I let my eyes drift shut again and reached back into sleep, trying desperately to hear my wife’s voice again, to feel her touch or catch a whiff of her unique scent.

      Nothing. She was gone, as she was every morning, as she had been every day for nearly three years. No matter how real the dream felt, it wasn’t reality. At least, it wasn’t mine. Not anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Rilla

        

      

    

    
      There was never much traffic on Highway 72 this time of day, and that was a good thing, because by the time I got home from my job at the farm stand, I was so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open. I’d been zoning for the past ten minutes, driving on automatic pilot, so far out of it that I nearly missed my own driveway.

      The dirt road was bumpy, dotted with potholes that probably pre-dated my own birth. This farm had been in my family for more generations than I could count. Gram told me that her mother-in-law, who would’ve been my great-grandmother, had claimed the land had originally been granted to our family by George I of England. According to Great-Grandma, our relative had been a marquess with a sense of adventure who’d wanted to try out the new world after he’d run afoul of a powerful duke. The king had taken pity on him and set him up with acres of land in the colony that bore his name.

      Truth? I didn’t know. It made for a good story, especially when I was getting bored during the history lessons Gram was teaching me. I had a good imagination, and I could just picture my many-times-over great-grandpa stepping off the boat, maybe in Savannah, and traveling out to the wilderness to begin a new life. Sometimes when I was on my way to the fields or working in the garden, I’d pretend that I was his daughter, helping my family survive. Later, when I was older, I’d wondered if he’d brought a wife from England or married a local girl. What had she looked like, my great-grandmother from so many generations back? Had she married the marquess because of his title and land? Or had her family forced her to do it? Perhaps they were desperately poor, and that marriage was their ticket out of poverty.

      On particularly wistful days, I might wonder if she’d married him for love. I invented a beautiful story for them. He’d gone back into town to buy supplies, and she was the girl who waited on him at the general store. He took one look at her and was smitten. He stayed in town to court her, bringing her flowers and little gifts until she finally agreed to be his wife. Or maybe he’d fallen sick while in town, and she’d nursed him back to health, saving him from the jaws of death.

      The old truck hit a particularly deep hole, one I knew how to avoid. I braced my hand on the cracked dashboard and sucked in a breath, gritting my teeth. That might’ve thrown off my alignment, and Dad would not be pleased. It would be just another piece of ammunition to be used against me keeping this job, even though it might’ve just as easily happened if I were driving home from the store or from running an errand for Gram. Or even church.

      I maneuvered around to the back of the house at a snail’s pace. I didn’t know if my father was already inside or still out in the fields; he walked to and from each day, using the time for his personal prayers. But if he were inside and heard me driving over three miles per hour, he’d be unhappy. And I’d learned over my twenty-two years of life that keeping Dad happy was a good idea.

      Not that my father had ever hurt me. Not physically, anyway. Oh, I was sure I’d had my bottom swatted when I was a toddler, or maybe my hand popped now and then if I went to touch a hot stove or something breakable. But from my earliest memories, I’d known that the emotional barometer in our household rose and fell with Dad’s moods. If everything on the farm was running well, if the crops were growing, prices were good and all the machinery were in working order, and if I’d been behaving myself, finishing my homeschool lessons and my chores in a timely manner, Dad would be calm. He might give us one of his rare smiles and linger over coffee at the kitchen table while Gram and I did the dishes.

      On the other hand, if we’d had too much or too little rain, or if something had broken down, or if I’d been mouthy or rebellious or sighed too much at church, Dad’s forehead would furrow, and his eyes would go dark. He’d stare at me with thunder on his face, and Gram would tut-tut as she went about her work. I’d walk around with a perpetual lump in my stomach, afraid of my own shadow until everything eased again.

      I turned off the truck and pulled the keys from the ignition, reached for my canvas handbag and slung the strap over my shoulder. I slid from the seat and closed the door behind me, careful not to slam it. I climbed the two steps to the back door and toed off my shoes as I stood on the mat.

      “You can just come on in and relax. He’s not back yet.” Gram stood at the sink, her back to me as she rinsed off tomatoes.

      I sighed and opened the screen door. “Thanks, Gram. Give me just a second to wash up, and I’ll help you finish dinner.”

      “Take your time. The potatoes are done, and the chicken’s keeping warm. It was too warm to keep on the oven, so I’m just slicing up a cold salad.”

      Smiling, I hurried through the kitchen and up the back stairs. Gram was old school. She’d come of age during the turbulent 1960’s, but somehow, they’d never touched her. Instead, everything she did harkened back to what her own mother and mother-in-law had taught her. Supper was always meat, potatoes, vegetables and bread. She grew a full and varied garden, made fruit jams and canned vegetables and sewed her own curtains. She’d raised and homeschooled me, and I’d yet to find anything the woman couldn’t tackle.

      In my bedroom, I dropped my handbag onto a chair and tossed my sneakers into the closet. I glanced at my quilt-covered bed with longing; it’d been a crazy busy day, and crawling under the covers was more appealing than even eating at this point. But the last thing I needed was to give Dad another reason to argue against the job. So instead, I dragged myself into the bathroom across the hall, washed my hands and splashed water on my face before going back down to help get dinner on the table.

      Dad had taken Gram’s place at the sink, and he glanced at me over his shoulder as I came back into the kitchen. “You’re late. Did you leave your grandmother to make dinner by herself? You know I expect better.”

      I steeled myself against wincing. That had been the story of my life. He expected better. I’d been disappointing my father as long as I remembered. I always wondered if those had been the first words I’d heard upon being born. And I wondered if my mother had felt the same way, which would explain why she’d gotten off the farm and as far away from Burton, Georgia as soon as she could.

      “I got here as fast as possible, but⁠—”

      “Emmett, leave the child be. I started supper early today, and there wasn’t a blessed thing Rilla could’ve done to help me. She would’ve been in my way.” Gram shot me a wink and a smile.

      Dad grunted. “Still. I told you this business with the farm stand is not what a young girl should be doing. It’s not right.”

      “I’m twenty-two, Dad. I’m not sixteen. And I’m working at a family farm stand, with other people there. It’s not like I took a job at a bar serving beer.”

      “Don’t sass me, Marilla Grace. You know what I mean. You might think you’re grown up, but you’re still living here under my roof. And my rules still apply to you.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad.” I skirted around him to pick up the bowl of potatoes and carry it to the table. “I didn’t mean disrespect. I just meant, I need to do something, and working for the Reynolds is actually wonderful. They’re so good to me, and so nice, all of them⁠—”

      “That Sam marry the girl yet? The one who’s been living at their house for over a year now?” My father crossed his arms over his chest and stared me down, his eyebrows drawn together.

      “No, I think they’re planning the wedding for next spring.” I avoided meeting his gaze. “But Ali and Flynn got married last month, you know, and they’re on their honeymoon.”

      “Those are the two with the child they had out of wedlock, aren’t they? About time they did the right thing.” He shook his head. “When I remember their mother and father and what they’d think of those two . . .” His voice trailed off, but his tone left no doubt about the fact that Sam and Ali’s late parents would join him in disapproval. I felt a familiar stirring of anger in my chest.

      “Dad, it’s not like that. When you consider how hard Sam and Ali worked to keep the farm in their family, and how hard they still work . . . they’re the nicest people. And Meghan and Flynn are awesome, too. I love being around them.”

      Gram sucked in a breath through her nose, which I knew was her warning signal to me. Don’t push him. But sometimes I was tired, just dog dead tired, of hearing my father run down good people simply because they didn’t meet some impossible standard he held for the world. I knew disagreeing with him didn’t do any good, but there came a point when I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.

      “Hard work or no, it doesn’t excuse how they’ve conducted their personal lives. What do you think the Lord sees when He looks at them? He doesn’t care about them keeping that farm. Better they’d given it up and worried more about their conduct and how it looks.”

      I swallowed back another argument that I knew wouldn’t do any good. Instead, I found the salad tongs in a drawer and put them next to the salad bowl as Gram pulled out her chair to sit down. Dad took his place at the head of the table and waited for me to settle before he bowed his head.

      “Lord, we thank you for the provision which you have so graciously placed on this table, and we ask you to remind us that all things come from you. Make us mindful of your blessings and of the many ways that we offend you daily. Give us hearts that seek your will and your way. Keep us from being a stubborn, stiff-necked people, and place us in your pathways. In the name of Jesus, Amen.”

      “Amen.” Gram and I both echoed the word in murmurs, and she began passing the food. For a few minutes, there was no sound other than the metal spoons hitting the glass of bowls and then plates. I was last to serve myself, as I’d been my entire life, and once I’d finished putting food on my plate, I moved each bowl to the empty end of the table. Once upon a time, I knew, chairs had sat there, chairs that had been occupied by my grandfather and by my mother. Grampy had died when I was eight months old, and Mama—or whatever I’d called her—had left the farm six months later. Their chairs were pushed up against the wall, ready to be used in case we had company. Gram had once told me that my father had moved the chairs himself after my mother left. I wondered if the sight of her empty place had hurt him too much to bear.

      “How was work today, Rilla?” Gram never set out to antagonize her son, but neither was she afraid of him. She smiled at me across the table, ignoring the frown on Dad’s face.

      “It was great.” I cut into a piece of chicken. “Really busy. Oh, and Sam came by at the end of the day, and I went over the numbers so far on their promotional campaign. He was impressed. He asked if I might be interested in taking on a few more clients.”

      My father’s exhale left no doubt about where he stood on the matter. “I thought your job was to sell vegetables at the stand. Sam Reynolds isn’t paying you to mess with that other stuff. Computers and other nonsense.”

      “Actually, he is.” I twisted my napkin in my lap. “Remember I told you he agreed to be my first client? I’m not charging him much, since he’s sort of my guinea pig, but he’s paying me for what I’m doing. I got a website up for the stand, and I started social media accounts, too.”

      “Ridiculous. What does a farmer need with advertising? That’s not how we did things in my day.” Dad’s fork clattered against his plate.

      “It’s not the farm I’m promoting. It’s the stand. And yeah, they’ve never done anything but road signs, but now people can see them on the Internet. They can look up what’s in season, and people who’re just driving through can find the stand if they look up a place to eat.” I allowed a small smile to play on my lips. “Today a family stopped to buy peaches. The mom told me she’d found us on a restaurant app. It was so cool.”

      My father grumbled again, but Gram patted my hand. “That’s wonderful. I’m sure Sam’s real pleased.”

      “He seems to be.” I took a bite of salad.

      “I hope you’re not working there with him by yourself. I don’t want people saying things about my daughter being alone with man who isn’t her husband or her relative.”

      “Dad.” I tried to keep my voice respectful, even though my jaw ached with frustration. “First of all, it’s a farm stand. I’m out in the open, not tucked back in some dark room. Second, no one cares what I do. There’s no one around to judge me. And third, this is why I took classes, remember? I got my degree in business and marketing so I could get a job and start to make my own way.”

      He snorted and rolled his eyes. “Earn your own way. So I haven’t been doing a good enough job all these years? Roof over your head, food on the table, clothes to wear . . . and now you need to chase after money?”

      “I’m not chasing after money, Dad. I have a plan to grow my PR business.”

      “Then why’re you working at a farm stand, selling vegetables?” My father might’ve been a farmer who never graduated high school, but he was still a master when it came to turning arguments in the direction he wanted. I’d never won one yet.

      I sighed and shook my head. “Because I’m just starting out, and I wanted to earn some money to help build the company.” I took a deep breath. “And so that I can make enough to get my own place and move out.”

      It was as though I’d uttered some kind of spell that halted movement at the table. Gram’s hand, holding her fork, stopped halfway to her mouth. Dad had just taken a bite of chicken, and his jaw froze.

      I pretended I didn’t see anything, even though my hand shook a little as I reached for my glass of water. “It’s going to take a few months, of course, but I’ve been keeping my eye open for some place in town that might work. You know, just a little apartment, something safe.”

      “No.” My father spoke just one syllable, but it held such finality that my stomach plummeted.

      “Dad, I don’t mean any disrespect, but remember, I’m old enough⁠—”

      “I said no. No daughter of mine is going to live off by herself, without her family or without a husband.” He resumed eating and leveled a steel gaze at me. “Just what do you think Jonathan would think about you moving out?”

      I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. “Jonathan really wouldn’t have anything to say about it, would he? He’s a friend. He doesn’t have the right to express an opinion on what I do or don’t do.”

      “Don’t be flippant or stupid, Marilla. Jonathan’s intentions toward you are clear. He’s just waiting until he’s established, with his own church, before he makes it official. If I didn’t believe that, trust in him, I’d never let you spend as much time with him as you do.”

      I pushed away my plate, food only half-eaten. “I help out with the youth group. I see him at church. We’re not exactly dating. I’ve never even been alone with him.”

      “No, and you won’t be. Not until it’s time for the both of you to make that commitment. Jonathan understands that. I’ve spoken to him.”

      “Dad, honestly.” My face was flushed, I could feel it. “I’m not sure I’m interested in Jonathan that way. Please don’t make promises that I’m not going to be able to keep.”

      “The child’s right, Emmett.” Gram wiped her mouth with her napkin. “This isn’t the nineteenth century, and we’re not part of some religious sect. She’s old enough to make her own decisions about who she does and doesn’t see.” Her voice gentled as she laid a hand on his arm. “She’s twenty-two. Most girls her age have been dating for six or seven years. Rilla’s been a good girl, respectful of your rules. You’ve raised her right. Now you have to trust her—and what you’ve taught her—enough to let her try her wings a bit.”

      “Trying wings isn’t safe in this day and age, Ma. Like you said, it’s not the nineteenth century. Men have expectations. They don’t take no for an answer, and the first time she’s alone with some idiot who thinks he’s found easy pickings⁠—”

      “Dad! Enough.” I swallowed hard. “Please. I’m not talking about running wild or going to bars—or anything like that. It’s not like there’s someone I want to date. Guys aren’t exactly knocking down the doors to ask me out. And if Jonathan wants to talk about getting serious, I’ll consider it. But for now, all I want to do is live on my own. Just have a little freedom.” I pushed back from the table and picked up my plate.

      “Mind your words, young lady.” My father half-growled at me. “You may think you’re all grown up, but you’re still my daughter.” He stood up, too, and stalked out of the kitchen, the screen door slamming behind him.

      I turned on the faucet and let the hot water fill the sink, blinking back sudden tears that threatened. Gram stood next to me, sliding an arm around my waist.

      “Don’t be bothered, sweet girl. Your father . . . he’s just worried, that’s all. He sees you growing up, and it scares him. It was much easier for him when you were eight, and he could control your whole life.” She nudged me with her elbow. “Or at least he thought he could.”

      “But I’ve never done anything to make Dad think I’d be . . . what he thinks I’ll be. Why can’t he trust me?”

      Gram sighed. “It’s not so much you, Rilla. You and I both know that. He looks at you, and he sees your mother.”

      “But I’m not her.”

      “No, you’re not, but you look like her, and there’s part of him that thinks if she’d been raised right, she wouldn’t have left. He blames her family for not being stricter, and he blames himself for letting her leave. He’s never yet gotten around to laying the blame where it belongs, which is on Joely herself. She’s the one who decided to leave, not her mama and daddy. Not your dad. Not you. Just her, and yet that boy still can’t see clearly enough to realize that.”

      I smiled through my tears at Gram referring to my father as ‘that boy’. He frustrated both of us sometimes, it was true, but I knew that he acted out of love for me, and as Gram said, in reaction to my mother’s abandonment of us all.

      “What will he do if I move out, Gram? Am I wrong for wanting my own life? I don’t mean to hurt him. But I don’t want to stay here forever, either.”

      She patted my arm. “Honey, at some point, we all have to stand on our own two feet and make our own decisions. Your daddy’ll be mad and sad when you move out, but he’ll get over it. Nothing’s going to change the fact that you’re his baby girl. He loves you. And so do I.”

      I turned and hugged her, careful to keep my wet hands from touching her back. “Thanks, Gram. I appreciate it.”

      “Any time, sweet girl. Just remember your old Gram wouldn’t mind seeing some great-grands before she shuffles off to the big vegetable garden in the sky. So don’t let your father scare you into a becoming an old maid. Got it?”

      I laughed. “Message received.”
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      “Hey, is this place open or what?”

      The door banged open, and I straightened from where I’d been bending over behind the bar, checking the connection for the ice machine. Sam Reynolds grinned at me as he walked over, taking off his hat and running his hand over his short hair.

      “Not open for reprobate farm boys who can’t hold their whiskey.” I held out a hand as I winked.

      “You must be thinking of my brother-in-law. I can drink Flynn under the table any day.” He shook my hand and paused as though considering. “Come to think of it, I’m pretty sure Ali can out-drink him, too. Have you ever seen my sister shoot whiskey?”

      I nodded. “It’s a scary thing. I don’t mess with that one.” I leaned against the oak bar. “So what’s shaking, Sam, my man?”

      He sat down on a stool across from me. “Not much. Just happened to be coming home from town, and I thought I’d get a beer. You know, give you some business so this joint doesn’t go under.”

      I unhooked a mug from the rack. “Thanks. It’s just fellows like you keeping us afloat. Well, you and the hordes of women who come here to dance and drink just about every night. We had to turn people away this weekend. Hit capacity at nine o’clock.”

      Sam whistled under his breath. “That’s great. You’ve got to be proud.”

      “I am.” I propped one foot on the brass floor rail and leaned back again. “We’re opening for lunch starting next month. Different crowd, different vibe, but I’m hoping it’ll work.” I stuck my hands in my front pockets and cocked my head at my friend. “So what’re you really doing here? Why aren’t you rushing home to that gorgeous woman of yours?”

      He sighed. “Okay, you got me. Meghan’s down in Florida this week. She wanted to get some wedding planning stuff done before school starts, plus you know her brother and sister-in-law just had a baby girl. I think she wanted to get her hands on that kid as much as she wanted to pick out her wedding gown.”

      “And you didn’t go with?” I raised one eyebrow. Meghan and Sam were pretty much inseparable and had been for the last year. I’d had a front row seat to their developing love story; in fact, I liked to tease Sam that I’d seen his fiancée first, since she’d come into my bar with her best friend that night before the two of them broke down on the dark country road where Sam’d found them. He always retorted that it wasn’t who saw her first that counted; it was who claimed her, and I couldn’t argue with that one.

      “Not this trip. Bad time of year, with the harvest and getting everything in, and then Ali and Flynn are gearing up to move up to New York, too. I just couldn’t make it happen.”

      “Sorry. But you’re welcome to hang out here as long as you want.”

      “Thanks. I don’t mind being alone. It’s just the house is so damn quiet anyway since Ali and Bridget moved out. With Meghan away, I kind of wander around.” He shook his head. “I’m pathetic, man.”

      Envy shot through me, a sensation so painful I almost bent over. “Nah. You’re just . . . aware of what you’ve got. That’s good. Too many people don’t appreciate it until it’s too late.”

      Sam held my gaze, his brown eyes steady. “I’m sorry, Mason. I didn’t think . . . it’s got to be tough on you all the time.”

      I shrugged. “It’s been almost three years. And I’m luckier than some. I’ve got Piper. If I hadn’t had her when . . . after the accident . . . I don’t know. I might’ve done something crazy.” I reached down into the small fridge under the bar and pulled out a bottle of my favorite craft beer. Using the opener built in beneath the lip of the wood, I popped the top and took a long swig. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I’m happy for you and Meghan. And for Flynn and Ali, too. Speaking of which. . .” I forced a grin. “When do they take off for the Big Apple?”

      “Ten days. They’re living in a short-term rental in town right now. But they’re going to build a house out on our land to live in during the months of the year they’re in Georgia. Broke ground on it last week.”

      “That’s got to make you happy, knowing they’ll be back. You’re not really losing your sister and your niece.”

      Sam smiled. “Not really. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not looking forward to them leaving, even just until spring. But I know it’s the right thing for them. For all of them.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve depended on Ali for too long. It’s going to be tough, getting used to handling the farm and the stand on my own.”

      “I thought I heard you’d hired someone to take over the stand for her.” I didn’t miss much news from Burton, seeing that most everyone who sat at my bar was more than willing to talk.

      “We brought on someone to help at the stand, yeah. Actually, we hired her to do PR for us, and then when Ali and Flynn decided they’d spend part of the year in New York and part of it down here, we asked Rilla if she might want to work at the stand, too. So far, she’s been great.”

      “PR, huh? You guys hitting the big time?”

      Sam laughed. “Honest to God, I never thought we’d advertise anywhere except on those old road signs, but Rilla made a good case. Plus, she’s just starting out in this business, and she’s working cheap in return for us spreading the word if we’re happy.”

      “And are you?” I took another pull of my beer.

      “Yeah, absolutely. I thought most of it was stupid, but I have to admit, she’s brought in some customers we wouldn’t have had otherwise. She’s got good ideas, along with plain old common sense.” Sam narrowed his eyes as he looked at me across the bar. “You should talk to her. See what she could do for you.”

      I shook my head. “Didn’t you hear what I said before? Capacity. We don’t need any more advertising.”

      Sam finished his beer and pushed the mug away. “What about your new lunch idea? Rilla could promote that for you. Spread the word. Maybe even pull in some tourist traffic. You’re far enough out on the highway that you might be able to catch some of the folks leaving Savannah.”

      “Could, I guess. I figured mostly word of mouth would bring in traffic. It’s not like I’m banking on the extra income to stay open. Just trying to pad the kid’s college fund, you know.” I winked, and Sam laughed.

      “Right, I get that. Still, it couldn’t hurt. I bet you’d at least make back in extra sales whatever you paid Rilla, which wouldn’t be much.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Just what are you up to, dude? Why’re you pushing this so hard?”

      Sam blew out a long breath and sat back in the stool. “Okay, I promised Ali and Meghan that I’d talk up Rilla’s business. I guess the girls are afraid she won’t make it work, not without some help, anyway. And they like her.”

      “Why wouldn’t she be okay without help, if she’s as good as you say?”

      “She’s shy. Quiet. Smart, for sure, but until she gets to know you, she doesn’t talk much. Remember Emmett Grant, lives off highway 72? Big farm? She’s his daughter.”

      I frowned. “I don’t remember him being married or having a family. Wasn’t he part of the Guild?” My dad had been on the town’s unofficial council for as long as I could remember, right up until the heart attack that ended his life. Those men met about once a month to discuss issues in Burton and what they could do to help make the town run better and prosper.

      “He was. And he was married, too, I guess, a long while back. She ran off, though.”

      “I don’t remember any Grants in school with us.” Sam and I’d been in high school together, though it felt like a lifetime ago now.

      “Rilla’s younger. About Meghan’s age, I guess. And she didn’t go to the high school, she was homeschooled.”

      “Huh.” I finished my beer and chucked the bottle into our recycling bin. “But she’s good at this advertising stuff, you say? Did she go to college for it?”

      “Went to school on-line and got her degree.” Sam turned his empty mug in a circle on the oak bar. “She doesn’t talk to me too much, except for farm stand stuff. She’s polite and respectful and calls me ‘Mr. Reynolds’ even though I keep telling her I’m Sam. But I guess the girls have gotten her to open up some, and she told them that she wants to move out of her dad’s house. So she’s working real hard to make that happen.”

      I leaned back again. “Are we talking just a girl wanting to spread her wings, or bad shit going down? Or don’t you know?”

      “Nah, I think it’s just . . . over-protective father. Her grandmother helped raise her, too. And she’s active in that community church off route 23. I get the sense she’s feeling a little stifled. Meghan says once she relaxes and opens up, she’s funny and really, really smart. I trust my girl’s word. And like I said, Rilla’s done good work for us.”

      I nodded. “You got a card or something? A number where I can set up to meet with her?”

      Sam reached into his back pocket and dug out a small white rectangle. “Just so happens I do.” He slapped it on the bar. “But don’t let on you’re doing this as a favor to me. You know how women are. I don’t want her to get her back up and quit on me.” He paused, and his eyes narrowed. “And don’t go getting any ideas about hiring her to work here. You know, in the bar. She can do your PR, but we’ve got dibs on her at the stand.”

      I snorted. “A homeschooled church kid with an overbearing daddy? Yeah, I don’t see her being a good candidate for waiting tables or manning the bar here. I don’t think you have to worry, bro.”

      Sam cocked his head. “Stranger things, buddy. I didn’t think the party-girl art student who came to stay with us was the right one for me.” He spread his hands, his smile growing huge. “But look at me now.”

      “Whoa there, buddy. Just whoa. I meant it when I said this chick wouldn’t be a good fit for my bar. But if you’re talking about something more personal than that, I can tell you for damn sure I’m not interested. I don’t have time for my life now. Hell if I can fit in a serious woman. Girl like that, she’s gonna be serious trouble for sure.”

      Sam’s eyes met mine, and his were filled with compassion. “Things getting rough, Mason?”

      I blew out a sigh and reached for another beer, second-guessed it and grabbed a shot glass instead. “Nothing I can’t handle.” I tipped the Jack and filled the shot to the brim, set the bottle down and tossed back the liquor. “Doctors say Mom’s got a good chance, but there’s all this shit that has to happen first. She gets chemo, then her counts drop and she needs a transfusion, then that makes her sick. . .” I shook my head. “It’s fucked-up, man. God, I know I sound selfish as hell, but I moved back here so my mother could help me raise my daughter. When the doctor told us my mom had leukemia, you know, it’s crazy, but I wanted to laugh. Like, for real? First my wife, then my mother?” I rubbed my face.

      “Sorry. Most of the time I’m okay. I just roll. But I didn’t sleep very well last night.” The memory of Lu’s words whispered in my ear made me flinch, and I hoped Sam didn’t notice.

      If he did, he didn’t say anything. Instead, in true Sam fashion, he only nodded, though the expression in his eyes spoke volumes. It wasn’t pity, which I couldn’t stand, or even sympathy, which I still kind of hated. It was understanding and compassion, making me remember that Sam and Ali had lost both of their parents in a horrific car accident when the two kids were only eighteen and fourteen respectively. Sam had been forced into adulthood and responsibility way too young. Of all the people I knew here in Burton, this guy understood what I was going through. Or at least he came closer than anyone else.

      “I can’t change any of that, dude. It sucks.” He messed with the napkin under his empty mug. “Hope you know if you need anything, anything at all, I’m around.” He glanced up at me, trepidation written all over his face. “I don’t love babysitting, but I helped raise Bridget, so I can even do that, if you didn’t have anyone else.”

      I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Message received, Sam. You’re on my last-resort list when I need someone to watch Piper. No worries right now. The woman I hired to help Mom and keep her eye on the rug rat was a good call.”

      “Awesome.” Sam didn’t try to hide the relief. “But if you need someone to vent or talk or whatever, you know, I’m surrounded by women. I’ve got that sensitive sympathetic shit down.”

      I laughed. “Duly noted. How about when I need someone to get stupid wasted with, so I can forget all the crap?”

      “Hey, I’m down for that, too. Though Ali might be a better choice. Like I said, my sister’s scary good at holding her alcohol. But if she’s not around, I’m willing to take one for the greater good.” He frowned and rose up a little to reach into his back pocket again, this time pulling out his phone and glancing at the screen. The smile that spread over his lips had me feeling jealous all over again.

      “Message from your woman?” I grabbed a rag and wiped at the condensation on the bar, just to have something to do with my hands.

      “Yeah, she’s just checking in.” The smirk on his face told me Meghan was doing more than that, but I let it go. No way I needed any more information.

      “Well, like I said, if you want to hang while she’s gone, come in any time and I’ll keep you set up.” I pointed to his empty glass. “Sure you don’t want another? For the road?”

      “Nah, man, I’m good.” He stood up and flipped open his wallet, digging for cash, but I waved him off.

      “This one’s on me, bro. Sympathy beer.”

      Sam raised one eyebrow. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know I don’t, but I did. Get on out of here. Go home to that empty house and call your girl. Have phone sex and don’t tell me about it.”

      “Thanks, man. Hang in there, you hear? And don’t forget to call Rilla.” He pointed to the card that still lay between us.

      I palmed it and stuck in my pocket. “Got it. See you around, Sam.”

      “Later, dude.” Sam put his hat back on and stalked out of the bar. I noticed a few women’s eyes linger on him, and I shook my head, grinning. Those chicks didn’t have a shot in hell with Sam Reynolds. That guy was captured, hog-tied and strung-up for good by the red-headed art teacher who’d stormed into his life last year.

      My smile faded as a thought darted into my mind.

      I’d give anything to be strung-up like him still. Anything to go home and be greeted by my wife . . . to have her be pissed that I’d worked too late again. . .anything to call her up just to say, “Hey, baby. Whatcha doin’?”

      “Hey, Mason, I need three Michelob drafts, a house red and a Bacardi and Coke.” Darcy, our head waitress, slid her tray onto the bar and looked at me with narrowed eyes. “You okay, Mase?”

      “Sure.” I forced a smile and turned to the taps behind me. “Coming right up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          Rilla

        

      

    

    
      “You awake there, young lady?”

      I startled and glanced sideways at Gram. “Yeah, I’m awake.” I kept my voice low as Pastor Shand droned on. “Just . . . absorbed.”

      “Uh huh.” Gram wasn’t fooled. She cast her eyes to the front of the church, where my father sat with three other men behind the pulpit. The elders of the church had begun this practice a few years ago, ostensibly to reinforce the idea that they stood behind the pastor’s preaching—literally—but I had a hunch it was more likely a better way to keep an eye on the whole congregation during the sermon. It was annoying to me that I couldn’t so much as fidget in my chair without hearing something about it later on.

      “Sometimes this man just gets too fond of hearing his own voice.” Gram’s tone was dry, and her lips barely moved. “He made his point ten minutes ago. Roast beef’s going to be burned today, for sure.”

      I bit the inside of my lip to keep from giggling. Years and years ago, before I was born, Gram was a young farm wife when a visiting preacher came to town. His sermon was record-breaking long, and my grandmother was in the habit of putting on the midday meal before her family went to church. That morning, she’d done up a succulent roast beef, apparently my grandfather’s favorite. But thanks to the hour-long message, by the time they got home
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