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Chapter One
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I may have spent a few happy years here when I was a child, but as a dumped fiancée with no close relationship to anyone in Cherish Creek but my former boyfriend and my grandparents, I don’t belong in this town. 

That might not be quite true, at least the dumped part. 

Michael Lindsay and I agreed to part amicably, and honestly, once I realized why he and Jenny, his high school sweetheart, broke up and I understood his true feelings for her, there was no way I could marry him.

No matter his good intentions. 

My grandpa has a terrible sweet tooth, and he asked me three times this morning if I would stop by the Lindsay's diner to pick up some of their brownies. 

As much as I try to avoid the diner, which is the only restaurant in town, I can't tell him no without a good reason. 

The presence of my former fiancé, who manages the diner with Jenny, is not a good reason, not for a grown woman with responsibilities. 

"Hey, Emily. We haven't seen you around this week. How are you and your grandparents?"

I paste a bright smile on my face, knowing that my pale pink lipstick and perfectly straightened white teeth will present the image everyone here in Cherish Creek expects. 

"We're fine, thanks for asking, Sydney."

Sydney, who is a senior in high school and seems to participate in every club and activity Cherish Creek High offers, is somehow waitressing every time I visit the diner, in spite of her commitments. 

She's perky and cute, and while she's the younger sister, she's taller and nearly a mirror image of Jenny.

As if on cue, Jenny steps out of the kitchen, the door swinging closed behind her before she registers my presence. 

"Emily! I'm guessing that your grandpa is after those brownies again. Ellie made an extra batch this morning, just because. I think she must have known he'd send you over."

Her smile is sweet and true, her tone a little less excited than her sister's, but she doesn't seem to feel awkward around me, not like she did when we first met. 

When I was still engaged to Michael.

A male voice rises from the kitchen, and the cook laughs in response to whatever he, whatever Michael, has said. 

"You're right, Jenny. Ellie's a wonder, isn't she?"

Sydney is moving around behind the counter and cash register as I respond, and I see she already has a box open and is leaning into the glass case that holds baked goods. 

I keep my hands still at my sides, although I want to clench my fingers into fists against the discomfort I'm feeling as I wait. 

When Michael follows Jenny's path out of the kitchen and nearly tumbles into her, they fall together with a laugh, and I stand watching like the outsider that I am. 

He never laughed like this when we were together, with such abandon and happiness that everyone within hearing distance could tell. 

"Emily?"

Sydney's voice makes me snap my head back in her direction, and she has the box tucked closed and ready on the counter. 

I don't remember telling her how many brownies I wanted, or how much she said they were. 

I unzip my purse and reach in to get my wallet, just as Michael drops to one knee in front of Jenny.

"Oh, look. What is this doing here?" 

Sydney's eyes grow wide and her attention is drawn to him, just as mine is. 

The diner is empty except for the four of us, and I don't think Michael has noticed that anyone is here except Jenny.

He's holding something that catches the overhead light as he looks up at her, and Jenny's mouth falls open. 

This is not happening, I think as I shake my head and start to back away. 

Is he really proposing to her, right here and now, in front of me?

They aren't paying any attention to me, so I keep moving slowly in order not to distract them. Clearly, Michael expected to have some privacy for this moment, and I'm not going to ruin it for him. 

I tell myself that this is the real reason I can't stay in the diner, why I can't pay for these brownies and take them back to my grandpa, but my heart thuds in my chest, my pulse loud in my ears, at the idea that the two of them are getting married. 

Only a few months ago, he and I were engaged, and I wore the ring he gave me proudly, a reminder every time I gazed at it of his love and devotion. 

Of his promises. 

The door is hard at my back, and I duck my head and look down as I push through it and through the second door after it, until I find myself on the sidewalk in front of the parking lot. 

I don't love Michael, not anymore, so why does it hurt to be here, to know what's happening in the building behind me?

Tears blur my vision as I step away from the curb and start to run to my car, afraid that someone might see me and afterwards, connect my reaction to this new development. 

Cherish Creek has big ears and plenty of time for gossip, and I don't want to be the name passed from one pair of lips to another anymore. 

A vehicle horn pulls me from my thoughts, but when I look up I see only a flash of movement before my legs give out from under me and a man's voice calls out. 

"Are you okay?"

I'm staring at the concrete now, my knees scraped and the palms of my hands stinging as I try to place the voice to a name. 

But I don't look up, swallowing back tears that will only bring me shame. 

Just because I don't love Michael doesn't mean I wanted to see him proposing to Jenny.

"You should watch where you're going, Emily."

The male voice prompts me back to the concrete I'm staring at, the vague pain in my hands and knees, and a bubble of anger starts to replace the emptiness the scene in the diner intensified inside me. 

Large hands slide under my arms and lift me up, none too gently, and set me on my feet, but the man doesn't let me go as I look up at him through the mass of blonde curls that fall in front of my eyes. 

I push them aside as I narrow my eyes at him, at Jonah, a figure I've rarely seen around town since my return a few weeks ago. 

"Maybe you shouldn't be speeding in a parking lot."

He doesn't let me go, as if he can sense that I'm not quite steady on my feet.

Although he doesn't know the real reason why. 

"I wasn't speeding, and you walked out right in front of me."

He sounds annoyed, but not angry, and his dark brown eyes stare into mine with no intention of backing down. 

When I back up, he steps forward, but I pull my arm away and his hand drops from it. 

"Are you hurt, Emily?"

There's something about the way he says my name that distracts me, and when he frowns I realize that he's still waiting for an answer. 

"No, not really."

"Emily! You forgot your brownies!"

Sydney's voice rises above my own, and when I turn to watch her run out to us with a white box in her hands, Jonah keeps his eyes on mine until I break the connection. 

"Why are you bleeding? What happened?"

When Sydney steps closer, reaching out to take one of my hands in her free one, I glance back at Jonah, who is still watching me as if this girl hasn't made an appearance. 

"Come back inside and wash your hands and knees. I'm sure we have a first aid kit, and my mom would say it's better to be safe than sorry."

Sydney sounds like someone's mom already instead of a high school majorette, but I know she's just trying to help.

I smile at her, putting every effort into making it seem as if I didn't just nearly get more seriously hurt, and as Jonah said, through my own fault. 

But I don't want to admit it to him, and I'm not sure why. 

"It's amazing, you look like some kind of model, even out here with skinned knees and your hair all tumbly around your face."

She shakes her head with a sigh, and I feel a wave of discomfort that makes my stomach churn.

Yes, I'm pretty, and that's all anyone sees when they look at me.

All they've ever seen. 

"I'm fine, really, Sydney. I appreciate your concern. I know my grandpa will be very happy you didn't let me leave his brownies here."

This is true. The last time I took him to the dentist he argued over whether it was worth it for him to give up sweets at his age, because as he always says, we only live once. 

"All that rabbit food, worrying about your weight. Eat that cake, Emily Rose. Live a little."

I need to pay Sydney for the brownies, I remember, but as if she can read my mind, she waves her hand in front of her and pushes the box into my chest, then points to Jonah.

"Make sure she gets home with these brownies in one piece. Mr. Norris takes his chocolate very seriously."

For a high school kid, she's very self assured, and directs us both with every expectation that she'll be obeyed before turning and marching back into the diner.

Leaving me alone with Jonah, who remains silent.

I hold the box tightly and start to walk towards my car, but there's a stabbing pain in my right ankle, and the sharp surprise of it makes me wobble a little.

"Should you drive like that?"

Jonah's voice doesn't sound like a reprimand anymore, but I keep my back to him, ashamed to show any weakness.

But why do I care what he thinks? 

I don't stop walking, determined to ignore him, which isn't polite and so unlike me. 

"Everyone says you're so sweet, but they never talk about how stubborn you are."

A pair of strong, warm arms pulls me up straight, as he wraps them around my waist, and I suck in a breath.

I haven't been this close to a man since Michael, and the shock is surprisingly pleasant.

Jonah smells like lemons and clean sweat, as if he just took a shower and is growing warm in this early fall heat.

I avoid looking over at him as I let him guide me to the passenger side of his truck, finally finding my voice as he leans close to me to open the door.

"Really, I'm fine to drive. I don't want to leave my car here, either."

He shrugs, and I catch the movement from the corner of my eye. For some reason, I find that I can’t look directly at him. 

I’m not exactly shy, so what is it about him that is making me so nervous?

“Why would you want to take a chance? Like Sydney said, or maybe she said her mother told her, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

I don't need a reminder of what Jenny’s little sister just told me, as if I was a child again, with my parents telling me what to do at every turn, every moment. 

Make sure you do the right thing, Emily. 

Make the right choice. 

Whatever will keep everyone else happy, whatever will make you the most friends.

Be sweet. 

Be kind. 

Be perfect.

I finally look up at Jonah, but instead of finding what everyone always shows me, a smile of approval, I discover a frown, his dark eyes narrowed beneath furrowed brows. 
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I push away from him firmly, annoyed at how he’s bothered by my refusal to follow Sydney's guidance, or his.

Who is he to tell me what to do, when I’ve explained that I’m fine more than once?

“I appreciate your concern, as I believe I’ve already said. I’m sorry I’ve taken up so much of your time.”

I hear sarcasm in my voice, a mode I never employ, although I’ve been tempted to many times. 

“Suit yourself. You’re stubborn, you know, as I’ve mentioned more than once.”

Although I’m not sure how I expected him to respond, this is a surprise. 

Feeding my own sarcasm back to me, but in a mild tone, as if he couldn’t be bothered to be truly upset.

This is so silly. We’re two grown people, and he’s only trying to help.

But I don’t apologize, and walk away without another word instead, doing my best to keep my weight off my ankle without being obvious that I'm still hurting. 

Just as Sydney nearly barrels into me at the back of Jonah’s truck. 

“Oh, hey, sorry, Emily!”

She laughs, her voice relaxed as if it’s not a big deal.

It isn’t, and I have to shake whatever is making me so tense. 

Whatever makes me want to look back at Jonah, to catch his eye once more before I reach my car.

“I didn’t want you to get so distracted by Emily that you forgot your order, Jonah.”

She doesn’t sound like she’s flirting, just friendly, and Jonah sounds the same.

Nothing like he did with me. 

“Not a chance that I’d forget meatloaf, but thanks, kiddo.”

Kiddo? Sydney is a senior in high school, and Jonah must be around my age, same as Michael and Jenny, about two years older. 

I feel a smile spread across my face, and lower my head a little as if either of them could see it.

Jonah’s truck door closes firmly, and as I reach my own car, I hear Sydney call out and lift my hand in a wave, flashing a brighter smile at her as she walks by.

I wait until I hear Jonah pull out of the parking lot before I look back in his direction, wondering when I’ll see him again before I can stop myself. 

“Don’t eat them all at once, dear.”

My grandma starts to hassle my grandpa good-naturedly as soon as I place the box of brownies on the kitchen counter once I’m back at their house, which is a tiny ranch in a cozy part of town.

Although all of Cherish Creek is cozy and close, which is one of the reasons why I love it here so much. 

I lived here when I was in elementary school for two years, but not long enough, apparently, for most of the community to have remembered me when I returned last year.

It just goes to show how memorable I am, perfect, sweet Emily who doesn’t stand out as anyone special. 

My efforts to get along, to fit in and be accepted, have only backfired, and now I’m still an outsider, unlike so many residents who grew up here and remained to raise another generation in the small town’s picture book quaintness. 

Even Jenny, who stole away for a year to the big city and an enormous college, came back.

Came back for her boyfriend, who was engaged to me at the time. 

“Don’t scold me, Brenda Jean. I’m a grown man . . .”

“And still growing, where you shouldn’t. And your blood sugar . . .”

I hear my grandparents argue, their voices chiding but loving, and wonder if I’ll ever be that close to anyone. 

Not a chance. 

Even Michael, who was so patient with me, so gentle and caring, would have been shocked by how I look in the mornings, without my hair in its trademark curls, or with dark circles under my eyes, which is a new development since our relationship came to an end. 

But I don’t need to be with anyone now. I’m fine with my grandparents, and busy with online classes on top of keeping the two of them out of trouble. 

A man would only complicate my life, which I need to get on track for once. 

“Emily, why don’t we get a pizza for dinner tonight? You’ve been cooking and cleaning for the past week, and then you go back to that computer of yours for your school. You need a break.”

My grandma takes my hand and tugs on it, her grip firm and rough, her skin prickly.

“Let me get your prescription lotion, Grandma. Your skin feels like it must hurt.”

I try to pull away but she doesn’t let go. 

“Why don’t you take care of yourself, too?”

Her tone is a little pleading, which I’m not used to, so I frown as I gaze down at her. 

“Can I get a glass of milk?”

My grandma and I laugh together as my grandpa dispels the serious moment between us, demanding, as usual, his favorite beverage.

“What’s so funny? It isn’t as if brownies and milk don’t go together.”

His grumbles are punctuated by a smile while he watches us, as if he’s pleased to see our happy responses.

My grandma drops my hand and starts to push herself from her chair, but I rest my hand on her shoulder and she relaxes as I walk to the refrigerator. 

The two of them mutter together as I get his milk for him, and I think of how Michael and I talked over the practicalities of taking care of my grandparents once we were married. 

He was so considerate, understanding of my commitment, but maybe too much so. 

When I watch him with Jenny now, I realize how little romance was between us, and I know I did the right thing when I ended it between us. 

I told Jenny that I wanted a man who would give me his whole heart, and I meant it.

But I’m not going to hope for such a miracle.

“I want to go to the flea market this weekend. You don’t mind taking me, do you, Emily?”

I smile easily at my grandma’s request, knowing how much she’s wanted to visit the expansive sale that the old drive-in movie theater hosts every weekend in the summer and fall, but her arthritis has been acting up, so I’m glad she feels up to it now. 

My phone buzzes on the kitchen counter and I let it go until it stops. 

The only people who call me are my parents, and I don’t feel like talking to them right now, not when I’m having a perfect moment with my father's parents. 

But as soon as it stops, it starts up again, and my grandpa waves a half-eaten brownie in the air in front of his face.

“What’s that awful sound? Is there a bee in here? At this time of year?”

As disinterested in the call as I am, I still smile at his expression. 

Without them, I would be back home, in a big city with my parents hovering over my every move.

Here I can relax, at least inside these walls, where my grandparents accept me, faults and all.

Faults I am not allowed to show the rest of the world. 

“Hey, Emily! It’s Sydney.”

Jenny’s sister is as bubbly on the phone as she is in person, and I smile a little as I answer, then wait for her to continue.

“So we found an earring on the floor in front of the counter here at the diner, and we’re calling everyone who was here this morning in case they are missing one. It’s a pink butterfly with gold trim.”

Just as I’m touching my ear to see if one of my earrings is gone, Sydney describes them perfectly, and I hold back a sigh. 

My mother bought me those for my sweet sixteen, and she’d be furious if I lost them.

“Thank you so much. I really appreciate that you called.”

I’m being truthful, mostly because I wouldn’t want to face my mother’s anger and disappointment, but also because I know she’s sincere. 

So many people in Cherish Creek look at me like a distant stranger, or a doll that can’t be touched.

But Sydney, and even Jenny for that matter, don’t treat me like some sort of delicate creature. 

Not like Jonah did earlier, even if voice wasn’t as gentle as his hands. 

I shake my head, dispelling the memory of his hands on my waist.

“Do you mind if I wait until tomorrow to pick them up? I’ll be taking my grandma to the flea market, and we can stop by before, maybe pick up something to eat first.”

My grandpa calls out behind me, and I’m not sure what he says but it makes me think to compliment Sydney on the brownies. 

“Oh, the brownies are fantastic. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep my grandpa from finishing off the box today.”

Sydney laughs.

“It’s a common problem. I’ll let Jenny know, since she’s the one who baked them.”

Great, I press my lips together to keep from saying the word out loud. 

It’s not Jenny’s fault that Michael loves her, or that they belong together.

“We’ll see you then. Bye, Emily!”

Sydney calls out her goodbye, and before the line goes dead I hear her begin to greet a customer. 

“Why don’t you spend time with those nice Collins girls who work at the diner? You should be with people your own age.”

My grandma starts in on me before I set my phone down on the counter, and I laugh, shaking my head. 

“Why don’t you tell me about the flea market. I remember going a few times when I was a kid, but it’s been so long . . .”

This gets her started on several stories about the drive-in theater itself as well as the market, and I’m lost in tales of romance at the movies, some of which I really don’t want to hear (because who wants to know about their grandparents making out in the back seat of a car?).

And then the doorbell rings. 

My stomach has started to growl, making me realize I haven’t eaten today, so I pull a tiny edge from one of the brownies that are still left as I watch my grandpa sleep in his chair, his mouth open as he snores, for a moment before stepping through the living room to answer. 

We get regular visitors, my grandparents’ friends from church and around town, but normally not at this time of day, so I can’t imagine who it could be.

“Hi, Emily. I was just at the diner and Sydney asked if I would bring your earring to you.”

Jonah is standing on the doorstep with his palm out, my butterfly earring shining, tiny in his large hand. 

A loose curl falls from behind my neck, and I tuck it behind my ear as I find my voice, finally, and I notice that he’s watching my movement. 

“Oh, Jonah, thanks. I was going to pick that up tomorrow.”

I wonder why he was at the diner again. Doesn’t he cook? Does he get all of his meals from Lindsay’s?

That would get expensive, I’m thinking as he raises his eyebrows at me.

“Don’t you want it?”

I bite my lip and reach out to take the earring, feeling stupid at how slow I am to respond. 

“Of course. But why were you at the diner, after you were already there today?”

None of my business, I tell myself, but the question has already been asked and I wonder why I’m so interested. 

He drops his hand to his side as soon as I’ve taken the earring from it, barely touching his skin as I did, and he frowns.

“Had to give Sydney her tip. I was a little distracted when I was there before, and Sydney was nice enough to bring me my food. I left without tipping her.”

I don’t know what to say to this, because I’m not expecting it. 

But why not? Why didn’t I think Jonah would be so considerate, especially after how concerned he was about me in the diner parking lot?

Pushy, and concerned. 

“Don’t walk out in front of any cars, Emily, and keep an eye on that ankle. I’ll see you around.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three


[image: image]


“Wait, what did you just say to me?”

I let the front door close behind me and step outside, down two steps so I’m still a little taller than usual as I face Jonah, who has backed away towards his truck. 

There’s a slight breeze in the air that cools my warm cheeks, and I realize that I have my hands on my hips defensively because of the insinuation Jonah has made. 

As if I just stumble around without looking where I’m going all the time. 

He shakes his head at me as if I’m overreacting, and tucks his hands in his jeans pockets. 

“I call it like I see it,” he shrugs, then goes on before I can refute him. “Just don’t want to hear about you getting hit because you weren’t being more careful.”

There’s no sarcasm in his tone, or reprimand. He’s so direct and sure of himself, as if he couldn’t care less what my reaction will be.

What must that be like?

“You won’t hear about that, because it won’t happen. That’s not what happened.”

His eyebrows go up, his dark brown eyes wide, and I wait for him to refute me. 

But he doesn’t. 

Instead, he turns around and clears the distance to his truck, opening the door and sliding inside without another word.

Worse, as soon as he backs his truck out onto the street, he lifts his hand at the window in a momentary wave before driving off. 

“Who was that, Emily?”

I didn’t hear the door open, but my grandma is suddenly behind me, her tiny hand on my back. 

“No one, Grandma. Do you think Grandpa really wants pizza for dinner, or should I make something, like spaghetti? I can make those little meatballs he likes.”

She slides her hand in the crook of my elbow as we head back inside, and I let myself be carried away by dinner preparation and plans for the next day, at least until I settle down to work on my homework. 

Instead of focusing on the answers I need to post to a discussion board, I think of Jonah’s words, and then about the reason why I was distracted this morning and walked out in front of his truck.

I wonder how long I can stay in Cherish Creek, if I can continue to handle the pitying looks and Jenny and Michael’s endless smiles.

They belong together, and I’m glad I put a stop to my engagement to him, but I want to be a part of this town and community, instead of being seen only as the girl Michael broke up with.

Jonah didn’t seem to look at me like that, but more like I was someone too dumb to realize that my fiancé was still in love with his high school sweetheart.

Like someone who is too dumb to know to look before she walked into a parking lot. 

After I get my grandparents settled in for the night, I take a shower and brush out my hair, rolling it carefully into the soft curlers my mother taught me to use in my naturally curly hair years ago.

I’d love to save myself the time and effort of dealing with it every once in a while, but can’t shake what I’ve been taught, so I follow my routine as usual, and find myself wondering what Jonah is doing now. 

We’ve seen each other around town a few times, I suppose, but I never imagined that interacting with him would make me think about him so much afterwards, especially since he seemed so judgmental. 

Is that the reason why? 

When everyone else in Cherish Creek has been super sweet, offering their reassuring and pitying smiles whenever I speak with them?

I shake my head full of curlers, the light weight of them a reminder that I need to keep my head, my mind, focused on why I’m here. 

Why I came back to town after hiding out with my parents when Michael and I broke up. 

My parents weren’t happy that I left Cherish Creek and my commitment here, but my cousin came out to stay with my grandparents, and I followed up on my promise to return after a few weeks.

Keeping them company and making sure they have what they need is all I’m good for right now, and taking the time to get ahead on college classes fills up the rest of my life. 

One day I’ll be a teacher, and have the opportunity to help children as well.

Michael and I didn’t talk about having children, and I just assumed that he wanted them as much as I did.

This train of thought is only getting me turned around, looking at the past instead of the future.

A future that seems busy on the outside, but lonely in my heart. 

The flea market is so busy that I’m shocked this many people actually live in Cherish Creek , never mind that every single one of them must be here this morning.

“Oh, honey, people come from all around the county for this.”

My grandma holds onto my arm as we make our way down the aisle farthest away from the giant movie screen at the front of the property, explaining this as if she could read my mind. 

Cars are parked in every spot, and tables are set up with a variety of items behind each of them. 

People mill about, talking and smiling, picking up clothes, books, dishware . . . there’s so much to see and hear as I turn my head from one side to the other, taking in the activity as I nod to people I recognize from town.

“When your grandfather and I used to come here in high school, we always shared a root beer float.”

I’m glad she’s shifted her story to one about their snack preferences rather than how they missed parts of the movies because they were occupied in the back seat. 

“We still have the best root beer floats in the tri-county area!”

A man’s voice rises up behind us, and someone I don’t know steps up to pat my grandma on the shoulder. 

“Oh, I haven’t been here since you’ve been in charge, Patrick. How’s business?”

He shakes his head and offers his free hand to me. As I take it, he answers her, then introduces himself. 

“Slower than I’d like. Kids are watching movies on their computers now, or on their big screen TVs at home. I’m Patrick East, owner of the East Drive-In. My parents owned it before me, so I grew up running around the back of the field there.”

I follow his gaze to a small house at the edge of a field, far behind the space where the cars are parked now. 

He drops my hand and I smile.

“I’ve never been to a drive-in movie, so I’ll have to come by and try one of those root beer floats sometime.”

“You’ve never been to a drive-in movie?”

A familiar voice echoes my words, and I turn to find Jenny, hand in hand with Michael, watching me.

My smile is difficult to maintain, but I hold it as best I can.

Jenny stares at Michael, her eyes narrowed.

“I can’t believe you never took her here, Michael! This is a Cherish Creek must. Hey,” she says, reaching out to take my hand, which was just in Patrick’s. 

I feel a little handled now, as if I’m being passed from one resident to another, and I have to work at keeping my smile in place, my eyes on Jenny’s so I seem interested rather than taken aback.

Michael doesn’t say a word, his own smile a little sheepish.

I don’t blame him for not taking me here, and I wish Jenny wouldn’t make such a big deal about it.

“We’re going to have some classics to round out the year, before it gets too cold to be sitting out here for a couple of hours at night.”

“Something scary for Halloween, maybe?”

A new voice pipes up, much lower than Jenny’s, and I watch her face drain of color as she drops my hand and steps closer to Michael.

“Hello, Jonah. Haven’t seen you around much since you’ve been back.”

Michael smiles at Jonah, and Jonah doesn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable as he smiles back, even as Jenny avoids his gaze. 

I know that Jenny kissed Jonah at a party at the end of their senior year of high school to try to make Michael jealous. It was the same night they broke up, after a misunderstanding involving Michael kissing another girl. 

And
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