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      Emily Stone

      

      I sit in the coffee shop in downtown Silver Pines on a rainy Wednesday morning.

      It hadn’t been raining when I’d made the ten minute downhill walk here from my cottage an hour ago, but now the rain is coming down in torrents. Splashing against the windows, the wooden sign with the words Coffee Shop engraved on it swinging wildly by the rusty chains that hold it in place.

      Usually this time of year it would be snowing, but global warming. Or maybe just a warmer than usual season.

      It should be like any other Wednesday morning. In the rain.

      Except it isn’t.

      At nearly eight thousand five hundred feet at last assessment, in the heart of the Rocky Mountains, Silver Pines is a little mountain community, too small really, to officially be designated as a town.

      It has all the basics that any town needs. A General Store. An ice cream shop. A pizza parlor.

      And, of course, the coffee shop.

      Most of the people who work out of Silver Pines, though, work from their homes.

      My sister-in-law, for example, has a law office on the first floor of her house. Doc Alexander has the same set up. An office in his home, but most of his visits are house calls.

      I close my little Macbook and wrap my hands around my warm coffee cup.

      I come here mostly because I love the scent of freshly brewed coffee. It’s the bitter taste I can do without.

      Hence the ten pumps of vanilla and caramel drizzle added in with the frothy milk.

      Someone sitting next to me stands up, scraping his chair across the floor. He bumps the top of my head with his jacket as he shrugs into it. I cringe, but he doesn’t even notice. Just keeps talking to his friend about a girl he met last night.

      Wearing a pair of faded blue jeans and a sweatshirt with Dallas Cowboys splashed across the front, I blend into the background. Maybe a little too much.

      I’m not a football fan, much less a Dallas Cowboys fan, but it was the only tangible thing I have left of him.

      I unlock my phone and open my photos.

      Landon Carson, III has blonde hair and brown eyes. His smile charms every female who happens to be within range.

      I just happened to be his latest victim.

      With a sigh, I close my phone and turn it upside down on table in front of me.

      It was nothing more than another chapter in my life.

      Sipping the overly sweetened coffee, I watch the customers coming and going. Some dash in and out, running from their cars parallel parked on the street, water splashing on their clothes. Umbrellas everywhere.

      Some stay awhile, meeting with friends, working on their computers. Reading.

      But none stay as long as I did.

      I don’t want to go home right now and other than that, I have nowhere else to go.

      I hadn’t wanted a big wedding. I’d told Landon that we should elope. Just fly to Las Vegas. Married was married.

      I sigh and turn my coffee cup in a little circle.

      And not married was not married.

      I stare into space, trying to convince myself that I should probably get some writing done.

      I open my computer and stare at the blinking cursor until it stops blinking and the screen goes blank.

      A man walks inside the coffee shop, his phone pressed to one ear.

      Then I hear his laugh.

      I blink and shake my head.

      I’m imagining things again.

      But… no one laughed like he did.

      We’d been high school sweethearts for three years. Three years. Longer than any of my other relationships since had lasted.

      I know that laugh like I know the back of my hand.

      Even after… going on fifteen years.

      Being thirty-three and single probably one of the things that propelled me toward marriage with Landon Carson, III.

      I close my computer again and resting my arms over it, pull it toward me.

      As though I can hide behind it.

      From him.

      Daniel Abrams.

      Turns out I was not imagining things after all.

      He steps up to the counter and places an order. Wearing dark pants and a black trench coat, he is tall and lean.

      At first, with my heart pounding in my ears, I don’t recognize him and with his back to me, I wouldn’t have done more than barely notice him. His dark hair has a touch of silver around the edges.

      If I had not heard him laugh first, I wouldn’t have given him more than a disinterested glance.

      So very strange.

      I had been head over heels with Daniel Abrams.

      A love like that didn’t die. It just lay dormant. Waiting. Waiting to be fanned back to life.

      But that had been a long time ago.

      Even though I had returned from college to live in Silver Pines, Daniel had left after high school graduation and I had not seen him since. As far as I know he hasn’t set foot back in Silver Pines again.

      My back is to the door. As such no one notices me coming in, but I was in plain view of anyone leaving the coffee shop.

      One hand across my computer and another under my chin, I watch Daniel.

      Mothers teach their children not to stare, but that’s exactly what writers do.

      Writers stare.

      Off his phone call now, Daniel types something on his phone, using both hands, while he waits to pick up his order. Since he’s obviously distracted, maybe he won’t see me sitting here.

      I pull my sweatshirt sleeves down over my palms and open my computer back up. With my hands sitting on the keys, I stare at the screen.

      “Em?”

      He was the only one who ever called me that. My name is Emily.

      I look up, blink, and gaze into those clear steel blue eyes that still haunt my dreams from time to time.

      I try to pretend I hadn’t already seen him. “Daniel?” My surprised expression, though, is genuine.

      Seeing him again. So painfully familiar. Familiar but different.

      Besides the silver streaks in his hair, he has lines at the corners of his eyes. And he just overall looks so… grown up.

      He grins and gestures toward the empty chair across from me. “May I?” Always the gentleman.

      I nod. “Sure.” I straighten in my chair and close my computer.

      He sits his coffee cup down and just studies me. I feel the flush as it creeps up my cheeks. I couldn’t remember anyone ever studying me this intently.

      Certainly not Landon Carson III.

      “My God,” he says finally. “It’s been forever. How are you?”

      I shake my head. Blink back the moisture that suddenly and unexpectedly appears in my eyes.

      Something in his voice was so kind, it felt like a balm soothing my nerves.

      It had been barely twenty-four hours since Landon Carson had called off our wedding and I hadn’t cried once. It hadn’t even occurred to me to cry.

      But now, sitting here with Daniel across from me, the man I haven’t seen in fifteen years, tears threaten to shatter any composure I might have.

      “Hey,” he says, reaching a hand out to cover mine. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” I say.

      He knows I’m lying. He knows me better than anyone. Being the youngest of six siblings, I am not exaggerating. The myth about the youngest child being the spoiled one in the family did not translate to my family.

      I could truthfully say that no one in my family understands me. Three of my brothers are airplane pilots. Can’t get much more practical than that. My oldest sister manages the family’s lodge, the one place in Silver Pines that offers overnight stays.

      My other sister is a psychology professor. If anyone was likely to understand me, it would be her. And yet it didn’t work that way. She is a scientist.

      The creative little sister who has never held a “real job” in her life baffles them, one and all.

      I look into Daniel’s eyes and soak in the familiar understanding I had always seen there.

      How was it people could be so different and yet still be the same after all these years?

      “You’re still here in Silver Pines?” He squeezes my hand. “Last I heard you were in Boulder.”

      Last he had heard? I hadn’t heard anything about him. Not one word since that day we’d parted so long ago.

      “That was college,” I say.

      He reaches over. Wipes a tear from my cheek. A tear I didn’t even know was there.

      I swallow and force myself back to some semblance of composure.

      This was not how I had imagined seeing him again.

      In my imagination I’m confident and mysterious when I see him. Maybe across the concourse of an airport. He’s the one who’s baffled.

      But then my imagination is active that way.

      “How are you?” I ask, forcing myself to sound stronger and confident. “You’re here. In Silver Pines.”

      “I’m okay. Just in for a couple of days before flying back out. Brought in an engineer to test the soil for the new airport.”

      “Right. The new airport.” I only now realize that he’s in his pilot’s uniform. “Skye Travels?”

      “That’s right.”

      He had always had an enviable focus. Flying first. Me second.

      In some way, I had had a comparable focus. Him first. Writing second.

      “I thought you were shooting for commercial.”

      “I was,” he said. “But the offer from Skye Travels was too good to refuse.”

      My sister was married to the nephew of the owner of Skye Travels. And one of my brothers still works for the same company. But they’re in Houston where Skye Travels is headquartered.

      And no one had ever mentioned Daniel.

      “How long have you been with Skye Travels?” I ask.

      “Just over three years,” he said. “I did my commercial overseas time.”

      “I see.” That explained why no one had mentioned Daniel to me. No one made the connection.

      “What about you?” he asked. “The writing?”

      I ran my free hand over my computer. “I’m a ghost writer.” I whisper the words as though saying it out loud would give anything away. It wouldn’t, of course. No one cares about ghost writers.

      “Really?” He laughs. “What are you working on?”

      A smile plays about my lips. “I can’t tell you.”

      The rain had stopped pounding against the windows. No more than a drizzle now.

      Sunlight broke through the clouds, taking away some of the gloominess of the day.

      “It’s so good to see you,” he says.

      “It’s good to see you, too.”

      He lifts the little diamond necklace I wear around my neck. Let it fall back against my sweatshirt. It’s just a simple little diamond on a silver chain. But I never take it off.

      Then he’s holding both my hands. His fingers gently brushing mine.

      I pulled away. Just a little. But he held tight. I give up.

      Holding his hands was so familiar.

      In a way, it felt like fifteen years simply vanished and we were right back where we left off.

      It belatedly occurs to me to check his hand for a wedding ring.

      I glance down to see. No ring.

      I’m not wearing one either and yet I still feel the missing weight of the engagement ring I had worn for three months.

      “Catch me up,” he said, releasing my hands and taking a sip of his coffee. “Tell me what you’ve been doing besides writing about ghosts.”

      “I’m not writing about⁠—”

      But then I see the teasing smile on his lips.

      My breath catches in my throat. I can’t imagine telling Daniel that until just twenty-four hours ago, I was engaged to another man.

      Since that is the thing at the forefront of my mind, I evade the question.

      “You first.”

      He chuckles. “Okay.”

      He talked about his job flying international. He had been a captain and I could tell by the way he talked, he loved it.

      “But that was then,” he says. “I live in Denver now.”

      He didn’t say anything about a wife or kids. That’s usually the first thing people talked about. Kids anyway.

      “Now you.”

      I take a deep breath. I can follow his lead. I can talk about my career. My writing.

      And not talk about Landon.

      “Just before college graduation, I fell into a ghost-writing job. To write two novels for a publishing company.”

      “The job you can’t talk about.”

      “Right. Turns out I’m a fast writer. When other writers under contract can’t finish their books, I can do it for them. I can write them and I can write them quickly.”

      “You can do what others can’t.”

      “I just kept doing it. At first it didn’t pay much, so I worked some at the lodge. Mostly bartending. But now I wouldn’t have time for another job even if wanted to.”

      “Why would you want to do anything else?” he asks. “You love it and you’re good at it.”

      How is it he’s the only person who ever understood that about me?

      “I don’t know.” I pick up my latte. Take a sip.

      “You always wanted to be a writer,” he said. “You don’t write anything under your own name?”

      “Not really,” I say. “I stay kind of busy. You’d be surprised how hard it is for writers to finish the books they’re contracted to write.”

      “How much do you write?”

      “It depends on what the publishers need at any given time.” I shrug. “Or the writer.”

      I rarely tell people that. When I do they look at me either with awe or disbelief. Usually disbelief. But I know Daniel will believe me.

      Still. His eyes widen. “How? How do you do it?”

      “How did you fly for twelve hours straight?”

      He taps his coffee cup. “I think that’s a little different.”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      We sit in silence for the next few minutes. I shiver from a rush of cold air as someone holds the door open too long.

      The barista calls out someone’s name and hands them their order.

      The coffee grinder fills the silence along with a blender.

      With anyone else, the silence might have felt awkward, but not with Daniel.

      Then he breaks the silence by asking the question I most did not want to talk about.

      “Is there a Mister Emily?”

      The way he asked it brought a smile to my lips. He had a way of asking things in a way that made them seem normal.

      I shake my head, my answer almost inaudible. “No.” Would I have answered the same way two days ago? I’m relieved that I don’t have to find out.

      Besides, two days ago, I wouldn’t have been sitting here in the coffee shop avoiding sitting alone at home in my writing office.

      The enormity of fate hits me like a blow to the stomach. Daniel doesn’t live here. Most likely never comes to Silver Pines. I rarely come to the coffee shop. I’m almost always at home, writing.

      We haven’t seen each other for fifteen years.

      And yet here we are.

      “Divorced?” he pressed.

      I shake my head again.

      I should ask him the same questions. It was the polite thing to do. Yet somehow I couldn’t form the words to ask the things I don’t want to know.

      “Me either,” he says, his eyes locked onto mine.

      Someone sat down next to us, their chair scraping across the floor.

      I couldn’t move. Daniel’s eyes hold mine captive.

      Then he checks his watch.

      A signal that our time is coming to an end.

      He shrugs apologetically. “I have a meeting in less than an hour,” he said.

      Of course he did.

      Fate always comes at a price.

      Then he surprises me. He takes a business card out of his pocket. Slides it across the table. “Call me sometime,” he says.

      I nod, unable to answer.

      He stands up, his chair making that loud scrape across the floor that marks the end to this chance encounter.

      He leans over, kisses me on the cheek, then walks past me.

      Out the door.

      And I realize that having Landon Carson, III call off our wedding no longer weighs so heavily over me.
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      
      I stand up from my computer desk and stretch. I’ve been writing for four hours with nothing more than brief restroom breaks.

      My head is still in the book I’m writing. How could it not be? I’ve been living in that world for hours.

      I go to my refrigerator and take out a bottle of water.

      Opening it, I stand at my window and look out over the back lawn covered by a layer of fresh white snow. A movement catches my eye and I now see a solid white rabbit sitting in the snow.

      The tall snow covered mountain peaks are hidden by snow clouds.

      It’s snowing in the high country. Only someone who lives at an elevation of nearly eight thousand feet would call the mountains around them the high country as opposed to referring to themselves as living in the high country.

      A new laser printer sits on my desk next to one of my two desktop computers. A few stacks of paper neatly organized and stacked on the desk.

      I send in most of my work electronically, of course, but some of my work I like to print.

      Turning away from the window, I pass by my magnetic whiteboard and look at the business card secured there by a little white magnet.

      Daniel Abrams.

      His work number was on the front and his cell number was handwritten on the back.

      Both Denver area codes.

      I’d memorized everything
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