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            Prologue

         
         Mylie fumbled with her graduation cap, threading her fingers through the blue-and-white tassel. Now that the ceremony was
            over, people were streaming in and out of the high school gym, arm in arm, happy and smiling, on their way to graduation parties
            and other festivities. Mylie had a couple to get to herself, but she wanted to talk to him first.
         

         
         When he saw her, sitting on the picnic table, he grinned and walked over. He was so tall that his gown was just short enough
            to be noticeable, and his mass of dark curls spilled out of his cap like ink.
         

         
         “Hey,” he said, hopping up on the table to sit next to her. “I looked for you inside.”

         
         “It was crowded,” Mylie replied, looking up at him. His glasses were crooked on his nose.

         
         “How do you think I did on my speech?”

         
         “You know it was great, Ben,” Mylie replied. “Everything you do is great.”

         
         He bumped his shoulder into hers and said, “You all right?”

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         “You don’t seem fine,” Ben replied. “Besides, you told me once that when a woman says she’s fine, she’s really not.”

         
         “I did say that, didn’t I?” Mylie asked, grinning despite herself.

         
         “You did,” Ben said. “So, tell me what’s wrong.”

         
         “Do you really have to leave?” she blurted. “Why can’t you at least spend the summer here?”

         
         “We’re moving tomorrow, Myles,” Ben said. “There’s nothing I can do.”

         
         “You’re an adult,” Mylie said. “You can do whatever you want.”

         
         “I’m going to college in Chicago,” Ben continued. “And I need to help get Mom and Grandpa settled before that. Besides, what
            would I do here for the next three months?”
         

         
         Mylie shrugged. “What we always do.”

         
         “Mylie,” Ben said, his voice gentle. “You know I have to go.”

         
         “But you’re my best friend.”

         
         “And you’re my best friend.”
         

         
         “So, stay!”

         
         Ben sighed. “I have to get out of here, Mylie. You know I’ve never fit in. Not the way you do. Clay Creek isn’t my future.”

         
         Mylie knew that. She’d known that since the sixth grade. But it didn’t make it any easier, not when he was leaving her behind
            and not when she was losing her best friend to a college that might as well be on another planet.
         

         
         “Please don’t be mad at me, Myles,” Ben said, taking her hand in his. “We’ll still talk. It won’t be that bad, I promise.
            And we’ve got the party tonight. That will be fun.”
         

         
         “When will you be back?” Mylie asked. She was trying not to cry, but it was hard.

         
         “I don’t know,” Ben said. “We aren’t selling Grandpa’s house right now, but I don’t know of any reason why we . . .”

         
         “Would need to come back?” Mylie finished. She yanked her hand away from him.

         
         “That’s not what I meant,” Ben said.

         
         Mylie glared at him. “Yes, it is.”

         
         “Mylie . . .”

         
         “It’s okay,” Mylie said at last. “I know you have to go. It’s just . . . I’m going to miss you.”

         
         “I’m going to miss you, too,” Ben said, leaning in to wrap her in a giant hug. For a moment, Mylie thought he was going to
            do more than just hug her, but he pulled away, pushing his glasses farther up onto his nose.
         

         
         “I’ll see you at the party, then,” Ben said. “I’ve got to go. My mom still hasn’t gotten enough pictures.”
         

         
         Mylie wiped her eyes, clearing the streaks of mascara running down her cheeks with the back of her hand as Ben walked away.
            She wanted to tell him so badly how she felt. But she knew that the night of their graduation wasn’t the time. It was never
            the time, especially since she knew that Ben was leaving, had always planned on leaving, no matter what.
         

         
         For now, there was nothing she could do but watch him walk away from her, from here, and from everything Mylie always knew
            they could have been.
         

         
         “Hey! Hey, Mylie!”

         
         Mylie looked up to see her friend Jodi walking toward her, waving her graduation cap in the air. “Hey,” Mylie said.

         
         “I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Jodi said. “My mom wants pictures, and I’m pretty sure Ben’s mom does, too.”

         
         “I’m pictured out,” Mylie replied.

         
         Jodi squinted at her in the waning sunlight. “Did you tell him?”

         
         Mylie shook her head.

         
         “Why not?” Jodi asked. “You said it wouldn’t matter now, anyway, since he’s leaving. Might as well tell him, remember?”

         
         “I know what I said,” Mylie replied. “But it was easier to say than actually do.”

         
         “I get it,” Jodi said, looping her arm through Mylie’s. “But I still think you need to tell him. I think he feels the same
            way you do.”
         

         
         “Then he should have said something,” Mylie said.

         
         “Fine,” Jodi replied, rolling her eyes. “Do what you want.”

         
         “What I want is to not be having this conversation,” Mylie muttered.

         
         “You’re right,” Jodi said. “We need to go and get ready for the party, anyway.”

         
         “I don’t know if I want to go,” Mylie said.

         
         “Oh, you’re going.” Jodi half-dragged Mylie back toward the crowd. “You’re going to stop sulking and go to this party. It’s
            our graduation, Mylie!”
         

         
         “Okay,” Mylie replied. “Okay, you’re right. Let’s go. But I’m telling your mother no more pictures.”

         
         “Good luck,” Jodi said, laughing. “My mother has infinite space on her digital camera.”

         
         “I’m not throwing my cap again,” Mylie said. “Your mom can’t make me.”

         
         “I’ll let you take that up with her,” Jodi replied. “Now, come on. Put a smile on that pretty face of yours. Tonight is our
            night!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Ten years later

         

         Mylie really didn’t want to fire him. In fact, firing Robbie Price was literally the last thing on planet Earth she wanted
            to do. She’d been avoiding it for nearly a week, until this morning, when her best friend, Jodi, reminded her that she had
            to pay Robbie for every day she put it off.
         

         
         Most of the time, Mylie liked being the boss, liked owning her own business. She’d worked hard for it, after all. Since she
            was fourteen, she’d been working toward it, spending her free time running her Granny Violet’s bait and tackle truck at the
            lake, learning how to make lures, marketing her product. Now, all these years later, she had an entire warehouse full of employees
            crafting handmade tackle that went out to people all over the state of Arkansas and beyond. They’d even sent packages to Europe
            and South America. She employed one third of the townspeople in the small resort town of Clay Creek, Arkansas. Despite that,
            she tried to keep out of local politics and local gossip. It wasn’t easy, though, with someone always asking for a favor . . . which was exactly how she’d gotten herself
            talked into hiring Robbie in the first place.
         

         
         His granny was friends with her granny, and despite the fact that Robbie had been in prison up until six months ago, it had
            somehow been Mylie’s problem that he was living with the aforementioned granny and eating up all her retirement savings. As if she’d somehow forced him to steal copper wiring from a subdivision being built outside of town and “forget” to pay child support for the last decade. 

         
         Robbie Price was two years older than Mylie, and she’d always tried to avoid him, even in elementary school. She guessed he’d
            been this way for a long time, but she’d always figured, at least when they were kids, that it wasn’t his fault. Like her,
            his father had taken off long before Robbie got a chance to know it. The difference was that while Mylie had her granny to
            help raise and guide her, Robbie’s mother sold illegal moonshine and had a rap sheet nearly as long as her son’s. As they’d
            gotten older, Mylie and Robbie took very different paths in life. His drinking was a well-known issue, and she should have
            trusted her gut. Sobriety hadn’t lasted long, and drinking on the job wasn’t something Mylie could tolerate, even if a small
            part of her felt bad for him.
         

         
         Hook, Line, & Sinker was a successful business, she’d busted her ass to get here, and she’d be damned if she was going to
            let the likes of Robbie Price compromise the integrity of all she’d done.
         

         
         “You’re gonna let me make up this lunch time I’m missin’, right?” Robbie asked, heaving himself down into the chair in front
            of Mylie’s desk.
         

         
         Mylie winced. “Well,” she began. “After today, you’ll have plenty of time for lunch.”

         
         “Am I gettin’ a raise?”

         
         The laugh bubbled out of Mylie’s throat before she could stop it. It was nerves, clearly, because that was what she did when
            she was nervous. But it was also the absolute ridiculousness of Robbie’s comment. A raise? A raise for a man she’d hired out
            of pity and now had to fire for stealing and being drunk on the job more days than he was sober.
         

         
         “Robbie,” Mylie said, clearing her throat. “You know we have cameras in the warehouse, right?”

         
         He shifted a little in the chair, but he didn’t break eye contact. “What of it?”

         
         “Great, then you also know that we generally have a direct count of how many lures we make in a day, right?” Mylie continued.
            “You know that we’d notice if, say, fifty of them went missing over a week’s time?”
         

         
         “What are you gettin’ at?” Robbie asked.

         
         He just kept looking at her, staring right at her, even though they both knew what was coming. Well, if he could do it, so
            could she, Mylie supposed. She pulled herself up as high in her chair as she could and said, “Robbie, I know you’ve been stealing
            lures. I know you’re drinking on your lunch break and coming back drunk as a skunk, which is probably why you think you can
            get away with stealing so much merchandise, but you can’t. You just can’t.”
         

         
         “Now, listen,” Robbie said, starting to stand up.

         
         “I have to fire you,” Mylie continued, afraid if she stopped, she might lose her will. “But I’m not going to report you to
            the sheriff. And I’m going to give you two weeks’ severance pay.”
         

         
         Robbie sat back down. “I’d take a month.”

         
         Mylie squinted at him. Now she was starting to get angry. “You haven’t been here but three weeks. I think two weeks’ severance
            is more than generous, especially considering I also know you’ve been selling those lures on the down-low for a profit.”
         

         
         “This is bullshit,” Robbie spat.

         
         “I’m pretty sure what’s bullshit is using my granny to guilt me into giving you a job in the first place when you’ve been
            fired from nearly every place in town,” Mylie shot back. “I’m only offering you the option of not getting arrested because
            I know it would embarrass your granny.”
         

         
         “Charges wouldn’t stick.” Robbie sniffed.

         
         Mylie could smell the corn liquor on his breath from where he sat. “Robbie,” she said, softening her tone. “I could help you, you know. If you were interested in rehab. I know a couple of guys up in Rockbridge who run a facility . . .” 

         
         “I don’t need your help,” Robbie replied, narrowing his eyes at her. “You think you’re such hot shit around here, that everybody
            has to listen to you.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that at all,” Mylie countered. “I’m just trying to let you know that you have options, you know? Then when
            you’re sober, maybe you could come back here and we could talk.”
         

         
         “Don’t pretend like you give a shit,” Robbie said. “You ain’t the Mother Teresa of Clay Creek.”

         
         “Everything okay in here?” Jodi stuck her head in through the office door. “I can call Paul to walk Robbie out if you need
            me to.”
         

         
         Robbie turned around and glared at Jodi. “Fuck you, Jodi.”

         
         “Well, fuck you back, Robbie,” Jodi replied. “Now, it’s time for you to go.”

         
         Robbie stood up for the final time, looking back and forth between the two women, clearly deciding what his next move should
            be. All three of them knew that Old Paul the security guard couldn’t escort a possum off the property, but by now, it was
            the principle of the matter.
         

         
         Was he going to leave or was he going to cause a scene?

         
         He was going to cause a scene.

         
         Robbie picked up an entire box of lures that was sitting on the shelf to his right, and dumped them out all over the floor,
            scattering them. He took the time to look Mylie right in the eye before crushing one of them underneath his muddy boot.
         

         
         Mylie shot up out of her seat. “Robbie Price, if you don’t get your ass out of this shop right now, I’m going to call the
            sheriff.”
         

         
         She slid her eyes to Jodi and shook her head slightly at her friend. The last thing either of them needed was for Jodi to jump on him like a spider monkey, which was exactly what Jodi’s face was telling Mylie she was thinking about doing. 

         
         “Somebody ought to take you down a peg,” Robbie said, grinding onto the lure beneath his foot. “This ain’t over,” he said,
            stomping out of the office, nearly knocking the door off of its hinges.
         

         
         Jodi collapsed against the doorway. “Jeeeesus,” she whispered. “I really did think we might have to kill him.”

         
         “I told you yesterday we couldn’t kill him,” Mylie replied, finally allowing herself to relax. “But yeah, it was close.”

         
         “You never should have hired him,” Jodi said.

         
         “I know that,” Mylie replied. She reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a hair tie, desperate to get her thick mass
            of blond hair off her sweaty neck. “But Granny asked me to do it for her as a favor. What was I supposed to say?”
         

         
         “All of that because you fired him?” Jodi asked. “He’s been fired from every place in town. It’s not like this is new and
            different for him.”
         

         
         Mylie sighed. “I offered to help,” she said. “You know, get him into a rehab facility and all of that. I thought maybe . . .”

         
         “Oh, Mylie,” Jodi replied. “You should have known better.”

         
         “I know,” Mylie said. “But I felt bad for him, you know?”

         
         “He hates that more than anything,” Jodi continued. “Now that he thinks he’s been insulted; this won’t be the last time we
            hear from him.”
         

         
         Mylie knew he’d be bad-mouthing her all over town before the day was over, and she’d have to avoid the grocery store for a
            week at least. She also knew that when Robbie said something wasn’t over, he meant it.
         

         
         “Do you want to call the sheriff?” Jodi asked.

         
         Mylie shook her head. “I’ll talk to him,” she said. “Let him know the situation.”

         
         “You’re the boss,” Jodi replied, bending down to help Mylie pick up the lures. “Good thing these were all defective.”

         
         Mylie plucked a lure from her hair. “At least there weren’t any hooks in them.”

         
         “That, too,” Jodi agreed. “So, you meeting that guy from Tinder tonight? You better get on home if that’s your plan. You look
            like you need to spend some time getting ready.”
         

         
         “Thanks a lot,” Mylie grumbled, finishing up with the lures. “Can you close up for the weekend if I leave?”

         
         “Just go,” Jodi said, swatting Mylie on the ass as she sidled past her. “And don’t forget to send me your location in case
            he murders you and drops you into the lake!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Mylie’s favorite part of the day was driving home from work, especially during the springtime. She was too tired and cranky
            in the morning to appreciate the beauty of the Ozark Mountains, but at night, when everything was quiet and the day was wearing
            off, Mylie felt like someone had created this entire expanse of earth just for her. In a few weeks, the tourists would be
            coming in droves. They’d be gearing up for the big Spring Fling fishing tournament next month. Hook, Line, & Sinker played
            a huge role in the festivities. They were one of the biggest sponsors of the tournament, and they even had an all-women’s
            team this year to compete.
         

         
         Nearly all of the businesses in town sponsored the tournament in one way or another. The Cracked Egg, the best restaurant
            in town, did the most. Her friend Melissa, whose family owned the place, had already pledged to make this year the best year
            yet.
         

         
         There was a lot to think about, but not right now. Right now, it was just a few days into May, and everyone was still shaking
            off the chill of winter. The mornings were cool, but the afternoons were warm, and Mylie loved it. Spring was in the air,
            and right now, she had time to enjoy the calm.
         

         
         Right now, it was quiet.

         
         Some nights on her drive home, Mylie would take the long way. Which really meant she drove along the road behind her house, with the scenic lake views that led right past another house she didn’t visit anymore. 

         
         That was primarily because nobody had lived there in a long time. Once in a while, it would be rented out for the summer,
            but mostly, it stayed empty. Mylie didn’t like to be reminded of its emptiness, but occasionally, she was able to drive past
            and not think about the former occupants too much.
         

         
         Tonight was not one of those nights.

         
         As she rounded the corner and the house came into view, she noticed a large sign in the front yard. She knew that sign because
            there were similar signs all over Clay Creek. It was a real estate sign from Courtney Williams, the best (and most annoying)
            Realtor in town.
         

         
         The house was for sale.

         
         Mylie felt a hitch in her throat. She hadn’t expected this. Why would they be selling after all this time? Ten years was a
            long time to keep a house empty to suddenly sell it. For some reason, the fact that she didn’t know this was going to happen,
            that she’d just driven up on the sign pushed down into the grass outside the house, made her furious.
         

         
         She didn’t have much time to think about it, though, because her sister, Cassie, was out in the front yard waiting for her
            when Mylie finally pulled into the driveway. Her sister was fourteen, and literally everything was a catastrophe. Today was
            sure to be no different. In her hands, she held the remains of what looked like a T-shirt, tears streaming down her face.
         

         
         “Look what Granny’s stupid dog did to my favorite T-shirt!” She said before Mylie had even gotten out of the car.

         
         Mylie could have sworn she saw that exact same T-shirt in the rag pile the day before, but she didn’t say that. Instead, she
            said, “You mean the dog you brought home from the Walmart parking lot in Little Rock?”
         

         
         This just made Cassie cry harder.

         
         “It’s okay,” Mylie said, taking what was left of the shirt. “We can get you another one.”

         
         “You can’t!” Cassie wailed, her ponytail whipping back and forth as she shook her head. “It’s a Twenty One Pilots concert shirt.”
         

         
         “I bet we can find one online.”

         
         “It won’t be the same!”

         
         It took every ounce of strength Mylie had not to roll her eyes. “You didn’t even go to that concert, Cass.”

         
         “Ryan brought it back to me!” Cassie replied. “That’s why it’s so special!”

         
         Mylie looked down at the shirt. “Let me see what I can do.”

         
         She shooed her sister inside. Surely Granny had something in her sewing table Mylie could use to fix . . . whatever this was.
            Mylie wasn’t sure why Cassie hadn’t taken the shirt to Granny. She was probably out on the back porch smoking a cigarette.
            Granny’s movements weren’t much of a mystery, especially on Friday nights.
         

         
         “Where’s Granny?” Mylie asked, when she didn’t see her sitting out on the back porch. “Is everything okay?”

         
         “She’s out there,” Cassie said, wiping her face. “She’s down toward the lake with Morris. I walked in on them whispering about
            something, and Granny told me it was adult business and to go away.”
         

         
         “I wonder if it has anything to do with the old Lawrence place going up for sale,” Mylie said more to herself than to Cassie.

         
         Cassie shrugged. “Can you fix it?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Mylie said honestly. “How do you feel about making this shirt a crop top?”

         
         Technically speaking, Mylie and Cassie were half-sisters, but that wasn’t a term they used for each other. Cassie’s father lived in Little Rock, and she saw him a few times a year when it was convenient for him. Their mother had never been married to Cassie’s father, and in fact, he hadn’t even known Cassie existed until she was nearly a year old. Mylie still remembered the fear she felt when Cassie’s father came to Clay Creek for a visit, and Mylie spent the entire time watching him with an eagle eye, afraid he was going to take Cassie away from them. Looking back, she realized that had been a ridiculous thing to worry about. Cassie’s father was a bassist for a metal cover band. He wasn’t equipped to raise a child. 

         
         Of course, Mylie’s mother hadn’t been, either, and her own father had been dead for as long as she could remember.

         
         For the last twelve years, it had been just Mylie, Cassie, and Granny, which was the way they liked it.

         
         When Cassie refused to let Mylie cut her shirt, Mylie sighed and said, “Okay, well, I’m going to need more time than I have
            right now. I’ve got a date tonight.”
         

         
         “I wanted to wear it over to Allie’s,” Cassie said, her eyes welling up all over again.

         
         “You can wear something of mine,” Mylie offered. Normally, Mylie would never offer to let Cassie anywhere near her closet.
            Cassie had a habit of dropping food and all manner of things onto her clothing, but tonight she could see that it was either
            offer up her own clothes or spend the whole evening fixing a shirt that was bound for the church rummage sale when Cassie
            and Ryan inevitably broke up.
         

         
         Cassie perked up. “Can I pick whatever I want?”

         
         “Within reason,” Mylie replied. “I can’t let you leave looking like a hooker.”

         
         “Why not?” Cassie quipped. “You leave the house looking like a hooker all the time.”
         

         
         “That’s because I’m an adult.”

         
         “Fine,” Cassie grumbled. “But I want to borrow those cute sandals you bought last week.”

         
         “I haven’t even gotten to wear them,” Mylie protested, and then, seeing the look on Cassie’s face, she relented. “Fine. But
            please don’t ruin them.”
         

         
         Mylie threw the destroyed T-shirt down on her bed and opened her closet to look for something to wear for her date that night.
            She didn’t date often, not when she had so much responsibility at work and at home. But occasionally it was nice to get out,
            have a date with an attractive man, spend the night with him, and then never call him again. Which is why she only dated men
            who lived at least an hour away from her. The drive was inconvenient, yes, but it made everything else uncomplicated.
         

         
         Eventually, she settled on a pair of jeans and a white blouse that made her skin glow. It also didn’t hurt that the top made
            her boobs look fantastic. Granny called it the “generous bosom of the Mason family tree.”
         

         
         Mylie would never have admitted it to anyone, not even her best friend, Jodi, who she’d known since kindergarten, but Mylie
            liked being appreciated by men. When she looked in the mirror, the first thing she noticed was her blond hair, which she knew
            was just average—you couldn’t throw a rock in Clay Creek without hitting someone with blond hair. But her eyes were the color
            of the lake. Not the deep and murky brown of the depths, but blue with a hint of green, like when the sun reflected on the
            water just right in the summertime.
         

         
         Those eyes were her father’s, but the rest of her was all her mother. Her easily tanned skin, the freckles across the bridge
            of her nose, and hips that were wide enough for any man to get a firm grip. And once they’d gotten a grip, they usually had
            a hard time letting go. Those hips, Mylie was proud to say, had been the source of more than one bar fight.
         

         
         Cassie was shoving her feet into Mylie’s sandals when she said, “That looks okay, but I think you need to add something.”

         
         “Like what?” Mylie asked, turning to her sister.

         
         “Hmm.” Cassie abandoned the sandals and went to Mylie’s jewelry box. She took out a small gold chain. “Here,” she said. “Try
            this.”
         

         
         Mylie admired herself in the mirror. She had been missing something. “Wow,” she said to Cassie. “You’re pretty good at this.”

         
         “I am the only person in this house who has a boyfriend,” Cassie reminded her sister. “I know a thing or two.”

         
         “Now, that’s not fair,” Mylie replied. “Granny has Morris.”

         
         At that, the sisters dissolved into giggles. Morris was Granny’s “special friend.” They’d met years ago when Morris was Mylie’s
            high school history teacher. Granny pretended not to know him in public, but everyone in town knew that Granny and Morris
            were an item. He wasn’t usually over before dinner on a Friday night, though. Before she left, Mylie needed to go and see
            what that adult business they’d been discussing was all about.
         

         
         “Ryan’s not coming over tonight, right?” Mylie asked once they’d stopped laughing. “You said earlier you were going to Allie’s.”

         
         “Ryan’s out of town with his dad,” Cassie replied.

         
         “Because you know the rule, right?” Mylie continued. “No boys at the house . . .”

         
         “Without you or Granny home,” Cassie finished, rolling her eyes. “I know, I know.”

         
         Mylie squinted at Cassie. She believed her sister, but she didn’t trust Ryan. He was a little shit. “Okay, but . . .”

         
         “I’m going to Allie’s,” Cassie said. “I promise. And both of her parents are going to be home.”

         
         “All right,” Mylie conceded. “If you need me, just call me. I can be home in forty-five minutes.”

         
         “Only if you want to get arrested,” Cassie replied. “Rockbridge is sixty miles away.”

         
         “Just call me!” Mylie called over her shoulder.

         
         She went outside and peered over the deck to the lake, where she saw Granny and Morris sitting in rocking chairs on the dock.
            It was an old dock, and it needed repair. Mylie hated it that Granny insisted on plopping down into a chair as it rotted beneath
            her, but nobody could tell Granny anything. If she wanted to do it, she was going to do it.
         

         
         “Hey,” Mylie said as she neared them. “What are you two doing out here?”

         
         Morris twisted around in his chair to greet her. “Hey, Mylie Girl. Wow, you look like you’re headed somewhere fancy.”

         
         This prompted Granny to turn around and squint at Mylie. “Hot date tonight?”

         
         “Just dinner in Rockbridge,” Mylie said, waving them off. “Cassie said she was going to Allie’s tonight.”

         
         “She told me,” Granny replied. “That’s why I’m down here instead of slaving away in that kitchen in this heat.”

         
         Mylie looked from Morris to Granny. “Well,” she said at last. “What was the adult conversation you two wouldn’t have in front
            of Cassie?”
         

         
         Morris and Granny shared a look.

         
         “Does it have anything to do with the for sale sign in front of the Lawrence place?” Mylie continued. “Because if it does, it’s fine. It’s absolutely . . .”
         

         
         “He’s coming back,” Granny said, cutting her off.

         
         Mylie’s words stuck in her throat. She knew the answer, but she had to ask. “Who?”

         
         Granny’s usual demanding countenance softened, and she replied, “Benjamin.”

         
         Mylie wished there were more than two chairs on the dock. Just then, she wouldn’t have cared if the damn thing collapsed and took her with it. She cleared her throat. “When did you find this out?” 

         
         Granny stopped to light a cigarette, took a long drag, and blew the smoke out onto the water. “That idiot Realtor,” she said.
            “She tried to put the sign in our yard. She about had a come apart when she saw me on the front porch.”
         

         
         Their houses—the Lawrence house and the Mason house did look nearly identical, and they were basically next door to each other.
            They’d been built by the same contractor back in the 1950s. Granny bought their house in the 1980s before Mylie was born,
            but the other house had been owned by the Lawrences since it was built. That’s why Mylie had always assumed they’d never sell,
            even though what was left of the Lawrences had moved to Chicago nearly ten years ago.
         

         
         Ben.

         
         Ben was what was left of the Lawrences. His grandfather and mother were both gone now is what Mylie had heard through the
            grapevine in town. Still, nobody assumed he’d sell, and it had been at least two years ago when they’d gotten that news. Emily
            Lawrence had always said that the house would stay in the family. Of course, Emily was no longer in charge of the Lawrence
            legacy.
         

         
         Mylie knew there was one more question she needed to ask, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask it. Finally, Granny took pity
            on her and offered, “Courtney said sometime next week.”
         

         
         Mylie rolled her eyes. Courtney was the worst. She was always parading around town like she knew everything. Mylie supposed in some ways, she did. She always found out when someone was going broke—house in foreclosure. She knew when people were getting divorced—family house for sale. In fact, some people in town had begun hiring out-of-town Realtors just so that Courtney wouldn’t blab their business all over town. 

         
         “I guess Courtney has told the whole town,” Mylie said.

         
         “I warned her against it,” Granny replied. “I reminded her just how many sales that big mouth of hers cost.”

         
         “He doesn’t need to come back to town to sell the house,” Mylie countered. “Does he?”

         
         Granny shook her head. “No, I reckon not.”

         
         Mylie took a breath and straightened her shoulders. “It doesn’t matter,” she said finally. “I’ve got to go. I’m going to be
            late for my date.”
         

         
         And with that, Mylie Mason turned on her heel and walked away, hoping like hell that by the time she reached Rockbridge, her
            emotions would catch up to her words.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Benjamin Lawrence turned right onto the little two-lane highway toward Clay Creek, his mood worsening with every mile.

         
         It’s just a few weeks, he said to himself.
         

         
         That was the mantra he’d been repeating since the second he’d gotten that phone call from that Realtor, reminding him that
            there were still things in the house that might be, in her words, “important to the family.”
         

         
         Reminding him of the promise he’d made to his dead mother.

         
         He was the family now, and he’d nearly told the woman to sell everything; he didn’t care about what was in there, but deep
            down, he knew that wasn’t the truth. He’d promised his mother before she died that he’d go back at least once and spend some
            time there. She’d known he wouldn’t keep the house, so this was her compromise, her way of blessing the inevitable.
         

         
         He couldn’t break that promise to her now.

         
         But going back to Clay Creek? Well, it wasn’t exactly on the list of things he wanted to do . . . ever. He’d put it off for
            two years. Every time the Realtor called, he said he wasn’t ready, but the truth was, once he agreed to sell, he knew that
            also meant he had to go back.
         

         
         It wasn’t that he hated Clay Creek. In truth, he hadn’t. But he’d also never wanted to move there—hadn’t wanted to leave his friends in Chicago. He’d promised himself that when he had the chance, he’d go back. He’d go to college and start a career in a town with more than 5,000 people. It was a promise he’d kept. 

         
         Mylie had been his first friend in Clay Creek. She wasn’t his only friend—he’d been friends with several other kids in town,
            but none of them had been like Mylie. Ben tried not to close his eyes and think about her as he drove. Ten years was a long
            time, but he could still see her face in his mind, hear her laugh, and if he really concentrated, sometimes he swore he could
            still smell that perfume she always wore. In fact, occasionally, a woman would pass him in Chicago wearing that same scent,
            and he’d have to fight the urge to turn around and follow her just in case she was, in fact, Mylie.
         

         
         He didn’t follow anyone, of course, because that would have been creepy. It was the same reason he refused to look Mylie up
            on any social media, refused to let her know he was returning to Clay Creek just in case she still lived there. He doubted
            very much that she ever even thought about him. It would have been weird to tell her, to expect that she would care, not after
            all this time.
         

         
         Ben straightened in his seat. Besides, none of that mattered. He wasn’t the same person he’d been back then. He’d just finished
            his PhD and had a job offer from a prestigious university, which was exactly why he was selling. He needed the money for the
            move.
         

         
         He was finally where he wanted to be in his life. He was on the verge of being a respected member in the field of economics.
            He had plenty of friends. He dated plenty of women, which had been a welcome perk to his late-as-hell physical evolution his
            sophomore year in college. He was a goddamn adult, for fuck’s sake. Why was he dreading this so much?
         

         
         Ben tried to relax, rolling his neck and loosening his death grip on the steering wheel. This wasn’t going to be anything
            at all. The town might still be the same, but he wasn’t.
         

         
         This wasn’t a trip back to his past. It was an obligation, another job he had to complete, and once he was done, he’d leave Clay Creek in his rearview for the last time and never look back. 

         
         He pulled into the gas station just outside of town to fill up and grab a few snacks. This late, most places would already
            be closed. He remembered that much from his time in Clay Creek. When he’d first moved here, that had been one of the hardest
            things to get used to—the way everything pretty much shut down after eight p.m. In Chicago, that just wasn’t the way the city
            operated. It wasn’t, he’d learned later, the way any city operated. But small towns were different, especially in Arkansas.
         

         
         The woman behind the counter looked up from her phone when Ben entered. He tried to give her a friendly smile, but she eyed
            him with suspicion as he made his way around the stacks of junk food, grabbing enough to get him through the night.
         

         
         “Help ya find something?” she asked, standing up and leaning over the counter to watch him. “Don’t get too many people out
            this way after dark.”
         

         
         Ben eyed the coffeepot, trying to decide just how long that coffee had been sitting there. “I’m okay,” he said. “Just grabbing
            a few things before heading into town.”
         

         
         “Mmmhmm,” the woman replied. “That coffee ain’t fresh.”

         
         “I’ll just take these, then,” Ben said, unloading his armful of snacks.

         
         The woman picked up a package of powdered sugar doughnuts. “You local?”

         
         “Not really,” Ben replied.

         
         The woman narrowed her eyes at him. “You look familiar, but I can’t place ya.”

         
         Ben sighed. He hadn’t prepared himself for these kinds of questions yet. He figured he’d at least have the night to decompress before he had to explain himself. “I used to live here,” he said, “about a decade ago.” 

         
         “What brings you back to town?”

         
         “Just visiting,” Ben replied, hoping this was the end of the conversation. All he wanted to do was rip into that package of
            doughnuts.
         

         
         “You still got people here?” she asked.

         
         “Not anymore,” Ben said.

         
         She grunted and continued to scan. Ben felt maybe a little bad about not being more forthcoming, but honestly, he was out
            of practice with small-town small talk. He was no longer used to people asking who he was or where he was going or who he
            was related to. Most of the time, he was able to go into a gas station without saying a word to anyone.
         

         
         “Wait,” the woman said as she bagged his snacks. “I know you. You’re Emily’s boy. Shit, you’ve grown up real nice. Real nice.”
         

         
         Ben cleared his throat. “Um, thank you.”

         
         “Sure thing, sugar. You have a great night.”

         
         Ben nodded to her and took his bag. He wondered if he’d even make it into Clay Creek before the whole town knew he was back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Mylie sat in the parking lot of Papa Pig’s, the BBQ restaurant where she was supposed to meet . . . she checked her phone . . .
            Seth for dinner. They’d been chatting for a couple of days and there’d been a phone call the night before to ask her out on a
            date. Mylie wasn’t afraid to go in and meet him. She’d checked him out the same way she did everyone else—on social media.
            They had a few mutual friends, and they’d all said he was a good guy. Recently divorced with a two-year-old. He seemed like
            a completely normal, nice man.
         

         
         Still, she didn’t want to go inside. She didn’t want to sit down at a sticky table and make small talk until one of them decided
            it was time to leave with or without the other. Most of the time this awkward dance was fun; it was an escape. But tonight,
            she couldn’t keep from thinking about her grandmother’s words, He’s coming back.
         

         
         So what? Mylie told herself. So what if he’s coming back? She hadn’t concerned herself with Ben Lawrence for a long time. They’d been friends, best friends, since the sixth grade
            when Ben moved into town with his mother after his father died. Ben’s grandfather, the town’s only doctor at the time, was
            a sweet man who adored Granny. Ben was a lot like his grandfather, only quieter, and he and Mylie had hit it off almost immediately.
         

         
         But then he’d left, and that had been that. There were a few phone calls and emails from college, but they’d lost touch. Mylie had responsibilities at home, working to get her business off the ground and helping Granny care for Cassie, and Ben . . . well, he’d started a new life. There just wasn’t room for their childhood friendship, even if she’d always thought that eventually it would be something more. 

         
         Beside her, Mylie watched a couple get out of their minivan and haul two small children out, the oldest child chattering a
            mile a minute while her patient father listened. Mylie smiled. She remembered those days with Cassie, although the only other
            person there to listen to her had been Granny. People always assumed Cassie belonged to Mylie and that she was some unwed,
            teen mom. It didn’t bother her for the most part, but sometimes when she watched scenes like this, she wondered if she’d ever
            have a family that didn’t make people stare at her.
         

         
         She often had to remind herself that she was, in fact, an accomplished, successful woman. It should be enough that most aspects
            of her life were great. Mylie didn’t need a relationship, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want one.
         

         
         She got out of her truck and went inside, glancing around the crowded dining area for anyone who looked remotely familiar.
            After a few seconds, a sandy-haired man in a Kansas City Chiefs T-shirt waved at her, smiling.
         

         
         Seth is pretty cute, Mylie thought as she made her way toward him.
         

         
         “Hi,” he said, extending his hand to greet her. “I’m Seth, and you must be Mylie.”

         
         Mylie smiled. “Yes. Hi.”

         
         “I’m glad you suggested this place,” Seth said as they sat. “I’ve only lived here a few months, and I’ve been wanting to try
            it.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s right,” Mylie replied. “And what brought you here again? I’m sorry, I forgot.”

         
         Seth gave her an easy grin. “Landscaping. My brother has a business here, and I moved a few months ago to help him out.”

         
         The waitress appeared with menus, and asked them for their drink orders.

         
         “You want a beer or something?” Seth asked.

         
         Mylie shook her head. “I better not. I have to drive all the way back to Clay Creek tonight,” she said. “I’ll just take a
            sweet tea.”
         

         
         She could see the disappointment in Seth’s eyes when she revealed she’d be going home tonight. Mylie wished she could tell
            him that it didn’t have anything to do with him. Ordinarily, she would have waited until later in the date to make that decision.
            But tonight, she’d made the decision before she even went inside the restaurant. She had too much on her mind to smile and
            flirt her way into someone else’s bed when all she wanted to do was throw herself down face-first onto her own bed and scream
            into a pillow.
         

         
         “So, have you ever been married?” Seth was asking her.

         
         “What?” Mylie asked. “Oh, no, I’ve never been married.”

         
         “Not even close?” Seth asked.

         
         “No,” Mylie replied. She was used to these kinds of questions. A woman didn’t get to be twenty-eight in the rural Arkansas
            Ozarks without being asked a few times why she wasn’t married, why she had never been married, and if she ever wanted to get
            married.
         

         
         “And no kids?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “Do you like kids?” Seth asked. “You know I’ve got a two-year-old. Her name’s Serenity. Want to see a picture?”

         
         “I do like kids,” Mylie said. She leaned forward in her chair to look at Seth’s phone, where a chubby-cheeked toddler smiled,
            holding a puppy. “She’s adorable.”
         

         
         “She lives in Little Rock with my ex-wife,” Seth continued. “But I get her every other weekend.”

         
         “I’m sure you miss her,” Mylie said, trying to be sympathetic.

         
         “I’ve got her next weekend,” Seth said.

         
         Mylie understood the unspoken words—he’d been hoping that this weekend, he’d get something else. She was about to change the subject when her phone dinged from inside her purse. Then it
            dinged again. And again. And again.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Mylie said. “I better check that.”

         
         She pulled her phone out and saw several messages from Cassie.

         
         Had a fight with Allie.

         
         Coming home.

         
         I’m so mad.

         
         I hate her.

         
         That was all the invitation Mylie needed to make her excuses.

         
         “I’m so sorry, Seth,” she said. “I’ve got an emergency back at home.”

         
         Seth scrunched his eyebrows together as if he didn’t believe her, but said, “Is everything okay?”

         
         “I think so,” Mylie said. “But I have to go. I’m just so sorry.”

         
         She went to put money down on the table, but Seth waved her off. “I’ve got it,” he said. “So, you’ll call me?”

         
         “Of course,” Mylie lied. “I’ll call you!”

         
         Seth followed her outside. “Hey!” he said, jogging after her. “Are you sure you aren’t just trying to get out of the date?
            Because you can tell me if that’s the case. I’m a really nice guy, I swear.”
         

         
         It was Mylie’s belief that most men who said they were nice guys weren’t actually nice guys at all, but she did her best to smile at him when she replied, “No, I’m not making it up. I really do have to go.”
         

         
         “I’ve had women do this before,” Seth continued. “It’s okay if you aren’t attracted to me or something.”

         
         Mylie suppressed her urge to sigh. “I’m not making it up.”

         
         “So, I’ll give you a call,” Seth said, backing up a step. “Okay?”

         
         “Great,” Mylie replied. She unlocked her car and got inside. Seth watched her from the parking lot. She knew neither
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