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      Rio Vista Pass was barely a dot on the map.

      And rightly so. The town itself consisted of one wide street with sidewalks on either side.

      Rows of white fir trees and cottonwood trees mixed with some thick oak trees separated the streets from the sidewalks. The early morning dew magnified the scent of the fir trees.

      There was no traffic this morning, but cars were parked on either side of the street in unmarked parking spots.

      The early morning sun was warm, but the spring wind had a cool bite to it.

      A flock of sparrows fluttered from the tree limbs, circled around and landed in a tree on the opposite side of the street.

      I stood on the sidewalk outside the Rio Vista Pass Inn. It was early here, but I was still on Eastern time.

      It was a quaint little town.

      Perfect.

      The scent of coffee caught my attention and I looked to my right.

      There was a restaurant named Charlie’s—no relation—and a market. Neither were open yet.

      I walked along the street and discovered where the coffee scent was coming from.

      The door to a little coffee shop stood open. It was no Starbuck’s but it looked inviting all the same.

      It was called The Café in Time.

      It looked like a little coffee bistro like back home in Boston that I used to like to go to.

      There were three little round tables, each one with two chairs.

      Each table was covered with a white table cloth and a little clear vase with a pink daisy.

      Everything was so clean, it sparkled.

      As my eyes adjusted to being inside, a pretty young girl, maybe close to my age, about thirty years old, stepped out from behind the counter and smiled.

      “Good morning,” she said. She wore an old-fashioned apron and her blonde hair was pulled up in a high ponytail.

      She wasn’t just pretty, she was perky.

      I returned her smile and tried not to be annoyed. I remembered when I was the perky one.

      But right now wasn’t one of those times.

      “I’m Brooklyn,” she said. “What can I get you?”

      There was a little chalkboard on the back wall with some handwritten names of drink I didn’t recognize and prices out to the side.

      Brooklyn saw me squinting at the sign. “Don’t try to read that,” she said. “It’s all in French. I can make you anything you want.”

      A bit unorthodox.

      But this was a quaint little town in the west.

      “Can I get a venti skinny vanilla latte?” I asked.

      “Sure thing.” She went back behind the counter. “You can sit wherever you like. I’ll bring it out.”

      I sat at the table nearest the door so I could watch the sunrise.

      Brooklyn had my latte made in no time and walked over to hand it to me.

      “A Starbuck’s girl, huh?” she asked.

      “I guess you could say that.” I took the large mug and wrapped my hands around it.

      “I have Starbucks roots, too.”

      I thought for a minute that she was going to sit down at the table with me, but she seemed to think better of it and went back behind the counter.

      Watching the sunrise, I took a sip of the coffee.

      It was one of the smoothest lattes I’d ever had.

      “This is really good,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she said. “It’s my grandmother’s French recipe.”

      I looked back at the menu. “Your grandmother’s French?”

      “Sure is. But you’d never know it. She’s Americanized all the way.”

      “Except when it comes to coffee.”

      Brooklyn laughed. “Good point. But it’s good for business.”

      Of course it would be.

      “Do you get a lot of tourists through here?” I gripped the mug. Hoping that she would give me a good answer. The answer I needed to here.

      “Not so much. Mostly drive throughs.” Brooklyn leaned her elbows on the counter and rested her chin on her hands. “I’d bet money you’re the only tourist here this morning.”

      “It’s early in the season,” I pointed out, sipping my coffee.

      “Very true,” she said.

      I looked down at my jeans and sweatshirt. I’d dressed to purposely not look like a tourist.

      Brooklyn stood up straight. “Not to suggest that you’re a tourist. I just haven’t seen you around here.”

      “I was just driving through,” I said. “but it looked like a good place to spend some time.”

      Brooklyn smiled and wiped the counter with a white cloth. A counter that already so clean it sparkled.

      “You’re absolutely right about that.” She hesitated a moment. “You stayed in the inn?”

      “Of course,” I said. I had a feeling Brooklyn knew exactly where I’d spent the night.

      I may have been raised in Boston, but I’d spent my share of time in a small town with my own grandparents.

      They had a winter house in Mississippi where my whole family had spent just about every Christmas I could remember growing up.

      But that was before.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Brooklyn said.

      “I’m Ashlyn,” I said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Ashlyn.” Brooklyn pulled out a box of sweetener and filled up a little container. “I hope you decide to stay awhile.”

      I’d been considering it, but I wasn’t sure it was a good idea.

      Brooklyn was a little too friendly. A little too talkative.

      And if that’s how the people of Rio Vista Pass were, it might just be too risky.

      But it definitely had its charm.

      And with coffee this smooth, it might be worth taking a chance on.

      I looked into my mug and realized I’d finished off my latte.

      Maybe today was one of those days when I could have two cups of coffee.

      But when I looked up again, Brooklyn was nowhere in sight.

      She’d disappeared into the back and left me here.

      I sighed and sat up straight.

      I didn’t have to decide anything definite today about staying here.

      I could just stay a couple of days and take some time to figure out what I thought about Rio Vista Pass.

      It might be a good place to land for a few days at least.
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      I stood outside the General Store of the little town Rio Vista Pass.

      And I used the word town loosely.

      Besides the General Store, there was a stable with a blacksmith, a sheriff’s office, and a saloon.

      I had all my supplies loaded up in the wagon. Bags of flour. Some candles.

      It was a beautiful day. A light breeze came in off the river. And the sky was a clear blue.

      The mountains still had their snow caps. The taller ones would keep their snow caps all summer, but some of the smaller ones would be left barren after the snow melted.

      I preferred the mountains to have their caps on.

      I wore a cap myself. It was black with a wide brim all around. A western flair on a boiler hat from back east.

      I liked it. I liked the way it matched the tie around my neck and my black pants. I wore a white shirt with a gray formal vest.

      It wasn’t the way I dressed during a typical day, but today I had things to do.

      It was my first trip out since last fall and it felt strange to be out among the humans.

      After spending my first winter alone in my cabin, I’d come to the foregone conclusion that a man needed a wife.

      Not just for physical needs. A man could take care of that himself with no problem.

      And it wasn’t for cooking and cleaning. A man could do that himself, too.

      It was for companionship.

      A man needed a woman to keep him company. To talk to.

      I’d grown up with three sisters—all married off and living somewhere in the south. So I was used to spending time around the fair persuasion.

      There was only so much men could talk to each other about.

      But women. Ah. Women could talk about just about anything.

      I didn’t want just any wife.

      I wanted one who was pleasing to look at. What man wouldn’t?

      But more important, I wanted one who was kind.

      And smart.

      Someone to share my life with.

      I wanted an equal.

      I didn’t tell other men that, of course. They might agree, but it wasn’t something men told each other.

      Instead men talked about how they wanted a good woman for breeding and cleaning around the house and such.

      And for some men, that would be all they required.

      Not me.

      I’d had a lot of time to think.

      One option was to travel back to Alabama and fetch someone who didn’t mind traveling about here. It would have to be someone who didn’t have anyone to lose.

      Unfortunately, there were a lot of widows left in the south who needed men to care for them. Or even better, maybe they, too, wanted companionship.

      But a random conversation with the blacksmith last fall had planted a seed in my head and it had grown over the winter.

      It was early, so the saloon was still quiet.

      I wasn’t interested in going to the saloon later in the evening when the whores came out.

      I wanted a lady. Being born and bred in the deep south, it was part of who I was and there was no need fighting it.

      There was supposed to be a woman in the saloon, though, who could help me out.

      A horse and wagon passed in front of me. A man and woman sat together, their heads bent close in conversation.

      What the hell.

      I didn’t have anything to lose.

      I strode over to the saloon and walked through the wooden swinging doors.

      There were a couple of young men playing poker at one of the tables.

      And the bartender looked up, giving me a questioning look.

      “Whiskey?” he asked.

      “No, thank you,” I said, then clamped my mouth shut.

      Part of the reason for my black hat and tie was to give myself a more rugged look. My southern politeness had gotten me into trouble one time too many.

      “I’m looking for a woman by the name of Charlotte,” I said.

      The bartender looked me over.

      “What’s your business?” he asked.

      I put my hands on my hips. Should have worn my holstered gun to top off my look.

      “Rather not say,” I said.

      The bartender picked up a glass and began to slowly wipe it with a cloth as though he had nothing but time.

      “The girls don’t go to work til afternoon,” he said. “Have to have their beauty rest.”

      “Not looking for a… girl,” I said.

      The bartender set the glass down and leaned his hands against the counter.

      “Charlotte’s not taking customers.”

      I shook my head. This had been a bad idea.

      “Who sent you?” the bartender asked.

      “The guy over at the stables. The blacksmith.”

      The bartender nodded. “All right then. I’ll see if she’s taking callers.” With that, he headed through a door behind him.

      I paced to the swinging doors. Stopped. I could walk out of here and there would be no harm done.

      I could load up and head southeast like I’d planned.

      But I turned around and paced back to the bar. Sat on the nearest stool and waited.

      Curiosity killed the cat, as they said.

      I wanted to know what this Charlotte woman was all about and why there seemed to be so much mystery surrounding her.

      I wanted to know just how she could help me.

      If she knew something I didn’t.

      Something about getting myself a wife without having to travel or to take a whore and turn her into a wife.

      I liked to think I was a smart enough man and a smart man knew to keep his options open.

      That’s how I ended up here in the first place.

      To try my hand at raising some cattle. Maybe do a little farming.

      Honorable things for a man with a not so honorable history.

      The bartender came out from the back. “Go on back,” he said, nodding to a door to his left.

      Opening the door, I stepped into a room lit by a lantern on a side table and candles in a chandelier overhead.

      It was nothing like I expected.

      Instead of stepping into a room at the back of a saloon, I could have just as easily have stepped into the parlor of the manor house where I’d grown up.

      Emerald velvet drapes tied back on either side framed the tall French window on one side.

      A French window in a saloon? I hadn’t noticed it from the outside, but it faced the side, so that wasn’t too surprising.

      There was a large mirror over the large fireplace.

      A vase with fresh yellow daffodils sat in the middle of the coffee table.

      The entire room seemed out of place and was much bigger than seemed possible.

      There were two doors. One must have led to the saloon.

      A young lady stood up from a little writing desk and walked toward me.

      Like the room itself, she looked elegant. She wore a smoke gray dress with long sleeves and a high neckline. The dress was gathered into a bustle in the back. Must be the latest French fashion as she was the only woman I’d seen dressed like this.

      Out here in the west, the ladies didn’t bother keeping up with the latest fashions. There wasn’t time and there were few resources available.

      Her blonde hair flowed around her shoulders, showcasing her delicate features and clear pale skin. She looked like an elfin princess.

      “Hello,” she said, holding out a hand.

      I took her hand and bowed over it. “Good morning,” I said.

      “My name is Charlotte.”

      To say that she wasn’t what I expected was an understatement.

      “I’m Harrison.”

      “Please take a seat Harrison.”

      I sat on the sofa, thankful that I was dressed in new, clean clothes.

      “I can guess why you’re here, but please, tell me what I can do for you.”

      I saw no need to beat around the bush with this woman. She looked like a business woman and if she wasn’t able to help me, I didn’t need to waste her time. Or mine.

      “I’m in need of a wife.”
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      I left the café and wandered along the streets as the town began to wake up.

      Shop owners opened up their stores and brought things like potted plants outside. Framed chalkboard signs appeared on the sidewalk, advertising today’s sales.

      Someone pulled the shades up on the bank windows and a young man nodded in my direction as he went inside.

      A restaurant was cooking bacon and eggs and a few people sat at the tables, having what to me seemed like a late breakfast.

      I stood perfectly still next to one of the fir trees, inhaling the fresh clean scent.

      There was nothing like this in Boston.

      I watched each car as it passed. Looked at the drivers.

      After a few minutes, I turned and leaned against the tree, my back to the road, and unlocked my phone.

      I scrolled down to the bottom of my voicemail to blocked messages.

      I lowered my phone and blew out a breath.

      Three new messages. And that was just since this morning after I woke up.

      Didn’t Jeremy understand that if I wanted to talk to him, I’d answer my phone?

      Although I’d turned off the tracking feature on my phone, maybe it was time to get a new phone and a new number.

      I looked back down the street toward The Café in Time where I’d had coffee less than an hour ago.

      I didn’t see it. Hadn’t there been a sign out front?

      Sticking my phone back in my pocket, I walked slowly in the direction back to the inn where I’d stayed last night. And the café.

      I found the inn, but next to it, there was only an iron gate with a grassy area behind it.

      I walked to the other side of the inn and back again.

      It wasn’t there.

      I know I wasn’t imagining it.

      I dashed up the stairs to the front porch of the veranda, my heart pounding much too fast.

      Going inside, I went up to the desk. There was a girl, most likely a college student sitting behind the desk.

      “Hi,” I said. This was going to sound strange. But I had to ask anyway? “Do you know where The Café in Time is located?”

      “What’s that?” the girl asked.

      “It’s a little coffee shop,” I said, swallowing a burst of panic that threatened to send me into a panic attack.

      The girl shook her head. “No. Sorry.”

      I looked over my shoulder. I was not going crazy.

      I tried a smile, but it felt forced. My life had been so edgy lately. So serious. “Can you ask someone else? A manager maybe?”

      “Sure,” the girl said and picked up the phone. “There’s a lady out here asking about a coffee shop?”

      She tapped her pen on the counter while she listened. She nodded. “Okay.”

      “He’ll be right out,” she said to me, hanging up the phone.

      They would probably think I was just a lost, confused tourist.

      And right now, that was probably a good thing in some ways. On the other hand, it would not be good to be remembered.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m sure I just got confused.”

      Just as I was about to walk away, a grandfatherly man came from the back and joined the girl at the counter.

      He looked friendly enough that I relaxed just a little.

      “Lost?” he asked, with a smile.

      I shook my head. “There was a café. It was called The Café in Time. I thought it was right outside.” I pointed over my shoulder toward the street.

      The man scratched his chin and looked at me sideways.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “but I don’t know of a café by that name.” He looked over at the girl sitting next to him. “Annie, would you go to back and get my cell phone?”

      “Sure,” Annie said, going through the door.

      The man leaned forward and lowered his voice.

      “Try again at sunrise,” he said. “if it’s meant to be, it’ll be there.”
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