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CHAPTER one
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“I KNOW WE’VE HAD THIS conversation before,” Theo James groaned as he sat uncomfortably in the leather armchair in front of his father’s desk. “But I need time to clear my head. I cannot take any more spreadsheets and accounting ledgers. I don’t have a life outside this office.” 

“I don’t care what you can take,” Thomas James, the CEO of the James Foundation, thundered right back. “You know you are in line to replace me when I retire. This will be your life. So, you might as well prepare for it now.” Thomas pushed back from his desk and walked to the window overlooking the street below. The heavy rain that pounded against the windows of his corner office on the twenty-fifth floor matched his mood. The James Foundation has been a family-run business since its creation by Timothy James twenty-six years ago. It was time for Thomas to begin his exit plan and hand the company over to Theo.

“All I am asking is to take a little time off. Arthur or Madison can look after my accounts.” Theo paused briefly. “Didn’t you need time before you stepped into this position?”

Thomas paced the length of his window before returning to his desk. He grabbed the file on top of the stack on the left side of his desk. “You have four weeks. After that, I want you back here to continue the plan of action we agreed upon.”

Theo released the breath he had been holding, knowing that was his father’s final word on the matter. “Thank you, Father. I appreciate this more than you know. I’ll be leaving this afternoon.” Theo shot up from the chair and left his father’s office.

Tension drained from Theo as he walked back to his office. He spent the rest of the day updating his accounts. Finally, at five o’clock, Theo packed his laptop in his briefcase. He grabbed his helmet, then walked to the elevator. Now, he just needed to find the perfect place to lie low for a while.

Theo arrived home at his one-bedroom efficiency apartment. He was twenty-six years old and desperately wanted to escape from the big city and the plans to succeed his father at the James Foundation. But being the eldest son, that responsibility fell on him. Though he was interested in all things financial, sometimes he wished he could do something else. He wanted to influence the world, not just be a caretaker of someone else’s money or investments. Theo quickly packed his travel bag and secured it on his motorcycle...the one thing that made him feel totally free. It was a 1974 Norton Commando, given by Timothy James when he graduated from high school. He knew he would regret it, but he put his laptop in the other compartment on the bike in case he needed to oversee emergencies. Theo donned his black Bonanza leather jacket, put on his helmet, and mounted his bike. He took the first road he came to that led out of town with no clue where he was going. And that was okay with him....

***
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ROMI ALEXANDER HUMMED to herself as she cataloged the new book inventory at Alexander’s Bookstore. Clara, her best friend, pushed through the door with the pizza they ordered from the place next door. It was almost seven-thirty, and Romi still busied herself. The store closed over an hour earlier.

“Romi, you have to take a break and eat something,” Clara scolded as she opened the box. “You haven’t been out of the store all day.”

“Clara, you know I have to get these books logged in before tomorrow,” Romi explained as she slid the box around and took a slice of the hot pepperoni pizza. “And I still need to hang the sign in the window tonight.”

Clara plopped down on the stool next to the counter. “I told you I could help you hang the sign. Just stop and eat. The books can wait until tomorrow. You do not want greasy fingerprints all over the new books.” Clara and Romi had been friends since middle school but were total opposites. Clara was the more outgoing of the two, while Romi was more reserved. Romi had always liked books, which was not surprising since her father owned the bookstore.

Romi sighed as she sat down. “You’re right, of course.” Romi took a bite. Then, waving the pizza like a conductor, she said, “Thanks for picking this up. It hits the spot.”

Clara wiped the sauce from her face. “Sure thing. How are you doing? It’s been a week since your father died. You spend all your time here.”

Romi’s mother, Deborah, divorced her father, Percy, when she was seventeen. Deborah moved away and never looked back. That left Romi to care for her father by herself. Romi didn’t want to think about how hard it’s been since her father called her during her shift at the bookstore, clutching his chest in pain. By the time she called for help, he had died from a heart attack. Why didn’t he call the ambulance first? Romi took a deep breath. “It’s tough to be at home. I see him everywhere. It makes me miss him even more.”

“Well, I don’t blame you,” Clara admitted. “I couldn’t sit still and be by myself either.” Clara hesitated, “You know you are welcome to come to my house. My family would love to have you.”

Romi squirmed in her seat. “I don’t know. I’m just not sure what to do with myself right now. I would hate to keep your family awake since I can’t sleep.” They sat there in silence. Then Romi dashed to the bathroom to wash the grease off her hands before returning to work on the inventory.

Theo had finally ridden through all the rain and was about to enter the small town of Cedar Falls, population 1,788. According to the road signs, there should be a place to stop for the night. The GPS showed an inn toward the center of town. He was exhausted, and the thought of a hot shower and a soft bed thrilled him. 

Romi and Clara worked to hang the sign in the window. As Clara perched in the front window, Romi was on the sidewalk outside giving directions for its placement.

“A little more to the left, Clara,” Romi hollered through the glass as she pointed her finger to Clara’s left. Romi backed up further and then a little more. “Just a little more.”

As Theo rode down Chestnut Street, he paused briefly at the stop sign. He noticed a woman edging backward, unaware she was about to fall off the sidewalk.

Clara saw Romi about to tumble off the sidewalk and yelled through the glass. “Romi, look out!”

Before Romi realized what had happened, her foot slipped off the edge, sending her backward into Theo. 

Luckily, Theo planted his feet on the pavement and then caught her arm, preventing her from falling completely. He flipped up the visor on his helmet. “Are you okay?” 

Stunned by Theo’s captivating blue eyes, her heart jumped to her throat. Romi nodded. “Yes, I’m fine, thank you.” She managed an embarrassed smile as she stepped back onto the sidewalk. 

“Well, have a good evening. You should be more careful.” Theo flicked his visor in place again. “You could have gotten hurt.” He gave Romi a quick nod before continuing down the street.

Clara ran outside. “Who was that?” Clara asked, catching the backside of the motorcycle as it turned the curve in the road.

Romi shrugged. “I have no idea. But I’m glad he showed up when he did.”

“Did he tell you his name?”

“Uh, no, he didn’t. I have never seen him before. He just asked if I was okay and told me to be careful.”

Clara grabbed Romi by the shoulders, then turned her around. They paused to look at the sign. “Does it look how you wanted it to look?”

Romi replied, “It looks perfect. Thank you. Let’s stop for the night. I’m beat.”

“Now, that sounds like a plan,” Clara agreed as they pushed in the door, grabbed their belongings, and left for the night.

Theo pulled into the parking lot of the address on his GPS. The Cedar Falls Inn fits comfortably into one of the buildings on Chestnut Street. He took off his helmet as he walked inside.

Millie greeted him. “Good evening. How can I help you?” 

“I would like a room, please. I am dying for a hot shower and a nice bed,” Theo said as he dropped his helmet to the floor.

Millie smiled, pushing a pen toward Theo. “Of course, dear. I have just the room. Please fill this out while I get your key.” Millie was an older woman with wavy blonde hair, blue eyes, and the most genuine smile he had ever seen.

Theo asked, “Do you, by chance, have any maps or guides of the area?” 

“I’m afraid the inn is completely out of them. But you can look up Cedar Falls and find all the interesting things we have to offer and places to hike.” Millie handed Theo his key, and he returned the form he had filled out. “But if you prefer physical maps, you can get those from Andromeda at the bookstore just down the street.”

“Andromeda?” Theo repeated as he raised his eyebrows in curiosity.

Millie noticed his expression. “Her father was really into Greek mythology. The name suits her, though. Sweet girl.” 

“Is she the brunette?”  

“You’ve already met?” Millie probed as she slid his registration form under the paperweight on the counter next to the computer.

“Not exactly. She stumbled off the sidewalk while hanging a sign in the bookstore window.” Theo remembered looking into her beautiful brown eyes hidden behind her glasses.

Millie shook her head. “Well, that is not surprising. The poor girl works too hard. Her parents divorced, leaving her to help her father run the bookstore. He depended on her so much that she earned her college degree online to spend every waking minute at the bookstore. Then her father had his heart attack and died a week ago....”

“Whoa, I thought my life had issues,” Theo mumbled to himself mostly.

“What?” Millie asked. “I didn’t catch what you said.”

“Nothing, never mind.”

“Check-out time is at noon unless you plan to stay longer. Breakfast is continental and served until nine o’clock. There is a diner halfway back toward the bookstore. Chestnut Street is an interesting place to walk after dark. The lights at night bring the town to life.”

“Thank you very much. Have a good night.” Theo exited back outside to get his gear from the bike.

Theo’s second-floor room faced Chestnut Street. And as the sun disappeared behind the mountains, the town lights illuminated everything in sight. The storefronts sported beautiful floral decorations in summer colors. The enormous tractor at the center of the roundabout had a distinguished-looking scarecrow perched as the driver. Torn between getting that shower he desperately wanted and walking the street below, Theo left his room to explore outside.

The night air was cool for a June evening. Millie was right. The white lights around the trees twinkled, lighting up the street like an airstrip runway to guide a plane. Strategically placed benches peppered the sidewalks so store patrons could, at any moment, sit and enjoy their coffees or sift through their bags of newly purchased merchandise. In addition to the diner, there was a pizza place next to the bookstore. Theo pressed inside and grabbed a seat in a booth facing the door.

Mario, the restaurant owner, eased over and handed Theo a menu. Mario was a short guy, about forty-five, and had the blondest hair Theo had ever seen, paired with green eyes. “What can I get you to drink?”

Theo blinked away the shock of Mario’s appearance. “A bottle of cold beer?” He scanned the menu. “And a small pepperoni pizza.” Theo pulled out his phone to check for any messages.

Mario asked, “Is craft beer okay?” He turned and gave the order to Max, the guy making the pizzas for the night. Max was about a foot taller than Mario, with thick black hair and thick-lensed glasses.

“Yeah, sure. Is it a homemade brew?” Theo wondered as he leaned back in his seat.

“It is. We are proud of it.” Mario stepped to the bar to pour the beer from the tap. Then, setting it in front of Theo, he said, “Enjoy. I’ll have the pizza out shortly.”

While waiting for his food, Theo scanned his emails, mentally noting the few things he needed to take care of by tomorrow. His father was not thrilled with him taking time off, so it was reasonable that he should do what his father asked while away from the office.

Mario set the pizza on the table ten minutes later. The town’s social media page entranced Theo. He found the calendar of events and discovered a Fourth of July celebration culminating in a fireworks display on the evening of the Fourth. “That looks like a fun adventure,” he mused, taking a bite of his pizza. The event promised a dunking booth, delicious food, and fun activities for children.

By the time Theo finished his pizza, he had decided to stay in Cedar Falls for his sabbatical. The town also had beautiful places to explore for people who rode motorcycles. A three-mile hiking trail led to Cedar Falls, the site for which the city was named. Between his bike and his love for running, he should be all set here for a while. He paid his tab and exited the street.

Theo's curiosity hit new heights when he saw the bookstore to his left. He turned and peered inside. The lights left on helped deter theft but lit things up just enough that Theo could see Millie wasn’t joking when she said Mr. Alexander was a fan of Greek mythology. Though there were books of all kinds, the shop displayed little figurines of the gods and goddesses, a model of Mount Olympus, and a large poster with the origins of each deity. In addition, there was a small table in front of the children’s section. He noted that Cedar Falls had a literacy club teaching folks of all ages how to read. Theo’s eyes fell on the maps near the counter, which cemented his decision to stop in tomorrow and grab them to get a better feel for the area.

With his curiosity satisfied, for the moment, at least, Theo made his way back to the inn. He took the shower he wanted earlier, then hit the bed. 

***
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ROMI WAS EXHAUSTED by the time she got home. The memory of the last night with her father before his heart attack played in her mind when she walked through the door... 

Romi found her father in the living room, lost in a book about the Trojan War. She put her things down and walked to him. Hugging him around his neck, she asked, “How was your day, Dad? How are you feeling?”

Percy smiled as Romi hugged him. “The tightness I felt in my chest has finally eased up. But I need to get back to the store and help you. That is too much work for you to do alone.”

“Dad, you know I am not alone. I have Clara and Jason to help me,” Romi reminded him.

“Well, Jason won’t be here much longer. Clarence told me this afternoon that Jason applied for a job in the city.” Percy explained, “Once he leaves, it will be too much for you and Clara to look after the store by yourselves.”

“Dad, we’ll take it as it comes.” Romi kissed her dad on top of his head. “Are you hungry or anything?”

“No, Romi, I have had all I need today. I am just worried about you. Try and sleep tonight, my sweet princess. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Dad. Good night,” Romi squeezed her father before going off to bed not knowing a heart attack was imminent. 

Romi returned to the present as she recalled how her father called her his princess her entire life. He loved Greek mythology so much that he and her mother named her Andromeda. Her mother must have loved him because she agreed. And the rest is history. But the truth was that Romi felt nothing like a princess. She was of average height. Though she ate healthily and walked or rode her bike all over Cedar Falls, she didn’t think she was anything special in the physical appearance department. She had medium-length brown hair and brown eyes and wore glasses. Again, nothing to write home about. But she was hardworking, and kind and treated everyone she met like they were the most important people in the world.

As Romi flopped on her bed, she thought of the differences between her and Clara. Now, Clara was more of a princess type. Clara was taller, tan, with long, blonde hair and blue eyes. Not to mention Clara had an outgoing personality. Romi preferred to blend into the background and not draw attention to herself. In her twenty-three years, nothing remotely interesting had happened to her. Not that she cared, exactly. It was a disappointment to miss attending college on campus. But she had no regrets about staying with her father and helping with the store.

Romi recalled her thoughts, believing nothing interesting had ever happened to her. The mysterious stranger on the motorcycle caught her tonight before she fell into the street. The guy with the striking blue eyes...it was a wonder she didn’t get hurt. She was stunned more than anything else. She bet he was long gone. Why would someone like him want to stay in Cedar Falls? He looked like a person on the hunt for adventure...riding a motorcycle. Cedar Falls was the place a person visited to get away from it all. The pace was slow, the folks friendly...She did not bother changing into her nightclothes. She spread her throw blanket across her, turned over, and was asleep almost instantly.
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THEO COULD NOT REMEMBER when he had had such a great night’s sleep. He got up from the bed and looked out the window. The street below bustled with residents busy with their morning activities. People walked their dogs, jogged, and rode bicycles. Theo stretched, then grabbed his clothes and changed. Unfortunately, he had slept through the hours of the continental breakfast. He needed to catch Millie and secure his room for the next few weeks.

As Millie opened the mail, Theo approached the counter. She greeted, “Good morning. I am afraid you missed breakfast.”

Theo answered, “I know. I needed more sleep than I realized. I didn’t wake up once.”

“Must be the effects of a small town. It changes folks somehow. Plus, today is Saturday.” Millie tossed the junk mail into the recycling can next to her desk.

“I’d like to secure my room for the next four weeks.” 

“Four weeks!” Millie gawked at him. “That is a long time to be in Cedar Falls. Do you have friends or family here?”

“No,” Theo replied. “I have taken a break from the big city and just want to clear my head. To not have anyone to answer to for a while. So, Cedar Falls seems as good a place as any to relax for a while.”

“Well, we would be happy to have you,” Millie admitted. “Oh, that means you’ll be here for the Fourth of July Celebration.” 

“I saw that on the town’s social media page. It looks impressive.” Theo asked, “Is there really a dunking booth?”

“Oh, yes,” Millie grinned. “And the food, games, and fireworks are all the rage. There is no place more special than Cedar Falls on the Fourth.”

“Well, I’m certainly looking forward to it.” Theo added, “Let me know if I can fill in somehow.” 

Not missing an opportunity like this, Millie said, “Oh, don’t worry, we will put you to work. Now you will see the magic that happens in a small town.”

“What kind of magic?” Theo cocked his head.

“Oh, the idea that anything can happen...including finding love in Cedar Falls.” Millie winked at Theo and then continued her work at the desk.

Theo raised his eyebrows. “Well, that certainly would be magical. See you later, Millie.” Theo pushed out the door, his stomach growling, a reminder that he had missed breakfast. Theo strolled down to the diner. He grabbed a seat at a table so he could look out the window. 

Gina handed Theo a menu. “What can I get you to drink, sir?”

“I’ll take a Dr. Pepper, please,” Theo replied as he took the menu. “I’ll need just a minute to see what my taste buds are hungry for....”

“Of course,” Gina acknowledged as she wrote Dr. Pepper on her order ticket. “Take your time. I’ll be right back.”

Theo perused the menu and chose a Philly cheesesteak sandwich and a bag of barbecue kettle chips. 

“I’ll get that out to you momentarily,” Gina declared as Theo returned the menu to her.

“Thank you very much,” Theo smiled, then pulled out his phone. He had a message from his father. He told him he was okay but not where he was. Theo wanted to be alone without risking his family coming to find him.

Gina placed the sandwich and chips on the table and wandered off to care for the other customers in her diner section.

Theo enjoyed his food as he watched the residents of Cedar Falls pass by the window. For a town this size, tons of people walked down the main strip. He expected the residents to be older folks. Instead, families with two or three children held hands and laughed as they walked their dogs. Theo paid the tab and set out to find the maps at the bookstore. 

The residents greeted Theo as he walked down the sidewalk. The friendliness of the people here amazed him. Very few people in the James Foundation Building greeted him the way these people did. He was an absolute stranger, but he noticed he felt like he had been here his entire life. Theo finally made it to Alexander’s Bookstore. As he entered, a Greek lyre attached to the door strummed a tune to announce his arrival.

“I’ll be with you in just a moment,” Romi called back over her shoulder. 

Theo’s breath caught in his chest. Standing on a step ladder at the back of the store, reaching higher than her body could stretch, was the most enchanting vision he had ever seen. Her brown hair was in a French knot, and she wore khaki Capri pants and a sleeveless, coral shirt with white Converse sneakers. Before he knew what hit him, his legs carried him across the floor. “Here, let me help you with that.” He grabbed the book from her hand as she wobbled on the ladder.

“Oh, I got it,” Romi managed to say when she looked down to see those same captivating blue eyes. The ones she had seen the night before when the mystery man caught her as she fell off the sidewalk. She almost stumbled off the ladder prompting Theo to reach up and grab her elbow with his free hand.

“I’ve got you,” Theo uttered as he helped steady her before she tumbled to the floor.

Willing herself to speak, Romi uttered, “Thank you. I have been a little preoccupied this morning. You must think I’m a complete mess.” Climbing down from the ladder, she pushed her glasses up on her nose, then held out her hand. “My name’s Andromeda, but everyone calls me Romi.” She took in his appearance. He was taller than she, and had messy, bad-boy, blonde hair. He dressed in dark blue, fitted jeans with a tight-fitting, short-sleeved, red Polo shirt accenting his muscled chest and arms. You would have never known he rode a motorcycle.

Extending his hand, “I’m Theo. Nice to meet you, Princess.”

Romi held up an index finger. “Not princess, just Romi. What can I do for you?” Romi walked toward the counter.

“Andromeda is a princess, right?” 

“Yes, but...” Romi trailed off as her cheeks turned a deep shade of pink.

“Sorry. I couldn’t resist,” Theo teased. “I need one or two of the local maps. I’m in town for a bit and wanted to see the sights in Cedar Falls.” Theo retrieved the maps from their slot near the counter.

“Well, you’re in luck,” Romi began excitedly, forgetting her embarrassment. “Cedar Falls has one of the best routes for motorcycle tourists.” She eased the maps from his hand and placed them on the counter. Then, opening one of the maps, Romi pointed out, “If you notice, we are here.” She caught his eyes, directed her gaze to the map, and continued, using her index finger to line the route. “If you follow this road here, it will show you all the famous land markers that have made this area such a popular place.”

Theo leaned on the counter, gazing at the map. “This looks great. I can’t wait to check it out.” Then, lifting his gaze to Romi, “Do you ride?”

Taken aback by his query, Romi questioned, “You mean on a motorcycle?”

“Yeah, you seem to know so much about what appeals to bikers. I just wondered.”

“No offense, but you don’t look like a biker. Anyway, I have never been on a motorcycle. I have lived in Cedar Falls my entire life, so I should know the area like the back of my hand,” Romi explained as she returned to the step ladder, shelving the books. 

Theo followed her, lingering at the foot of the ladder. “Where is your help? Are you here all by yourself? It would help if you didn’t work so hard. It is too soon after your father....” He trailed off, his eyes drifting upward to await her response.

Romi whipped around, meeting his gaze with furrowed brows. “How do you know about my father?”

“Millie, at the Inn. She said your father had a heart attack. And you ran the store by yourself,” Theo admitted as he ran his hand through his hair. “I guess she gave away too much information, huh?”

That wasn’t the first time. Romi sighed, “I should have known. If you want to know what’s happening in Cedar Falls, she is the one to ask about it.” Romi climbed off the ladder to face Theo. “I’m okay. Clara will be here soon. Plus, there is another person, Jason, who works here.” The lyre on the door strummed, drawing Romi’s attention as other customers entered the store.

Since they were no longer alone, Theo returned to the counter and folded the maps. “So, what do I owe you for these?”

Romi’s lips curved into a smile. “They’re on the house. A welcome gift to Cedar Falls. Just be sure and have an exciting time while you are here.”

“Thank you. That’s very generous of you. I will accept on one condition.” 

“Really? And what is that?”

“You have to ride with me...when you have free time away from here. You need a diversion,” Theo grinned.

A knot formed in Romi’s stomach. “I can’t promise you that.”

“That’s okay. I’ll check in another time,” Theo assured her. “Thanks again for the maps.” He flashed her a friendly smile. “See you ‘round, Princess.” He turned and strode out the door as Clara came in. “Oh, excuse me,” he uttered to Clara as he passed her.

Romi blew out her breath as Theo left the store. She could not believe it. A guy like Theo asked her to ride with him on his motorcycle! She was not the kind of girl that drew the attention of guys like him. But she didn’t care about that. She put that thought on hold when Clara asked her own questions.

“Who was that hot guy who just left here?” Clara asked as she put her bag behind the counter, handing Romi a Diet Mtn Dew.

“That was Theo,” Romi explained like it was no big deal. She opened her drink and took a sip, avoiding Clara’s eyes. “He’s from out of town...the motorcycle guy from last night.” 

“He was the motorcycle guy. Really? What did he want?” Clara probed excitedly. “Oh, I know...he wanted to make sure you were okay since you fell right in front of him. Romi, the damsel in distress.” Clara made a wild gesture of putting the back of her hand to her forehead.

“Cut it out,” Romi muttered as she playfully jabbed Clara’s shoulder. “He came in to get maps of the area. I showed him the standard routes bikers normally want to see when coming to Cedar Falls.”

“That can’t be all he wanted,” Clara expressed wildly. “Someone as good-looking as he couldn’t have just wanted info on the sights of Cedar Falls.”

Romi debated on whether she should tell Clara everything. She finally admitted, “He said he wanted me to go for a ride with him on his motorcycle.”

“Romi, that’s incredible!” Clara burst aloud, drawing the attention of customers in the store. “Did you say yes?”

“Come on, Clara. You know I don’t have any experience around guys. Besides, he only offered because Millie told him about Dad’s death. Theo just felt sorry for me.”

“Why would you think that?” Clara pressed her.

“Look at me, Clara. My name might be that of a princess from Greek mythology, but I am a bookworm,” Romi reminded Clara. “Why would a guy like him be interested in someone like me?”

“Honey, look. You have been cooped up in this bookstore forever. You did college online to stay here












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





