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Following the Stars is a contemporary small-town sexy romance. The story does include some language and intimate elements of mature detail as well as references to a car accident in the story that impacts the character's emotional journey. Please read with care if these topics are difficult for you. 
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Annabeth

––––––––
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I was running late this morning. The sun was shining bright and my shades were still on when I walked into the antique shop and seen Kim Foyer, my shop assistant, waiting at the counter with a fresh cup of coffee ready for me. She always knew I would be in huge need for a hot mug to start the busy day. "Wow, you look like you got in a fight with the alarm clock this morning girl" she said as she handed me my cup of caramel pecan coffee. It smelled so good I had to pause and close my eyes and took in the heavenly aroma of the fresh brew before responding to her. "Yeah, for sure, the alarm clock may need to be replaced at this point. I'm not so sure it survived the morning blues I gave it."

"You stayed up all night studying again, didn't you?" she asked as she sipped her diet coke. Kim wasn't a big coffee drinker. I was ok with that seeing how I always went back and drank basically the entire pot of coffee before lunch.

"I did, I'm just not retaining some of the information I'm reading. I'm finding it hard to concentrate". Considering I worked full time managing my mom's antique shop now since her back surgeries and trying to study to pass mini certifications online, I basically never slept anymore. "I feel like all I do is work and study and that's it". I let out a breath of relief because for a moment I admitted to myself and to Kim that I didn't have it all together. I was known as the control freak in my family. I was always afraid to let things fall into place on their own, always needing to dictate the outcome of every little thing in my life. This is more than likely the reason I was still single, other than me having zero time to date of course. Not that there have been any potential interests here in Morgans Trail. It was a small town in Louisiana, and everyone knew everybody and all their business, but it made this town basically one big family. It was home.

"You know, one day the stars will align for you Annabeth Winters, I just have this feeling. You're doing the best that you can girl and that is something to be proud of." It was good to know that Kim understood who I was and would give me encouragement when I needed it. She always showed her support for me and my dream of growing the family business. "Thank you" I smiled.

Suddenly the front door flew open to the shop and the doorbells dangling from it started chiming. It was my best friend Molly Wilder.  She was holding a newspaper in her hand. Our small town still used newspapers for all the local gossip even though the world had turned to social media years ago. I kind of liked it that way too, the locals called me an old soul most of my life. I liked things simple, but for some reason my life was never simple. 

"Annabeth! Girl, have you seen the front of today's paper yet?" she said as she rushed over to me. "No, I haven't even taken the first sip of my coffee yet, let alone picked up a newspaper." I said as I finally sipped the hot heavenly brew I held in my hand.

"Well, look at this!" She handed me the newspaper and on the front page in color print was a photo of the star baseball pitcher for the Sacramento Scramblers. Jacob (The Fireball) Morgan. They called him the Fireball because he has the fastest pitches in the league clocking at 105mph throws. The headline read "The 3 championship Fireball for the Scramblers, Jacob Morgan, has gone home to Louisiana." I looked up from the paper to see a grin spread wide across Molly's face. Jacob and I had dated all through high school and were so in love until it ended when he left to sign with the Scramblers. My heart had been shattered, and Molly would try to get me to call him several times that first year, but I refused to reach out to him.  I had been to all three of his championship games, but she didn't know. I didn't want anyone to know, but I had wanted to see him living his dream. No matter how mad I was at him when he left Morgan’s Trail, when he left me behind. I was sad for far too long back then and I buried myself in my work, schooling and tending to momma.

"Reckon this means he's coming home to stay?" she asked and let out a laugh of excitement. "I wonder if he is back yet or if he is staying with his parents on the farm." 

"I don't know, I don't have time to be concerned about Jacob Morgan being in town." I was not about to start that again. He broke my heart and I still haven't forgiven him for what had happened back then. I handed the newspaper back to Molly and didn't even bother to read the rest of the article. 

"You're not even going to read what happened to him? Apparently, he got an injury and may not ever play pro ball again." She gave me this concerned look, and I gave her a stern look in return. 

"I'm not interested in his story, nor do I have time for it this morning" I hissed as I started to unbox some price tags and wrapping paper I had ordered for the shop. "Molly, I have work to do, if you're going to stay, I'm putting you to pricing items that were donated to the shop during the week." It was Saturday and we always got busy close to lunch on Saturdays and I needed to get things put away to give customers my full attention when they came through the door.

"Girl, you know you are stubborn as hell when it comes to Jacob, and I cannot wait to see the two of you run into each other. He never should have let you slip away honey and I will stand by that, but boy you two sure were the real deal” she said as she took the price tags from the box and got to work helping. I rolled my eyes and drank my coffee. Kim turned on the shop music and we all three got to work on inventory pricing and started singing and dancing through the shop as we went. 

Was I excited that Jacob Morgan was coming back to town? It was so long ago, but I can remember just how my heart felt when he was near and just how it felt when he left town. I was not ready to see Jacob just yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time before we bumped into one another. Now my mind was filled with work, online courses and Jacob (The Fireball) Morgan...

...

It was 5 o'clock in the afternoon. Molly had left after lunch after giving us a hand in getting the new items on the shelves and eating all the baked goods I had picked up at lunch from the town bakery. The girl could put some food away but stayed as skinny as a super model. I don't know how she does it. I sent Kim home for the weekend and was finishing up some last-minute calculations on the budget for the shop when my phone rang.

"Hey sweet girl, I made some goulash for dinner, why don't you come over when you’re done at the shop” my mother's voice sounded calm. "That sounds like a plan, I'm closing up the shop now and will head your way" I turned off my laptop and locked up the cash drawer. I hung up with my mother and turned out the lights. Locked the door and headed across town. 

When I got to my mother's house I walked right on in and she had bowls ready at the kitchen island. Mom’s kitchen was small but welcoming with soft yellow painted walls and blue accents on the counter tops. It was signature colors passed down by my grandmother on my dad’s side of the family. I too would have yellow walls in my kitchen one day, I was certain the tradition would be kept alive. My grandmother always said a kitchen should bring joy to a family gathering for a meal. I pulled out a stool and sat down with momma. "How was the shop today?" She asked.

"It was fine, busy. Molly came over and helped me and Kim put out some new donated antique pieces. We had a lot of people stop in to browse and sold several items today. I went to the bakery on lunch and got strawberry muffins from Ms. Susie-Lynn but Molly ate the left-over muffins, or I would have brought you one." I said as I blew at the steam coming from the bowl of goulash in front of me.

"That was nice of Molly to come by and help out. I'm sorry I'm not there to work dear, I miss it so much." My mother had two back surgeries and couldn't do the standing and lifting as much as she use to so I had volunteered to run the shop while I took online courses for mini certifications to better my education in hopes of expanding the family business one day.

"How are you feeling" I asked. 

"I have my good and my bad moments each day" she said and my heart ached for her because I knew how much she wanted to be working in the shop. She was always so independent even when dad was alive. She wasn't shy to work. "I love you mom, let’s plan a girl's day soon, we can go to the spa and get pedicures done together. After all, I could use some downtime, and you could use some fun time."

"Sounds like a plan dear, just let me know when you have time." she said as she picked up our bowls. 

"You know Molly showed me that Jacob was on the front page of the newspaper today." I started to wash dishes, and she held the towel to dry them and put them away.

"Yeah, I seen that, but I didn't want to bring it up. I know how much you cared for Jacob. I always hoped you two would be married one day. You two were inseparable. Are you okay with him coming back to town?" she asked.

"I don't really have a say in the matter as his family basically owns this town." The Morgan's were a very rich family and founded the town many years ago long before I was born, but they never flaunted their family fortune. They were the most loving down-to-earth, hard working family I had ever known. I had spent every Sunday with Jacobs family all through high school and many fishing trips with them as well. They were so close to one another. 

"Well dear, don't fret over it and don't be nervous. I know you and your wheels are already turning, I can see it in your eyes." She walked me to the door and gave me a hug. "Thanks for supper momma,I love you and I'm fine. A lot of years have passed, and I don't think the pro ball player has time for the small-town girl now." I waved goodbye and headed to my car. "I love you too dear" she called out standing in the doorway before closing it shut.

I tried to play it off like I wasn't affected by the newspaper Molly showed me this morning or my mom's comments on how she had hoped mine and Jacob's relationship would have grown to marriage. The truth was I missed him every day, but Jacob was a pro athlete, he had the big world out there chasing after him. This injury surely wouldn't keep him home for long and I didn't want to get involved again. I was too busy and had too many things to worry about daily. But I wonder...what will Jacob say when he sees me, how will I react? My mind was racing as I pulled into my driveway and parked. What will happen and when...Jacob Morgan was back in town, and I was not ready for the encounter I surely knew would come.
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Jacob 
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[image: ]


I listened to the flight attendant announce over the speakers, "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to New Orleans. Please remain seated until the captain turns off the fasten seat belt sign and use caution when opening overhead bins." New Orleans was just a hop skip from home. When I arrived at the airport my brother Taylor was waiting for me holding a sign up that read "Make way for the Fireball". 

"What's up bro! I've been missing you man." My brother dropped the sign and bear hugged me. "Easy Taylor", I said, "watch my shoulder." My kid brother was built like an ox and a bear hug from the man would threaten life.

"My bad superstar, just sharing some brotherly love. You been gone way too long." He helped grab my bags from the luggage conveyer belt, then we made our way to the truck parked in the pick-up lane outside the front doors of the airport.

"You still driving this old thing?" I asked as we drove out of the airport parking lot. He owned an old white Chevrolet Z71 4x4 truck. Big tires with power under the hood. "Of course I'm still driving it. Why the hell would I get rid of a perfectly good truck? This truck has gotten me around since high school and it is perfect for the daily work on the farm. Hell, I got my first kiss in this truck man, it's a keeper." He was grinning from ear to ear, that shit eating grin he always had when we were kids.

"Is that so?" I laughed. "Your first kiss in high school? Now I know you're lying because your first kiss was in grade school from Zoe Bell. She told everyone in town y'all were getting married one day.”

"Bro, not cool man. Zoe Bell was crazy. She grew up to be a total terror of the town. She ended up moving with her parents to Canada or some shit and not a soul missed them. That girl was a nightmare, it was one kiss, we were like 10 and she became obsessed with me. She would follow me around, leave our names written on bathroom doors with little hearts, she was looney tunes, so I don't count her kiss as my first kiss." He waved his has around in the air. 

“Why so defensive little brother?” I laughed. “It was puppy love at it’s best.”

"Whatever bro. What about you? Didn’t you have some hot doctor you were dating when you were living in California?" 

"It was nothing, we are just friends. We tried dating, it didn’t work out. I have been so focused on my pitching I haven't given dating much thought since" I shrugged. "The photographers and journalists always seem to put us on the front of magazines and newspapers as if we were the star couple. It never would have worked." Besides, my heart was taken years ago, by a beautiful brown eyed girl named Annabeth Winters. I'd wondered what she had done with all this time over the years that have passed. The way things ended was still so confusing to me, but it could never take away the feelings I have for her. She was my everything back then and has stayed in my mind this entire time I’ve been away from home. I'd hoped I would have at least seen her at some of my games, but she never showed. 

We finally pulled into the driveway at my mom and dad's cattle farm. Morgan's Trail was home. It was a small town just about two hours from Baton Rouge. However, the airport had been in New Orleans, so it was about an hour and a half drive. Me and my brother walked through the front door and the farm dog Bella lunged at me. She was a blue heeler, all white with some dark grey spots scattered all over her furry coat. She was the best dog I'd ever known, she followed me everywhere when I was a kid. Me and my brothers would get into mischief in the woods, and she would be right there with us. She was getting old now, but she had many more years to go. “Hey there ole girl. You missed me huh?” I said as I kneeled down to pet her.

"Well, there's the Fireball!" my dad yelled as he went in for a bear hug. Yup, Taylor took after my dad, he was built like an ox too. "Easy dad, watch the shoulder. I missed you too" I said as I pulled back with my hand on my shoulder. 

"Oh, son I am so glad you're here, I have made cathead biscuits, your favorite andouille sausage and ground beef goulash and plenty of steamed veggies. I have missed you so much and I'm so glad you’re home!" My mother's eyes filled with emotion and a tear fell down her cheek.  "Aww mom, don't cry, your favorite son is home now." I laughed and my brother hit me in the left shoulder. "Dude, what the hell, already starting with that favorite son crap." he rolled his eyes.

"Don't you two start, now go clean-up for dinner so we can all eat when your brother Vince gets here and Taylor, you're saying the blessing tonight since you decided to throw a punch at your injured brothers' other shoulder."

Dad and I both couldn't contain the laughter. Taylor was always getting in trouble when we were all together as kids. I suppose not much had changed since I had been gone the past several years. 

I felt a jab at the back side of my rib cage. It was my brother Vince, he had snuck up on me. We had been laughing so hard we didn't hear him come through the door. "Hey brother, how the hell you been man?" he gave me one of those half bro hugs, which I was relieved. My shoulder couldn't take another squeeze today. "I've been good, well, I've been better." 

"Yeah, I heard about that injury of yours, you have any therapy going on with that?" he said as he reached for one of mom's biscuits on the stove and she slapped his hand away. "Not before the blessing" she said.

"I have a sports therapist coming to stay for a week and go from there. It's happened a couple times before, but this time I am not so sure how I will turn out for next season." My brother looked at me with empathy, "one day at a time bro."

Vince was the wisest of us three, he would give some great advice in the simplest ways. We all sat down at the dining table. The food sure smelled good. "Taylor", my mom said across the dinner table looking at him impatiently. "Ok, I'll say the blessing, bow your heads people. Lord, we thank you for this dinner that our loving mother has prepared before us and we are so thankful for our superstar brothers return to the town. There, I said it, can we eat now, I'm starving." he said as he reached for the biscuits. My mother rolled her eyes and we all said amen. 

After dinner, we all sat around in the family room. My childhood home was cozy, and I felt overwhelmed with the feeling of comfort being back. It was a breath of fresh air. I didn't mind California, I loved playing ball, but to be here was the best place to be. 

"Did you boys drive through town before coming home?" my dad asked as he poured us a small glass of whiskey at the wine bar setup in the family room while my mother sipped her glass of wine. "You know Annabeth is managing her mother's antique shop now" my mother added. I could see where this was going. "Nope, we came straight here because I was ready to eat" Taylor said. The entire room erupted in laughter, but I knew Taylor was just looking out for me and changed the subject. "Of course you did, your always hungry" Vince threw a couch pillow at him. We sat for the next couple of hours talking about old times as kids and how my mother had chased us through the yard with a flip flop more times than I can remember. I observed that my dad was showing a little more age on him as he sat and sipped his whiskey and my mother seemed so happy to have us all there together again. It was so good to finally be back home even if it was for a short while. 

It was 8 o'clock and Vince had left to go home. Taylor returned to his house which was the guest house a few yards from the main farmhouse. "I have your room ready for you, I know you must be exhausted from your flight." My mother was always taking care of everyone
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