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Chapter 1
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“Don't you do it!” Adrienne shouted to the short boy whose hands were fistfuls of snow as he dashed toward her, his arm cocked back to throw. She squealed as she threw herself to the right to avoid the snowball hurtling toward her and hit a hard surface. She looked up and blushed bright red at the handsome, well-dressed man whose arms were now enveloping her to keep her from rebounding into the deep snow at their feet.

“Good job,” the man chuckled, looking down at her. He looked like a business man traveling for leisure in his dark navy pea coat with the collar of a blue dress shirt visible beneath and khaki pants.

“I didn't orchestrate that to land in your arms,” Adrienne insisted, as she extricated herself from his embrace, slightly perturbed at his assumption. He wasn't that good-looking.

“If you had, I’m sure you would have been more graceful about it. I was referring to dodging the snowball.” 

The man's smile was genuine and friendly and Adrienne had to smile but couldn't resist retorting, “Maybe the next time a girl spontaneously throws herself into your arms, you will catch her a little more gracefully too.”

He laughed, a full, hearty sound, “I'll have to work on my spontaneous catching.”

“Are you okay? You smashed into him pretty hard.” Will's bright pink cheeks and nose peeked out from his layers of warmth as he ran up to Adrienne, one snowball still in hand.

“I didn't smash, I glided.”

“It didn't feel like a glide,” the man whispered conspiratorially to Will. Will giggled.

“What's your name?” Will asked the man, politely.

“Clint Everson, it's nice to meet you,” Clint held his hand out to Will who took it importantly.

Adrienne had to work to keep her mouth from dropping open at his name. She should have recognized him but it had been almost nine years and he was a man now. He was no longer the ardent young man from her memories. 

“I'm Will and this is...”

“Someone who is very late,” Adrienne interrupted Will's introduction. She grabbed Will by the arm and began tugging him away from his new friend. “Thanks for catching me.”

Clint didn't have the chance to respond as the Adrienne's focus was clearly on making a rapid exit.

“See ya later, Clint!” Will shouted as Adrienne hauled him quickly away.

Adrienne hoped that her hat and scarf hid enough of her face that she was unrecognizable to Clint. What on earth is he doing here?
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Clint was perplexed at the woman's sudden departure and obvious attempt to keep her name hidden from him. Regardless of the natural intrigue he felt from such a mysterious departure and an undeniable attraction to her classy yet natural beauty, Clint was not looking for a romantic interest. He had been down that road many years ago and preferred not to meet women while traveling, especially not this trip.

Clint resolutely pushed Will and the engaging woman from his mind and focused on his purpose for the trip. He decided to find a hotel room first, he didn't expect to be able to get this done today and he wanted to be well-rested for his unpleasant task ahead.  
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Adrienne went to work the next morning exhausted from lack of sleep. She couldn't have gotten more than an hour after spending the night running through every possible scenario that could bring Clint Everson out to this tiny Appalachian town. He hadn't recognized her, that much was clear. Adrienne unlocked her office door and flipped on the light.

Of course, he could have come for work. If she remembered correctly, his family owned a huge chain of banks and perhaps he was thinking of putting one in Beechwood. Why anyone would want to put their bank in Beechwood she couldn't fathom. The town already had three banks which was probably two too many. She unwound her scarf and placed it on the top rung of the hat stand.

Another option could be that he had come for her. Has he realized after nine years that he is still madly in love with me and can't live without me? That was a nice dream but Adrienne had lived too many years in the real world to believe that sort of fairy tale ending. She placed her heavy winter coat opposite the scarf and sat down in her chair.

The final option, the one that had kept her up all night, was that he was here for Will. She couldn't imagine why he would show interest after all these years but she didn't want to share her son with a man she barely knew. She was even more afraid that he would want full custody. It was terrifying.

She tried to be rational as she replaced her snow boots with heels and turned on her computer. He had seemed nice, even kind, and just as good-looking although older, more manly, than he had been at twenty-one. He hadn't seemed like the type to want to walk in and steal away a child he didn't know but that didn't make Adrienne feel any better. She just hoped she was able to function today with next to no sleep and an ever increasing turmoil in her stomach to boot.

The morning dragged by as she worried that Clint might go by the school to meet their son, worried he might take him away. Surely, no judge would give full custody to a man Will did not even know but Clint certainly could afford to hire a top notch attorney... she needed to focus.

She had to work out a new promotional angle to sell large tracts of land to buyers outside the state but found that she was unable to concentrate on anything. Giving up on all thought of productivity and realizing she had worried her morning away, Adrienne stood up. She needed to get out of the office, maybe go by the school and have lunch with Will herself. She needed the reassurance that he was still there.

Just as she was pulling on her snow boots, her secretary, Allison, tapped on the door and peeked her head in, “There is a man here to see you.” The look in her eyes clearly stated that it was an attractive man and Adrienne didn't need to hear his name announced to know that it was Clint.

“I'll come to the lobby in just a minute,” she said, hurriedly pulling her clunky snow boots back off and replacing them with heels to match her business suit. She didn't need the added disadvantage of clunky snow boots over hose to feel more awkward. This was going to be bad enough. 

Adrienne took a moment to gather herself. She would not allow Clint to see her come undone. She had already suffered enough loss of dignity as his hands. She was in full control of her anger and her tear ducts. She walked to the lobby.

There Clint stood in all the glory of a New York elitist. He was stylishly casual in a maroon sweater, the collared shirt underneath framing his neck. His thick, blond hair was classically styled, preferring the elegance of the twenties to the disheveled style that was currently popular. It suited him.

The astonishment that overtook his features as soon as Adrienne walked through the door, however, looked foreign on him. He must have expected Adrienne to gape when he came, quite unexpectedly, into her workplace. It was slightly mollifying that she was prepared for him and he had had no idea that it was she he had caught yesterday in the snow.

He recovered quickly, “You're a little more formal today, I see.” The same grin from yesterday lit his features as his eyes took in her suit and heels.

Adrienne didn't respond. Her only thought was on Will and why Clint would show up after all these years. She could hardly demand an explanation, especially in front of Allison who was peering over the reception counter without any concern for privacy.  Or subtlety.

“Did you recognized me yesterday before I introduced myself?” he continued after a short pause to allow for the polite response he didn't get.

She shook her head, still not trusting her first words.

“Would you have lunch with me?”

“Sure!” The word came out a little more enthusiastic than she wanted. She didn't want him to think she had been pining for him these past nine years but she was too relieved that he hadn't kidnapped Will yet to pull off a casual response.

They left the office without another word. Adrienne just taking a minute to grab her purse and coat but leaving her heels on. Everywhere she would be walking should have been shoveled by now and cold feet were worth feeling a tad more confident as she fought this man for the biggest blessing in her life.

“Where should we eat?” Clint asked as he started the black Audi rental he was driving.

“There's a Mexican restaurant and a pub and grill,” Adrienne offered the town's sole restaurant options. Generally, if people wanted to eat out they drove to Parkersburg which was a little over an hour away.

“Pub and grill it is,” Clint decided, obviously weary of a Mexican restaurant this far from any substantial Mexican population.

Adrienne gave him directions, which he followed in silence. He appeared to be ordering his thoughts which was fine with Adrienne. Their conversation would be best handled in a public setting anyway, which would require them to keep their emotions, and their voices, in check. 

Adrienne's emotions were swinging back in forth at an unnaturally fast rate between the protective growl of a lioness who foresaw a threat to her cub, the furious hurt that only jilted lovers know, and, just a little, heart-pounding thrill at seeing her first real love again. It was confusing and, because of that confusion, infuriating.

She spent most of the ride fighting to school her features. Regardless of any feelings she had or any words that were said, she refused to let Clint see her weak or hurt. She didn't need him nor did she want him, this was the perfect chance to prove that. 

Anderson's Pub and Grill kept busy especially during weekday lunch time. The inside was all light wood with booths and cushioned bench seats matching the floors and the large beamed ceiling. The three large televisions and racing décor gave a pub feel to the otherwise rustic interior. There were only six booths, three tables and a bar and a patio for use in the summer months. The bar-like counter was usually the first to fill up as locals arrived to eat and chat. Clint chose the corner booth as the most secluded and, with both of the neighboring booths as-yet-empty, it would provide a, hopefully, non-gossip-able conversation. Being seen in Anderson's with an unknown man, especially a good-looking one, would already cause speculation and Adrienne didn't want to add actual facts to the rumors that would fly. The tables already in use were closer to the door allowing the patrons easier inter-table conversation and the opportunity to greet anyone who came in.

Adrienne chose the bench that faced the rest of the restaurant so she could keep her eye out for anyone eavesdropping and Clint slid into the opposite bench seat.

“I had some difficulty tracking you down. If you weren't a real estate agent, I don't think I would have ever found you.”

Adrienne silently cursed the website which brought in nearly all of her out-of-town business. “I didn't realize I had anyone looking for me.”

His eyes softened. “I have so much that I want to say to you, Adrienne, so much that I want to explain.” He spread his hands on the table top palms down, “I don't know how...”

“It doesn't matter, Clint. That was a long time
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