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Alice Snyder prided herself on a lot of things, like being able to name every Chinese Dynasty in chronological order, even after a round of drinks at O’Malley’s pub. Alice could hold her own with literature scholars from the UK or the US, so long as the discussion went back to Austen or Fitzgerald eventually. She could even make a four-course German meal, including apple strudel, without breaking a sweat. 

Yes, Alice was proud of her myriad of accomplishments. The trouble was, they didn’t do any good when her parents stared her down across the breakfast table. Even at thirty-one years old, one well-timed glare from her father sent Alice right back to adolescence. 

“What are your plans today, Alice?” her father asked over his bowl of mushy cornflakes. 

Steven Snyder had this absurd habit of letting the milk sit so long, any crunch in the flakes was a distant memory. The cereal paste was so foul, Alice wagered starving inmates at Guantanamo Bay wouldn’t eat a spoonful. If she wanted to put her psychology courses to work, Alice assumed it had something to do with control. That even in his slippers and worn bathrobe, her father would sit and wait for things to go his way. If he wanted his breakfast to be quiet, he’d literally wait out the crunch.

The third-degree interrogation is something Alice could handle. In fact, she was used to getting bullied by her father over any table, but it was the soggy cereal she couldn’t stand. Averting her gaze from the offending bowl, Alice sipped her coffee and waited for her mother to interject. Yet again, Alice was alone to deal with her father’s complaints. “I’m swinging by the library. My first day isn’t for another week, but I told Lynn I’d check in.” She also had some writing she wanted to do, but she wasn’t going to mention that right now. Like most of Alice’s hobbies and interests, her parents couldn’t understand writing—or any creative art—as a means to make a living.

Donna Snyder perked up at the sound of her daughter’s employment, but Alice didn’t hold her breath for anything the least bit supportive. Steven huffed into his makeshift gruel but kept quiet. Once his breakfast was eaten, he pushed the bowl away. “That’s good. Finding a job is step one.”

“Step one?” Alice asked, already hating herself for engaging in this line of conversation. 

Her father nodded, glancing at his silent wife before continuing. “Your mother and I think you need to find your way. Step one is getting a job. Step two is finding your own place to live.”

Now Alice was on alert. “You’re throwing me out?” She was incredulous. Of course she had been listless for a while, but her parents had never shown her the door before. She never felt any actual pressure to leave the roost. 

“Not throwing you out, dear,” her mother amended. “But you aren’t getting any younger.” Ah, there it was. Her mother’s favorite disagreement. The your-ovaries-are-quickly-turning-to-dust argument. 

Donna Snyder had spent thirty-five of her sixty-three years married to Alice’s father. Her life had been focused on having children, and then waiting, not so patiently, for grandchildren. Alice’s brother, Anthony, had fallen right in line. He married his high school sweetheart, studied law and poli-sci in college, and is currently Buckeye Falls’ mayor. Throw in the fact that he and Natalie had two perfect children, and it was any wonder Alice was remembered in their family. 

For Alice, it felt damn near impossible to impress her parents when she had all that to live up to. Plus, there was the tiny issue that Alice wasn’t looking to settle down—single or with anyone. She was still recovering from her last dating disaster and was in no hurry to find the next man, let alone pop out grandkids. 

Alice shook herself back to the moment and squared her shoulders. If she was going to have the same argument with her parents, she needed her wits about her. “So I’m assuming that step three is find a husband and give you more grandchildren?”

Steven rolled his eyes and gave a look to his wife that screamed she’s your daughter. “Alice, enough with the sarcasm. With a master’s in English, I feel you could do better.” 

Alice snorted, ready to correct her father yet again on her laundry list of degrees. “It’s English Literature, Dad. I’m not a grammar queen.”

“Right now you’re not the queen of anything,” her father retorted. 

“Brutal,” Alice deadpanned, feeling both ready to fight and exhausted at the prospect. 

Donna collected the discarded breakfast dishes, keeping her gaze on the task at hand. “Now you two. We’ve hardly started our day.” 

Alice stacked her own dishes and marched into the kitchen. “Is there a deadline for when these steps need to be completed? Will I at least be able to sleep here tonight?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” her father said from the doorway. “You don’t have to leave yet, but your mother and I need to see forward momentum. You’ve been a huge help with Anthony, Natalie, and the kids, but it’s time to find your own way.” To illustrate his point further, he made a fist and punched the air. 

Alice crossed her arms and cocked her hip to the side. It was a pose she perfected in high school and loved to bring back when she felt like a petulant teenager—like right now. “I have my job at the library, and Natalie is paying to me help out a few days a week.”

Her sister-in-law—who Alice thought should be up for Sainthood—owned her own events business and recently brought Alice on to help with clerical tasks. Did Alice need to use any of her degrees or coursework to answer phones and file papers? 

Nope. Not at all.

Did that matter to Alice and her dwindling bank account? 

Nope. Not at all. 

“It’s a start.” Steven offered an olive branch, and Alice deflated with relief. The eternal struggle of what she should be when she grew up could wait another day. Her father nodded and checked the time on his watch. “I’m late for golf, but we’ll continue this conversation later.” As he walked away, Alice thought the argument was over until he spun around. “One more thing. I want you to be active in town. It’s important that all Snyders pull their weight.”

Now it was Alice’s turn to roll her eyes. “Dad, don’t you think what you and Anthony do is enough?” Hitching a thumb over her shoulder at her mother, she added, “And Lord knows Mom and Natalie are doing the work of ten men.” 

Before her brother was elected mayor, her father sat in power for nearly two decades. Donna Snyder took the role of first lady to Buckeye Falls very seriously, and she shared that mindset with her daughter-in-law. The Kennedy wives had nothing on the Snyders. 

“Exactly. It’s time you helped out. When you weren’t living in Buckeye Falls, I wasn’t too concerned, but if you’re going to stay, you need to participate.”

Alice grimaced but didn’t say another word. The truth was, she didn’t know if she wanted to stay in Buckeye Falls. After over a decade of traveling the globe and seeing all that life had to offer, the notion of staying in small-town Ohio seemed laughable—absurd even. The claustrophobic feeling tugged at her neck, threatening to choke her, and Alice yanked on her collar for relief. 

“Your mother will fill you in. I really have to run.” Giving his wife a peck on the cheek, Steven disappeared upstairs, confident his bidding would be done. 

Washing the dishes, Donna didn’t say anything until Alice poured herself the last cup of coffee. “Hand me that pot, will you?” her mother asked, holding up a manicured hand covered in soap suds. 

“Sure.” Alice handed her mother the pot and rested against the counter. She slurped from her mug for a moment, watching Donna finish her morning routine. It was such a simple, domestic chore, but Alice’s mother always seemed to smile through it. “Mom, can I ask you something?”

“Of course, dear.” Donna wiped down the counter and hung the tea towel on the stove. “Why don’t we take a seat? My back is killing me after Pilates last night.”

Even in her mid-sixties, Donna Snyder carried herself like she was still a young woman. She never missed a class at the gym and always had homemade, organic meals on the table. In stark contrast, Alice hadn’t voluntarily broken a sweat in years and still carried the freshman fifteen from the end of the first Obama Administration. 

Alice followed her mother into their sitting room. It was an actual sitting room, in that all anyone could do was sit in uncomfortable furniture and stare at each other across a coffee table covered in books that no one in their right mind would read. The top book on the stack read Peruvian Horticulture: A Brief History. It weighed approximately forty-five pounds, and Alice idly wondered how long the extended history of Peru’s horticulture was. She also wondered why her parents owned this book when they’d let their passports expire five years ago. 

Crossing her legs at her ankles, Donna settled in for girl talk. Or as close to girl talk as the Snyder women allowed. “How long do you think I have until I need to find a place?” Alice jumped right into the conversation. There was no point beating around the bush when her father was in a mood. 

Her mother looked pained, as if finding her words. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “You know your father. Right now he’s not giving dates, but it’s possible he could change his mind.”

“Helpful,” Alice quipped, draining the last drop of coffee and setting the mug on the coffee table. There weren’t any coasters, so she settled for an old issue of Vanity Fair. Hopefully Jennifer Lawrence wouldn’t mind a coffee circle around her ear. 

With a sigh, her mother leaned back and relaxed—as much as the chair would allow. “We’re worried about you, Alice. You seem to be drifting through life, and we don’t want you to have any regrets.” After hesitating a moment, her mother said, “I don’t want you to have any regrets.”

Alice was taken aback by her mother’s candor. “I don’t have any regrets,” she said and meant it. She wasn’t one for looking back with anything other than fondness, or at least a lesson learned. Was she proud of everything she’d ever done? Of course not, but she wasn’t going to dwell on it either. 

“You don’t now, but we need to think of the future. When I was your age I had Anthony and was working as a nurse full time.” She paused a moment for a breath. “And that was right around the time your father started campaigning. He acts all high and mighty, but I was constantly in motion too.” She twirled her hands in the air to punctuate her point. “Don’t you want to find a career and a man? Settle down and have a family?”

Alice pondered her mother’s words for a moment, trying to picture herself in Donna’s shoes. She didn’t think they would fit. Her mother was designer heels, and Alice was worn sneakers. “I don’t know, Mom. You know me and kids; they aren’t really my thing.”

Her mother waved her off. “Nonsense. I’ve seen you with Madeline and Otis. Once you meet the right man, you’ll want to get married and have a million babies.”

Suddenly Alice couldn’t breathe. The thought of giving a man, especially one she hadn’t met yet, that kind of power over her life seemed terrifying. “I don’t know. I’m still in my early thirties. Things are different now. Not every woman needs to have two-point-five kids and a mortgage.”

Looking aghast, her mother covered her heart with her hand. “Alice, dear, I know you march to your own drummer, but don’t be ridiculous. Every woman wants to get married and have children.” 

The earnest expression on her mother’s face was too pure for Alice to destroy. She could rattle off a laundry list of women who didn’t want children—Dolly Parton, Betty White, and Helen Mirren to name a few. Instead, she cleared her throat and picked up her coffee mug. Sadly, it was empty, but she’d need something stronger after this conversation. 

“You know.” Donna cleared her throat and picked at an invisible spot on her shirt. This was the “casual” way her mother liked to throw a random fact into a conversation. In the past, these little hints had been about everything from Alice’s haircut to the war in Ukraine. Alice braced herself for whatever was coming her way. 

“Yeah?” she asked, her hand squeezing the empty mug until her knuckles turned white. 

“I was at the club last week with Imogene Hess, remember her?” She didn’t wait for Alice’s acknowledgment before soldiering ahead. “And Imogene said that her daughter found a man on an app that specializes in small towns. Isn’t that neat? You just put in your photo and boom!” Donna clapped her hands, causing Alice to jump in her seat. “All the available men in a certain radius appear.” 

Alice rolled her eyes at the thought that anyone worthwhile was in her radius. “Yeah, I’ve tried the apps, Mom.”

“But have you tried this one?” she pressed, her hands clasped in front of her. 

Officially at high-water mark, Alice pushed to her feet. “I think I’ll get to the library.”

Her mother nodded. “Okay, but I’ll ask Imogene for the name of that app.” Taking the mug from her daughter, she patted Alice’s hand. “Have fun at the library. I’ll text you the plans for tonight.”

Alice’s footfalls hesitated at her mother’s words. “Plans for tonight?” 

“There’s a town council meeting, and Anthony needs help afterwards. There is a committee for the Fall Festival. We thought it would be a good way for you to give back.”

It sounded like a fate worse than death, but Alice held her tongue. “Fine. I’ll see you later.”

As she collected her things and stomped out to her beat-up car, Alice craved something different. Sure she’d go to the meeting tonight and throw around a couple ideas about pumpkins or hayrides, but she wasn’t about to take on that type of work. It wasn’t what Alice did. Granted, Alice needed to figure out what she wanted to do, but she still had time. The trouble was, she needed her parents to get off her back for a while. Otherwise she’d have to figure her life out a little sooner than she wanted. 
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James Gibson stared at the blank canvas in front of him. The taunting white void made him feel like an utter failure. “Come on.” He groaned at the empty space, just begging him to create. “You’ve done this a thousand times before,” he chided himself. Taking a finger, he traced the edge of the canvas and sighed. Nothing was coming to him. He was officially out of inspiration—what a frightening notion. Finally James gave up and tossed his paintbrush across his studio. The wooden stick ricocheted off the wall and clattered next to yesterday’s fallen brethren. The stack of brushes was quickly becoming a monument to his failure. 

It had been nearly a year since James completed a piece. This much time between inspiration was not only unheard of, but it also scared him to death. James hadn’t been himself for a while, but it hadn’t stopped his creativity from shining through. Pinching the bridge of his nose, James decided a change of scenery would help. He washed his hands and stalked out of his creative space. 

When he entered the rest of his house, James thought he might see part of the problem. When he’d left New York—and his ex-wife—behind, James purchased a fixer-upper in the small town of Buckeye Falls, Ohio. He had every intention of fixing up the house and reconnecting with his creativity. Trouble was, he hadn’t reconnected with his art. For all his troubles, he had a brand-new kitchen to show for his efforts. While he was proud of the improvements, they weren’t anything he could show or sell. It was a hollow victory; a testament to his creative block. 

Back in New York, the hustle and bustle weren’t doing anything for his work. Throw in his failed marriage, and James wanted to be as far away from the memories of betrayal. “Don’t go there now,” he said to himself. If James allowed himself to reflect too long on the past, it swallowed him whole. 

Checking the time, James saw he had hours until the town council meeting. He needed to do something in the meantime or it would be another wasted day. He’d already worked out, so the gym was out of the question. The library, all small and cozy, offered the perfect escape. It seemed as good a place as any to start. 

Just as James tied his shoes, his cell phone rang. The caller ID showed the one person he didn’t want to talk to, and James shuddered. “Addison.” He said his agent’s name in greeting. 

“Wow. I can’t believe I actually got James Gibson to answer his damn phone.” Addison snorted. “It must be my lucky day.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” James warned, glancing back through the house to the stack of blank canvases and unopened bottles of paint.

In the background of the call, James heard Addison typing frantically. “That is literally the opposite of what I need to hear.” 

James was no stranger to disappointing Addison lately. It broke his heart, as James used to pride himself on his ability to churn out good pieces that Addison could not only sell but promote with ease. James longed for the days when all he needed was time to create. Now he had the time, he just didn’t have the ideas. 

“I’m trying to find some inspiration,” he said, knowing Addison wouldn’t take this as proof of work.

She did not disappoint. “Look, James, I get that the divorce was rough and you’re still getting settled in the backwoods of Iowa.”

“Ohio,” he corrected. 

“Whatever. The point is, you’re an artist. One of the best I’ve ever worked with. But I need some art. You know, to sell.”

James sighed into the phone, knowing everything Addison said was correct. He could hardly call himself an artist if he didn’t produce art. Right now he felt like he was creatively constipated. “I’m trying, Addison. Really, I am.”

Addison was quiet for a second before soldiering ahead. “I know it’s been a crap year for you. As your friend, I understand that. It’s why I haven’t been calling as often. But, James, you need to find your mojo again.”

With a self-deprecating chuckle, he asked, “Any ideas where to find it?”

“I was hoping you knew what you were doing when you left New York and set up shop in a town no one ever heard of.”

“The town’s not bad. Mentally, it’s doing the trick. I’m sleeping again and drinking a lot less.”

“All good things,” Addison agreed. “Look, I can hold off the New York team for another month or so.” After a moment’s hesitation, she supplied, “They know Ara and what happened.”

The sound of his ex-wife’s name shouldn’t have been a punch to the solar plexus, but it was. “Yeah, let’s try to keep Ara out of it. Okay? You can assure them I’m working.”

“And when they ask to see something?” 

“Tell them I won’t show anything yet. They know how I work. I usually don’t show anything unless I’m halfway through a collection.”

“So you’re nearly halfway through something right now?” Addison asked hopefully. 

James almost felt bad disappointing her. “Right now all I have is a collection of white canvases. I’ll get there. I promise.”

“You always do.” Addison sighed. “I gotta run to a meeting. But I’ll check in next week. Even if you send me pics of brushstrokes on a box of Cheez-Its, it will help. Okay?”

“Okay,” James agreed, but he was skeptical at best. They disconnected and James went in search of his messenger bag. He was antsy and needed to get out for some air. 

After throwing in a sketchbook and some pencils, James walked to his car and headed toward town. As he drove the curvy backroads, his pulse rate slowed a little. When he’d learned that his marriage was over, James used to walk around Manhattan for hours. With his head down and his mind blank, he could wander the city indefinity. 

But after bumping into one-too-many fans and friends who wanted to help, James decided a change of scenery was in order. All the questions about Ara made James’s skin itch, like it was too tight for his body. He needed to be somewhere else. Somewhere no one knew about Ara and him. Somewhere he was anonymous. James needed a change of state. 

Turning onto Main Street, James slowed at the town’s diner. It was after ten, but he hadn’t eaten yet. The thought of coffee and a short stack was all James needed to turn into the parking lot of everyone’s favorite Buckeye Falls restaurant. 

The diner had been in town for ages and was owned by Max Sanchez. Max and his wife, Ginny, had welcomed James to town when he didn’t know anyone. Max was a recent addition to the town council and an all-around nice guy. James and Ginny had talked a few times about living in New York, as she was a fairly recent New Yorker who had moved back to Buckeye Falls to marry—or actually remarry—Max. 

Pulling the diner door open, James was relieved to see the man himself at the counter. When their eyes met, Max extended a hand for James to shake. “It’s good to see you, James. Can I get some pancakes started?”

It didn’t take Max or his staff long to learn what made James tick. He was a creature of habit. “With a coffee. Thanks, Max.” 

“You got it.” Max rapped his knuckles on the counter before disappearing into the kitchen. James pulled out his sketch pad and blinked for inspiration. Just as his frustration kicked up, a steaming mug of coffee was in front of him. “Drink up,” Max suggested. “I hear tonight’s council meeting will be a doozy.”

Happy for the caffeine and distraction, James playfully rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the warning.” While small-town politics were not everyone’s idea of a good time, James enjoyed getting to know people and seeing how the town ran. He’d also started a friendship with Max, the mayor, and a handful of council members. When James lived in the city, he was used to knowing a lot of people. Joining the town council seemed like an easy way to get involved. 

Coming out of the kitchen a moment later was CeCe, Max’s pastry chef and righthand woman. It was no secret that she was the reason Buckeye Falls’ residents gained a few extra pounds. “And there’s the Fall Festival meeting afterwards,” she said as she placed his breakfast in front of him.

“Thanks, CeCe,” James said. “Are you helping with the Fall Festival?”

CeCe tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and nodded. “Yep. I’m giving Max a break since he always handles the Christmas Jubilee. I’ll be there to discuss all things food.” She raised her arms and did jazz hands with a flourish. 

“Sounds like a good role for you.” James liked CeCe. She was a creative, like him. Only instead of paints and a canvas, CeCe’s art was chocolate, butter, and sugar. As he stuck his fork into his first bite of pancakes, he could tell CeCe had worked her magic. “These look amazing.”

“Enjoy. I need to get ready for the lunch rush.” She waved and went back into the kitchen. 

James ate his breakfast without interruption, doodling across his sketch pad with little gusto. Even after caffeine and carbs, he still wasn’t feeling it. Tossing a few bills on the counter, he went in search of something different. James wished he knew what he needed to get painting again, but he would keep searching for his muse. 

To say Ara was his sole muse would be a gross understatement. In fact, even when they were happy, she wasn’t his only inspiration. James was relaxed when he was happy, and since Ara left, he hadn’t been very happy or relaxed. He was over Ara—it was hard not to be after what she did—but that didn’t change that he wasn’t quite himself. 

Leaving his car at the diner, James decided to stroll down Main Street to the library. While these weren’t the busy streets of New York, there was always something to see. Stopping to cross the street, James saw Lynn, the town’s librarian, hanging a sign on the library’s door. 

“Good morning, Lynn.”

“Oh, hello, James.” Lynn smiled and held the door open. “Coming in?”

“Sure, thanks.” 

Lynn hurried ahead to get to the reference desk and gestured toward a quiet corner in the small space. “Your timing is perfect because story time just ended. We also got a few new art books delivered last week, in case you’re interested.” She gave him a crooked smile that made her look ten years younger. 

“I’ll check those out.” James returned the smile and headed to a display of new books. It couldn’t hurt to take a look, right? Maybe he needed to look for inspiration from those who came before him. 

As he combed through the new books, a pop of color caught his eye. Turning toward the quiet area, James saw a woman at the computers. Despite the warm, late summer temperatures, she was clad in a boxy, rainbow cardigan. Her brown hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and her eyes were intent on the screen. Sticking out of her bun were a couple pencils, and James could see the chew marks from where he stood. 

The woman frowned at the screen, stabbed frantically at the keyboard before standing and pacing. She seemed flustered, and James couldn’t explain his irrational need to help her. 

“Excuse me, are you all right?” he asked, stepping closer to the mystery woman.

She snorted and kept pacing. “That’s a loaded question,” she replied, her gaze still on the screen in front of her. James craned his neck and saw a blank document flashing. If her writer’s block was anything like his artist’s block, he sympathized. 

“Can’t find the words?” he asked, not quite ready to end their stilted conversation.

The woman brought her thumb to her lips and gnawed on the nail. She still didn’t meet his gaze as she chewed and fretted. “I can’t seem to find a lot of things.” She sighed, finally letting her hand drop. She clicked on a few keys until the screen went dark. “I guess there’s no point on forcing it,” she said, mostly to herself. As she collected her things, she looked up and met James’s gaze. She blinked a few times, before shaking her head and walking toward the exit.

Her eyes were the greenest James had ever seen. They looked like the Emerald City, flashing brightly and inviting him in. He was surprised he couldn’t hear Judy Garland singing in the distance. James wanted to follow her outside, ask who she was and what she needed, but he stopped himself. This was Buckeye Falls after all. James could figure out who she was if he wanted to—stalking not required. 

Right now, though, James grabbed his sketch pad and drew a few lines. Within an hour he’d filled five pages and was practically sprinting out the door himself. He wasn’t sure if it was the pancakes, the library, or the mystery woman, but James had a slew of ideas that were dying to be painted. And he wasn’t about to lose inspiration. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Alice wasn’t sure what just happened. While in the midst of her latest bought of writer’s block, she saw the most intriguing man. For all her years in Buckeye Falls, she’d never seen him before. And there was no doubt that was a man worth remembering. Hair as dark as licorice twists and a dimple on his chin that could hide a nickel; the man was brooding yet approachable. 

And what did she do when this mysterious beacon of hotness approached her? She mumbled something self-deprecating and stumbled away. Tucked her tail between her legs and ran. A woman who traveled the world and could navigate her way through most of life’s foibles couldn’t hold a conversation with an attractive man. She nearly snorted at the memory of her mother telling her to find someone in her radius. Apparently Alice could find them, but talking to them was another story. 

In her haste to flee, she’d stumbled all the way to Natalie’s office. With trembling fingers, Alice opened the door and found Natalie and her business partner, Ginny, deep in thought. Scattered on the desk between them were stacks of contracts and a half dozen empty paper coffee cups. “Rough morning?” she asked, stepping in and shrugging off her cardigan. 

Natalie stabbed at a document and said, “This is the one.” She stood back and smiled at Alice. “Sorry about that. We’re trying to figure out the perfect template for contracts.”

Alice busied herself with collecting the empty coffee cups, careful not to disturb the stacks of papers. “What can I help with?”

Ginny grimaced when she saw the time. “Crap. How is it lunchtime already?”

Natalie pressed her fingers into her temples and groaned. “Because I wasted our whole morning on templates instead of real work. I need sustenance.”

At the mere mention of food, Alice’s stomach grumbled. “Let me pick up lunch. I can help call some of the vendors from yesterday when I’m back.”

Finally taking in Alice’s haggard expression, Natalie frowned. “What’s up? You look a little ...” Natalie trailed off, her eyes swept up and down for a moment before turning to Ginny. “Besides, Ginny has lunch covered.”

Ginny shrugged. “What can I say? It’s an excuse to see the man in my life.” The look Ginny and Natalie exchanged was the smug look of women in love. Alice wouldn’t begrudge them their happiness, especially since Natalie and Anthony recently escaped a rough patch. A tiny part of Alice wondered if there was a man out there who could bring those sappy expressions to her face. 

That thought brought an image to her mind’s eye. The man from the library, and Alice wasn’t sure why. He’d had an easy smile, slightly crooked, almost as if to prove he wasn’t perfect. She assumed he was just a nice guy, sensing her freak-out. But nice guys don’t really exist. Especially in a small Ohio town where everyone knew everyone’s business.  

“Earth to Alice,” Natalie said, interrupting her muddled train of thought. “You okay?”

Alice blinked away the image of the mystery man, even though his brown eyes looked as inviting as two mugs of hot cocoa on Christmas morning. There had almost been a charge between them. But Alice knew her track record with men. That so-called charge was probably just gas. “Yep. I’m golden.”

Natalie wasn’t blind—or oblivious—and Alice wouldn’t get off the hook that easily. “Uh-huh. Then explain what’s going on here.” Natalie twirled a finger in front of her own face and grimaced. “You look like you’re in pain or lost or something.” 

Alice shrugged, hoping she could fall back into her usual carefree demeanor. “You worry too much, and I’m probably just hangry.” Glancing over her shoulder to make sure Ginny had left, Alice added, “And I had another talk with my parents. You know how they are.”

Clearly aware of Alice’s predicament, Natalie’s face softened. “I certainly do, but you know they love you, right? They just want you to be happy.” Natalie shrugged. “We all do.”

“Happy. That’s a word being thrown around here a lot lately.” 

Natalie flushed but didn’t argue. “It certainly is, and I’m here for it.”

Since Alice’s return to Buckeye Falls, she felt like everyone she encountered was in love and floating on clouds. Maybe her perspective was skewed, since before coming home she was in Europe wrapping up her second master’s degree, but also a broken heart. Alice had an unbelievable knack for finding not only the wrong men, but also men who walked away without a second glance. 

Her last boyfriend had managed to forget months of happy times spent together. When she woke up to an empty bed and a half-empty closet, she knew it was over. It wasn’t so much that she was sad he’d left, it was more he hadn’t bothered to reach out. Alice spent days trying to get an explanation, but she was met with silence. Alice made herself a promise then—she’d never chase a man. If they were done, then so was she.

Granted this newfound relationship mindset hadn’t been tested yet. And if she were being honest with herself, she was starting to feel a little lonely. Being back home didn’t feel the same as it had on other visits, and the listlessness her parents feared was starting to claw at her from the inside, urging her to figure out her life. But Alice’s self-reflection would have to wait, because her sister-in-law was happy and needed her help. 

The phone rang, and Alice stopped Natalie’s hand before it could snatch the headset. This was not only her job, but the perfect distraction. “I’m on it.”

One club sandwich, two cups of coffee, a dozen phone calls, and one jammed fax machine later, Alice was done with her day at the office. She was packing up her bag, when Natalie tapped her shoulder. “You’re coming to the town council meeting?” she asked. 

Alice sighed, feeling bad complaining to likely the busiest woman in Buckeye Falls. “Yep. Apparently I’m helping with the Fall Festival?” Although she asked it in question, Alice knew it was a statement of fact. There would be no escaping the wrath of her father. 

“I’m popping home to get the kids settled with your mom, but I’ll see you there.” Natalie waved as she hurried out the door.

Ginny was still at her desk, her concentration on her computer screen. “Ginny? Do you need anything before I head out?” Alice asked. 

Ginny shook her head and looked up, a brief smile flashing across her face. “Nope. All good.”

Alice draped her cardigan over her arm and hoisted her bag up her shoulder. “You coming to the town council meeting?”

“Nah. Max is on the council now, and I already signed up to help with the Christmas Jubilee. I don’t have the energy for the Fall Festival this year.”

“Sounds like I’ll have it covered,” Alice said, hoping her tone was lighter than it sounded. “See you tomorrow.” 

Just as Alice turned to leave, Ginny cleared her throat. “I wanted to thank you, Alice.”

“For what?” Alice couldn’t think of anything she’d done that warranted gratitude. 

“For all this.” Ginny gestured around her. “I know you have like thirty degrees, but you’ve been a lifesaver. Seriously.”

Alice’s throat tensed as she struggled to swallow. It was a simple thank you from a friend, but Alice nearly burst into tears. “No biggie,” she said, shrugging off the praise. Gratitude hung heavy around her shoulders, feeling an awful lot like responsibility. And responsibility wasn’t Alice’s favorite thing. With a parting wave, Alice stepped into the dwindling daylight and headed to town hall.

As soon as she arrived, Alice was greeted by Anthony’s assistant, Trudy. “Oh thank God,” the older woman said in a huff. “Your father just got here. I didn’t want to deal with that fallout.”

Alice rolled her eyes, already falling into the familiar role of lazy, no-good daughter. “It’s a pleasure to see you too, Trudy.”

Trudy looped her meaty arm through Alice’s and led the way to the conference room. “Save the pleasantries, missy. Just snag a seat in the peanut gallery. This meeting will be over before you know it.”

Alice hurried to keep pace with Trudy, who at the moment ran with the grace of a trained Olympian. “Any idea what I’m supposed to do on this planning committee?” 

Letting out a very unladylike snort, Trudy skidded to a halt before the conference room door. “Not a clue,” she admitted. “But I have a feeling you showing up at all is going to be a welcome sight.” 

“Here’s hoping,” Alice muttered as she stealthily followed Trudy into the conference room. The smallish room was already bursting at the seams with all the movers and shakers in Buckeye Falls. Not bothering to look around, Alice kept her head down and found an empty seat in the corner. Fortunately her father had already been flanked by former colleagues, so she could rest easy a little while longer. 

Anthony, her brother and the host of the meeting, knocked on the tabletop with his fist, and the room fell silent. “Good evening, everyone,” he greeted with his trademark Snyder smile. The men in her family had this ridiculous ability to flash a smile and get their way most of the time. Alice felt like hers was more of a smirk, which explained why she was currently wedged into a folding chair in the back of the room.

For ten minutes, the meeting droned on with old business the council needed to approve. Something about the power grid expansion and another question about the school district’s new buses. Alice could not have cared less, but she’d learned in college that it was best to fake a look of engagement, otherwise you’d get called on when you least expected it. 

When a new order of business was brought up, she heard a familiar baritone chime in. “I think what Mayor Snyder is trying to say is that we need to be mindful of the new buses if it changes the traffic patterns.”

Alice’s mouth went dry as she found the owner of that silky voice. Sitting at the table, right next to her brother, was the mystery man from the library. His dark hair was swept back off his face, and he wore a tailored suit that seemed too fancy for Buckeye Falls. As he gestured with his hands, she saw swipes of green paint on his wrists. 

Idly she wondered why a well-dressed man would have paint stains. But before she could let herself think about the possibilities, their eyes met and the mystery man’s voice faltered. Clearing his throat, he finished his thought and kept his gaze on the pile of papers in front of him. Alice didn’t have that luxury, as her eyes were cemented to his frame, to the slope of his shoulders and the curve of his paint-stained fingers. 

Yep, she was most certainly in trouble.
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James couldn’t remember the argument he was just having. One minute he was talking about mundane traffic patterns, and the next he was lost in the forest green eyes of the woman from the library. There she sat, clad in that same sweater, with a look on her face that could melt butter. 

Clearing his throat, James struggled to break eye contact. “As I was saying, I think we should be mindful of the new school bus drop-off points.” There was a hushed murmur of agreement from the other council members, which James took as a good sign. 

With a quick glance toward the back of the room, he saw that she now stared at her hands, which were balled in her lap. He wondered if she thought about him after their chance meeting. In fact, she was all he thought about that afternoon. James’s fingers burned with the need to put brush to canvas again after seeing her for just five seconds. There were literal skid marks in his driveway from his NASCAR-style roadwork to get back to his studio after the library. The urge to create had been so strong, it almost scared James. 

It had been so long since James had felt that spark, the creative push to make something beautiful, that he almost fainted with relief as he mixed paints. He’d been so lost in his creation that the timer on his phone alerted him to this damned meeting. A meeting under any other circumstances he wouldn’t mind attending, but it killed him to leave his piece barely started. He’d been in such a hurry, he hadn’t gotten all the paint off his hands before shoving on his suit and retracing his tracks back to town. 

“Then, if there are no objections, I motion for this meeting to adjourn,” Anthony said beside him, drawing James back to the moment. Hoping no one noticed his daydreaming, James shook his head and leaned forward in his chair. “Then let’s get started with the Fall Festival planning meeting,” Anthony ordered. “Those of you not in the planning committee are free to go.”

His heart kick at the notion that she would leave early. Much to his utter delight, she left her chair and walked toward him. Doing a quick inventory of his appearance, James was grateful he’d gone with the suit. Showing up to this meeting dressed in paint-covered jeans would hardly set the right tone. And for some reason, he really wanted to impress her. 

But just as he edged his seat closer to her approaching form, Anthony stood, wrapped the woman in a very familiar embrace, and said her name in greeting, “Alice.”

Alice, the name suited her. It was old-fashioned, yet quirky—bringing to mind a young girl in a blue smock falling through time and space, hot on the heels of a white rabbit. For all his excitement over learning her name, James was uneasy at Anthony’s familiarity. 

Racking his brain, James knew he’d met Anthony’s wife before. While he couldn’t place her in that instant, he suspected Alice wasn’t her. With a fierceness that surprised him, James grew anxious at the thought that this woman wasn’t available. He wasn’t sure what he would do with someone as captivating as Alice, but he took comfort at the prospect she floated freely around Buckeye Falls. 

“Did you hear me, James?” Anthony asked, his arm wrapped across Alice’s shoulder. 

For the second time that night, James forced himself to stay in the moment. “Sorry,” he said lamely, drawing his gaze back to Alice. When their eyes met, he felt a kick in the gut that should have floored him. Where on earth did she get those eyes?

“I said this is my sister, Alice. She’s back in Buckeye Falls and is going to help with the Fall Festival.” 

Sister. Alice was Anthony’s sister. Of course, that made a lot more sense. Before James could introduce himself, Anthony’s actual wife joined them and waved hello. “Nat,” Anthony said, drawing her into their little group. “I was just introducing James and Alice.”

Natalie, how could he forget?! She was the polar opposite of Alice in every way. The polished woman standing before him, offering him a flashy bright grin, was perfect for their buttoned-up mayor. “Natalie, nice to see you again.” James mustered all his courage and turned back to face Alice. “And it’s nice to meet you, Alice.”

He watched her blink before she took his hand to shake. The instant their skin connected, heat jolted through his frame. He was shocked there wasn’t smoke streaming from their interlaced hands. Alice jerked back slightly, dropping her hand to her side and offering what he assumed was a smile. To him, it looked more like a grimace. 

“Good job, kiddo,” Trudy said as she joined their rapidly growing group. “You stayed awake the entire time.” 

Alice now turned toward Trudy and rolled her eyes. “Geez, Trudy. You better stop laying on these compliments or my head will grow ten sizes.” She held her arms out to shoulder length. 

An older man, likely Anthony’s father, walked up and clapped his hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Good job, Alice. You almost looked like you were paying attention.” The older man and Trudy laughed, sharing an inside joke that annoyed James. Alice bristled and Anthony frowned. 

To her credit, Natalie looked like she wanted to throttle the older man, but she kept her smile in place. “Steven, why don’t you walk me to my car? With Alice representing us for the planning committee, I’m sure you’d rather follow me home and play with the kids.”

Their father looked back and forth between their group until he realized James was there. “Ah, Mr. Gibson. I finally get to meet you in the flesh. My son has nothing but glowing things to say about your work on the council.” 

Returning his handshake, James nodded. “Thank you, sir. It’s nice to hear my efforts aren’t wasting the council’s time.”

“Nonsense. You’re exactly what we need here in Buckeye Falls. You’re an outsider, but you’re also invested in our little town.” 

Now it was James’s turn to bristle. He hated being called an outsider. It was a nickname James had tried to shake since he was a boy. Growing up in middle America as a half-white, half-Korean boy who preferred paintbrushes to footballs made for some extra-hurtful growing pains. He could still hear the echoes of the taunting chants the kids used to call him. When his father’s Army regiment was called back to South Korea, a teenage James literally begged his father to take the assignment. 

Steven wasn’t a schoolyard bully, but his words still stung. And judging from the sour expression on Alice’s face, she was used to the older man’s biting words. “All right, Dad, go with Nat and terrorize your grandchildren.” Alice put her hand on her father’s back and practically pushed him away. 

Anthony gestured to the two seats beside him. “Alice, you sit here and James can take my left.” Lowering his voice, he whispered, “It’ll be nice to have some allies before we start talking about the pumpkin carving competition.” 

James chuckled, but Alice groaned. “I want the record to show I’m vehemently against another pumpkin brawl. It’s no exaggeration when I tell you I had pumpkin pulp in my hair for three days after last year’s debacle.”

Having arrived in town just before last year’s festival, James missed the festivities in favor of unpacking his new studio. Although if he’d known the town got that heated over some jack-o-lanterns, he probably would have attended. 

Settling into his seat again, James tried to catch Alice’s eye, but she wasn’t looking his way. Anthony called the meeting to order a moment later, and before he knew it, they were back in bureaucracy mode. 

Mona, a sweet woman in her late fifties, wrapped up the meeting with a list of subcommittees. “I know it sounds like more work to be on a subcommittee,” she said as she held up a scuffed clipboard, “but if we all focus on one area, it will mean less duplicated efforts.” Everyone nodded and waited their turn for the sign-up sheet. 

When it arrived in James’s hand, he saw that Alice signed up for the decorations committee. Seeing as how he was an artist, James thought it would be foolish not to join. The fact that it guaranteed Alice and him a little time together was just a happy coincidence. He scrawled his name and handed off the clipboard to Anthony. Suddenly James felt like things were turning around. His creative juices were flowing, and the woman from the library had a name. James nearly felt like himself again. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 3
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“Explain to me again why we’re doing this,” Alice said from her perch at the base of a ladder. She was covered in dust and kept sneezing into her elbow, her allergy medication no match for twenty years of library storage. The dust motes were so large, Alice wondered if her boss felt them striking her stockinged legs.

Lynn huffed and hoisted down a box from the highest shelf, her arms shaking with the effort. “I told you,” she said on a sigh, her hair covered in a powdering of dust. “These are some fall decorations. Granted, some of these are likely antiques, but I thought it would help with the Fall Festival.”

Alice took the box and placed it on another stack of boxes, peeling the old tape back with her thumbnail. She didn’t have the heart to tell Lynn these decorations were probably better suited to the dumpster than the Fall Festival, but she kept her mouth shut. Sometimes antique was just a fancy term for ancient. Pulling out a cardboard pumpkin with a demented expression, Alice couldn’t hold back her laughter. “I think you mean help with purging the library’s storage closet.” She held up the offending pumpkin. “This is hideous.”

Scrunching up her nose, Lynn grimaced. “You’re right. That one is definitely going in the trash.”

Alice scurried around Lynn and snatched the trash bin, bringing it closer. “Let’s file it under T for trash.”

“Or T for terribly ugly?” Lynn suggested.

“You’re getting in the spirit. Might as well make some tough calls now.” With a flourish, Alice dropped the pumpkin into the bin and dug deeper in the box. Her fingers grazed something fuzzy, and she yelped, jumping back from the box. 

Lynn frowned, clearly attuned to her new employee’s flare for the dramatic. “Do I want to know?” she asked, already reaching for another box. 

“Potential furry friend.” Alice shook the box and waited for squeaks. “But it might be a dead friend,” she amended and pushed the box on its side. “Full disclosure, Lynn, if something sprints out of this box, I may pee my pants.” Alice glanced down at her pants, which were orange and covered in little suns. Frankly, if she was going to wet her pants, she’d rather ruin a boring pair. 

“You’ll be in good company. Despite the cluttered appearance of the library, I am petrified of mice.” Lynn shuddered, her shoulders coming up to her ears. 

“Then prepare for a potential wardrobe change,” Alice said as she tipped over the box. After a moment of collectively holding their breath, both women exhaled when an old pompom clown fell from the box. The smirk on its face gave Alice the creeps, its eyes dead and hollow. “Terrifying, but in a different way.” Alice snorted as she kicked the clown toward the trash bin. Even with Lynn present, she wasn’t ready to touch the creepy toy directly. “Filing
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