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Chapter One






Swatches of white satin fabric, lace, and an
abandoned pin cushion littered the tan carpet around Anna Baker’s
feet. As she stared down at the mess, her phone buzzed for the
quadrillionth time. She answered three texts from clients and two
emails from fashion designers, and this was the slow season.

Tucking her phone back into her pocket, she
sighed and eyed the ceramic cat on the antique end table, next to a
lace doily and an antique revolver. The contrast in decor spoke
volumes about the homeowner. Cathy West was undoubtedly a country
lady with edge.

The warmth of the deep cherry finish on the
surrounding woodwork heated Anna’s heart. It felt right, even if it
had been over a decade since she’d been in Cathy’s home.

“Ouch,” Cynthia cried from upstairs.

Anna eyed the ceiling above her head and
prayed Cathy wouldn’t mess up Cynthia’s wedding gown. It was too
late to fly anything else in for her best friend, and Anna wasn’t
going to allow Cynthia to wear an off-the-rack dress for her big
day. Not after what happened at their first attempt at a
wedding.

Her nervous energy becoming too much, Anna
paced the small parlor, eyeing family photos lining the walls and
perched on tables throughout the beautiful Victorian home. The
charm of all the quaint knickknacks and photos gave a warm feeling
she hadn’t felt since…probably not since she’d left Riverbend at
the age of fifteen.

“Ow,” Cynthia yelped again.

A foot stomped the floor overhead and Anna
could hear Cathy huff. “Well, if you’d stop squirmin’ like a pig
goin’ to slaughter I wouldn’t stick you. Now, stand still before
you turn this bright white wedding gown into a crimson one and you
wind up looking like a shotgun bride gone horribly wrong.”

Anna chuckled, enjoying Cathy’s country
colloquialisms. Still, she worried the woman wasn’t up to altering
a dress shipped from a boutique in Milan, one that Anna had
personally chosen for Cynthia.

“Okay, I’m coming down.” The steps creaked
slightly under Cynthia’s feet. She held the skirt up, her eyes
fixed on the floor. “I know you’re a fancy clothing buyer to
sheiks, princesses, and celebrities, but are you sure this isn’t
too…young looking for me?”

Cathy bounded into the parlor after Cynthia
and fluffed the skirts. “She’s worried her little boobs are on
display too much. Girl, if you’ve got it, flaunt it before they sag
to your—”

“You look beautiful,” Anna cut in. “I hope
Mitchem’s son is strong enough to hold him up at the altar. He
might just faint at the sight of you.” Anna hoped to avoid Cynthia
spiraling into a world of self-doubt, or worse, into a white burka
on her wedding day.

“You ready to be a mama to that boy,
Andrew?” Cathy asked.

Cynthia nodded, her eyes lighting up with
joy.

Anna walked around Cynthia, assessing the
alterations. The skirt grazed the floor, the waist fit to
perfection, the neckline draped in the middle and the thin straps
accentuated Cynthia’s tiny shoulders.

Cathy stomped her foot, crossed her arms
over her chest and eyed Anna. Another pin cushion, this one in the
shape of a yellow bird, was fastened around Cathy’s wrist. “She’s
like a dog circling a tree. You gonna mark the dress or approve it
all ready?”

Anna tapped her fingernail against her lips,
deriving a hint of pleasure from making the high-and-mighty Cathy
Mitchell West squirm a little. “I had my doubts that you were the
right one for the job, but Cynthia’s right. You have more talent
than those wanna-be seamstresses on the New York runway during
fashion week.”

“I didn’t use those exact words,” Cynthia
chuckled.

“I’m paraphrasing. Let’s just say she sang
your praises.” Anna eyed the dress once more. “Cathy, you should be
a seamstress to the stars. You’re brilliant. I was worried when Ms.
Cynthia here decided to lose more weight.”

“I didn’t mean to. It’s just been busy with
the new job, and the wedding and all.” Cynthia eyed the window. “At
least there doesn’t appear to be an ark-necessitating flood this
time. Still, let’s keep this dress hung above water level.”
Cynthia’s lips quirked in that nervous, lopsided way of hers.

“Don’t worry. Nothing will interfere this
time. And this dress, won’t be stored in a basement closet.” Anna
said, hoping to calm Cynthia’s understandable concern.

Cathy cleared her throat. “Well, when I saw
the dress, I thought it was pretentious and too much for a
Riverbend, Tennessee wedding.” Cathy held up one hand, stalling
Cynthia’s protest. “But, you’re obviously gifted at your job. This
dress looks like it was designed for Cynthia personally. I think
she’s the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you, Cathy.” Anna smiled. A
compliment from Cathy West was a rare occurrence. For some reason,
it held more weight for Anna than Princess Letizia’s compliment on
her formal dress two years ago.

“Still don’t know why people pay you so much
to buy clothes for them,” Cathy grumbled.

Cynthia snagged Anna’s hand. “Because she's
the most gifted buyer in the world and everyone wants to be her.
She has everything, including major talent.”

Anna forced a smile. “Yep, everything.”

Cynthia quirked her head to the side with
that secretary-turned-professor gaze she’d perfected over the last
few months. “I really appreciate you staying in town so long. I
know you’re incredibly busy, and well…Liam and all.”

Anna slid her hand free and rearranged the
sleeve of her silk blouse so it rested at the right height above
her wrist. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“She means that childhood sweetheart of
yours that got away is always around, reminding you of the fact you
ain’t the one getting married.”

“Cathy,” Cynthia scolded.

Cathy removed her pin cushion from her wrist
and gathered the swatches of fabric on the floor into a pile. “All
I’m saying is that neither of you are hitched yet. It’s never too
late.”

Anna pushed her shoulders back and retrieved
her purse from the coffee table. “Some things are too late before
they even begin. But today isn’t about me, it’s about Cynthia and
her wedding.”

“Oh, speaking of the wedding. I need to get
dressed. I’m due at the club for the caterer tasting.” Cynthia
whirled around, tripping on the layers of fabric.

“Darling, this is a dress, not a romper.
Please be careful.” Anna lifted the corner of Cynthia’s skirt and
handed it to her.

“Thanks. I don’t know if I could do this
without you. I only hope I can return the favor someday,” Cynthia
said, her words remaining heavy in the room long after she’d
hurried upstairs to change.

Anna checked her hair in the ornate gold
mirror in the corner of the room and twirled a wayward auburn curl
around her finger until it fell in line with the others next to her
chin. If only she could avoid any more conversation about weddings,
her future, and Liam Harrow.

The sound of a car pulling into the driveway
drew her to the front window. It took a second glance before she
realized it was Liam’s car. She took a long breath, adjusted her
pashmina shawl, and opened the front door for him with a curt nod.
“Good day.”

Liam, in his tailor-made, olive suit that
accentuated his brownish green eyes and broad shoulders, stepped
over the threshold and into the foyer. “I need to speak to
Cynthia.”

The urgent tone in his voice made her
freeze. She closed the door and step closer to him, close enough to
inhale a deep, intriguing cedar aroma with a hint of Indiana Jones
intrigue. She ignored the intoxicating scent and clutched her
handbag to her side. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Andrew. He was playing at the
abandoned barn near town and it collapsed. Mitchem’s beside
himself, and I thought Cynthia should meet him at the
hospital.”

Anna sucked in a fearful breath. “Is it
serious?”

“Don’t know. I think he was unconscious when
they got him out from under the debris.” Liam’s strong lips pressed
into a worried frown, an uncharacteristic look for the usually
fun-filled Liam Harrow.

“I'll get Cynthia.” Anna stepped around Liam
to the stairs. “Cynthia, are you done changing?" she called up. "If
so, come down please. Quickly.”

“Be there in a sec!” Cynthia yelled.

Liam closed the distance between them.
“Let’s not make it sound too serious. I don’t want her to panic.
Andrew’s probably fine and giving hell to the nurses,” he
whispered.

Anna nodded, but she knew anything they said
would cause Cynthia to worry. Andrew was the one and only son
Cynthia would ever be able to have, since that horrific car
accident. In that one night, everything had been taken from
Cynthia, including the ability to have children. Until now. Cynthia
loved Andrew as her own, and the feeling was obviously mutual. “I
hope she doesn’t take this as a sign about her marriage to
Mitchem.”

Liam touched her arm, sending a treacherous
I-wanna-be-in-your-arms shot into her body. “What do you mean?”

She steadied her breath and her trembling
emotions. “You know, their last wedding and the floods? Now
this?”

Liam nodded his understanding.

Cynthia glided down the steps, but stopped
at the second from the bottom, her gaze fixed on Liam. “What is
it?”

Anna took Cynthia by the hand. “It’s
probably nothing serious, but Andrew was injured and was taken to
the hospital. Mitchem is there with him now.”

“Why didn’t he call?” Cynthia snagged her
oversized purse from the pale blue recliner and fished for her
phone. At one glance, her eyes widened. “Twenty missed calls. I
didn’t hear my phone at all. Is it serious? What happened?”

“It’s okay. I told him I’d come tell you. He
figured you were busy with the dress fitting. I’m sure Andrew’s
already begging to go home. He just had an accident at the
abandoned barn.” Liam stroked Cynthia’s arm and Anna noticed her
visibly relax from his soothing nature. “Can you head over to the
hospital now, or should I take you?”

“Yes, of course.” She dropped her phone back
in her purse and snagged her jacket from the back of the sofa, then
turned to Anna. Before she could say anything, her phone buzzed.
She anxiously dug for it again and answered in a rush. “Hello,
Mitch?” Her eyes closed and she sighed. “I’m sorry, I’m not going
to make the tasting. We have a family emergency.”

Anna touched her friend's trembling hand.
“I'll handle it. Tell them I’ll call them right back.”

“My maid of honor will call you in a minute.
Sorry, I have to go.” Cynthia hung up the phone and shook her
head.

“I’ll reschedule your tasting for tomorrow.
Don’t worry, I’ll handle everything on this end,” Anna offered,
wanting to do something to make things better for Cynthia. She knew
her friend didn’t care about anything but Andrew, and the
expression on her face told Anna she was processing the possibility
of Andrew being seriously hurt.

“Okay, thanks. And tell Cathy thanks when
she comes down.” Cynthia bolted out the front door.

“I should go with her,” Anna mumbled under
her breath.

Liam blocked her path with his six-foot-one
of solid handsomeness. “You’ll help her more by handling the
wedding. We both know this wedding needs to happen, or who knows
how either of them will take the disappointment again. Andrew will
be fine, and she’ll be with Mitchem. Pretty soon, it won’t be your
job to take care of her anymore.”

Anna wanted to disagree. Cynthia was her
best friend and she would always be there for her, but she knew he
was right. Cynthia would have a family soon and wouldn’t need Anna
anymore. It was time for her to return to her own life. Perhaps she
would sell the house she bought a few years ago in Riverbend. She’d
only purchased the home to be around when Cynthia needed her most,
and as respite from her hectic life.

Cathy joined them at the bottom of the
stairs. “Where’s Cynthia?”

“She had something to take care of with
Mitchem,” Liam said.

Cathy nodded. “Can I make you two something
to eat or drink?”

“No, I need to get going. Oh, shoot. I rode
here with Cynthia.” Anna sighed. “Cathy, can you give me a ride
back home?”

Cathy shook her head. “I’m afraid not, dear.
My car’s in the shop and Devon is out at the Benjamin farm today
helping with some work for the VA Center.”

“I'll take you home,” Liam said, his voice
returning to his normal playful tone. “You know, I always like to
help a damsel in distress.”

Anna yanked her phone from her purse. “I’m
not the damsel-in-distress type. I’ll just call a cab.”

“Oh, don’t I know it.”

Anna placed one hand on her hip. “What does
that mean?”

He shrugged. “You remember the last time you
were here visiting, and your water line burst in the middle of the
night and you wouldn’t let me come fix it. Or maybe the visit
before that when you couldn’t find Cynthia and you needed someone
to bring you medicine after you had your wisdom teeth pulled. Or
maybe—”

“Okay, I get it. Fine, if you don’t mind
giving me a ride, I’ll call the caterers on the way and see about
rescheduling the tasting.”

Liam lifted his chin high then tucked his
arm to his waist and did a slight bow. “Your BMW awaits,
madame.”

“You two kids have fun and try not to kill
each other on the way,” Cathy hollered, her southern drawl
thickening th¬¬¬¬¬¬¬e way it did when she meant more than she said.
Not wanting to invite her opinion into the subject, Anna reached
for the door, but Liam beat her to it.

“After you, my lady.”

“Seriously, you can save that crap for your
harem. I’m not fooled by your smooth moves in the least.

Liam raised his eyebrows like a child hiding
a treat behind his back. “I’m offended. Besides, you’ve already
told me a thousand times that you’re too smart to fall for my
charm.”

Anna stepped through the doorway and down
the front path.

Liam jogged passed her and opened the
passenger side door. “Of course, you’re too stubborn and snooty to
realize when someone is sincere.” He slammed the door before she
could respond.

Anna steadied her hands and refused to let
him get to her. She was past letting him rule her emotions. Years
past. Before he could reach the driver’s side, Anna dialed the
caterer.

Liam glanced at her with a knowing smirk,
but she refused to be baited into his theories of her behavior that
he liked to spout about whenever he had the chance. She only had to
make it through the car ride home and the day of the wedding then
she was free of Liam Harrow for good.

The phone rang once then a woman picked up.
“Can I help you?”

“Yes, I’m calling for Cynthia Gold and
Mitchem Taylor.”

The woman cleared her throat. “Yes, we have
everything ready for their arrival.”

“That’s why I’m calling. I’m afraid they’ve
had a family emergency. Can we reschedule for tomorrow?”

“No, I’m afraid not. This is the only time
we have available before their wedding”

Anna rubbed her forehead and huffed.

Liam backed out of the driveway. “What’s the
problem?”

She tipped the phone away from her mouth.
“They can’t reschedule.”

Liam snagged the phone from her hand before
she could stop him. “There's no other time available?”

Anna threw her hands up. The man never
believed anything she said.

“Okay, we’ll be there in forty-five
minutes.” Liam handed the phone back to her.

“We’ll be what?” Anna screeched before she
cleared her throat and gathered her composure.

“We’re going to be the bridal couple
today.”

A jolt of energy zipped through her, making
her heart go spastic. “Excuse me?”

“Relax, sunshine. It’s just pretend.”

“I don’t care if it’s a complete fantasy,
I’m not going to—”

Liam turned down Main Street and headed out
of Creekside toward Riverbend. “Listen, Cynthia is your best friend
and Mitchem is mine. They’ve already had one wedding fall apart,
I’m not letting it be two. We knew that we’d have to work together
on their wedding despite our feelings for each other, whatever they
may be.”

She didn’t like the way he said that, but
again, she chose to keep her mouth shut, not willing to let him
bait her.

Liam shook his head with that disapproving
flick of his hair.

Anna squelched the urge to finger the dark
blond strands into greater disorder. “What?”

“I can’t believe you’re the same girl I once
knew. The one who would do anything for a friend. Heck, even a
stranger. You didn’t have a selfish bone in your body. Now, you’d
rather let your best friend’s wedding fall apart than spend a few
minutes alone with me.”

“I…you…fine. I’ll do it. For Cynthia, but on
one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You remain professional and stop trying to
play me like one of your university dolls.”

Liam quirked an eyebrow. “University
dolls?”

“Yes, all those little…hussies you’re always
spinning up, trying to get to fall all over you.”

“First, I don’t spin girls up. Second, I
can’t help it if women throw themselves at me. Blame it on my
boyish charm.”

The car speaker shrilled with a phone call.
Anna eyed the name displayed on the console screen. Rachel Vine, a
woman Cynthia had told her much about. Liam sent it to voice mail.
Twenty minutes down the road it rang again. Same number, same name,
same reaction.

“I rest my case,” Anna mumbled.

He kept his eyes on the road straight ahead,
and Anna knew she was right.

As the sign at the edge of Riverbend came
into view, Liam pointed at it. "Where dreams begin…just around the
Riverbend. I once thought that sign was written for you. I guess I
was half-right. You made all your career dreams come true. Too bad
love wasn’t in the equation.”

Her insides tightened and her anger boiled.
A million words pummeled her mouth for release, but she bit her lip
to keep them sealed. She wouldn’t be coaxed into an argument, and
she flat out refused to fall for his boyish charm. No, she wouldn’t
do that, not again.

The car pulled into a parking space out
front of the country club, and without waiting for him to turn off
the engine, she opened her door. “Sometimes dreams get run over by
a fancy sports car and grinded into the asphalt until there isn’t a
glimmer of hope left.”


Chapter Two






The afternoon light filtered through the
front windows, highlighting Anna’s beautiful auburn hair. Liam
still remembered its wild curls hanging in her eyes when they were
children playing in the streets together. How things had changed.
He’d spent most of the tasting wanting to argue that she was the
one who stomped on his heart, not the other way around, but this
wasn’t the time or place to discuss it.

Anna’s gaze drifted to the solid wood
paneling on the walls, to the white table cloth, to the tea candle
with flower pedals scattered around it―everywhere but at him. “I
think we should go with the chateaubriand with baby green beans,”
Anna announced.

Liam pointed his fork at the chicken. “I
think we should go with the orange glazed chicken and roasted
potatoes.”

The caterer sighed. “Do you two agree on
anything? What about the hors d’oeurves?”

“No caviar,” they said in unison.

The woman clapped her hands together.
“Finally, we have a decision on one thing.”

Anna giggled, a hint of the sweet, fun girl
he once knew. “Fine. If Mitchem doesn’t like mushrooms then we’ll
skip the chateaubriand, but we need a vegetable, not just meat and
potatoes.”

Liam offered his hand. “Deal.”

She took it with more strength than he
expected and shook it once. “Deal.”

“Yes, chicken and potatoes with baby green
beans. Now, back to the salad.” The caterer hovered over them with
her pristine white, pressed shirt and crisp hat tipped slightly to
the right.

Liam took a bite of each. In one, a minty
flavor overpowered the dressing and toppings. The other tantalized
his pallet with strawberry, offset by a walnutty- earthy flavor,
the taste a blast from his childhood. It reminded him of their
first kiss on the rooftop of Historic Hall, her mother’s antique
shop after they had wished upon the brightest star that she didn’t
have to leave Riverbend. The night she stole his heart and took it
with her, never to return it. “This one.”

“Why?” Anna asked, her fork held
mid-air.

“You mean you’re not going to automatically
disagree with me?”

Anna shook her head. “I'm a reasonable
woman. I just know what I want, but you have a point. This isn’t my
wedding. Besides, you might have a valid reason for your
decision.”

Her business demeanor irked him. Where was
the fun, passionate, dreamer he once knew? Why couldn’t she ever
lower her veil of professionalism and have a normal conversation?
“Because I like the strawberry flavor. It's fresh and inviting. It
reminds me of something.”

Anna took a nibble of each then nodded. “I
agree.”

“I’ll write this up before you change your
minds.” The caterer spun and raced for the back room, her checkered
pants and black shoes blurring in his peripheral vision.

Anna laid her fork on the plate and dabbed
her napkin to the corner of her lips. “What did it remind you
of?”

Liam shook his head. “Ah, I think it’s best
I don’t say.”

Anna placed her napkin by her plate. “Since
when are you shy about sharing? Tell me.”

“Only if you promise not to impale me with
that fork.”

Anna smiled, not a warmhearted smile, but a
go-ahead kind of smile. “Promise.”

“It reminds me of strawberry ChapStick.”

Her chest drew in quick, her pupils dilated,
and her cheeks tinged pink for a moment. “Oh.”

She remembered. With only a few words, he
knew that she’d been drawn back to their time together. It was the
first sign that she even acknowledged they’d once cared for each
other. He leaned forward, dropping his own napkin on the table.
“That’s all you’ll say?”

“What do you want me to say?” She rose from
the chair onto her tall heels, her legs even longer than he
remembered. Being a leg man, he figured hers the best he’d ever
seen. “Congratulations on enjoying tasting so much strawberry
ChapStick over the years?”

He stood only a step away, not allowing her
to escape the conversation again. “No. Only when I was
fifteen.”

She inhaled, her chest high and her lips
slightly parted. He swore his words affected her the way he’d
hoped. He could almost see the memory shining back at him in her
emerald eyes. Did she remember the cold air that night and how they
snuggled together under the blanket counting the stars, each one a
promise to return to one another when they were old enough? Her
hair had been soft against his cheek, and the streetlight had
flickered, an occasional conversation on the streets below reached
them in muffled tones. It was as if the entire world had been
blurred away, allowing them a final moment together. That was when
she turned and he kissed her. And in that moment, he thought he
could touch the stars.

“Here is the order, all written up.” The
caterer had worse timing than the police after a murder.

Anna retreated and snagged her purse from
some fancy magnet device she’d used to hang it from the table.
Probably a gift from a prince or oil tycoon. “Thank you so much.
We’ll pass this on to Mitchem and Cynthia.”

“Great. I’m glad you were able to handle
this for them. How long have you two been together anyway?” the
caterer asked.

“We’re not together,” Anna said before Liam
could even open his mouth.

The caterer rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.
Anyway, do me a favor.”

“What’s that?” Liam asked.

“Don’t ask me to cater your wedding. I don’t
think I’d have the strength.” She laughed, but her meaning was well
received. Anna and he were like opposing teams on a football
field.

Appearing to ignore the comment, Anna
already had her cell phone out, her thumbs dancing along the
touchscreen. She didn’t look up as they left, not even when she
stepped through the doorway onto the front walk, or when they
reached the car.

“I guess I better get you home. You’re
obviously an important, busy woman.”

Anna didn’t even acknowledge him with a
nod.

He opened the passenger door and settled her
into the car before sliding into the driver’s seat and driving
along the river into the main part of town. It was only when he
neared the university that he remembered he had papers to grade.
“If you don’t mind, I need to run by the university. After that,
I’ll take you home.”

She shrugged. “That’s fine. Don’t have to
call until tonight. Production in China.”

“Do you ever complete a full sentence? If I
didn’t know better, I’d think you didn’t want to talk to me.” He
turned down Walton Street and doubled back, twisting through some
back roads and residential areas, then through the old industrial
park around the backside of the university.

“Stop,” Anna said.

He glanced over and discovered her head was
raised and her gaze focused out the side window instead of at her
phone.

“I said stop!”

Liam mashed on the brakes. Horns sounded
behind him. Anna hopped out of the car and up onto the sidewalk,
her large scarf flowing in the winter wind. Two more horns sounded,
so he pulled forward until he found a spot to park along a side
road. When he rounded the corner, she still stood there, coat
flapping.

“What are you doing? What’s wrong?” Liam
eyed her pink nose and trembling hands.

“What happened? It’s so run down.” Anna
stepped forward, her heel catching on the broken edge of the
sidewalk. Liam caught her mid-stumble. “When did this happen?”

Liam eyed the old building his uncle once
owned, the one where Anna had lived for four years above her mom’s
antique shop, before moving out west. Its crumbling brick walkway,
cracked Historic Hall sign that hung from one nail on its side, and
peeling paint made it look as abandoned as his heart felt after all
these years. He knew it was silly and juvenile to still hold a
torch for a fun-loving, exceptional dreamer that disappeared,
replaced by this formal diva in front of him. “I don’t know. It’s
been awhile since I drove by Historic Hall. Most of this area has
been abandoned since the shopping mall opened five or six years
ago. There’s no reason for people to drive here. I’m surprised they
haven’t torn these buildings down yet.”

“Tear it down?” Anna pulled on the front
door, but it wouldn’t open. She smeared her hand across the dusty
glass and pressed her nose against it.

“I’m a little surprised you even noticed.
Haven’t you told me before that the past is gone, that it was time
to move on?”

Anna leaned back, a smudge of dirt on the
tip of her nose. “I guess I…”

“You guess what?” Liam edged closer,
watching her expression morph from sadness, to hope then to
confusion and something he couldn’t recognize.

“I guess I just thought it would always be
here.” She walked around to the side and stopped at the fire
escape. “I remember when that ladder broke. It was Halloween night.
You told me you’d climb up that ladder some day and propose to me.
But I told you the ladder wouldn’t hold you and you’d get
hurt.”

“Yeah, I remember that.” He rubbed his
shoulder where the scar from his twelve stitches remained. “You
were right. It wasn’t sturdy enough. I guess I had to learn that
the hard way.”

“If I remember correctly, you had to learn
everything the hard way.” Anna spun on her stilettos with poised
precision, a put-together look plastered on her face, except for
the smudge on her nose. She was completely adorable.

He removed his handkerchief and stepped
toward her. She backed away and held up a hand. “What are you
doing?”

“You have dirt on your nose, and I know you
can’t handle anyone seeing you when you’re not perfect.”

Anna lowered her chin to her chest. “I’m not
perfect.”

The rawness of her voice gave him a glimmer
of the girl he once knew. He tilted her chin higher and wiped the
smudge from her nose. “No one is.”

Her hands trembled and her lip quivered.

“We need to get you out of the cold. Come
on. Let’s head back to the car.” He slid his arm around her
shoulder and tucked her into his side to keep her warm. She
stiffened and pulled away, but he held tight. “You can be stubborn
and I’ll respect your space unless it means you freezing to
death.”

She relaxed into him and eyed the building.
“I wish we could go inside. I’d like to see it one more time before
they tear it down.”

They rounded the corner and the wind beat
against their faces, so he quickened their pace. “Why? I thought
you’d left that place behind a long time ago.”

Anna shrugged.

“Don’t shrug. Tell me why you want to see
the inside of the building.”

They reached the car and Anna slid away from
him, lifting her chin high once again. “I did not shrug.”

“Get into the car then we can argue about
it. I’m freezing my boxers off out here.”

“Crude, Liam Harrow. I see not much about
you has changed.”

Liam made sure her feet were in before
slamming the door shut. Then he settled into the driver’s seat but
didn’t start the car. It was now or never. This was probably the
only time she would be a captive audience.

“You need to press the button to start the
car, you know,” Anna said, her tone hitching with sarcasm.

Liam leaned back. “I know how to start the
car, but I just realized something.”

“What’s that?” Anna checked her lipstick in
the visor mirror.

“I’ve been trying to speak to you for the
last year, every time you float into town. But every time I try,
you make some excuse to run away.”

“I don’t run away from anything,” Anna
huffed.

“You keep telling yourself that, sunshine,
and maybe you’ll start to believe it.”

Anna shoved her lipstick back in her
designer purse. “I didn’t run away. My mother moved us. I’m not the
one who disappeared.”

Liam turned to face her, ready to fight, but
the way her lip trembled told him to back down. Whatever happened
to change her mind and keep her from returning to Riverbend didn’t
matter anymore. She simply didn’t want him, and maybe it was time
he let the idea go. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad
memories.”

“I couldn’t return, not immediately,” Anna
said, her voice low and raspy. “My mother…she wasn’t well. She
wasn’t well for a long time. That building back there that’s
crumbling, that was where I saw my mother happy and healthy for the
last time.”

“I didn’t know.” Liam took her hand in his.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Anna half-shrugged then stopped and laughed.
“Okay, so maybe I do shrug sometimes.”

Liam stroked her knuckles with his thumb,
remembering the first time they’d ever held hands. The excitement
and newness of it all made him feel like he could fly over the town
clock without wings. “What happened to your mother?”

Anna tugged her hand free and sat tall in
her seat. “Oh, she’s fine now, living in Boca Raton.”

Liam knew he’d lost her back to that world
behind the great barrier of perfection. “Right, okay. I guess I
better get you home.”

Anna pulled the seatbelt across her lap.
“Liam?”

He pressed the button to start the car and
pulled away from the curb. “Yes?”

“I don’t want to fight anymore,” Anna
whispered.

Liam drove through the university to the
College of Arts, Social and Health Sciences building. “Neither do
I, sunshine.”

Anna opened her mouth, but then closed it
again and leaned back in her seat with a mischievous smile. “Okay,
then maybe we just concentrate on Cynthia and Mitchem’s wedding and
not talk about the past.”

“Sounds like a plan. Do you think we can
test that promise and head to the hospital after this? I think we
should check on Andrew. He is my godson and all.”

Anna fiddled with her purse straps. “Yes, I
think that’s a good idea.”

Liam pulled into a parking space and turned
off the car. “Maybe by the end of the wedding we’ll be more ready
to talk.”

Anna shook her head. “It won’t matter at
that point. I’ll be leaving Riverbend. This time it’ll be for
good.”


Chapter Three






A deep neck ache drew Anna from a restless
sleep. The smell of antiseptic mixed with bitter coffee jolted her
upright. “Whaa?”

“It’s okay. We’re still at the hospital.”
Liam’s warm arm settle around her shoulders, his hand grazing her
collarbone.

A reactive shiver stirred her fully awake.
“Oh, right.” She rubbed her eyes then realized she probably looked
like a manic beast with black mascara smudged along her cheekbones.
“I must be such a sight.” She rummaged through her purse and
retrieved the jeweled mirror she received as a gift from a diplomat
in Greece.

Liam covered her hand with his. “You look
perfect as always.”

“Really? You’re suave, even at…what time is
it anyway?” She eyed the wall clock, its large hands clicking away
the seconds.

“Six-thirty, and if I was trying to be suave
you wouldn’t even know it. But if I’m being honest, you don’t look
perfect.” Liam brushed a curl behind her ear. His thumb against her
earlobe sent the familiar shiver into a full-blown tsunami.

“You have several unruly curls that give you
that just-out-of-bed sultry look. And your bright lipstick is gone,
but I like the natural pink anyway. Looks soft. Your eye shadow and
blush have also faded into more of a highlight of what you
naturally have to share with the world. But I know you like to be
perfect, so I only answered what you wanted to hear. I wouldn’t
want to make you uncomfortable.”

She fought the urge to lean into him, the
way she had so often up on the roof of her building at night.
“Well, I guess I should thank you for not being full of
yourself.”

Liam’s playful smile parted his lips. “What
can I say? You bring it out of me.”

A distant high-pitched twitter drew her
attention to the hall.

Liam chuckled. “It’s the third light down
that corridor. It’s been making that noise and flickering all
night.

“You didn’t sleep?” Anna asked.

“I dozed a few times, but mostly I just
watched you, in an admiring, nonstalker sort of way.”

“Glad you clarified. Any news on Andrew?”
Anna stretched and opened the jeweled mirror, confirming that her
makeup had faded to nearly gone. Ugh.

“Not since you spoke to Cynthia around four
this morning.” Liam looked over Anna’s head, and she followed his
gaze to see Cynthia coming through two double doors.

They both shot up, but Liam kept Anna tucked
close to his side. She didn’t have the energy to fight with him,
let alone push him away. “How is he?” she asked.

Cynthia rubbed her forehead. “I’m happy to
say he’s finally conscious. The doctors confirmed his brain might
be slightly bruised, but there is no sign of major brain
injury.”

Anna could tell by the way Cynthia looked at
the floor and continued rubbing her forehead that there was more.
“But?”

Cynthia dropped her hand to her hip. “It’s
his hand. They’re going to have to operate. He’s beside himself,
worrying about his ability to continue playing the violin. And oh,
he’s so good now. I know he’s only in grade school, but we’re
talking scholarship-good someday.”

Liam moved to Cynthia, leaving a cold void
at Anna’s side. “Listen, he’s alive, and suffered no major
life-altering injury. This is a good thing. I’ve known Andrew since
he was born and that kid will beat the odds to play the violin
again. He stood strong for his father when his mother passed away.
He found you, and pushed you and Mitchem together before you even
realized you were in love. He’ll find another gift to wow the world
with if his hand can never play again. But have faith because if
there is a way for him to play again, he will.”

Cynthia’s chin trembled.

“Now, you get in there and keep your chin up
and that beautiful smile of yours on, because everything is going
to be fine.”

Anna wanted to hug Liam for being so
amazing, for soothing Cynthia into remaining calm. But she
couldn’t. Not anymore.

Cynthia took in a long, deep breath. “You’re
right. That soon-to-be son of mine is the most amazing kid I’ve
ever known.” With a quick about-face, she busted through the double
doors with renewed energy.

“You could smooth talk a special ops veteran
into wearing a tu-tu,” Anna said with mock awe.

Liam threw up his arms. “I can’t win.”

She snagged his sleeve and stopped him by
her side. “For once, I got to see that power of yours working for
good. Thank you. I didn’t have a clue on how to make Cynthia feel
better. Yet, in a matter of seconds, you pieced her back together.
I wish I had that gift. I’m afraid I’m not great with people.”

Liam rested his shoulder against hers, his
head dipping to the side and brandishing that James Dean crooked
eyebrow lift he'd already perfected as a teenager. “You? Not good
with people? You’re joking, right?”

She forced her shoulders to remain in place
and tilted her head, batting her long Marilyn Monroe lashes at him.
“I’m good at getting what I want, when I want and how I want
it.”

“I have no doubt,” Liam smirked, a trademark
expression of his.

Too tired to play, or battle, with Liam any
further, she shuffled to the double doors and peered through the
rectangle slat windows. “I’m just not good at being there for
people I care about. I never have been. When my mother…” Her body
felt the weight of failure and disappointment, pulling her into a
slump. She faced the wall and rested her head to the cool
brick.

Hands, Liam’s strong hands rested on each of
her shoulders. “Tell me.”

She thought about the way they used to tell
each other anything and everything. He was her best friend,
confidant, a part of her. “I could tell the sixteen-year-old Liam,
but I can’t talk to this Liam. Not this grown-up, moved on Liam
Harrow.”

Liam squeezed, his fingers placing just
enough pressure to relax her shoulders that had crept up near her
ears. “Grown-up? I thought you accused me of having never grown up.
Which is it?” he said, his tone light and playful.

With a twirl, she planned to perfectly
execute a comeback of epic proportions, but instead found herself
in his arms. He took a half step forward and clasped his hands
behind her neck. The overhead speaker squealed before some woman
spoke, her voice sounding like the teacher from old Charlie Brown
cartoons. The sounds of the hospital broke through as bells rang, a
gurney wheel squealed, and a moan sounded, but it all seemed so far
away. “Liam.”

He remained still, his gaze penetrating hers
as if he were trying to look deep into her thoughts and touch her
soul. Each breath came in short bursts. ¬¬¬¬

“Why won’t you tell me what happened after
you left? I wrote to you. I did everything I could to find you, but
then you stopped writing. If you found someone else and moved on
with your life, then fine. If so, why are you back now? You’ve been
here on and off for the last year, so don’t tell me you’re only
here for Cynthia and Mitchem’s wedding. You come home and light up
this town, then disappear in the night.”

“Don't be dramatic. I have a career that
keeps me traveling all over the world. When I return to Riverbend,
it’s to see Cynthia.”

“I see.” Liam backed away, his hands sliding
off her shoulders and returning to his sides.

Why couldn’t she feel this connection with
anyone else? Lord knew she’d tried. No sheik, prince, or diplomat
had made her heart beat this fast. Maybe a little flutter on
occasion, but never Liam fast.

The doors swung open once more and Cynthia
stepped out with scrubs on. “Are you going to be in the room with
Andrew during surgery?” Anna screeched a little louder than
intended.

Cynthia’s forehead scrunched in confusion
until she followed Anna’s gaze to look down at her front. “Oh,
this. No, I spilled coffee down the front of my shirt so they lent
this to me. Listen, his surgery is scheduled for one o’clock. James
Benjamin from Creekside called in a few favors and they’re bringing
in the best pediatric hand specialist available, who also happens
to be a violinist.”

Anna snagged Cynthia’s trembling hands.
“That’s great news. See? Everyone’s on board to help Andrew. He’s
an amazing kid. Listen, why don’t we take you home to shower and
get some rest then you can—”

“I’m not leaving. Mitchem isn’t leaving
either. Andrew’s awake now. He’s scared and needs us right
now.”

Anna squeezed her hands. “Okay. I’ll have
Liam take me home, and I’ll go pick up your clothes and get some
for Mitchem, too.”

Cynthia glanced at Liam then back at Anna.
“You don’t have to do that.”

“Please, I’m going insane out here. I need
to do something to help.” Not to mention it would get her away from
Liam, away from all the confusing thoughts and the hope that he
brought with him.

“I’ll do one better,” Liam said. “I’ll drive
Anna home so she can shower then I’ll do the same, and we’ll both
bring clothes back for you, along with some of Andrew’s favorite
things.”

Anna wanted to argue that it wouldn’t be a
good idea. Any idea that involved her and Liam together wasn’t
good. But the smile on Cynthia’s face stole her resolve. Great.
Needing a minute, and a place to think about how to get away from
Liam, she said, “Sounds good. I’ll be right back. I’m gonna go to
the powder room first.” Anna released Cynthia’s hands and focused
on putting one foot in front of the other as she tried to figure
out a plausible reason of why his idea wouldn’t work. But as
always, Liam stole her thoughts from her head, her will, and her
heart.


Chapter Four






A woman’s voice called some kind of code
through the speaker overhead. Cynthia stiffened, but Liam took her
elbow and led her to the waiting room chairs. “It’s okay. That was
for the Obstetrics floor. Here, take a seat for a moment. You need
a break.”

She nodded and sank into a chair. Liam took
her hands and rubbed them in the hope of comforting her. “You’re
doing great. I know Mitchem would be going nuts without you by his
side. Thank you for being such an amazing woman.”

“I don’t know how amazing I am. I feel like
I’m going to fall apart at any moment.”

Liam chuckled. “You fall apart? I doubt
that. You, next to Anna, are the strongest person I know. It’s part
of why I hired you as an interim professor for my arts and
humanities program.”

Cynthia squeezed his hands. “I hope you’re
right. Oh, and the fact your best friend is marrying me had nothing
to do with it.”

He was happy to see a hint of her normal
playful personality, but it quickly faded and she sat for a few
seconds until she sighed. “Anna is strong, but fragile all at the
same time. I’ve been sworn to secrecy, and I might ruin my
friendship with her if you tell her I told you this, but I’d rather
lose a friend if it means she finds happiness.”

Liam scooted closer, his pulse racing and
his palms sweating. “If you feel it’s something I should know, then
tell me. I can keep a secret.”

Cynthia wet her lips and squared her
shoulders. “She came after you.”

Liam leaned back, his mind searching the
past. Finally, he shook his head. “You’re mistaken. I searched for
her, I wrote to her. She’s the one who stopped responding and
disappeared on me.”

“No. Your letters stopped coming. From what
I understand, when they left Riverbend, her mother fell into some
sort of deep depression. Anna cared for her, did all the chores,
fed her, clothed her. Her mother was nearly comatose, but Anna did
her best.”

“She never told me. I thought she was happy
out west.”

Cynthia nervously eyed the hallway in the
direction Anna had gone. “No, not at all. But one day, she came
home and their bags were packed once more. Her mother said it was
time to go, so they moved. She wrote to you the minute they arrived
in Arizona, but you never wrote her back. Anna was so pleased when
her mother was finally out of bed and had started working again
that she never dared rock the boat until she graduated high
school.”

A door clicked down the hall and Cynthia
stiffened. “Every time Anna mentioned returning to Riverbend, her
mother would have another episode. Anna didn’t want to risk losing
her mother again, so she and I decided to spin a story so she could
get away for a while. Anna told her mother we were going on a
girls’ long weekend ski trip. It was around Christmas time, so her
mother wasn’t too suspicious. We drove all the way to Tennessee
without stopping. She found your uncle, but he said you had gone
away to college and moved on with your life. She left a letter with
him, but still didn’t give up. We found out from Cathy West that
you went away to the University of Tennessee, so we drove there and
searched the campus. At the last moment, when we knew it was
hopeless to find you in such a huge crowd of students, we spotted
you walking out of a building.”

“Then why didn’t she come talk to me, tell
me she was back. I’d waited for her in Riverbend until my uncle
sold our building and kicked me to the curb.”

“We couldn’t. Your mouth was busy. You were
in a lip-lock with some girl, your arm around her. Happy. You’d
moved on with your life.”

Liam searched his wayward college memory
bank and settled on that Christmas. He couldn’t even remember the
girl’s name. He’d buried himself in superficial romances in hopes
of forgetting Anna, but it never worked. “I—”

“Shh. She’s coming back. Do with this
information what you will, but don’t hurt Anna. If you don’t want
to be with her, despite what Mitchem’s told me, then keep this to
yourself and let her leave Riverbend. If you do care, then show
her.”

“Is everything okay? Is Andrew okay?”
Anxiety riddled Anna’s words.

Cynthia stood with a forced smile. “Yes, I
was just leaning on Liam a little before I returned to Mitchem.
He’s convinced me I’m strong enough to handle whatever happens.”
She patted Liam’s shoulder. “Thanks for the pep talk. I better get
back inside. I’ll see you both soon.”

Liam only nodded, his mind spinning out of
control at the possibility of a misunderstanding having kept them
apart all these years. He had a thousand questions, but one glance
at Anna and he knew he had to seal his mouth until he figured out a
plan to deal with all this. He had to get her talking about the
past and weed through the details until he could explain how he
truly felt about her and what she saw that day.

“What is it? Are you two keeping something
from me?” Anna asked.

Liam bolted up. “I, um…no, of course
not.”

“What’s wrong with Andrew? Tell me,” Anna
said, her voice wavering with emotion.

Liam settled behind his wall of
sophistication and flattery. “Nothing. Trust me, if there was she’d
be the first to tell you. You’re her go-to girl.”

Anna bit her bottom lip, tinging the pink
with a hint of raspberry.

He remembered those lips, full and sweet. He
shook his head and gathered his thoughts. “Okay, let’s get going.
We need to bring them some supplies before Andrew heads into
surgery.” Liam snagged her coat from the back of the chair and held
it up for her to slide her arms into the sleeves.

“I think you should drop me at home. That
way I can shower and get clothes and stuff from Cynthia’s place,
while you go home to shower and retrieve Mitchem’s clothes. It’ll
be quicker that way,” Anna said. She buttoned her coat and headed
out the front door without waiting for a reply.

Liam followed and ran into the back of her.
“Woah.” He clutched her arms to keep her from tumbling forward.
White covered the ground, trees, everything.

“When did it snow?”

Liam eyed the covered cars and bushes. “I
didn’t know we were expecting any. Good thing I parked in the
garage. Why don’t I get the car and bring it around to you?”

Anna lifted her chin. “I’m fine. I’ll walk.”
She took two steps and her feet flew out in front of her. Liam
grabbed hold of her around the waist and they both plummeted to the
icy, hard ground.

A sharp pain radiated from Liam’s leg, but
he kept hold of Anna. “You all right?”

Laughter. Sweet, deep stress-relieving
laughter filled the silent morning. Anna’s chest shook in his arms
with each outburst. Liam couldn’t help but laugh, too, at the both
of them tangled together on the front walk of the hospital parking
lot.

“Okay, maybe I’ll let you get the car. These
shoes aren’t made for walking on ice,” Anna said in between
laughs.

Liam pulled her closer and tried to maneuver
his legs under him. “I don’t think mine are made for this either.
Two bad marks for current fashion. I think I’m going for practical
for the rest of today.” He hoisted Anna to her feet and managed to
prop her against the wall.

“I’m with you. I don’t think I have to worry
about any fashion photographers being here to post my picture in
the tabloids on a day like this.”

Liam brushed off his backside and coat
sleeves. “It’s gotta be hard always being in the public eye.”

“Sometimes.” Anna’s lips drooped at the
corners, causing Liam’s heart to stutter. He never liked seeing her
unhappy.

“That doesn’t sound like fun.”

Anna’s teeth chattered and her hands shook.
“Life isn’t supposed to be fun.”

Did she seriously believe that? “Let’s
resume this conversation in my car. Wait inside until I pull the
car around. Let’s get you out of these wet clothes and warmed
up.”

Anna sucked in a quick breath.

He moved so close, their noses touched. “I
meant so that you wouldn’t be cold anymore.”

She didn’t say anything, but her pupils
widened with an ocean of possibilities.

He slipped from her, and left her thoughts
firmly where he wanted them while he half-skated, half-walked to
the parking garage, up the stairs and to his car. The garage was
surprisingly quiet, especially for a hospital. It had to be the
snow. It blocked the distant noises and left the world in peace.
With the heat cranked to high, and her seat warmer turned on, he
headed down the ramp.

There had to be a way to keep them together,
a way to bring up the past and talk about what happened between
them without throwing Cynthia under the proverbial bus. What could
he do to initiate…

The house.

Anna had reacted so sadly to seeing Historic
Hall, the building she’d lived in for over four years. He stopped
at the exit from the garage and retrieved his phone from his coat
pocket. Flipping through his contacts, he found his realtor, the
one who’d helped him with the last three properties he’d invested
in around Riverbend. He glanced at the time, but decided he’d done
enough business with the man to merit an early call. Besides, he
was an old friend.

The phone rang twice before he answered. “Hi
there, Liam. Ready to find another investment property, are
we?”

“Hi, Robert. I’m not sure. I have a strange
request. Do you know who currently owns Historic Hall, the building
that was a museum up until a few years back and an antique store
before that? My uncle used to own it until around ten years ago. If
so, I’d like to get the keys to see inside.”

“I’m sure I can get those and take you on a
tour.”

Liam slid his credit card from his pocket
and hit the window button. “I actually would like to see it alone.
I know it’s a strange request, but I knew someone who once lived
there, and I wanted to check out what kind of shape the building’s
in with her.”

“Oh, okay. I’m sure I can arrange
something,” Robert said.

He slid the credit card into the payment
machine and waited for the gate to raise in front of him.

“Thanks, man. I appreciate it.”

“I’ll call you in a few hours and let you
know.”

“’Kay. Sounds good. Later.” Liam hit the end
button on the car’s console screen and headed to the front of the
hospital to find Anna.

Her nose was pink and her arms were wrapped
around her middle. He wanted to hold her and keep her warm but knew
they needed to talk, to work through a decade of confusion and
half-truths. He wanted to call his uncle and ask why he'd lied to
Anna ten years ago. Why he never told Liam about her visit, despite
Liam’s constant moping and wallowing in self-pity. How could the
man who raised him keep something so important from him?

He needed answers, and something told him
taking Anna to Historic Hall would give him that chance. Now, he
just had to figure out how to get Anna there.


Chapter Five






The morning sun rose high in the sky,
reflecting silver specks off the mounds of snow piled at the edge
of the road. Liam turned onto her street at the outskirts of town
near the river. Wind whipped the white dust up and over his car. “I
always loved this area. I have a few homes over here I rent to some
college students.”

Anna eyed the rooftop of her home, the only
part she could see from this angle. It was silly she’d bought a
house in Riverbend, but part of her always thought she’d return
some day. Of course, it was also a respite from work and press.
None of the tabloids visited Riverbend, Tennessee. “I didn’t know
you owned real estate.”

Liam hit the button to defog the windshield
once again and warm air flooded the car. “There’s a lot you don’t
know about me.”

She looked at her driveway and discovered a
mound of hard-packed white powder stacked behind her car. “Great.”
There went her escape from Liam plan.

“Not such a surprise. Why isn’t your car
under the carport?”

She shook her head. “I’d planned on moving
it in, but I had a contractor out yesterday fixing the trim that
had come loose and I didn’t want my car under where he was
working.”

“Smart move.”

Anna shook her head. “Not looking so smart
now.”

Liam pulled into the drive and shifted into
park. “It’s no big deal. The snow will be gone in a day or two. If
not, I’ll come help you dig your car out. For now though, we need
to get going.”

A loud ring sounded over the speakers and
Liam reached for the button. “Why don’t you head in and shower up
while I take this. I’ll join you in a minute. Just leave the front
door unlocked.”

She glanced at the caller ID on the console
screen and thought she recognized the name. Oh, yeah, Robert
Zelder. He handled real estate in the area. “Ok, I’ll be quick.”
Anna tiptoed and wobbled around her car and up to the side steps in
the carport. Her frigid fingers grasped her metal key ring and
after the fifth attempt, she finally managed to get the key into
the lock and open her side door. The wave of dry warmth met her
face. Not great for the skin, but good for the bones. She tossed
her keys on the kitchen counter, kicked off her Louis Vuittons, and
raced up the stairs. Her feet protested the cold tile of her master
bath and she cursed herself for never having the radiant floor
heating installed.

She cranked the hot water to high and
undressed, the steam rising and creating a fog in the small
bathroom. Hearing the door squeal downstairs, she shut her bathroom
door and hopped into the warm bliss of her shower.

Her muscles relaxed and the arctic blast of
pain in her shoulder, from when she’d pulled it out of its socket
playing tennis in college, released its death grip. She lathered
up, enjoying the invigorating scent of eucalyptus, but she knew she
needed to make it short and sweet if she planned to get back to the
hospital quick. Still, she stole a moment, allowing the water to
hammer against her sore neck and back while she searched for
options to evade Liam, retrieve the stuff for Cynthia, and return
to the hospital by herself. Alas, nothing plausible entered her
mind, short of stealing a snowmobile from the guy up the
street.

After shampooing her hair and a thorough
rinse, she turned off the water and toweled off. The plush terry
cloth, soft against her skin, made her want to sit on the bench
against the wall and just forget everything for a while.

“I’ll make some coffee. I’m sure you could
use a cup as much as I can,” Liam hollered from below.

She quickly dried her hair, leaving it
naturally curly, something she’d never do in the big city, but she
didn’t need to worry about photographers or tabloids in Riverbend.
That was why she always came home after a long fashion season―to
escape.

She opened the bathroom door and smelled the
hearty aroma of coffee. Her caffeine-addict side nearly took hold
of her senses and dragged her down the stairs despite still wearing
nothing but a towel. Deciding it best to dress with haste before
her willpower lost, she entered her walk-in closet. Even with the
large room crammed with racks and racks of clothes, she couldn’t
spot anything to wear.

She scooted several cloth hangers with silk
shirts to the left and several garment bags to the right, unzipping
and re-zipping each, but found nothing comfy. The fresh smell of
light lilac from a sachet on her shelf filled the room. She’d
always found her closet to be a place of comfort, but not today.
Today, she found nothing to smooth the edges from her life.

Abandoning her closet, she resorted to
searching dresser. She pulled a pair of leggings from the bottom
with a feeling of accomplishment.

After two more drawers, she abandoned the
search and returned to the closet where she retrieved her
long-since forgotten plastic tubs gathering dust in the back.

“Coffee’s ready!”

Ugh, if I could only have a sip then I could
find something. She opened a plastic bin and resorted to a sweater.
A simple green knit with gold woven in without a certain pattern in
mind, it was elegant in its simplicity, and best of all, warm.

With a pair of leggings and the Christmas-y
sweater in hand, she headed to the bathroom and wiped the mirror
clean of the remnants from the fog she’d created from the hottest
shower she’d ever taken. She eyed her makeup bag, but decided a
little concealer, mascara, and strawberry ChapStick would be enough
for the hospital.

With a tentative step, she walked to her
dresser and opened her jewelry box, a gift from her mother on her
sixteenth birthday. They’d had no money back then, but her mother
found the box at a garage sale, and sanded and painted it herself.
It was the first time she’d seen her mother out of bed and
functioning as a normal human being again.

She dotted her nose with powder and brushed
the extra residue from her sweater. Her fingers slid over the soft
fabric and she thought of how lovely the little golden star pendant
she owned would look with the gold in the sweater. Did she dare
wear it, though? It had been tucked in a pouch in her jewelry box
for so many years. The star, a symbol of hope from her childhood,
had been buried deep in her old belongings, so she’d never have to
face its meaning again. But today, Andrew needed a little help.
There was no way Liam would remember giving it to her, not after
all these years.

“Coffee is getting cold,” Liam hollered up
the stairs.

“Coming down now.” Anna secured the
necklace’s clasp and stole a quick glance in her dresser mirror.
What was she doing? Why on earth would she wear the star he’d given
her? She reached behind her neck to remove it when a tap sounded at
the door behind her. She spun and found Liam in the doorway.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I
thought I’d bring the coffee to you before it got cold.” His eyes
settled on her chest and a smile lit his face, a gleam shining in
his eye. “You still have that? I mean, with all your fancy jewelry
and gifts that have been showered on you all these years, you still
have that cheap star?”

“It’s not cheap to me.” She held tight to
it, remembering the promise he’d made when he gave it to her.

Liam set her coffee mug on the dresser and
pushed her hair behind her shoulders, with an approving gaze at her
wild curls. “So maybe you do still believe wishes can come
true.”

“I don’t know, but I figured any little bit
could help Andrew.”

Liam’s thumb brushed down her face and his
fingers covered hers over the star. “I see. Maybe we can both make
a wish for him then.” He closed his eyes, the way he did that night
under the stars when he’d given the necklace to her, wishing they’d
be together again soon.

Liam lifted one lid. “You’re supposed to
close your eyes when you make a wish. Don’t you remember how this
works?”

“I don’t think—”

“I thought this was for Andrew.”

Anna wanted to break away. She didn’t want
to feel her heart fluttering at the touch of his knuckle against
her collarbone, or his fingers around her own. Yet, she didn’t
move. Instead, she closed her eyes and wished for the doctors to
heal Andrew’s hand.

“What did you wish for?” Liam whispered.

“Andrew’s full recovery of course.”

Liam chuckled. “I know that, but what
specifically? You used to have the best, most elaborate
wishes.”

Anna lowered her hand to her side and
stepped away from Liam, his resolve-altering cologne. “Just for the
doctors to heal him and for him to not suffer too much. Silly,
right? Life is all about suffering. Guess he’s learning that
now.”

Liam’s dimples disappeared, and his eyes
narrowed. “I see. Are you ready?”

“Yes. I just need some coffee.” Her mouth
watered at the aroma. She grasped the mug tight in her hands and
lifted it to her lips.

“Let’s take it to go.” Liam snagged her free
hand and tugged her toward the stairs. “It’s time I helped you stop
suffering.”


Chapter Six






Liam refused to allow any more time to pass
between them without discussing the truth. They'd wasted too much
of their lives already. Yet, they barely spoke a word to each other
since leaving Anna’s place. He thought he’d go mad if he didn’t
confront her about what happened in their past, but he managed to
hold his tongue long enough to shower, collect clothes for Mitchem
and Cynthia, and make his way through town. He pulled into a
parking space out front of Historic Hall and turned off his BMW,
not willing to wait another moment.

“What are we doing here?” Anna asked.

“Making wishes come true.”

“What are you talking about? We need to get
back to the hospital. Cynthia and Mitchem need some food and
coffee,” Anna protested, but eyed the building with curiosity.

“Cathy and Devon took them some food and
coffee already. They’re with them now.”

“Yes, but…”

Ignoring her pleas, Liam exited the car. The
brisk winter air nearly drove him back into the driver’s seat, but
he persevered through the cold and kicked over the brick near the
front door where he found the key Robert had left for him.

Anna opened the car door and stepped out.
This time her booted feet kept her upright, not that he minded
catching her in his arms any day of the week, even if it meant a
bruised tailbone. “What are you up to, Liam?”

He unlocked the door and opened it into the
past, their past. “After you.” She remained planted on the front
steps, snowflakes falling from the roof onto her red hair, making
her look like an angel. “Suit yourself, but it’ll get cold out here
quick.” He stepped inside to find crumbling plaster, busted
floorboards and a few pieces of abandoned furniture. The room was
dim and his spirits wavered. Maybe this wasn’t such a good
idea.

“Wow,” Anna mumbled behind him.

“I know, it’s pretty run down.”

“No, it’s amazing. The architecture is still
how I remember it, with the high ceilings, crown molding and large
front windows. It would make an amazing space for a shop,” Anna
said in a hopeful tone.

“You still think about opening a shop?” he
asked, hope floating along with the dust in the air.

“No, not anymore.”

“You did once though? A dress shop, right?”
Liam tried to keep his tone casual.

“I’m not sure. Something in design, but not
the same old stuff. Not high design, or bargain hunts. I’d want to
do something unique, to help women and men dress well for what they
need. Not off the rack fashion you can only wear if it happens to
fit.”

“So do it. This space would be perfect. You
could have a line of fabrics on these walls.” He about-faced and
trotted to the other side of the room. “Accessories here. A counter
for checking out there. You could design a platform there for
alterations. You know, measuring and redesigning things.”

Anna laughed. “You’re insane.”

Liam clutched her arms and spun her around
once. “Why is it insane? Look, you were once a dreamer. You
believed in wishing and knowing things would come true.”

Anna’s eyelids lowered, covering her shining
eyes. “But they didn’t, and they won’t. Not for me.”

“You’re wrong. The star worked. You found
your way back to Riverbend. I’m not sure why you never came back
before now. I fought for so many years, even after your letters
stopped. I wrote and called, I even drove to try to find you, but
you’d disappeared. I scoured half the states looking for you until
my uncle made me give up and leave for college. I would’ve stayed
even then, but he kicked me out, telling me I was worthless. He
said I was wasting my life away mooning over some girl that was
never coming back, who never loved me. He said you were a child,
and you’d grown up and didn’t need me anymore.”

Her hands clutched his elbows. “No, it
wasn’t like that. I did come back for you.”

Liam sucked in a breath, willing her to open
up to him. “When?”

The light in Anna’s eyes, the one that
always shone brighter than the brightest star flickered in a night
sky. “When you were at college. I couldn’t come home before then. I
tried, but Mother was…ill.”

“I’m so sorry, but you said she got well,
right? When?” Liam asked, not the words he wanted to ask, but the
ones that would coax her into telling him the truth.

“When I went to college.”

Liam thought carefully about what to say
next. How could he direct the conversation to the past without
spooking her. “You said you came back, but what happened? Why
didn’t you come find me?”

Anna dropped her hands by her sides,
straightened and pushed her shoulders back. “I did. You had…moved
on with your life. When I found you, you were with another girl at
college, and many after that. I can’t blame you. Your uncle was
right. We were only children back then.”

Liam wouldn’t let her go. “No, you’re wrong.
I never moved on with my life. Anna, it was you. It’s always been
you.”

Anna turned out of his arms and headed for
the window. She stood at eye level to the space between the boards
barring the window, as if peering outside into another world. “If
that’s true then why have you had so many girlfriends?”

Liam took a cautious step toward her, but
was scared she’d bolt through the door like a scared teen. “I may
have moved on to date, but I could never fall in love. I tried to
drown my sorrows in the company of others, but it never worked.
Anna, I’ve never told another girl I loved her. I’ve never wanted
to be in a relationship with another girl. That’s the reason I
dated so much. I never wanted to get close to any one but you.
Anytime they got too serious, I would move on. Every thought, every
dream¬¬¬, every breath I’ve had since you left has been for you. My
life has been empty since the day you disappeared from my
life.”

She didn’t say anything, so he scooted
closer. “Anna?”

She held up one trembling hand to keep him
at bay. “No,” she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion.

“Yes.” Liam spun her around and pulled her
into his arms. And he swore he’d never let her go again.

“Stay, Anna. We can have everything we
dreamed about when we were teenagers. Your store, our life
together. We can buy this place and fix it up. We can live upstairs
if you want, in your old apartment. I know a great realtor and a
great contractor. A buddy of mine, Dalton, does great work for me.
Give us a chance. We never had a choice about staying together when
we were kids, but we do now.”

She pulled free and looked up at him.

He cupped her pink cheeks and willed her to
feel his truth. “Choose me now, Anna.”


Chapter Seven






Anna’s lungs fought the dust, the dampness,
the convulsion of confusion until her body drew in a desperate
breath. She’d dreamed of hearing his declaration of love for so
long. It echoed in the large, abandoned storefront and in her
heart. Was he really proclaiming his love for her? Was it all true?
She wanted to scream that she’d chosen him years ago, but she
couldn’t. There was too much heartbreak. “I-I don’t know what to
say.”

Liam’s fingertips raked along her jaw line
from her ear to her chin, as if tugging out the words she was too
frightened to say. A trail of nervous, excited energy remained
behind even after his fingers moved to her lips. “Then say
nothing.” He leaned in, the strength, the want, the myriad of Liam
emotions collided within her as his mouth parted. She knew if he
kissed her, all sense would leave her.

She blocked his advance with a hand. “No. It
was a dream once, but not anymore. I don’t want to hurt you, Liam,
or lead you on. The truth is I just don’t know right now.”

“Then why is your heart beating so fast?”
His hand captured the star around her neck. “And why have you kept
this all these years if you didn’t long for me the way I’ve longed
for you? Why is your body trembling the way it always did when we
snuggled together up on the roof of this building, looking at the
stars?”

Anna moved her foot behind her, attempting
to escape his mesmerizing gaze, the gaze that always locked her
into his world. She inhaled his cologne, not too strong, an
enticing manly aroma that would draw anyone a little closer, as if
they had to have more, to figure it out, to figure him out. “That
was then.”

“Anna,” he said, his tone raspy and
desperate. “I don’t know why we were separated. Perhaps it was
meant to make us realize how unique and special our love is in this
world. To know we were truly meant to be together. I’m sorry I hurt
you, that I was hurt, but we have a second chance now. I know you
don’t believe me, but I’ve never lied to you, Anna. If you can't
answer me now, then at least promise me one thing.”

Anna swallowed, attempting to find her voice
beyond the emotion threatening to steal the last of her wits from
her. “What?”

“That you’ll think about the possibility.
I’m sorry if you thought I’d moved on without you, but it was never
possible. I realized that a long time ago.” He released her and
turned, his shoulders slumped with defeat. A posture she’d never
seen on him before. She ached to make his pain go away, but she
couldn’t say the words he longed to hear. She spun and walked
around the room, keeping her gaze anywhere but on him. Was he truly
damaged by all this the way she was? He had to be at least somehow.
Not even Liam was that good of an actor.

She shuffled to the back of the large room,
fighting the tears and the lump in her throat, fighting against the
thoughts twisting in her head. Had he ever lied to her? No. He’d
never had a problem with telling people how it was, even if it
meant he couldn't sway them. Liam was many things, but liar?

The cracked windows in the back of the
building sent a chill through her, as if the ghost of her past had
possessed her and nudged her to face the future. She found herself
in front of the stairs that led to her childhood home. For a
moment, she dared to see the building in the way it had once been,
with the bright walls, clean, shiny floor, people coming in and
out, and filled with laughter.

She grasped the post to the stairs, but
something kept her planted on the first floor. Her memory bank
flipped until she settled on the days just before they left
Riverbend. She remembered hearing something. Something strange.
What was it?

Liam’s steps echoed behind her, but her mind
continued to drift to the past. His uncle. Liam’s uncle was here
that day, and said…what did he say?

Liam placed a hand on the small of her back.
“What is it?”

The memory faded along with the glory of the
building as reality crept back in. “I don’t know. I think something
happened between my mother and your uncle before we moved. I’m not
sure, but it might be the reason why we left. Why we never
returned.” She shook her head and chuckled. “I don’t know. It
sounds silly now that I say it out loud.”

Liam huffed. “No, it doesn’t. I have
haunting memories of those few days before you left. And I still
can't figure out why my uncle never told me you came to find me?
Why didn’t you ever receive my messages after you moved? I kept
thinking that maybe they kept us apart. It’s the only thing that
makes sense, but why?”

Anna’s phone sounded in her purse, breaking
their moment of reflection. She snagged it and saw Cynthia’s
number. “Hello? Cynthia? Everything okay?”

“Yes. I thought you’d want to know that
they’ve moved up the surgery time. The doctor is due to arrive in
the next hour.”

“We’re on our way.” Anna hit end. “We need
to go.”

Liam only nodded, but she knew his mind
remained in the past. His mouth was pressed in that thoughtful
half-smirk, his brow furrowed in that Indiana Jones way he had.
She’d missed that look.

During the short drive to the hospital they
remained silent. She knew they were both retracing their past with
new scrutiny. She flipped through memory after memory and little
bits started to become more important. Things she’d dismissed as
trivial now seemed to have relevance. That night Liam’s uncle came
over late and woke them up. Her mother ushering him outside for
them to talk about something. She’d snuck downstairs and peeked
through the storefront window. He’d paced back and forth, his hand
in his hair in obvious frustration. Her mother stood with chin held
high, but Anna had noticed her lip tremble.

Liam pulled into the hospital parking lot
and stopped in front of the main entrance. Putting the car in park,
he remained silent for a moment then said, “Why do you think they
kept us apart?”

Anna took a long breath, savoring the
calming scent of Liam’s cologne. “I don’t know.”

“Do you think they were in love?” Liam
asked.

An ambulance went speeding by, allowing her
a few extra moments to think. “If they were, why weren’t they
together? My father left when I was little, and your uncle never
married so there was no reason they couldn't be. It doesn’t make
sense. Perhaps it was something else, like a business decision.
Maybe your uncle wanted to sell the building, but she begged him
not to.”

“No. That doesn’t make sense either. He
didn’t sell the building for almost three years after you both
left. It was as if he held onto it, hoping you’d return. The day
after he sold it, he told me to move on, that it was time to face
the fact that the Baker ladies had moved on with their lives and
weren’t coming back.”

A honk behind them urged Anna from the car.
She grabbed the bag from the backseat. “I’ll see you upstairs. We
need to concentrate on Andrew today. We’ll have plenty of time to
talk about what happened after.”

Liam snagged her hand. “Will we? Will you
stay long enough to figure this out? Figure us out?”

Another honk gave Anna the much needed
excuse to escape. And escape she did. She hurried toward the
elevator, riding it to the pediatric ward where she found Cynthia
before Liam could even park the car.

“What is it?” Cynthia asked.

Anna shook her head. “Oh, nothing. Nothing
important. Here are your clothes and Mitchem’s. How’s Andrew?”

“Good. Walk with me.” Cynthia took the
duffle and slung it over her shoulder before placing a hand in the
crook of Anna’s arm. “Let’s talk.”

Anna stopped in her tracks. “Now isn’t the
time. This isn’t about me.”

Cynthia smiled, her friendship smile. The
one that spoke volumes of her dedication to her friends. “Please? I
need to concentrate on something besides Andrew for a moment.
You’ll be doing me a favor. Trust me, I need the distraction. Now,
tell me why you look like you’ve been visited by the ghost of
Christmas past, present, and future?”

“Because I have.” Anna laughed, the strange
mix of happiness and fear meshing into a high-pitched sound of
stress.

“Why, Anna Baker, you look and sound less
than perfect. I like it.” Cynthia hip-bumped her. How did the woman
still have a sense of humor with all the pieces of her life falling
out of a once carefully constructed puzzle?

Anna stopped in her tracks again and her
mouth opened as if the Riverbend Damn had sprung a leak. “Liam and
I were remembering our past. We talked about what happened. He says
he tried to find me and that he never loved another woman. We think
my mother and his uncle tried to keep us apart, but we don’t know
why. Liam wants us to try again. He wants me to give up everything
I worked for and stay here with him. To believe that he loves me
and no other, to believe that he wants us to have a life together
here. For me to turn the old Historic Hall into some sort of
fashion boutique.”

Cynthia dropped the duffle by her side and
took both Anna’s hands. “Breathe, hon. Take a long breath before
you pass out.”

Anna forced one, two, then three long
breaths into her lungs and she closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t
believe I’m dumping this on you right now. I’m the worst friend
ever.”

“No, Anna. You’re the greatest friend ever.
I’m not stupid. You didn’t keep coming back here for a break. You
kept coming to Riverbend for me. You pushed and pushed until I took
a chance on Mitchem, on love. You told me he wouldn’t care that I
couldn’t have children of my own. You pushed me to get my master’s
degree. You pushed me to take a chance on life, and now it’s my
turn to push you. I’ve seen the way you look at Liam. You’ve never
looked at another man that way. Heck, I’ve never seen you look at
another man period. Despite all your rich boyfriends and
jet-setting, you always come home. This place is forever in your
heart, whether you want to admit it or not.” Cynthia squeezed her
hands. “Do you love Liam? Aren’t you ready to give up a life that
leaves you empty inside?”

Anna opened her mouth to protest, but the
stern professor look on Cynthia’s face told her she’d see through
the excuses. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve
enjoyed my career. I’ve done well.”

“Done well? You’ve built an empire, hon.
You’re richer than I can even imagine. But is that what you want?
You’ve climbed that mountain, conquered your fear of being left
behind, but you need to realize that Liam is not your father. He
didn’t leave you behind like your father left your mother.”

“Cynthia, are you trying to tell me I have
daddy issues?” Anna laughed.

“Yes, you do. Why do you think you won’t
give Liam another chance? You know he loves you. That he’s always
loved you.”

Anna shook her head. “I don’t even remember
my father, so there are no bad memories or lost hopes that Daddy is
going to walk through that door again. And as for Liam… No, he
moved on. You were with me when we went to the university,
remember? I saw him.”

“That was after he’d already spent years
trying to find you, to win you back. He was willing to give
everything up―college, the respect of his uncle, the man who raised
him, his friends―all to be with you. That doesn’t sound like a man
who moved on to me.”

Anna grasped for another argument. “He’s a
player.”

“Ha! And you haven’t been? You both tried to
bandage your valley of loss by filling it with empty
companionships. But now it sounds like Liam is ready to move past
that, to have you. The question is, do you still want to be with
him?”

Anna bowed her head. “I want to say yes, but
it’s complicated. If I give my heart to him again—”

“And he breaks it? You fear you’ll never
recover. That you’ll become your mother.” Cynthia shook her head.
“You’re nothing like her. Take a chance. Trust me, the reward is
worth the risk. You deserve your own happily-ever-after.”

“Cynthia Gold, please report to room
five-eighty-three,” a deep voice sounded over the speaker.

Cynthia glanced at the ceiling, worry
instantly filling her eyes again.

“Go. Andrew and Mitchem need you.” Anna
grabbed the duffle and handed it to Cynthia.

“It’s okay. I told them to page me when the
doctor arrived. Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

Anna only nodded, the words too impossible
to say aloud. But she knew one thing. She wanted answers from her
mother. Every time she tried to ask her mom about why they’d left
Riverbend, her mother ended up back in bed. But now it was time.
She would demand answers now that she knew Liam wasn’t the one who
lied. Her own mother had been lying to her for years, and she
wanted to know why. The one person in the world she thought she
could trust unconditionally was her own mother, yet she’d deceived
her. How could she ever trust anyone again?


Chapter Eight






An orderly wheeled a young boy about
Andrew’s age past Anna and Liam as they sat in the pediatric
waiting area. Too nervous to sit, Mitchem and Cynthia paced up and
down the hallway.

“When can I play football again?” the young
boy asked.

A woman, whom Liam assumed was the boy’s
mother, walked alongside him with a shrug. “Don’t know, little man.
We have a follow-up in six weeks.”

“Six weeks?” The young boy slumped in the
wheelchair. “That sucks.”

They continued down the hall, their voices
fading then disappearing completely at the sound of the elevator
door rolling closed.

“How long do you think it’ll be until Andrew
can play the violin again?” Cynthia asked, her voice wavering.

“I don’t know, but he’s tough. If they say
six weeks, he’ll do it in three.” Liam stretched, then rested his
elbows on his knees.

Mitchem paced by the double doors, stopping
to peer through the narrow windows as if he would be able to see
his son. “How much longer do you think the surgery will take? It’s
been over an hour since the nurse updated us last.”

Anna sat tall in the chair at Liam’s side.
“Andrew has the best surgeon in the country. He’s just taking his
time and doing it right.”

“I wish we’d hear something soon, though.
This is torture.” Cynthia collapsed back into the waiting chair
next to Cathy West who wrapped her arm around Cynthia.

“Now, darlin’, you know that boy has his
daddy’s gumption. He’s probably already awake and telling them what
they need to do,” Cathy said, her voice booming through the waiting
room and echoing down the hall.

Liam eyed all the friends and family that
had arrived to show their support. Cathy and Devon refused to leave
until the surgery was over, and Judy Benjamin only left an hour
earlier because she had to pick up her granddaughter. Her husband,
James Benjamin, who insisted on being part of the surgical team,
had arranged for the doctor to fly in for Andrew.

Liam only hoped Anna could see the love of
those who lived here, despite them not exactly being neighbors.

Mitchem wrung his hands and peered through
the glass again before turning his worried gaze on the group
gathered in the waiting room. “They said the surgery would take
four hours. It’s been five.”

Anna stood and pointed to the door. “I think
we’re about to find out how it’s going. Here comes James.”

They all turned. Cynthia bolted from her
seat to join Mitchem, and they both clung to each other. The
elevator dinged. A phone rang in the distance, but not one of them
turned their attention from James.

He pushed through the doors with a doctor’s
blank expression on his face. Dressed in scrubs, with protective
sleeves over his shoes, he held a surgical mask in his hands. “I’m
sorry I didn’t come out here sooner to speak with you guys, but I
wanted more information first. There’s good and bad news.”

Mitchem held tight to Cynthia and nodded to
James. “Go ahead.”

James took a long breath. “Andrew’s doing
great, and I’m happy to say he will be able to keep his hand.”

Cynthia gasped and Mitchem cleared his
throat. “Will he be able to use it again?”

James smiled. “Yes, but we won’t know to
what extent until he’s in physical therapy. The bad news is that
the damage was extensive. That’s why this is taking so long. The
doctor had to repair more than he’d anticipated. It’s going to be
another hour or two until everything is wrapped up. The good news
is that he’s the best doctor and if anyone can have Andrew playing
the violin again, it’s Dr. Hester.”

Cynthia took James’s hand. “Please thank him
for us. And thank you for bringing him here.”

“Of course. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d
like to get back in there. I’ll make sure to report back to you in
another hour.” James disappeared through the double doors.

Cynthia clutched Mitchem’s jacket. “He’s
going to be able to play again. I know he will.” Mitchem drew her
into his arms, and they held tight to each other.

Liam crossed the room and tapped Anna on the
shoulder. “Why don’t we go get some food for everyone?”

Anna nodded and followed him to the
elevator. “Do you think Andrew will truly recover? James sounded
optimistic, yet there was a hint of doubt in his voice.”

“Honestly, I don’t think anyone can answer
that. Only time will tell. I can tell you one thing, though. That
little godson of mine will take whatever life gives him and make it
work. He’s already lost a mother, practically took care of his dad
on his own, found him a new wife, all while learning to play the
violin and getting straight A’s in school. Trust me, the kid’s got
his act together.” They stepped onto the elevator and Liam pressed
the first floor button.

“I hope you’re right.”

“I know I’m right.” The doors slid shut.
“Even if he didn’t have the strength or will, he’s not alone.
There's an entire town, and even more in Creekside, that will do
anything to help him. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s no lack
of love around here. It’s part of the reason I returned after
college. There’s no place like Riverbend in this world.”

Anna held tight to her purse strap as if
worried a mugger would snatch it at any moment. “I noticed. I’d
forgotten about the town family. It’s been so long.”

“Yes, well, you’re here now.” Liam wanted to
pull her into his arms, the way Mitchem had with Cynthia, but he
didn’t want to push too hard and drive her further away.

The doors opened into a much busier section
of the hospital. A group of doctors on lunch break, dressed in
scrubs and lab coats, entered the elevator as they exited. A man
with a bright smile and carrying flowers joined them. Liam guessed
he was probably a new dad, the way his eyes twinkled, yet his face
was tense.

“I tried to call my mother,” Anna said, her
eyes focused straight ahead.

Liam held open the cafeteria door for her
and grabbed a tray as he entered after her. “And?”

“When I mentioned your name, she said she
had to go and hung up. I have a feeling the only way I’ll ever get
answers out of her is to lock her in a cell with an interrogation
expert.” Anna grabbed a bowl of fruit and set it on her tray.
“Liam, I’ve never pushed for the truth because every time I tried,
she’s gone comatose on me. I mean, bedridden, nonresponsive,
I-have-to-take-care-of-her comatose. I worked for two years, taking
care of her every need when I was only sixteen years old.”

Liam took her hand, his heart breaking at
the thought of how hard her life had been. “I’m sorry, Anna. If I
would’ve known…”

“You couldn’t have done anything. You were a
child yourself. Even after we moved to Arizona and she got a job,
if I mentioned your name, she’d leave the room and not talk to me
for days.” Anna shook her head. “I know I’ll never get the truth
from my mother. Whatever happened all those years ago, we won’t get
answers from her.”

He snagged a few ham and cheese sandwiches,
as well as a couple of turkey, and put them on the tray. “Do you
think we can move forward without ever knowing the past?” Anna
reached for her wallet, but Liam covered her hand. “I’ve got
it.”

She smiled and tucked a wayward curl behind
her ear. “I don’t know if we can. I want to know what happened.
It’s eating me up inside, but at the same time, I want to let it
go.”

He paid the cashier, and they headed back to
the elevator. “Then let it go and concentrate on now.”

Anna sighed. “I wish I could. I remembered
something, though. It makes me think my mom and your uncle were
more than landlord and tenant.”

Liam elbowed the button to return to the
pediatric floor. “What did you remember?”

Anna scratched her temple and shook her
head. “It’s gonna sound crazy, but I swear I heard your uncle say
something like ‘he’s dead now,’ and told my mom she didn't have to
worry.”

“Dead? Who?” Liam asked.

“I don’t know. But think about it. My mother
flees Riverbend, is bedridden each time I mention this place, you,
your uncle, or anyone else from this town. I don’t know who died,
or how, but I can’t help thinking that’s why we left and why she’s
wanted to keep me away from here all these years.”

The elevator doors opened and they headed
for the waiting room. “Maybe the past is better left alone, but I
have to admit that I’m intrigued now. I can’t even imagine how
someone dying had anything to do with you leaving. There was no
reported death in town at that time that I can remember. I could
ask Cathy West, though. She knows everything about everyone. If
someone died, she’d remember, but are you sure you want to
know?”

Anna straightened and pushed her shoulders
back. “I’ve longed for answers all these years. I can’t turn away
from them now.”

Liam paused at the edge of the waiting area
and lowered his voice. “Then we’ll face the truth together. I’ll
search for answers as long as you want. I’d call my uncle, but I
don’t even know where he is, and he wouldn’t speak to his worthless
nephew anyway.” He walked across the room and handed a sandwich to
Mitchem then one to Cynthia.

“Thanks so much,” Cynthia said. “I’m afraid
I can’t eat right now, but I’m sure I’ll nibble some in a little
while.”

“I understand, but as your boss, I order you
to eat something today.” Liam offered one to Cathy and Devon then
settled into a chair in the corner next to Anna who picked at her
fruit.

“Don’t worry. Everything will work out.
Trust me.” Liam squeezed her hand then opened his own sandwich and
took a bite.

“I do,” Anna mumbled under her breath.

Liam wasn’t sure he heard correctly. “What
did you say?”

Anna forked a piece of watermelon then set
the cup of fruit on the side table. She wiped her hands with a
napkin then, with a smile, she faced Liam. “I said I do trust
you.”

Liam fumbled with the paper wrapper around
his sandwich, trying to prevent the meat from smacking on the
linoleum, but he didn’t care. “Do you mean that? But before, you
said—”

Anna played with her napkin in her lap. “I
know what I said, but so far everything leads to you being as much
a victim in all this as I’ve been. We once loved each other and
promised to never love another. As far as I can tell, we both kept
that promise in our own way, despite the lies that led us astray.
If you say you tried to find me, I have no reason to doubt you. If
you say you never loved another, then I believe you.” Anna bit her
bottom lip. “It’s hard for me to open my heart, and I’m not sure
how this will work, but if Andrew’s accident has taught me
something, it’s that I have to take a chance before it’s too late.
Liam, I still care for you deeply and want to stick around
Riverbend for a while, if you want that.”

If they weren’t in a hospital, he’d pull a
Tom Cruise and dance on the chairs. “Yes, I want that. I want that
more than anything.” He kissed each of Anna’s delicate knuckles.
“When Andrew’s out of the hospital and the wedding is behind us, I
want to spend all the time I can with you.”

Anna lowered her head and toed the
floor.

Liam’s lungs tightened. Was there more? What
could be troubling her now? “Please, Anna, you can trust me. If
something is bothering you, tell me what you’re thinking.”

Anna kept her eyes focused on the floor for
another moment before she looked at him with a fearful gaze. “Liam,
please don’t break my trust. I couldn’t handle you lying to me,”
she said, with a warning tone.

“I understand, but you can’t make a
half-hearted commitment here. You’re either all in and ready to
trust me and be with me, or it won’t work. I’m not willing to trust
either only to lose you again. You’re too important to me.

Anna nodded, tears pooling at the corners of
her eyes. “If I open my heart like that again, you can’t crush it.
I would never recover. Please, Liam. No matter what happens, be
honest with me. Never lie to me. I don’t want to end up like my
mother.”

His heart went into cardiac failure at the
thought of Anna bedridden from emotional pain. “I promise.”


Chapter Nine






Dr. Hester, the pediatric surgeon, greeted
them each with a nod. Cynthia and Mitchem presented a brave front,
but Anna could see their joined hands trembling.

“Please, Dr. Hester. Can you tell us how our
son is doing?” Mitchem asked, his tone higher than normal.

“I’m pleased to say that the surgery went
extremely well. The damage to the superficial muscles and tendons
was more than I’d anticipated, but the deeper flexors and extensors
are all intact. Whoever administered first aid had kept the
bleeding down, so he was lucky. There was a slight nick to his
radial artery. We’ll know more when he wakes up and after the
swelling goes down in a few days, but I’m confident he’ll have
fully-functioning fingers again.”

Anna caught the hitch in his voice. “What
aren’t you saying, Dr. Hester?”

He glanced at Anna. “As I said, I believe
he’ll regain full use of his fingers and wrist, but there was
extensive damage to his extensor pollicis longus.”

“In English, please,” Liam said from the
other side of the waiting area.

“It means he could have some difficulty with
his thumb," Mitchem translated. "However minimal, it could cause
him to have difficulty with fine motor skills, like playing the
violin.” Being the dean of a nursing school had its advantages.
Assuming his professional composure, he shook Dr. Hester’s hand.
“Thank you, Doctor. I’m happy you were able to do so much for our
son.”

“It was my pleasure. You’ll be able to visit
with him shortly.” Dr. Hester left through the double doors into
the surgery area once more.

Anna hugged Cynthia tightly to her. “I told
you Andrew would be fine.” She released her friend and swiped the
tears from Cynthia's eyes. “Trust me, some little old thumb tendon
won’t cause Andrew to skip a note. He’s too amazing to let that
stop him.”

Liam joined them. “You’re right.”

Cathy gave them each a hug. “Well, it sounds
like you’ve got this under control, so we’re heading out now. I’ve
got some things to take care of this evening. Now listen, Cynthia.
Don’t you worry about a thing. I’ll have your dress ready, and I’ll
handle the flowers and the cake for you. Karen Wanke, the Cupcake
Lady, is a good friend of mine. Not to mention she owes me." She
winked then turned to Anna. "Anna, I’m sure you already handled the
caterer. Now you just focus on that boy. The wedding will go off
without a hitch, and Andrew will be at the altar by his dad’s
side.”

“Thank you, Cathy. You’re amazing,” Cynthia
choked. “But this is the second time, you don’t think—”

“Don’t even go there.” Cathy cut her off.
“All this means is that God’s making you appreciate that family of
yours before you get married. That way after five or so years, you
won’t want to kill your husband for leaving the toilet seat up, or
your son for using your makeup brushes to paint.”

Devon grabbed hold of her hand and tugged
her toward the door. “Let’s go. I need to go make sure I put the
toilet seat down.”

They all roared with laughter. Leave it to
Cathy West to lighten even a hospital waiting room.

“We should head out, too,” Liam said.
“Mitchem, I’ll take care of getting your schedule covered and
handle anything else at the university I can for you. Cynthia,
don’t worry about your classes. I’ll get those covered, too. Even
if I need to teach them myself. Right now, you just stay here and
help Andrew get well.”

Mitchem accepted Liam’s hand and men hugged
with a one-handed back pat.

“Anna, you ready? I’ll drop you at home
before I head to the university. I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

Anna nodded. She was more than ready to
leave behind the disinfectant odor, obnoxious clock ticking, and
florescent lighting and breathe in some fresh evening air. She
hugged Cynthia one last time. “I’ll bring you guys some dinner in a
few hours. Call me and let me know when I can come visit Andrew,
okay?”

“Thanks for everything. Remember what we
talked about.” Cynthia winked.

Liam held the elevator door for her. “I
don’t know why, but all of the sudden I’m awake.”

“Me, too. I guess it’s the good news. I feel
like celebrating. You want to do something?”

“Sure, if you don’t mind stopping by the
university first. I need to take care of a few things.” Liam paused
at the hospital’s front entrance. “I’ll be right back.” He turned
toward the garage, but she snagged his hand and tugged him back to
her side. He was always the gentleman.

“I’ll walk with you.” She shuffled up the
hill to the parking garage by his side and settled into the
passenger seat, the firm leather and back support a gift after
sitting in the hospital chairs for so long.

Liam started the car and pulled out of the
parking space. “I just noticed you haven’t even looked at your
phone since last night.”

A shock wave jolted her body. “Oh my
goodness, you’re right. Lilith must be going insane. She’s my
assistant. Not to mention the call I was supposed to have with
China. I should have—”

“Breathe.” Liam retrieved a tin from the
center console and popped a mint into his mouth then held it out to
her. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

She popped one in her mouth and inhaled the
peppermint, forcing her shoulders to relax. “I’m fine. I’ll simply
send Lilith a message to clear my schedule and send my apologies to
my factory contact in China.” She retrieved her phone and texted
Lilith, ignoring the twenty-eight messages waiting on her
phone.

A moment later, her phone vibrated with a
response from Lilith. Did someone kidnap the real Anna Baker?

She laughed, an epic, stress-relieving
laugh.

Liam cocked an eyebrow at her. “You okay
over there?”

Her muscles relaxed even more and her
insides didn’t feel like they were going to explode from the
constant worry for the first time in forever. “Yes, actually, I’m
better than fine. I’ve done nothing but work on my company for the
last five years. My assistant thinks I’ve been kidnapped and held
at gun point or something.”

Liam turned at the river and headed toward
the university. “Ah, I see. Ms. Workaholic is playing hooky and
freaking everyone out. Tell her you’re with Ferris Bueller for the
day.”

Anna couldn’t help but snicker, but decided
it was best not to text that or her assistant really would call the
FBI insisting she was under duress.

Liam pulled into a faculty spot, a small
sign post with Professor Harrow on the name plate marking the spot
as his. “Oh, look at you, Mr. Professor.”

Students milled about despite the snow and
sun fading into the evening sky. Several young men tossed a
football back and forth on a large open area in front of the
building.

“This shouldn’t take long. You want to wait
here or come inside?”

Anna reached for her purse. “Oh, I’m going
in. I think it’s time I met all these women who have a thing for
you.”

“Behave.” Liam hopped out and opened her
door before they headed up the front steps. The female students
were dressed in ill-fitting attire, ridiculous considering the
freezing temperatures outside, but they likely didn't care.
Anything in the name of fashion. Was she like that?

Inside the building, she discovered that the
faculty weren’t dressed any better. A young woman passed them in
the hallway with her boobs nearly breaking free of her tank top.
Apparently, she thought it didn’t matter that the outline of her
bra could be seen so long as she wore a jacket over the top of it.
She walked with someone and maintained deep conversation, but waved
at Liam and snarled at Anna, her skirt so short she should be
working on the boulevard, not at the university.

“Hey, Rachel,” Liam said.

They passed, but not before a wave of
jealousy hit Anna. She quickly tamped it down.

“You’re quiet.”

Anna shrugged. “I’m behaving, remember?”

Liam led her into a group of offices, the
walls lined with dark wood paneling. It definitely had a collegiate
feel, the interior design warm yet scholarly. She’d been in
Cynthia’s office before, but never in Liam’s.

“Hi, Liam. Who’s this?” A lady, with ombre
hair color that made her look more like her head was greasy at the
top than edgy, walked by the secretary’s desk and glowered at
her.

“This is Ms. Anna Baker. She’s an old friend
of mine and a world famous fashion buyer. Anna this is Ms.
Varrow.”

“Welcome, Ms. Baker. Will you be in town
long?”

Liam wrapped his arm around Anna, resting
his hand on her shoulder. “Yes, Ms. Baker. Will you be staying in
Riverbend long?”

Anna elbowed him in the stomach. “It’s
undetermined at this time.”

Ms. Varrow straightened her skirt and slid
her purse from one shoulder to the next. “I see. Liam, I left files
for more potential students on your desk. If you need anything,
please feel free to call me any time. I heard about Dean Taylor.”
She placed one delicate hand on Liam’s chest, and Anna wanted to
smack it like an invading insect.

“It’s okay. That’s why I’m here,” Anna said
coolly. “Cynthia’s my oldest and dearest friend. Liam and I are
helping with their wedding. Oh, we had the most amazing dinner at
the club yesterday, didn’t we?”

“The club? That’s…romantic.” Ms. Varrow’s
hand slipped from his chest.

Anna thought the red tips of the woman’s
hair would ignite and catch her scalp on fire.

“I better go.” The woman stomped through the
outer reception area on her clunky platforms.

Liam turned Anna to face him. “Jealous
much?”

“Me? Jealous? Not possible.”

He snagged her hand, yanked her into his
office then closed the door. He pinned her to the wall. “Really?
Well, then that means you’re just rude.”

He placed his palm on the wall next to her
face and leaned closer, so close she could smell the mint on his
breath.

“No, I just think she needs to learn how to
behave like a professional. Not to mention dress like one.”

“Now you sound snooty,” Liam accused.

“I’m not snooty. I live in the fashion
world, so I can’t help but judge everyone’s attire.” She lowered
her head in shame. “Okay, maybe I am judging and being a little
snooty, but that’s been my entire life for the past few years. I
can’t help it if fashion is important to me. It might sound
superficial to the great Indiana Jones, but it’s who I am.”

“I’m not judging… What? Indiana Jones?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, you know, hot professor
with all the girls drooling over you in class. Don’t tell me no
one’s ever called you that before.”

He chuckled and moved to his desk, allowing
her some space to breathe and her heart to calm. “No, I can’t say
they have.”

Voices sounded in the hall outside. “I
thought most everyone would be gone by now. It’s got to be close to
five.”

“Contrary to popular belief, we don’t work
bank hours around here. Many of us work long hours and then go home
and work some more.” Liam sat in an oversized leather swivel chair
and typed something before the blue light from his computer screen
illuminated the room.

“I know you work long hours, but so do I.
Listen, I do judge, but not because I want to put people down. I
want to lift them up, give them clothes that make them feel good.
Clothes that inspire them to hold their heads high, to do that
extra lap in the gym, to feel like they matter. These women around
here are dressed like they’re trying to be something they’re not.
But that’s not the answer. When I dress celebrities, I don’t try to
make them look twenty years younger, or a size two when they’re
really a six. I dress them in what fits their body type, their
attitude, their skin color, hair color, bone structure. It all
matters.”

Liam stopped typing. “I love your passion
for your job. You always did have a love of fashion. And I’m not
saying you're a bad person.”

Anna sunk into a chair across the desk from
him. “I know it sounds stupid, but fashion comforts me. When my
mother was down all that time, I couldn’t afford new clothes, so
I’d make my own and put pretend labels on them. I started trends in
my school then ended up selling some of the clothes I made. It was
crazy, but every time I saw someone wearing something I made, I
felt…happy. For a while, it was the only joy in my life.”

“That’s the old Anna I knew. You weren’t
into the money or putting people down. You always wanted to design,
and to give back to the people around you.”

“I wish I could help the women who work
here. Some of them are beautiful, but those clothes are all wrong.
Men would take them more seriously if they weren’t showing
everything off all the time. And the ones in pantsuits are trying
to over compensate.” Anna’s head spun with ideas, with
possibilities. For the first time in five years, that spark of
excitement to create glowed bright inside her. “Hey, do you still
have access to Historic Hall?”

“Yeah, sure. Why?”

“I’d like to go there again. I’m not sure
what I hope to find, but I need to see the space again. My mind
can’t stop racing with images of what you mentioned. Then again,
it’s crazy.”

“I thought you said there was no room for
high fashion here in Riverbend,” Liam said.

Anna smiled. “Not runway or Parisian
fashion, but there’s a desperate need for corporate, Riverbend
fashion. I think it’s time to invent a new label for academia
sake.”


Chapter Ten






The cold front finally tapered off, leaving
the evening temperature cool, but once the sun dipped beneath the
horizon the night would be frigid. Liam gathered the bag of bread,
cheese, wine, and a blanket from the trunk of his car and found
Anna already retrieving the key to Historic Hall from under the
brick. The excitement sparkling in her eyes reminded him of the
Anna he once knew, but the way she carried herself with pride and
sophistication intrigued him with new interest. He couldn’t wait to
get to know the Anna in front of him.

“The door sticks, but that’s minor.” She
stepped out of the way and motioned Liam inside.

Crack, crack. Boom. Crack.

“Ow.”

Liam dropped the bag on the single chair in
the room and darted back out the door. Anna stood in front of the
old Historic Hall sign, blood trickling down one of her perfect
fingers. “What happened?”

“I tried to straighten the sign but it bit
back.” She pushed on her finger, forcing more blood to ooze
out.

“Here, let me see that.” Liam cupped her
hands and angled them toward the setting sun and eyed the splinter
protruding from her porcelain white skin. “Hold still.” He managed
to get a hold of the end and pull it out then guided her inside. He
retrieved a napkin from their bag and wrapped it around her
finger.

They stood close, yet she didn’t back away.
Not the way she had earlier. He brushed her hair behind her
shoulder, admiring her long neck and the gleam of the star charm
hanging from the chain around it. “Wait here.”

She held tight to his hand and caught his
gaze. For a moment, she stood unwavering, as if searching for
answers inside of him. The touch of her skin, the beauty of her
emerald eyes, the aroma of her lilac perfume, it all swaddled him
in happiness. A happiness that filled him with warmth and made his
heart beat a little faster.

A horn sounded as a car drove past, breaking
their connection. She released him, so he returned to the front of
the building and retrieved the Historic Hall sign. He set it by the
front window inside and closed the door to the outside world.

“I’m insane, aren’t I?” Anna walked to the
window and looked out onto the street. “My imagination can see
greatness here. It’s like a blank canvas, yet it would be dumb to
open something like this here, in this area. The whole neighborhood
is run down. Who would want to come over here to shop? The old
factory up the street is creepy enough as it is.”

Liam stood behind her, feeling the warmth of
her body, longing to touch her, but he kept his hands at his sides,
not wanting to spook her. “If you wish it, you can make it happen,
remember?”

Her phone buzzed in her purse and he held
his breath, not wanting to lose her to her busy world, but she
ignored it. He let out the breath and rubbed her upper arms. “It
only takes one person to change a neighborhood. It happens in
residential areas all the time. Those up-and-coming neighborhoods
are the one I like to invest in the most. You open up shop here and
I know other merchants will jump at the opportunity to be near
campus. Think about it. The location is excellent. Trust me, I’ve
been playing in real estate for a few years now. And the campus is
growing, too. Perhaps we can find a developer to turn the old
factory into loft apartments. Talk about a prime location
then.”

Anna spun and he found her in his arms. She
stood ridged for a moment, but then relaxed into him. “I’m glad you
haven’t lost your sense of adventure, Indiana.”

“Ha! Don’t go sharing that nickname with
anyone at the university. I’ll never live that down.”

Anna’s chin lowered. “I guess I can try not
to call you that.”

Liam pulled her closer. “Oh, you can call me
that anytime you want. I like it. As long as you’re my next
adventure.”

Anna broke free with a nervous giggle.
“There you go working your charm on me again. I don’t think Rachel
Vine would be too happy.”

“I made that date before I knew I had a
chance with you. She doesn’t really care about me anyway. It was
more of a political game for her. Women tend to date me only to get
into the spotlight enough to be noticed by upper administration. I
take them to an event, they schmooze, and then I move on and so do
they.”

“Sounds sad,” Anna said, her voice soothing
instead of judgmental.

“Honestly, it kept things clean. No one is
hurt that way.”

“But no one moves forward that way either,
not in love anyway. I mean if you believe in the whole HEA thing
and all.”

“HEA?”

Anna picked up an old abandoned book and
held her palm to the cover as if to read it without opening its
pages. “Cynthia. She uses that term often. It means
happily-ever-after.”

“Ah, I see.” Liam took the book from her
hand and set it on the window box at the front. “And do you believe
in HEA’s?”

Her shoulders moved, but she stopped them
before they could raise into a shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve never
seen a real life HEA. Not until Mitchem and Cynthia. I guess she
makes me believe it’s possible.”

Liam grabbed Anna’s hand then retrieved the
bag of food. “Come on. It’s time to start believing again. We both
could use some faith about now.”

Anna didn’t protest, not until they reached
the top step to the second floor. The musty odor, dingy walls, and
peeling wallpaper surprised him. He should have checked the
upstairs before leading her up here. One of the warped floorboards
had a hole big enough that he could see down to the first floor.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay. I guess I need to see what kind
of damage is up here, too. It’s looking more like a tear down than
a gut job.”

Liam guided her around the rotted board.
“Don’t give up on her yet. I have a friend, Dalton. He’s a genius
at restoring old buildings. Let me call him and get his opinion
first.”

Anna nodded, but stopped in her tracks at a
door. The door to her childhood bedroom.

“Do you want to go inside?” Liam asked.

Anna shook her head. “No, not yet.” She
nudged him to continue until they reached the ladder to the
roof.

“Let me crawl up first to make sure it’s
safe.” He swiped the cob webs to the side. A large spider skittered
across the ceiling and he stumbled back on the ladder.

“Problem, Indiana? Oh wait, that was snakes,
not spiders.”

“Hey, all handsome, adventurous professors
have their weakness. Mine just happens to be spiders.”

“Do you want me to go up first?”

“And lose my man card? Not happening.”

Her giggle rose up from below him, making
the obstacle ahead less challenging. She’d always made things
right. With a hard shove, he managed to open the trap door to
reveal a cloudless night sky, full of stars. Perfect.

She handed him the bag and he put it on the
roof then crawled out onto his childhood hangout, slushy snow
crunching under his feet. He took Anna’s arm and helped her through
the hole onto the roof by his side.

“I remember that being easier,” she
said.

He held his hands out to indicate his wide
shoulders. “You? I was half the size I am now.”

“I liked you then, but you’re even better
looking now.” She made her way over the abandoned debris of old
wooden crates and broken outdoor furniture to the edge. “It’s just
how I remembered it, except the street is empty now. The sound of
the factory is gone, and no one's standing below us talking. When
my mom ran Historic Hall, it was always so full of life around
here.”

He joined her at the edge and looked over at
the factory. It was small in comparison to modern ones. “I still
think that would make a perfect loft-style apartment complex.”

“I’m well off, but not sure I’m that well
off.” Anna sighed. “Can we just enjoy this moment and not think
about the past or the future for a few minutes? I left my purse on
the second floor, just so I didn’t have to hear my phone go off.
I’ll deal with the China issue when I get home.”

“Sounds perfect to me.” Liam snagged the bag
and spread out the blanket. When he popped the wine cork, the sound
echoed through the night air.

Anna settled on the blanket at his side and
looked up at the stars. “Do you remember our wishing game?”

“Remember it? I still do it.” He handed her
a plastic cup of Chardonnay then poured one for himself.

“Okay, then you start.”

Liam settled by Anna’s side and looked for
the dimmest star in the sky. “Okay, my first wish is for world
peace.”

Anna smacked his arm. “Lame. Find a brighter
star and make a real wish.”

“I forgot how bossy you can be. Don’t get me
wrong, I like it. No games, just directness. It’s…refreshing. Okay,
that one.” He pointed to the star that twinkled brightest in the
sky. “I wish for Andrew to make a full recovery.”

Anna took a sip of her wine. “You have to
say it all, or it doesn’t count, remember?”

“Okay, okay. In all my wishes, in all my
years, in all my dreams , in all my life, I wish for Andrew to
fully recover and regain the use of his hand. Now you.” Liam took a
sip of his own wine, enjoying the subtle fruit flavors.

Anna raised her glass to the sky. “In all my
wishes, in all my years, in all my dreams, in all my life, I wish
for a future that is full and bright.”

Liam set his glass to the side and snuggled
up next to her, pulling the edge of the blanket around her
shouders. “You were always so much better at this than I was.”

She set her cup aside as well and snuggled
into him. The connection of their skin awakened his heart and body.
He hadn’t realized until that moment how dead he’d been inside.

“I had lots of practice. The month before we
left, I sat up here every night, wishing on all the stars I could
see.” She pointed to a line of stars. “And on that line, Orion’s
belt. I thought if I wished on three at once it might come true. I
wished to return here and raise my own family someday.”

He hugged her to him, holding her arms at
her side so she couldn’t hit him. “It’s not too late. You’re not
that old, you know.”

She squirmed, but he held tight. “And you’re
getting too old to be the playboy of Riverbend. I think it’s time
for you to retire that title to a new graduate.”

A shooting star bolted across the sky.
“Quick! Make a wish.”

Anna slid an arm free and held his cheek,
facing him. “I don’t have to.”

He dared to move closer, to hope she’d
return his affection. His heart pounded with adrenaline and his
breath quickened. No woman ever turned him around or flipped him
upside down like she did. “Anna.”

“Shh.” She gently pressed her lips to the
corner of his mouth. A shiver of excitement vibrated from the top
of his head to his toes. He held onto her for dear life, hoping
she’d never pull away, never leave him again.

“Anna, promise you’ll stay,” he
whispered.

A long silence rent the air with indecision.
He released her and she slid away, only a few inches, but there
might as well have been a valley of broken dreams and wishes
between them.


Chapter Eleven






To Anna’s relief, her inbox was down to
fifty unread emails from a hundred and fifty. She closed her laptop
and took her last sip of morning coffee. She’d put out the fire
with the China factory, another from two celebrities searching for
award ceremony gowns, and a socialite waiting for her gala
gown.

The excitement she once felt from the sales
and sense of accomplishment for her company had faded over the last
several months. Perhaps it was from watching Cynthia with Mitchem,
or spending more time in Riverbend, or her biological clock
ticking.

Her phone rang and Cynthia’s picture
appeared. “Hello?”

“Hi, there. Sorry I couldn’t talk earlier.
Andrew was giving the nurses grief about getting a sponge bath.
Mitchem tried to tell him that someday he’d beg for their
attention, but Andrew was having none of it,” Cynthia said, the
lightness returning to her voice. “I can’t believe how well he’s
doing. If it were me, I’d still be cradling my arm crying.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You’re the toughest girl
I know. I wish I was more like you.” Anna heard the sadness in her
own voice and cleared her throat. “I’m so glad he’s doing well. I
was going to bring over whatever you needed. Just tell me what and
I’m there.”

“You’re sweet, and I'll definitely take you
up on that. I have to get my laptop from my office. Could you swing
by and get it for me and bring it to the house this afternoon?”

“The house?” Anna was shocked Cynthia would
leave Andrew’s side for any reason.

“Yes, Andrew’s being released this evening.
There’s not really any reason he needs to stay since he can recover
at home just the same, and having him at home will reduce his risk
of infection. We’d planned on postponing the wedding, since we
weren’t sure how long it will take him to recover, but the doctor
assures us that he’s doing fantastic. He’ll need to follow-up
tomorrow, though. We’ll be seeing lots of doctors this week, but
Andrew insists that we’re not allowed to cancel the wedding.”

“Listen, I’ll do whatever you need, so don’t
stress about it.”

Cynthia sighed. “You know what’s funny about
all this? I’m not the least bit worried about the wedding. I could
marry Mitchem in front of the clock tower in jeans and still be
happy because after the ceremony, I’ll have my family.”

Anna’s chest tightened. “That’s great.”

“Okay, spill it, girl. What’s up?” Cynthia
asked.

Anna stood and paced her small bedroom,
eyeing all the boxes still stacked in the corner that she hadn’t
unpacked since she moved her non-essentials to her house a few
years ago. Always ready to move again, to find the next adventure.
“I’m afraid I’ve lost my desire for adventure.”

“You?” Cynthia laughed. “I think you’re
scared of the next adventure for the first time in your life, so
you’re avoiding it. You want to stay here with Liam. I know you do.
Did you tell him how you felt?”

Anna grasped her star charm, around her neck
every day since the day she dug it out of her jewelry box. “I told
him I wanted to try, but then I couldn’t commit. I mean, how do I
stay here when I’ve worked so hard to build a fashion business?
What am I supposed to do? Give that all up to open some small shop
in Riverbend? Don’t get me wrong, I love the people here, but will
I be happy?”

“Or will you run away at the first sign of
trouble? Anna, you’re not your mother.”

Anna collapsed on the edge of her bed.
“Aren’t I? Haven’t I been running all this time, just like she did?
Honestly, I’m not even sure why she left Riverbend. I have flashes
of memories, but I still don’t know. I tried to ask, but she made
an excuse and hung up on me.”

Cynthia covered the phone and mumbled
something on the other end.

“Hey, don’t worry about it. You don’t have
time for my drama. You need to go concentrate on that new family of
yours.”

“I always have time for you,” Cynthia
scolded. “Now, you listen to me. You need to face the truth. Figure
out how to do that, or you’ll never move forward in your life. I’ve
watched you hover in this holding pattern for far too long. Ask
yourself why you keep returning to Riverbend. Is it because you
have unfinished business here? Because you want to know the truth
about why you left? Or is it because you still love Liam? When you
figure that out, you’ll know what to do. And, hon? It’s time to
figure it out.”

Anna didn’t know what to say. Did she really
just want to know why her mother left? Was that what had been
eating her up all these years? Or was it her love for Liam? “I
don’t know how, but I know you’re right. I think I’m going to
return to Historic Hall. It’s the only place I’ll find my
answers.”

“Good. Go. And fill me in after.”

Anna nodded then smiled, realizing Cynthia
couldn’t see her. “I’ll fill you in when I bring your laptop to
you. And Cynthia?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for being such an amazing friend.
You’ve always been there for me.”

“You’re welcome. And you do the same for me,
you know.”

She hung up the phone then dialed her mother
on the way to her car, knowing she wouldn’t answer, but still Anna
had to try. By the time she reached Historic Hall, her mother
returned her call.

“Hi, honey. You headed out to China
yet?”

“No, Mom. I’m staying in Riverbend for
Cynthia’s wedding, remember?”

There was a pause, that moment when she knew
her mother debated about changing the subject or hanging up. “Oh,
yes. How is Mitchem’s son?”

“He’s doing well. We don’t know if he’ll be
able to play the violin again, but the doctor is hopeful.”

“That’s great, honey. Where are you headed
now? I can hear the car in the background.”

“I'm headed to Historic Hall.”

Silence.

“Mom?”

Silence.

“Tell me what happened. Tell me why we
left,” Anna pleaded.

“You need to listen to me,” her mother
finally answered, her voice barely above a whisper. “You need to
stay away from there. Stay away from Liam. Stay away from his
uncle, and most of all, get out of Riverbend.”

The phone went dead. Anna wanted to reach
through the phone and shake her mother until she told her the
truth, but all that would do was send her mother into a comatose
state again. Anna had lived it for so long, she had no desire to
revisit it. She loved her mother, and she knew her mother had
tried, but something dark remained inside her mother after they
left Riverbend.

Anna pulled into a parking space out front
of the crumbling building and marched into her former home. There
had to be something, anything, to explain what happened. Of course,
if Cathy West didn’t know, who would?

Anna climbed the stairs to her old bedroom.
She’d been reluctant to open the door the night before, but now she
turned the knob and pushed it open without a second thought. Some
of her furniture still remained. The upstairs looked different than
it had last night, the gray light of morning revealing that it
hadn’t really been altered at all. A small field mouse scurried
across the room and disappeared through a hole. This place really
did need to be torn down. No imagination, dreams, or wishes could
build this place back up to its former glory.

She abandoned her old room and found her way
to her mother’s. It looked like the day they’d moved, untouched.
They had only packed up what they could carry that night, leaving
everything else behind like they were fleeing the police.

With a tentative step, she entered and stood
in the center of the room. “Mom, what are you hiding? What has
haunted you all these years?”

A scratching in the ceiling made her skin
crawl, but she didn’t run, not from the critters and not from the
truth. Pacing the floor, she looked under the old bed, but found
only packing paper and some dead bugs.

With a deep breath for courage, she opened
the closet door and jumped back, expecting some maniac or mutant
bug to fly out.

Nothing.

“This is crazy,” she mumbled under her
breath. What did I expect to find? A diary confessing the past? A
newspaper with some major headline? “This is stupid.” She kicked
the closet door shut.

Thump!

She jumped and skidded toward the fireplace.
Ash plumbed. Coughing and blinking back tears, she waved the cloud
of ash away and spotted a piece of plaster beneath the grate
amongst some half-burned chunks of wood and something
else…papers.

Still waving the dust from her eyes with one
hand, she knelt and pushed the chunks of wood away, uncovering the
chard papers.

Her mother must have burned them the night
they left. She remembered the tears in her mother’s eyes and the
smell of burned paper. When she asked what was going on, her mother
only ushered her from the room.

Anna pulled them carefully from their tomb
and took them to the center of the room where the light was better.
Pealing them apart, she recognized her mother’s handwriting. Most
of the ink was smeared, but she made out a few words.

Love.

Protect.

Keep children apart.

A surge of electricity shot through her body
as fear bubbled to the surface. What did it mean? Her and Liam? Why
keep them apart? What or who needed protecting?


Chapter Twelve






After two meetings and a student interview,
Liam finally managed to call Dalton. “Hey, man. I only have a few
moments. Can you do me a favor? Can you run by Historic Hall and
let me know if the building can be restored?”

“That old building? Ah, this is about Anna
Baker, isn’t it?” Dalton asked.

“Yes, but don’t say anything to her yet.
She's still on the fence about what to do, and I just want to give
her all the facts first.”

Dalton laughed. “You’ve got it bad, man. You
mean you want to paint a perfect picture of what can be here for
her in this town. No worries. I’ll take a look, but I’m not making
any promises. That entire street’s been abandoned for years.”

Liam sat at his desk and rubbed his
forehead. “I know. That’s why I want the best on this.”

“You got it, man. I’m actually headed into
town soon, so I’ll swing by to take a look.”

“Great. I can’t get away at the moment since
I’m covering for Mitchem and Cynthia right now, but the key's under
the brick next to the front door.”

“Gotcha. Catch ya later.” Dalton hung up and
Liam hoped his buddy would have some good news for him soon. Hoped
Anna could see the possibilities.

His phone buzzed with a reminder of his next
appointment. This was going to be a long day. He made his way to
the president’s conference room to sit in on the university
planning meeting for Mitchem. Liam never liked these kind of
meetings, but Mitchem liked them even less, so he could fill in for
once.

He passed by Rachel Vine on the way, who
shot him a sideways glance. It bothered him that she was still
unhappy with him. He never meant to hurt her. “Rachel, would you
like to join me in the university planning meeting? I’m on my way
there now. And since you work in the health science’s department,
you’re a better person for the job than I am. I won’t be able to
stay for the entire meeting, so you’d be helping me out. I’ll
introduce you to the president while we’re there.”

Her face lit up like downtown Riverbend on
New Year’s Eve.

“Of course, I’m happy to help.” She
about-faced and snagged his arm. “I’ll walk with you.”

Relieved her mood had brightened so easily,
Liam still knew he had to make things plain. Rachel wasn’t a bad
person. She liked him. Of course, she’d liked Mitchem until Cynthia
won him over. Deep down, Liam knew she cared more about her job
than either of them. “I appreciate it. I need to get through my own
work, so I can meet with Anna this evening. We have some wedding
stuff to take care of for Mitchem and Cynthia since Andrew is still
healing.”

Her hand slipped from his arm and she
straightened her skirt as they boarded the elevator. “I see. Well,
again, I’m happy to help.”

“Great.”

“Can I ask you something, though?” Rachel
asked, turning to face him.

“Sure.” Liam pushed the button for the main
floor, willing her question to be an easy one.

“Have you loved Anna your entire life like
people say? Is she really the one that got away?”

So much for easy.

He sighed. “I wouldn’t listen to university
gossip.”

Rachel crossed her arms over her chest.
“Please. It’s not gossip. It’s obvious that you’re completely in
love with her. I just wanted to tell you that it’s her loss if she
can’t accept you. If her fancy career means more to her than you
do, then you deserve better.”

Liam thought about challenging Rachel’s
statement. Pointing out to her that she wasn’t one to talk since
she’d throw him to the side quick herself if it meant a promotion.
But he decided a smile and a nod of affirmation was the more
appropriate way to go. Women didn’t like to be contradicted, and
they liked their faults pointed out even less.

They crossed the lawn to the administration
building and rode the elevator up to the third level where the main
conference room was located. “Hi, everyone," he announced as he
walked through the door. "Sorry I’m late.”

“No worries.” Dean Jennings stood and
offered her hand. “Dr. Taylor’s secretary called to let us know
you’d be covering for him over the next few days.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m afraid I’m unable to stay
for the entire meeting due to student interviews lined up
back-to-back all afternoon. Most of the students are from out of
town, so I would rather not reschedule.”

“Understood.”

Liam stood to the side. “This is Ms. Vine.
She’ll be staying for the remainder of the meeting for us. She
works in Dr. Taylor’s department and will report her notes back to
his secretary.”

“Great. Nice to have you with us, Ms.
Vine.”

Rachel switched her professional side into
high gear and shook Dean Jennings's hand. When she bent over to
take her seat, Liam noticed what Anna had spoken of last time she
was there, and so apparently did the dean. The dean averted her
gaze with a disapproving pursed lip. “Please, let’s all have a
seat, President Williams and Provost Montreaux will be joining us
shortly.”

They all sat around the long wooden table,
chairs squealed and rotated as people settled in for the meeting.
Dean Jennings remained standing. “As most of you know, we’ve been
looking at expanding our university due to the increased rate of
commuter students, as well as the demand of our entering freshman
class. Although, we still plan to retain our private school feel
with public school tuition pricing, we do want to think long-term.
The board of trustees decided we would open up our university to an
additional number of students. With this decision, we will require
more space for classes, dorms, and service buildings. We’re also
working on plans for a new recreation center to appeal to the
entering freshmen.”

Rachel leaned forward in her chair. “I think
this is a fabulous idea. It’ll also generate more employment
opportunities.”

Dean Jennings glanced at her with an
approving gaze. “Yes, that's our hope.”

Liam nodded his agreement with the others.
“From what I understand, there’s little land available on campus.
Did the university buy additional property?”

Dean Jennings rested her hands on the table.
“At the moment, we’re still looking at several possibilities. One
option is the lot adjacent to the east section of our property.
It’s owned by an elderly woman who’s consulting with her children
and grandchildren about a possible sale. Then there’s the idea of
opening up a remote campus on the other side of the river. It would
be designed to house the freshman dorms, a rec center and several
office buildings. A shuttle would transport them to and from
classes. The last option is to tear down the industrial district on
the west end of the property. We’ve reached out to a local realtor
who’s tracking down the various property owners.”

Liam clasped the arms of his chair. “You
know, that old factory would make some amazing loft-style
apartments. What if you housed freshman students in the older
dormitories and offered the lofts for the honor-level
upperclassmen?”

“Have you been near the property lately?
It’s a dump,” Professor Rodman said from the end of the table.

Liam held up one hand. “I know it looks run
down, but there’s so much town history on that one block.”

Professor Rodman laughed. “History or
hazards? There isn’t anything amazing about those firetraps.
They’re just abandoned storefronts and an old factory. It’s even
served as a soup kitchen and shelter for the homeless. Is that the
kind of image we want for our university? I don't think so."

“This town is full of old buildings that
have been revitalized," Liam argued. "That factory is perfect for
housing, and it’s within walking distance to the main campus, so
there won’t be a need for an extra expense of a shuttle.”

“You know, Professor Harrow has a point.
Between the three properties, I do believe that abandoned factory
is a perfect spot to expand the university.”

Liam relaxed into his chair. “I’m glad you
see it that way. I believe turning that factory into—”

“You misunderstand me, Professor Harrow. I’d
originally hoped that we would be able to secure the property
across the river, but now I see your point. No shuttle would be
needed, not to mention the property is already level.”

“Yes, that’s right.” Liam interjected,
trying to show his support while fighting the urge to order them
not to tear anything down.

“We won’t have to jump through zoning hoops
or pay more for rehabbing. It’ll be less expensive to just level
the property and rebuild,” Dean Jennings said. Her words bulldozed
all hope of keeping Anna in Riverbend. She’d take this as a sign,
or an excuse, to run from what she could have here.

Liam searched for an argument, something to
stop the destruction of the industrial district. “It’ll be pricey
to secure multiple properties. Your initial plan for across the
river might be easier and less expensive for the university. And
perhaps the land to the east can be sold for less since it isn’t
zoned as business property.”

“Are you playing devil's advocate here?”
Dean Jennings crossed her arms and stood tall. “Rezoning is
complicated, so the industrial district will provide less headaches
for building. Didn’t your uncle used to own some properties in the
industrial district?”

Liam swallowed hard. “Yes, he did.”

“I see. Well, maybe you can help track down
who owns them now. The realtor hasn’t gotten back to us on Historic
Hall or the old barber shop. The factory is an easy sale. The owner
has been trying to offload it for years. The other storefronts are
owned by the bank, so that only leaves Historic Hall and the barber
shop. You think you can talk to your uncle?”

Liam fisted his hands under the table,
trying to hold onto the last line to Anna. When she found out that
the hall would be torn down, she’d leave Riverbend. Forever this
time.












Chapter Thirteen






Anna eyed the charred, yellowed letters
resting on top of her briefcase on the front seat. What did it
mean? She hit send for the twentieth time, but her mother still
refused to answer. It was up to Liam now. He would have to get some
answers from his uncle. She carefully lifted the letters and put
them inside her purse before opening her car door.

Several students hung out around a bench at
the front of the lawn. A girl slung an oversized backpack over her
shoulder. “You think you did well?” she asked the young man beside
her.

Anna dropped her cell phone into her tote
bag, and rummaged for her Chapstick.

“Yep, it’s time to celebrate. Let’s head to
the river,” he said, his voice dripping with sensual meaning. Anna
wanted to tell the girl to run, that he was a player and everyone
knew what going to the river meant.

The young girl, not much over eighteen,
giggled. “Um, it’s too cold to go to the river today.”

Anna found the cherry colored tube and
uncapped it, smearing some soothing relief to her chapped lips.

He bumped her side. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep
you warm.”

She cleared her throat. “Sure, but I need to
snag my brother first. He’ll want to go, too.”

The young man shifted between feet. “I
forgot I have one more exam to cram for. I’ll catch ya Monday in
class.”

Good girl. Anna wanted to go pat her on the
back, but she kept walking to the front of the College of Arts,
Social and Health Sciences building and to Liam’s office on the
Arts and Social Sciences floor.

He wasn’t at his desk, so she sat in the
leather chair and waited, enjoying the rich leather and musky
cologne smells. Eyeing her phone, she willed her mother to return
her call, even though she knew it wouldn’t happen. People walked
by, but no one entered. She sat in the office for over forty
minutes before she heard his voice down the hall.

“Was that the last interview today?” Liam
asked.

“Yes, sir. You have three more tomorrow, and
then a team meeting to determine who will be accepted.”

Liam entered the office, but didn’t seem to
notice her. “Okay, I need to get a few things done then I’m heading
out to check on my godson. Can you call Dr. Taylor’s secretary and
coordinate coverage for tomorrow for me? After that, his schedule
should be cleared until after the wedding.”

“I’ll take care of it now.” The woman’s
voice faded down the hall and Anna stood with letters in hand and a
lump in her throat.

“Liam,” she called out.

He spun around with wide eyes. “Hi. What are
you doing here?”

She backed away at his abruptness and held
the letters close to her chest. “I’m sorry. I should’ve called.
It’s just that I was so surprised and I thought you’d want to
know.”

He shook his head and rounded the desk with
his arms open. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day and I’m just
surprised to see you.” His arms wrapped around her in that
comforting way that always made the world better. “I’m glad you’re
here. I missed you today.”

Anna instantly felt all gushy inside. “I
missed you, too.”

Liam kissed her forehead. “Hey, why don’t we
go and get a bite to eat and then stop off to visit Andrew?” He
snagged his briefcase and took her by the hand.

“Wait. I need to get Cynthia’s laptop for
her, but first I need to show you something.” She spread the
fragile pages out on his desk. “I found these in the fireplace in
my mother’s old bedroom. I remembered my mom burning something
before we left that night. Look at them. Can you make out the
words?”

He stood over his desk and eyed the papers.
“I’m not sure what this means.”

Anna propped one hip on the edge of the
desk. “Me either, but something happened. It says love, leave, and
keep children apart. What do you remember about when we left?”

Liam rubbed his chin. “Not much, just that
my uncle was sad and turned cold after that night. When you guys
first moved to Riverbend a few years prior, I remember he’d been
excited about some old friend moving into town. He encouraged me to
meet you, but in the end, he grounded me and kept me home for every
little thing.”

“He wanted to keep you from me as much as my
mother wanted me away from you, but why?”

Liam shook his head. “I guess you need to
ask your mother.”

“I tried. She won’t take my calls. Liam, you
need to talk to your uncle.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t,
Anna.”

“Why not? Don’t you want to know?”

He fell into his large leather chair. “Of
course, but it isn’t that easy. I haven’t spoken to my uncle in
years. I don’t even know where he is right now. He up and left
while I was in college with little more than a phone number. I’ve
never called him since he didn’t leave on good terms.” Liam rested
his head in his hands, his shoulders slumped.

Her chest tightened at the sight of him
looking so defeated, so she rounded the desk and ran her nails up
and down the back of his neck. “Why didn’t you tell me what
happened?”

He lowered his hands to his lap. “It wasn’t
good. He accused me of wasting my life and I told him off,
something about how at least I wasn’t a cranky old man who had
nothing to show for his life. I didn’t mean it, but the words just
kind of came out. He’d been angry and obtuse for so long. I tried
to come home for Christmas break, and he turned me away. I told him
he didn’t have to raise me anymore, that I could take care of
myself. He was finally off the hook. He told me it was about time,
that he was tired of being stuck raising his useless nephew.”

Her stomach rolled. “I’m so sorry. I can’t
imagine. It sounds like we both struggled during those years. I
wish we would’ve at least had each other.”

Liam stood and rounded the desk. His gaze
traveled over her face and rested on her lips. The emotion in his
eyes, the way his breath hitched, she knew how much he’d longed for
them to be together.

“Professor Harrow? Ms. Vine called," a
woman's voice announced through the intercom Anna assumed was his
secretary. "She’s on her way from the board meeting to discuss
the—”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Beetle. Please tell her I
couldn’t wait. Let’s go, Anna.” He snatched his briefcase, sending
papers in all directions and grabbed her hand. She had to run to
keep pace with him all the way to Cynthia’s office.

“Why are you in such a hurry?” She
asked.

Cynthia’s laptop rested on the top of her
perfectly organized desk. Anna retrieved it, placed it in her tote,
and followed Liam’s fast pace to the elevators. “Problems in
paradise?” she teased, but he didn’t respond.

Instead, he smashed the down arrow for the
elevator several times.

“Oookay. I’ll take that as a hint.”

Liam rubbed his temples. “I’m sorry. I don’t
mean to be short. It’s been a tough day, and I’m worried about
Andrew, and you.”

Her heart melted her determination to poke
fun at him and she slid her arms around his waist, resting her head
to his chest. “I’m sorry, Liam. I wish I could tell you that I know
what I want, but even if I could, I can’t promise it will turn out
that way. I need to know what happened. I need to understand if I'm
going to open my heart again. I’ve trained myself to keep it closed
for so long. I’ll always be your friend, though. I want to make you
happy.”

The door dinged and they stepped inside. He
squeezed her tight, holding her to him. “I’d follow you to the ends
of the earth, Anna. I love Riverbend, and I think you do, too, but
I’d go with you. All you have to do is ask.”

The doors slid closed, but the elevator
didn’t move. Her pulse raced and she struggled to find the words to
sooth his anguish without lying. “Liam, your life is here.”

He moved from her and hit the button for the
first floor. They rode in silence until the doors opened. He paused
on the threshold, his eyes down cast. “I understand.”

Anna followed him down the path toward the
fork between parking lots. “I’m over there.”

In true Liam fashion, his smile returned but
she saw past his façade. She’d wounded him, deeply. “I thought you
could ride with me. The university is on my way home, so it’ll be
easy to drop you off after we visit Andrew.

“I’m good with that. It’ll give us time to
talk in the car.” Anna followed him to the other lot. Liam opened
the door with his normal gentlemanly composure, but this time his
smile slipped.

She fiddled with the vents for the heater,
trying to muster some courage, while he backed out of the parking
space. “Liam, I—”

“All this makes no sense. When my uncle told
me about you and your mother arriving in Riverbend, he was
ecstatic, like a little kid on his first trip to Disney World. I’d
never seen him like that before. When you lived here, we went on
picnics and ice skating and to movies. It was as if we were a
family.”

“You don’t think we’re related somehow, do
you?” Anna blurted, the thought too impossible to face.

He chuckled, a loud stress-relieving laugh
that filled the car. “No. I know for a fact I have no siblings. My
parents died when I was seven. My uncle never married and I don’t
think he would’ve encouraged our dating if that were the case.”

Anna let go of her death grip on her purse.
“Whew. That’s good news. I’m not the Jerry Springer type.”

Liam turned west away from campus, instead
of toward the river.

“Where are we going?” Anna asked.

“To find answers. I know that’s the only way
you’ll ever let go of the past and face your future.”

He knew, somehow he always knew what she was
thinking. Even when they were kids. “Do you remember when I planned
to run away?”

“Do I? I had to chase you for five blocks.”
Liam maneuvered around the round-a-bout, leaving university
property, then headed down toward the industrial park.

“You were always so observant,” Anna said.
“Did you ever notice anything about your uncle’s behavior those
last few weeks before we left?”

“No, but I’m afraid my uncle was right about
one thing. When you were around, I couldn’t focus on anything
else.”

Her chest heated at his confession. “My
mother said the same thing about me.” She reached out and took his
hand, holding it in the hope of soothing his pain. “I know your
uncle adored you. Something happened that caused my mother and your
uncle to change.” She held up the sheets of charred paper. “I think
this confirms my suspicions, but all it does is show that something
happened, but no evidence of what. Liam, what if something terrible
happened? And there was that conversation I overheard the night
before we left. You don’t think there was an accident or something
they covered up?”

Liam turned the wheel with one hand and
guided them into a parking space in front of Historic Hall. “My
uncle involved in a cover up? Mr. By-the-Book? Doubt it.”

Anna eyed the storefront. “Then what
happened?”

Liam didn’t say a word. He just opened his
door then walked around to open Anna’s. “Let’s go see if we can
figure anything else out.”

After retrieving the hidden key, they walked
into the large open storefront as if looking at every speck of dirt
under a magnifying glass.

She stepped on boards and studied walls,
looking for a trap door into another world, a world with answers.
She picked up the receiver of a long-ago disconnected old yellow
corded phone. “Geesh, this is ancient.” Her mind slipped back, as
if her touch connected with her previous life. The phone slipped
from her fingers and hit the floor.

Liam raced to her side. “What is it?”

“Earlier, I remembered my mom burning those
letters in her fireplace. That’s how I found them. I remembered
more now. The phone. My mother took a call. I only heard muffled
conversations, but I remember sitting at the top of the stairs and
trying to listen in on what she said. I was so desperate. She’d
said we were leaving in a week? Remember that?”

“Yes, of course.” Liam rubbed her back in
small circles, soothing her. “But then you were gone.”

“Yes, that night we left. She took a phone
call and I heard her say something like I know what you did, and,
You’re a murderer.”

“Who was she speaking to?”

Anna shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I
think it was your uncle. That’s the only person she ever really
spoke to on the phone. For some reason, she remained alone most of
her life. Now that I think about it, it was strange how she never
had any friends.” Anna clutched his forearms to hold herself up on
her trembling knees. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we shouldn’t look
any further. If only my mother would tell me the truth. Perhaps if
I confront her with this news, she’ll finally tell me what
happened. Or maybe you can track down your uncle.”

The way his eyebrows knotted and his lips
pressed together told her Liam had no desire to ever speak to his
uncle again. “I don’t know where to find him. And with all this new
information, I’m not sorry I told him I never wanted to see him
again. He wanted to control my inheritance as a way to keep me in
line. The moment I could stand on my own two feet, I knew I needed
my own life.”

Anna stroked his cheek, feeling the light
stubble on his firm jaw line. “I understand. I guess that leaves my
mother and this place.”

Liam stepped away from her for the first
time. Ever. His pulling away from her was like a vice grip on her
heart. Then he faced her with the most intense gaze she’d ever seen
on him. Tears pooled at the corner of her eyes at the thought of
losing him, but she wasn’t being fair. She knew that. He deserved
better. His face softened and he lifted a hand toward her.

She swiped the tears from her eyes. “The
dust is getting to me. Let’s get some air.” The boards creaked
under her feet as she stomped up the stairs to the second floor.
The cold rungs of the ladder to the roof were slick, but she
managed to wedge herself against the wall and shove the trap door
open then climbed up onto the roof. After a few breaths of fresh
air, she was able to compose herself. To stay focused on the truth
and not on her feelings. To face reality and not run away, like her
mother did. To finally either accept or free them both from this
hold they had on one another.

After another long breath, she turned to
find Liam only a step behind her. He swooped her into his arms, his
lips pressing to hers. The world tilted like the Leaning Tower of
Pisa, then rocketed toward the sky at the speed of light, swishing,
turning, careening out of control. Floating, weightless in the
blissful air of a dream. No reality. Just Liam. Liam kissing
her.


Chapter Fourteen






The chilly winter air heated around Liam.
He’d waited for days, months, years to have Anna in his life again.
He swore patience and understanding, but he failed. Failed to
control his desire. But how could something wrong bring such joy to
his life?

He held tight and she responded with passion
and love. The world faded away and all he heard was the thrashing
of his heart, and the feel of hers against his chest. If only he
could indulge for a lifetime, but if he wanted to ensure she
wouldn’t be gone tomorrow, he had to let her go.

He broke their kiss, despite every neuron in
his body firing its complaint. Her eyes blazed, her face flushed,
her beauty surpassing any Renaissance painting he’d ever admired or
taught about. She was and always would be perfection.

They stood panting in one another’s arms.
Anna tilted her head to one side. “What’s wrong? I thought…” She
moved from him to the edge of the roof.

He quickly moved behind her and wrapped his
arms around her middle, clutching his hands in front to lock her to
him. “You thought right. I’m sorry. You just took my breath and
words away. That was amazing.”

“I thought so, too.” Anna rested her head
back on his shoulder. “Look toward the river. On a clear day, you
can see it from here. It’s beautiful. I remember how we used to
sneak out there. I’d pick wildflowers and bring them home to
Mother.”

“It's beautiful up here. I hope someday this
area will be restored.” He braced himself at the thought. He needed
to tell her to enjoy the view now since it would be gone soon.

She twisted away and with a playful grin
winked. “Follow me.”

With a half-skip, she raced back to the
trapdoor and down the ladder. He stole one more look at the river
and the roof where they’d spent so much time. Where they’d had
their first kiss, and possibly their last.

He shuffled down the ladder and found Anna
on the first floor, spinning around in front of the large display
windows. “I think you’re right. This could be amazing. Imagine
samples along this wall.” She twirled the other direction. Since
when did Anna twirl? “Over here I’ll have rows of accessories, and
back here I’ll have fabric in a spectrum of colors. And you’re
right. This would make an excellent space for a platform.” She
smiled, a smile full of life and happiness.

“Anna, I need to tell you something.”

A car honked outside and he hurried to the
windows to find Dalton’s car. With everything going on, he’d
forgotten about asking him to check out the place for
renovations.

“Who’s that?” Anna asked, peering out the
window.

“That’s Dalton.”

“Your restoration guy?” Anna flung herself
into his arms and planted a kiss on his cheek. “You’re amazing,
Liam Harrow. How did I survive all these years without you? I mean,
I’m still not sure how I’ll continue my company while I set up shop
here, but I’ve always been a workaholic.”

The front door swung open and Dalton offered
his hand. “Hey, man. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

Liam took his hand. “I didn’t know the
timing. It’s been a crazy day. We actually need to head out and
grab some food so we can take it to Mitch, Cynthia and Andrew.”

“Okay, I’ll just take a quick look and give
you an idea.” Dalton flipped open a notebook and walked on by
before Liam could stop him. He didn’t want to waste his time, but
there was really no harm in hearing what he had to say. Maybe he
could take it back to the board.

Anna followed Dalton around the storefront
like a little, lost orphan. “Oh, and there's an upstairs with two
bedrooms and a bath this way.”

Liam followed them both up to the second
floor and stood by, watching Dalton look in the attic, kick walls
and peel back boards with water damage. After an investigation of
some pipes in the bathroom, he headed to the crawl space under the
building. Anna stood nearby, biting her bottom lip. What had he
done? He’d talked her into this idea and now he’d have to tell her
it was gone. Certainly they could find another space to open, but
he knew deep inside she loved this place. She’d said it was the
last place she ever felt happy.

“Okay, well, I got a good look around,”
Dalton announced as he crawled back out from under the building.
“Of course, with old buildings you could always have some
unexpected things come up. The pipes are copper so they should be
solid, as long as you don’t want to reroute anything or move stuff
around. The kitchen's a gut job, of course, and I’m suspecting you
need all new wiring. As far as the foundation goes, it looks solid.
I did see some updates had been done to it. It appears some
asbestos was removed at some point, so that’s good. So overall,
it’s mostly superficial work, minus the wiring. Costs can range,
though, depending on the amount of restoration and what kind of
rebuild you’re hoping for on the plasterwork, tiles, hardwood,
etcetera.”

Anna clapped her hands together. “That’s
great news. Can you write up an estimate on what it would cost to
repair this old place, keeping as much of the original charm as
possible?”

Liam opened his mouth to stop this, but
Dalton cut him off.

“Sure. I’ll have something for you
tomorrow.” Dalton headed for the door. “I’ll let you two get over
to Mitch’s. Send Sara’s and my respects. Hopefully we’ll see all of
you at the wedding. There is still a wedding, right?”

“Yes, they are still planning on going
through with it. Honestly, after their first wedding being flooded,
I’m not sure they can take another set back. Liam and I are on it,
though. We’ll make sure this wedding happens,” Anna said, her voice
almost bubbling with excitement.

“That’s great of you, two Okay, I’m off.”
Dalton tipped his cap at them both.

“Thanks so much.” Anna walked him to the
door. Liam needed to talk to her and tell her the truth. Then he’d
call Dalton and explain what happened before he worked on an
estimate.

Anna closed the door and rested her head
against the glass.

Liam took in a deep breath and prepared
himself for the disappointment he knew he would cause her with his
next words.

“I’ll stay,” she whispered, her voice
vibrating.

Air shot from his lungs as if someone had
sucker-punched him. Liam spun her around and clutched her face.
“What did you say?”

“I’m going to buy this place and try to fix
it up while we figure things out. I can’t keep one foot away and
the other in Riverbend. It’s time for me to claim what I want.
That’ll take the pressure off us both and allow us time to get to
know each other again. To know who we are now and stop holding onto
our childhood memories and fantasies.”

Liam gulped down the rise of stinging truth.
He had to tell her that this place would be gone. That if the
university wanted it, she couldn’t afford to battle with them over
it.

He raked his hand through his hair. How
could this have happened? Everything he’d ever wanted, Anna, a life
in Riverbend with her by his side, would vanish in the night once
again.

“What is it? Do you not want me to stay?”
Anna straightened to her modelesque pose.

“No. I mean, yes, I want you to stay more
than anything,” Liam confessed, his inner voice screaming for him
to tell the truth. She’d been lied to enough. But when her lips
pressed to his, the words vanished.


Chapter Fifteen






“You can’t cancel the wedding!” Andrew said,
his voice raising in a prepubescent squawk.

Anna lowered into an armchair across from
Cynthia and Andrew, careful not to spill the warm cup of tea in her
hands. “I agree with Andrew. There’s no reason for you to cancel.
I’m going to pick up your dress in the morning then I’ll meet you
at the tea shop for your bridal shower after you’re done at
Andrew’s appointment.”

Cynthia placed a protective hand on Andrew’s
head. “I’m not leaving Andy tomorrow.”

“Yes, you are.” Mitchem entered the room,
his normal put-together look replaced by dark circles around his
eyes and a rumpled shirt. “I’ll be here with him all day.”

“I know, but I don’t want to leave. Not
right now.”

“Wait.” Andrew held up his good hand. “I
don’t want a smother mother.”

“A what?” Cynthia drew back, her eyebrows
raised.

Liam held a knuckle to his mouth to stifle
his laughter, and Anna turned her head away to hide her own
smile.

“You always push me to work hard and do
better, to be my own person. That’s part of the reason I wanted you
as my mother so bad. That and you make Dad happy. I got hurt, but
now I’m going to get better. Please don’t cancel the wedding, not
because I did something wrong.” Tears pooled in the edge of his
eyes.

Anna wanted to reach out and hug him.
Perhaps she did have some dormant maternal instincts.

Cynthia took his good hand in hers. “What
are you talking about?”

Andrew bowed his head, his shoulders rising
and falling twice. “I went in the old barn ’cause of a dare. I knew
it wasn’t safe, but I couldn’t let Bully Billy embarrass me in
front of Kenzie and the entire school. I didn’t have a choice.” He
took a stuttered breath. “The roof collapsed because I had to pull
a board from the frame.” His chin touched his chest.

“Andy,” Cynthia gasped.

Mitchem rounded the couch and crossed his
arms over his chest. “Why would you do that? We’ve spoken about
good choices and how you never do things you know are wrong just to
look like a big shot.”

Liam clutched his coffee mug with one hand
and held up the other. “I think Andrew feels bad enough about what
happened. You’ve learned your lesson, right?”

Andrew nodded with a sniffle. “Yeah.”

Cynthia cradled him to her side. “I think
Liam’s right. He’s definitely learned his lesson.”

The weight of that comment filled the room
and Mitchem sat on the coffee table, placing both his hands on
Andrew’s knees. “I agree. You won’t be punished this time. I think
you’ve been punished enough.”

Andrew sniffled and Anna took a sip of her
tea, the warm cinnamon and spice soothing her nerves.

Andrew sat up and wiped his nose with his
sleeve. “You see, you have to go to the bridal shower and get
married. If not, it’ll be all my fault.”

“Oh, hon. Don’t think that,” Cynthia said in
a soothing tone.

Liam cleared his throat. “I think we’ve got
some planning to do if we’re gonna have some guys over tomorrow.
Right, junior best man?”

Andrew shifted to face Liam and high-fived
him. “Yes, sir.”

Mitchem stood. “Okay, then it’s settled. Now
let’s get you up to bed. I’ll even let you watch a movie while you
rest.”

Mitchem kissed Cynthia on the forehead, and
Anna could almost feel the love he had for her. He’d come such a
long way opening his heart after his wife died. It was a miracle to
watch them together now. “You stay and chat with Anna, Liam and I
will take Andrew upstairs.”

“Will you come read our book later?” Andrew
asked.

“Of course, we are on the most exciting
part. I wouldn’t miss it for anything.” Cynthia smiled, a motherly
smile. She’d mastered the art of parenthood quickly. It seemed
wrong she couldn’t have children of her own, but God knew what he
was doing bringing them together.

Liam didn’t look at Anna, he hadn’t looked
at her since they left Historic Hall. She waited for them to climb
the stairs then joined Cynthia on the couch. “How are you holding
up?”

Cynthia relaxed back into the couch. “I’m
much better, thank you for everything. Listen, how did it go with
Liam?”

“This week is about you—”

“No, please. I want to talk about anything
but me right now. I’m too nervous to talk about the wedding, and
I’m too tired to talk about Andrew. I long for a distraction. Now,
tell me how things are between you. Did you make any decisions? Did
you talk to your mother?”

Anna took another sip of tea as if it
contained liquid courage then set it on a nearby coaster. “Yes and
yes.”

Cynthia shifted so she faced Anna. “Tell me
what happened.”

Anna fisted and unfisted her hands as if
trying to grasp the truth of it all. “My mother was a dead
end.”

“Not a surprise there.” Cynthia said.

“No, sure wasn’t, which means I’m no closer
to finding out what really happened. Why we left secretly in the
night. When I think back, we came to Riverbend just as abruptly. We
only lived here for four years, yet it has always been my home.
That’s why I decided you were right. I’m tired of running and I
never want to be like my mother, alone and unhappy. Life is too
short to wallow or to hold onto the past. I believe Liam. I found
letters in my mother’s room and remembered how she behaved before
we left that night, I knew she was the one who hadn’t been honest
with me all these years. It’s time for me to trust Liam. I believe
in him, and he believes in me.”

“That’s amazing. I know how difficult that
is for you. It’s easy to say, but do you truly believe you can let
your wall down? It’s been built with Italian Marble, Spanish Adobe,
and English Slate.”

Anna chuckled. “I know, I know. Perhaps it’s
time to build something other than a wall in my life. I want to
start a business here in Riverbend. Liam already had Dalton, a
renovation expert, come in and take a look at Historic Hall. It
needs a lot of work, but it’s structurally sound. I’m gonna buy it
and start a fashion company out of it. I’ll have an online shop for
customers around the world and I’ll still have to travel some, but
mostly, I already have established contacts in the industry for
supply and manufacturing.”

“This means you’ll be able to design again.
It’s what you always wanted to do. I remember in college how you
would design dresses for all the girls in the dorm. They loved
you.” Cynthia grabbed her own mug of tea from the table and took a
sip.

“So, you don’t think I’m crazy?”

Cynthia eyed the stairs, that full-of-love
gaze plastered on her face. “No, not at all. Love is sometimes
crazy, and amazing, and scary, and terrific.”

Anna’s insides vibrated with eagerness. “I
want that.”

Cynthia snapped back to reality. “What?”

“That. The look you have right now. You’re
so in love and full of life.”

“Your life hasn’t been bad. You’re so
successful,” Cynthia reminded her.

“Successfully empty,” she sighed. “Don’t get
me wrong. I wouldn’t change what I’ve done for anything. I wouldn’t
be who I am today without the adventures I’ve experience. And I
think I needed them to truly appreciate what I have here.”

“And what do you have here?” Cynthia
asked.

“You.” Anna waved around the room.
“This.”

“And Liam,” Cynthia added.

¬¬“Yes, Liam most of all.”

Cynthia threw her arms around Anna. “I’m so
happy for you. And for me. This means I get my wedding wish after
all.”

“Wedding wish?”

Cynthia released her and sat back, a bright
smile on her face that lit the room. “Yes, my wedding wish was for
you to stay in Riverbend. That way my family is complete. You’ve
made me so happy. Tell me more about your fashion business. Are you
bringing some culture and sophistication to Riverbend?”

Anna bit her bottom lip. She wasn’t sure if
her idea was really a good one, or if Liam just encourage her on it
to keep her here. “Well, I was at the university with Liam when I
noticed how the women dressed there. The young girls were fine,
typical of that age group but could use some more flattering
outfits on a low budget. You know, college wear.”

“Knowing you, it’d be college wear with
flair.” Cynthia said.

“That’s great, but there’s more. When I saw
Rachel Vine, I couldn’t believe what she was wearing.”

“Oh, yes. And I’m sure you didn’t like the
way she flirted with Liam either,” Cynthia teased.

Anna shrugged. “You know, I wasn’t that
jealous. I mean, I kind of felt sorry for her. I know it sounds
snobbish, but I just wanted to take her shopping and show her how
to dress for success, instead of using her attributes to get
attention.”

“It doesn’t sound snobbish at all. I know
you mean it from your heart. You’re a good person, Anna.” Cynthia
scooted closer. “Tell me more.”

“After I noticed Rachel’s attire, I became
hyper-aware of other professional women on campus. They either wore
men’s style pantsuits, old lady dresses, or revealing necklines and
short skirts. It was as if they didn’t know who they were or how
they should behave at the office.”

“You know, I’ve found it difficult to find
the right clothes around here myself. I’m not a stick figure, so
most of the outfits at the teen stores don’t fit my body type. And
other women’s clothes tend to have no waist line. It’s tough to
order online, too, because you never know if it’s gonna fit
right.”

“That’s what I’m working on. I’m going to
try to design professional wear for different body types and jobs.
A line for the active employee, one for an office employee, and so
on. Instead of the basic measurements, I’ll have women take a
photo, multiple measurements, along with weight and height, and a
survey of questions. Then I’ll assist them with online shopping, or
custom order their attire for them. I’ll offer a line for the
economic shopper, one for the professional, and one for those with
sophisticated taste.” The words flooded from Anna’s mouth as if the
flood gate had opened, allowing her dreams out into the world. “Oh,
Cynthia, I can’t wait to get home and start sketching. It’s been
years. I’m thinking about selling my current company and starting
over with a completely new structure.”

The stairs creaked and they both turned to
find Mitchem on the top step. He made his way down with Liam
following close behind. “He’s resting comfortably for now. I think
his pain medication is wearing off, though.”

Cynthia checked her watch. “He has another
hour until he can take more.”

Liam stood at the bottom of the stairs,
leaning against the railing with one foot crossed over the other.
“He’ll be fine. He’s a tough kid.”

Anna stood. “I’m gonna head home. You call
if you need anything. I’m just up the street.”

“I’ll drop you at your car," Liam said. "I
have lots to get done.”

Anna pretended not to notice that Liam
remained on the other side of the room, or that he didn’t protest
taking her home so early. Ever since she’d mentioned staying, he’d
been different. “Thanks.” Anna retrieved her purse, said her
goodbyes and went to Liam’s car.

“Here. Let me get that for you.” Liam
reached around her, their fingers touching, igniting a winter zap
of electricity. They both jumped. “Sorry about that.”

She rubbed her hand and smiled. “Guess we
know how to cause sparks.” He closed the door without a word, no
sarcastic comeback, which screamed something was bothering him. He
drove her back to her car in silence, but when they reached the
university parking lot, she could hold her tongue no longer. “Okay,
out with it.”

Liam pulled into a space by her car. “Out
with what?” He rubbed the back of his neck, the way men did when
they were stressed about something.

“The minute I told you I’d stay in
Riverbend, you became distant. They say women send mixed signals.
Well, you grabbed me and kissed conscious thought from my head,
nearly begged me to stay, but then when I agree you go all teen
angst on me.”

“Really? Guess you liked the kiss, huh?” He
winked.

“Don’t, Liam. I know your game. Now put that
arsenal of charm away and talk to me.”

He reached over and touched her cheek.
“That’s why you’ve always been the only girl for me. You know me
better than anyone.”

“Apparently not. I thought you wanted me to
stay, but now I don’t know.”

“Yes, I want you to stay. More than
anything,” Liam said, his tone strong and sure.

“Then what is it? What did I do or say that
caused you to get all weird on me?” Anna cocked her head to one
side, searching for answers in his face.

Liam closed his eyes and rested his head
against the seat. “Anna, I want nothing more than for you to stay
here in Riverbend with me. I fear that won’t happen, though. You’ll
decide to leave. That—”

She kissed him, a fog-the-car’s-windows kind
of kiss. He clutched the back of her neck, drawing her closer to
him. Her toes curled and her skin heated. She broke the kiss this
time. “Good, then I won’t go anywhere. Well, except to go sketch.
Oh, Liam, I haven’t been this excited for years. A new business for
people that will appreciate what I do. No more long plane rides. No
more far off places. I’m finally coming home, Liam. I’m coming home
to you.”


Chapter Sixteen






The cold evening turned into an even colder
night and eventually to morning, but Liam still couldn't sleep. He
paced the floor, thinking of a way out ¬¬¬¬¬¬¬of the mess he’d
created. There had to be a way to win. He always won.

He texted Robert again, begging him to get
back to him about the property. Of course buying it out from under
the university would be a career killer, and he was so close to
tenure, too.

He poured coffee into his travel mug and
held it to his nose, enjoying the eye-opening aroma. After a long,
courage-inducing drink, he snagged his briefcase and headed to the
university. He only had until evening to figure something out then
he’d tell her the truth, a new plan formulated or not. Hopefully,
he’d have news by then of how to save Historic Hall, without
demolishing his career.

His car phone rang, startling him out of his
coma of thought. “Hey, Mitchem. How’s Andrew?”

“He’s doing well. It was a rough night with
the pain and his arm all bandaged up with the finger suspension. We
keep telling him he looks like something out of Star Trek, but he’s
not too happy about it.”

“Poor guy. What a life lesson to learn the
hard way.” Liam shook his head. “You remember all the crazy things
we did and got away with when we were that age? I guess some are
just lucky. You sure are.”

Something crinkled in the background and
Mitchem mumbled to someone in the room with him. “Okay, I’m back.
And I have no clue what you’re talking about. I made excellent
grades and never gave my parents any trouble.”

“You mean they never knew about the trouble.
Do you remember when you jumped off little Sammy’s roof into the
river? You were an inch from breaking your neck.”

“Okay, one poor adolescent decision,”
Mitchem said.

Liam pulled into his spot at the university.
“One? What about all the times someone dared you to do something
and you felt you had to do it? You rolled down the side of a hill
in a trash can, picked the principal’s office door open at
Riverbend High School during lunch, not to mention the time—”

“Okay, you made your point. Apparently, my
son has inherited some of my ways.”

“Let’s hope Cynthia can keep him straight,”
Liam teased.

“I think she can handle it. Speaking of
Cynthia, I need a favor today. Can you pick up the rings? I’d do
it, but I promised I’d stay home with Andrew and watch a sci-fi
movie marathon with him after his appointment is over.”

“Sure, no problem. I’ll go at lunch. Right
now, I need to deal with the university and this expansion
issue.”

“What issue,” Mitchem said in an
interrogative tone.

“Nothing, just that they want to build an
extension to the university.”

“Right, that was the meeting you went to for
me yesterday. Did they decide anything?”

Liam gripped the steering wheel. “Yes,
they’re going to tear down the industrial district and build dorms
and a recreation center.”

Mitchem didn’t say anything for several
seconds. “Ah, Cynthia told me last night that Anna was going to use
Historic Hall for her new business, the one you talked her into
starting here in Riverbend. Are they going to tear down the factory
and leave the storefronts?”

“No.” Liam tightened his grip. “They plan to
tear it all down.”

“Does Anna know this yet?”

Liam fought the rise of panic stinging his
hands and face. “No. I’m hoping to fix this before she finds
out.”

“You better because if not, you’re in one
world of a mess. From what Cynthia’s told me she has major trust
issues.” He sighed into the phone. “I gotta be that guy that gives
advice this time. You better come clean now.”

Liam let go of the wheel and beat his head
against the back of his seat. “I know. I know. I tried. If I can’t
convince the president of the board to look at other areas, or
figure out something by this afternoon then I’ll tell her the
truth. I have to win them over, though. If not, I know Anna will
leave.”

“Winning people over is what you do best.
Remember Monica?”

Liam reached for the button to unlock the
doors. “We are not going there. I’m hanging up now. Bye.” He
marched from his car to his office.

“Good morning, Professor Harrow,” Ms. Beetle
greeted him at the door. “You have the final student interview at
nine this morning and then you need to be over at the luncheon by
eleven-thirty to discuss the candidates with the committee.”

“Thank you. Hold my calls. I’m going to be
working on something until nine.”

“Yes, sir.” She closed his office door
behind him and he dove into the real estate world. There were four
properties listed for sale around the university. He clicked
through the information on the old Potter farm, but discovered it
was already under contract. The river front property ten miles from
the university looked promising. He snagged his phone and dialed
Robert once more. Same one ring then it went to voicemail. He
grunted, willing the man to answer.

“Hey, man,” he said after the beep. “I’ve
been calling you since yesterday. Are you my realtor or what?” he
said with a too-aggressive tone. “Sorry, man. You’ve always done
well for me. Listen, I’m just desperate right now. I have a couple
properties I need some info on, and I want to know who’s selling
Historic Hall? Get back to me ASAP. This is a life-changing kind of
emergency.”

He hung up and printed out the last two
properties then headed for the dean’s office. Ms. Bettle trotted
after him into the hall. “Professor Harrow, your nine o’clock is
here. She’s driven all the way from Florida.”

He looked down at his watch twice, expecting
the first time to be a mistake. “Right. Sorry.” He eyed the
elevator, but the young woman with her excited smile standing at
the doorway drew him back into his office. “Of course, my
apologies. Please.” He pointed to his office. “Ms. Beetle, will you
please call Dean Jennings's secretary and find out when she has an
opening today and have me put on her schedule?”

“Certainly, sir. What is this in regards
to?”

“I have some questions from Mitchem about
the university extension project.”

Liam entered his office, leaving the door
open. The young woman sat on the edge of her seat with her
shoulders back. “I’m sorry about the delay. I know you’ve had a
long drive, so I’ll make this as short and painless as possible.”
He scanned her application. “Ms. Joiner.”

“Yes, sir.” She stood and offered her hand.
A nice, firm handshake and she dressed well for an interview. Anna
would be pleased with her tailored blazer and knee-length skirt.
Flattering, but not provocative.

“Tell me why you chose Riverbend for your
graduate work?”

Ms. Joiner moved her bag to her side. “This
university is well respected. Since its founding in 1892, it has
produced successful graduates that have gone on to be senators, top
professors, and world-renowned surgeons.”

Despite Ms. Joiner’s enthusiasm, he couldn’t
help but watch the way her hands moved when she spoke. It was the
same delicate movement as Anna. There had to be a way to keep her
from leaving, and hating him for the rest of his life.

“And I appreciate the small town charm,” Ms.
Joiner continued, “with its preservation of original stained glass
windows and hardwoods. The architecture in this area serves as a
cultural timeline. Civil war, modernism, feminism, it’s all
represented in such a small area.”

He forced himself to focus on the woman’s
words. “You sound passionate about architecture.”

“Not so much architectural history, but
buildings as a visual art timeline of our culture. That's what I’d
like to concentrate on for my thesis.”

Liam had to admit this girl knew what she
wanted, and he could respect that. “I see. Do you believe you’ll
have enough material on this subject for a thesis project? I’ve
seen more thesis work fall apart at the start. Perhaps you should
consult with your advisor and alumni before committing to your
thesis topic.”

An I’m-on-top-of-it smile creased her lips.
“I’ve already spoken to an architectural history professor in
Nashville and two contractors.”

“Contractors?” Liam asked.

“Yes, you see, it isn’t just the original
architecture of the buildings, but the revisions and changes made
to those buildings throughout history. The influence of society and
the necessity based on resources due to war, how we coped, and what
changes were made. It’s almost like you can have a building speak
to you about what its seen and experienced. The artistry of
carpentry, plasterworks, and masonry can tell us so much about the
people who constructed it, lived or worked in the buildings."

The clock ticked by the minutes and his cell
phone buzzed twice. “Well, Ms. Joiner, your grades and volunteer
hours are exceptional. Your resume is stellar. I will need to run
your application through the committee, but I’m impressed so
far.”

“Thank you, sir. Riverbend is my first
choice for my graduate work.” Ms. Joiner stood and offered her hand
once more before gliding out of his office.

The smell of coffee wafted from the other
room and to his delight Ms. Beetle entered with a cup in hand.
“Here you go. I thought you’d like a little pick-me-up.”

“Thank you, Ms. Beetle. I have to admit I
was a little reluctant to hire you since you transferred from the
business school. I’d expected someone more rigid, but you seem to
possess the gift of forethought. A great talent in an assistant, I
can assure you.” He raised his mug to her then took a sip. “Ah,
perfect. Now, did you reach Dean Jennings's office?”

“Yes.”

Liam quirked an eyebrow at her. “And? Did
you request a meeting with him?”

Ms. Beetle tapped her nail against the
doorframe. “Actually, I didn’t need to. Her assistant called me and
requested a four o’clock.”

“Really? Did she say why?” Liam asked.

Ms. Beetle shook her head. “Only that it was
in reference to the university expansion.”

He drummed his fingers on the desk. What
could she want to meet with him about? Perhaps there had been a
change? “Um, thanks. I’ll be there.”

His cell phone buzzed again, and he noticed
it was Rachel Vine.

Ms. Beetle left the room to return to her
desk and he collapsed into his chair. The plush leather sighed
under his weight. With a swipe of his finger, the cell screen
unlocked and he saw that Robert still hadn’t returned his call.
Then he read Rachel’s text.

Board voted this morning on the industrial
property. New development, though. I have meetings until after
lunch, I’ll call you then.

With a few minutes of quiet, he ignored his
mountains of work and started researching more potential
properties. He needed something solid to take to the dean. A place
that was the best economical choice and location. Click after click
after click led to more disappointment. One property too small,
another too expensive, still another in a flood plain.

“Mr. Harrow, don’t forget about your
eleven-thirty committee luncheon.” Ms. Beetle stood in his open
doorway.

Liam smacked his forehead. “Geesh, I didn’t
realize it was so late.” He grabbed his briefcase and headed for
his lunch meeting. Ms. Beetle was back at her desk, her fingers
flying over the computer keys.

“Call if you need anything. If not, I need
to do a few things after the committee lunch. I’ll head straight to
my meeting with Dean Jennings from there.”

Her fingers continued tapping away. “Okay,
good luck. Say hi to Anna for me.”

Liam stopped in his tracks. “You know
Anna?”

She didn't look up, just clicked her mouse
then began typing again. “I’ve met her a few times.”

He scratched his head.

“You better go or you’ll be late.” Ms.
Beetle pointed at the clock over her head.

“Right, okay. Bye.” Liam raced to his car
and drove over to the committee lunch. Five minutes late to the
meeting, Liam sat at the end of the table with a few sideway
glares.

“As I was saying,” Dr. McGregor, the
Director of Admissions said, “I hope you all cleared your schedules
today. We have so many exceptional candidates this year, it’s going
to be a tough process to pick the perfect students for the Arts,
Social and Health Sciences college.”

Liam groaned in unison with the others. He
usually enjoyed bringing in new students. Their excitement always
infected his staff and returning students, reinvigorating them in
their work and studies, but not today. Today he wanted to get to
work on a different project.

Hour after hour ticked by until the final
acceptances were decided. “Thank you all for being patient," Dr.
McGregor finally said.

Dr. Wood stretched his arms over his head.
“This was a difficult one for all of us. We’ll be sending
acceptance letters early next week, so no sharing the results with
anyone yet.”¬¬

Finally free, Liam snagged his phone to call
Rachel. He needed to know all the facts before meeting with Dean
Jennings. She didn't answer. Not wanting to leave a voicemail while
others in the room could hear him, he hung up and sent her a text
instead.

She texted him back almost immediately. I’m
at Cynthia’s bridal shower at Timeless Tea. I can call you after it
ends.

His pulse lashed at his stupidity,
thundering so loud it smothered all rational thought. Shower. Anna.
Lies. He grabbed his briefcase and knocked into Professor Lee at
the doorway. “Sorry.”

The man grunted, but Liam didn’t stop. He
raced to the tea shop to find Anna and confess before she
discovered the truth and built the Great Wall of China back up
between them. She’d hate him this time. Hate him forever.


Chapter Seventeen






The small white house with green shutters
and the Timeless Tea sign out front screamed country charm with
class. A massive oak tree with six twisting limbs added to the old
world feel. Anna snagged her bridal shower gift from the back seat
and imagined Cynthia’s face when she opened the revealing lace
Parisian teddy. Anna would need to be on the other side of the room
when she opened it, though, so Cynthia couldn’t hit her upside the
head with a box.

Anna followed the stone path to the front
steps of the dark green and white painted porch. The door opened
into a world of high end china, the smell of jasmine and baked
goods, and warm smiles. The aroma filled Anna with a sense of home.
“Hi, I’m Anna Baker. I’m here for the Cynthia Gold’s bridal shower.
I’m the maid of honor.”

An attractive older lady with hazel eyes and
high cheekbones greeted her at the door. “Yes, Ms. Baker. Please
follow me. I’m Elizabeth Lander, the owner. I’m sorry I hadn’t met
you before today, but I was on vacation last week.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. And no worries
at all.” Anna sidestepped an ornate silver tray full of food
resting on a stand, careful not to bump it in fear she’d break the
beautiful rose leaf china. After two more turns, and a few floor
elevation changes, she stepped into a beautiful white room with
lace curtains and plate glass windows that allowed for tons of
natural light. Pink roses filled the room along with white and sage
ribbons. “You did an amazing job. Thank you so much.”

Elizabeth gave her a proud smile then
sauntered to the back table. “The gifts can be placed here and the
menu you preapproved will be served with the guest’s choice of tea
or other beverage."

Anna eyed the centerpieces with rose petals
scattered around sparkling candles in crystal vases. “I’m so happy
I chose this place. Someone told me about it when I was in town
last time. I can’t believe I haven’t been here before.”

“Hey, Izzy. You ever gonna be done workin’
and ready to play some gin?” a crackly voice sounded from a back
room.

Pink tinged Elizabeth’s already rouged
cheeks. “I apologize. My ladies group usually meets here on
Tuesdays, but we had to switch it since one of them had an
appointment. I’ll make sure they behave themselves.”

“I’m sure it'll be fine.” Anna removed her
coat and hooked it on the coatrack in the corner.

“I told you to behave or I’m going to kick
you out of my place,” Elizabeth said, her voice echoing from the
back of the old house.

“You know, you wouldn’t be able to find the
sugar cubes without me. Now sit down and place your bet.”

The door swung closed with a click before a
waitress placed pitchers of water on each table. “Good afternoon.
Don’t mind them. They’ve known each other since childhood. They
bicker like siblings, but love each other more than family.”

Anna set her gift on the table. “They’re
funny. I always wished I had a sister or brother. I hope someday to
be just like them with my friends and family around me so we can
bicker over cards.”

The front door creaked and Anna heard steps
approach. To her delight Cynthia stood in the doorway. “I was
nervous you wouldn’t come to your own shower. Did Mitchem drive
over here and kick you out of the car?” Anna teased.

“No, he stole Andrew and left for the
hospital while I was in the shower. It was stay home and think
about how the appointment was going, or come here. I figured you’d
kill me if I chose the first option.”

Anna hugged her tight. “Killing would be too
nice. Torture would be involved first.”

“Sounds like you already have a friend to
fight with.” The waitress smiled then busied herself pouring water
into each of the glasses set around the tables.

“What?” Cynthia asked.

Anna shooed her to her seat of honor.
“Inside joke. Don’t worry about it. Today you get to be a bridal
princess.” She retrieved a tiara from her purse and positioned it
on Cynthia’s head.

“Really? I’m not five, you know,” Cynthia
protested.

Anna took her coat and hung it next to her
own. “I know, and I know how much you love attention, so I’ll make
sure you get lots of it today.”

Cynthia snarled. “Yep, you know me so well,”
she said. The waitress paused at her sarcastic tone then chuckled
before leaving the room.

“Okay, so I invited all your friends from
the university, even that Rachel girl. That’s how much I love you,
so you can sit there and pretend to like all this attention.”

“Jealous much?” Cynthia took a sip of water.
“I know you’re doing this for me, and I really do appreciate it.
I’ll try not to crawl under the table if you promise not to
embarrass me too badly. No singing, no games that require me to be
half-dressed, and no obscene gifts.”

“I can’t make any promises. Your professor
friends can be kind of wild.” Anna escaped to the front room to
greet the other guests. Twenty minutes later, all the ladies were
seated and enjoying delicious cucumber and cream cheese sandwiches,
the fruity taste of preserves and the fresh-baked to-die-for
scones.

“Okay, ladies. I know you’re all itching to
see some of the amazing gifts our sweet dear Cynthia Gold has
received, but first everyone has to raise their tea cup and share
one memory of Cynthia as a single woman. It can be anything funny,
sweet, embarrassing, loving, whatever you want.” Anna avoided eye
contact, but she could feel Cynthia’s gaze boring into the back of
her head.

“I’ll go first,” Anna said. “I remember when
Cynthia wore a stuffed bra to our high school junior dance and when
she came off the dance floor, white tissue stuck up out of her
dress.”

“And who made me stuff my bra?” Cynthia
said. “Um…Anna there, right after she stuffed her own.”

Everyone laughed and applauded, before they
moved on to the next guest. By the end, everyone was doubled over
from laughing. “Wow, Cynthia, I had no idea you were so
adventurous, and I thought I knew everything about you.”

“A girl’s gotta have secrets,” Cynthia
winked.

Anna turned to the long table full of white
and silver bags, wrapping and bows. “Let’s open some presents.”

Rachel hopped up, nearly taking out the
waitress. “Open my present first. I know you’ll love it. Liam
helped me pick it out.”

Anna forced a smile, but her teeth ground
together so hard she thought she’d break her jaw. Cynthia grabbed
Anna’s hand. “Would you take notes for me, please?”

Anna retrieved the pad and pencil she’d left
by the gift table. “Of course.”

Cynthia ripped open the package quickly as
if Rachel’s life depended on it. She held up a white handkerchief
with blue embroidery on it that said Dr. Mitchem Taylor and Mrs.
Cynthia Gold Taylor. “Oh, this is beautiful. Thank you,
Rachel.”

“Well, I wanted to make sure you had
something blue covered. I wasn’t sure how on top of things your
maid of honor would be.”

Cynthia placed the handkerchief on top of
the table. “I think my best friend and world class fashion buyer
can handle maid of honor duties, but thank you for the gift.”

“Meoooow,” someone sounded from the back
corner.

Go, Cynthia. Anna hid her amusement by
scribbling on the pad.

Rachel sashayed toward her seat. “I’m so
glad you like it. I’ll let Liam know when he picks me up after
this.”

The pencil lead broke under Anna’s pressure.
Cynthia grabbed another present and ripped into it. “Yes, my
serving ware. Thank you so much, Betty.”

Anna retrieved a pen from her purse, trying
to remain focused on the fact that this was Cynthia’s time, not
about Rachel and her manipulations.

“Oh, this one’s from Anna.” Cynthia lifted
the box and shook it a little. “Well, it’s not china or silver.
Hmm…what could my daring, exciting, fashionista friend have for me
in here?”

“You know me too well, don’t you?” Anna
prepared to make her actually open the box instead of just lifting
the corner to peek inside, but to her surprise, Cynthia tossed the
lid onto the floor and held up the teddy to her front.

“Wow, I think Mitch is gonna like this.” She
danced around in a circle and shocked all her coworkers. Whispers
ensued followed by laughter. “Oh, come on, ladies. You know we’ll
be newlyweds.”

They all laughed and cheered through the
remainder of the gifts. Once the last bow was tossed to the side,
Cynthia stood and raised her tea cup. “I just want to thank all of
you for your kind words and gestures throughout this ordeal with
Andrew. You’re all so special to Mitch and me. Anna, I’m so lucky
to have you in my life. You make every day a little brighter. If it
wasn’t for you, Mitch and I wouldn’t be getting married today. You
have always been there for me, guiding me, picking me up when I
fall, giving me strength and words of advice. You’re like a sister
to me and will always be my closest and dearest friend. Thank you
for all of this.” Cynthia waved around the room. “And thank you for
being my friend.”

Tears streaked down Anna’s cheeks. She
raised her glass with pride. Life had never been this kind. A happy
best friend, new boyfriend, exciting new career.

Cathy approached and hugged Cynthia. “You’re
gonna make a beautiful bride. I’m so glad you two have each other.
Friends make life better. Trust me, my Judy has picked me up more
times than I can count. Now, you listen. You eat a few more of
those sandwiches. You can’t afford to lose anymore weight. I can’t
alter that dress again.”

Cynthia grabbed a cucumber sandwich and
shoved it in her mouth. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, crumbs tumbling
down her lips.

Rachel approached with her purse on one arm
and her head held high. Anna busied herself with gathering and
organizing the gifts, leaving Cynthia to say her goodbyes.

“Thank you for inviting me. You’re going to
be so happy with Mitchem and Andrew. I know. Liam has talked about
how much you mean to his best friend. If you need anything before
the wedding, let me know. Right now I need to go catch Liam. I’m
involved with the executive board at the university and I need to
fill him in on some information he missed about the university’s
plan to tear down the industrial district.”

Anna’s ears burned and she whirled around,
knocking several gifts over. “What did you say?”

Rachel took a step back, her mouth ajar as
if scared Anna would tackle her in the middle of the tea shop.

The front door creaked open several times as
people left. China clinked. The heat cut on with a boom and a
twang, but Rachel just stared at her.

“I asked what you just said. About the
industrial district. Are you talking about the old factory?” Anna
asked, her heart drying and cracking.

“Yeees,” Rachel said, remaining on the other
side of Cynthia.

“What about Historic Hall?” Anna croaked
out.

“That old shop that used to be for antiques
or something? Yep. That, too, of course. All the old storefronts
will be demolished.”

The room tilted and her heart peeled open.
Anna held the back of a chair to remain upright. “Did Liam know
about this?”

The edges of Rachel’s mouth curled upward.
“Of course. He’s the one who recommended the property to the
university.”

Anna’s heart crumbled, as if the news had
dried out the last moisture of hope and crushed it to dust.


Chapter Eighteen






Liam raced through the parking lot, up the
front porch stairs and inside Timeless Tea. Each step pounded more
fear into his subconscious. He had to get to her before she found
out.

“Excuse me,” he said again and again as he
nudged his way through the women leaving. But when he reached the
doorway to the party room, he spotted Anna, her eyes watery, her
brow tight, her arms around her chest and Rachel a few feet away
from her.

He willed it not to be true. With a
tentative step, he rounded the tables and faced Anna. Her mouth
opened, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. The
silence between them and the angry look from Cynthia told him she
already knew.

“Did I say something wrong?” Rachel placed
her palm to her chest.

“I think we should wait out front.” Cynthia
ushered Rachel from the room, leaving Anna and him alone.

“Please, let me explain,” Liam pleaded.

Anna lifted her eyebrows and opened her
mouth, but said nothing.

“I didn’t know, not when I told you about
opening your store. When I did find out, I tried to tell you. I
only wanted to make you happy.”

“With lies?” she finally managed.

Liam clutched both her arms, willing her to
understand. “Please, Anna, listen to me. You mean everything to me.
I’m working on a plan to get the university to pick another
property to build on for their expansion. I’ll do whatever I can to
stop this from happening.”

“You said you’d never lie to me. That you’d
never be like my mother. Yet Rachel knew about this. The university
knew.” Anna covered her face. “I’m so stupid. I wanted to believe
in the dream. I should’ve known all my wishes would never come
true. Especially when it comes to you.” She yanked the thin chain
around her neck and it broke free. “I never should’ve believed
you.” With a shove, she planted the star charm on his chest and
pushed him away.

“Anna, please.” He turned to follow her, but
she was gone. His legs wobbled and his stomach churned until he
collapsed into a chair and rested his head in his hands. “Oh Lord,
what have I done?” He held the charm to his lips, inhaling the
remnants of Anna’s lilac scented perfume. “I can’t lose you, not
again.”

“Then you shouldn’t have lied to her, Liam.
What were you thinking?” Cynthia scolded from the doorway.

“I thought I could fix it before she found
out.”

Cynthia sat in the chair next to him. “Do
you really think she agreed to stay here just because of Historic
Hall?”

“I know her work is important to her, and
she said it was the last place she remembered being happy.”

“Because she was with you, not because of
some building.” Cynthia rubbed his shoulder. “Listen, Anna is
strong, confident, talented, and broken. I’ve known her a long time
and her mother’s lies have torn her up inside. The one thing she
can’t handle is lying. You should’ve known that.”

He slumped, admitting his own defeat. “I
did. I knew better, but I wanted to hold on to her this time and
not let her go.”

“You can’t force her to stay. If she wants
to, she will. Trust me, Anna doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want
to do.”

“I know, but what do I do now? She’s never
gonna believe anything else I say to her.”

Cynthia sighed. “Honestly, I agree, but all
you can do is give her some time.”

Liam dropped his hands to his knees. “That’s
the one thing I’m sick of in this life. We’ve wasted so much time
already. I don’t want to waste any more. No. I’m going to fix this.
I’m going to make this right.” He shoved from the chair. “I’m so
sorry about ruining your shower. I’ll make it up to you
somehow.”

“Don’t worry about that. Just figure out a
way to show Anna she can trust you again.”

Liam headed for the door. “I need to keep my
word, even if she never forgives me. I will save Historic Hall from
being torn down.” He raced back to campus and his four o’clock
meeting with Dean Jennings. He’d convince her that the project was
all wrong and that they needed to figure out another option. With
his briefcase clutched tight in his hand, he entered Dean
Jennings’s office.

“Hello, Professor Harrow. You can go right
in to her office.” Her assistant waved him through.

Liam swallowed and readied for a fight, but
he had to calm down and not be overly aggressive. Aggression
wouldn’t get him anywhere. “Hi, Dean Jennings,” he said as he
pushed the door open.

“Hello, Liam. Please have a seat.” Dean
Jennings clicked her computer mouse a few times then leaned back in
her chair. “So, I called you here because the university needs your
help. We believe you’re the one person that can aid in the sale of
the old Historic Hall building in the industrial district.”

Liam wanted to believe the truth of that,
because if so, he could end the sale. “I don’t understand. How can
I help?”

“We need you to call the owner and convince
him to sell to the university.”

“Do I know him?” Liam asked.

Dean Jennings cradled her fingers on her
desk. “Yes, he’s your uncle.”

Liam gasped, his gut clenching tight. “I’m
afraid you’re mistaken. My uncle sold that property a long time
ago.”

“Apparently, there must’ve been some
misunderstanding because he never sold it.”

“But…that doesn’t make any sense. Why would
he hold onto it for so many years, yet never lease it to anyone?
There was a museum-style store there seven years ago. I thought
they bought the property.” Unable to sit still, Liam paced the
room.

“I don’t know what to tell you, except that
we want him to sell to us now.”

Liam shook his head, his thoughts bouncing
around inside. He could make sure his uncle didn’t sell it, or have
his uncle sell it to Anna or himself. But the man wasn’t to be
reasoned with. He’d do what he wanted, not caring about anyone
else.

“I can’t talk to him. I haven’t talked to
him in almost seven years. I don’t even know where to find him.”
Liam collapsed back into the chair, his head spinning.

Dean Jennings held out a piece of paper to
Liam.

He reached out with a shaky hand. “What’s
this?” He looked down and saw an address for a town just a half
hour's drive away. “This can’t be right. He left for down south or
out west or something. He wouldn’t be this close.”

Dean Jennings cleared her throat. “Listen, I
don’t know what happened between you two, but it’s time for you to
work it out. If I remember correctly, you’re up for tenure. I’m
sure this could go a long way with keeping your name in the
spotlight.”

Tenure wasn’t worth facing his uncle.
Talking to the man was like talking to a Greek without a
translator. “It won’t work.”

“Liam, we all have to make sacrifices for
the greater good. Now, I think your job is worth the little extra
effort it would take to drive a few dozen miles to talk to the man
who raised you.”

Liam heard the threat loud and clear. He had
to either go face the man he swore he’d never speak to again so he
could secure his job, or talk to him to make Anna happy, or stay
far away. None of them would end well.


Chapter Nineteen






Cathy zipped the white garment bag, securing
Cynthia’s gown inside its protective cocoon. “I have a feeling you
will be next.”

Anna bit her bottom lip, fighting the sorrow
threatening to take hold of her. “I doubt that.”

A plug-in air freshener puffed a fresh blast
of its floral fragrance, causing Anna’s nausea to roil in her
stomach once again.

“Ah, I overheard some drama at Timeless Tea.
Guess you let that high-and-mighty girl get at ya.” Cathy shoved
some loose sewing accessories in a drawer.

Anna huffed. “Like I had a choice. She
cornered me. Besides, she’s not the problem. Liam is. He lied to
me.”

“Men tend to do that.” Cathy shrugged.

“And that makes it okay? I’m sick of lies.
My mother always says she lies to protect me. Liam knew how much I
despise that, yet he did it anyway.”

A door downstairs opened and closed with a
thud, but Cathy didn’t seem to pay any attention, instead she kept
tidying up her sewing room.

“I need to get going. Thanks for the great
job on Cynthia’s dress. I guess I’ll see you at the wedding. I’m so
looking forward to round two with Rachel.”

“That won’t be awkward at all,” Cathy said,
still not looking her direction.

“Gee, you think?” The combination of
exhaustion, a broken heart and the knowledge she’d have to face
half the town while standing at the altar near Liam caused her
temper to flair.

“You know you can fix that.”

Anna took the dress from where it hung and
laid it over her arm. “No, I'm pretty sure murder is still
illegal.”

“Only if you get caught, but that ain’t what
I’m getting at.”

“What then?” Anna asked.

Cathy stopped, turned and stared Anna down.
“You could stop goin’ round your ass to get to your elbow.”

“Cathy, what on earth…I’m the victim here.
He convinced me to stay in Riverbend, to give up the career that I
worked so hard for, only to find out everything he told me was a
lie.”

“And here I thought you were a strong,
independent woman that wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want to do.”
Cathy returned to her task, causing Anna’s frustration to boil to
the surface.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. I
refuse to have another person in my life like my mother. I love her
and all, but I’m done with her games. I won’t let her rule my life
any longer, and I won’t tolerate some man messing with my head
either. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get this dress to
Cynthia.”

“Okay, have a nice day.” Cathy said, her
southern charm dripping from her words. “Oh, and by the way, next
time you talk to your mother, tell her she was right to take you
away.”

Anna spun around, venom seeping from every
pour. “What?”

“Well, we wouldn’t be here having this
argument if she hadn’t. You’d be dead.”

“Cathy Mitchell West, you tell me what you
know right now.”

Cathy placed both hands on her hips.
“Contrary to Sweetwater County opinion, I can keep a secret. You
want to know the truth, you get it from your mama. Until then, I
look forward to seeing you at the wedding.”

Anna saw the determination in Cathy’s eyes
and knew she’d just been played like a marionette. Fine, she’d
dance. Anna stormed to her car and dialed her mother. Two rings and
it went to voicemail. She started her car and hit send again.
Again, it went to voicemail. Three, four, five times, she dialed on
her way to Mitchem’s house. She drove along the river, her pulse
racing, her hands aching from gripping the steering wheel. On the
sixth time, her mother answered. “Anna? You okay, hon?”

She took a quick breath. “Mom, you were
right to take me away, or I’d be dead now.” She held her breath,
waiting for a response. After five seconds of silence, without her
mother hanging up, Anna knew she was on to something. “Mom?”

Crying sounded from the other end. “Oh,
Anna, baby. I never wanted to tell you the truth. I didn’t want
that life for you. I’m so sorry. I tried to keep you out of
Riverbend, but you were so stubborn. If you just would’ve stayed
away.”

“Mom, talk to me.”

Stuttered breaths sounded through the car's
speakers.

“Mom?”

“You tricked me. You don’t know.”

“I’ll know by the end of the day, one way or
another, so it better come from you. I swear, Mother, I will never
speak to you again if I have to find out from someone in town. Tell
me. It’s time you told me the truth.”

“You need to understand that sometimes it’s
better not to know, to let someone take the burden on for you. I
love you, and it wasn’t your fault. I didn’t want you to ever think
you were damaged, or that there was something wrong with you. It
was a dark time. Oh, Anna, please.”

“Tell me!” Anna shouted. She swallowed hard.
She’d never yelled at her mother before. She took a long breath and
pulled into Mitchem’s driveway. With shaking hands, she shifted
into park and rubbed her palms down her face. She didn’t even care
about smearing her makeup. “You took on the burden for so long it
nearly killed you. What was so terrible, Mother? Why did you fall
into such a deep depression?”

She waited, but only muffled cries sounded
on the other end. “You might have protected me from whatever ugly
truth you hid from me, but I paid the price. I had to take care of
you when you fell apart. I had to watch as you nearly wasted away
when I was only sixteen.”

Silence filled the line for a moment then
her mother sniffed. “Your father tracked us down in Riverbend. He
was on his way to kill us the night we left.”

Her words echoed through the car. Anna
scanned Mitchem’s perfectly manicured front lawn then looked toward
the river, as if she’d find answers. “That doesn’t make since. Dad
ran off with some other woman when I was a baby.”

“No, I took you and ran away from him. He
wasn’t a good man, Anna. A monster is a better word for him.”

Anna rubbed her throbbing temples. “Is that
why we moved so much? You had to keep us hidden?”

“Yes,” her mother mumbled. “I thought we’d
finally found a safe place in Riverbend. Liam’s uncle let us move
into his building and start our antique business under his name.
You were registered for school, but I had changed our last name
before moving there.”

“I remember that. You said it was because
the divorce was final.”

A seagull sounded on the other end of the
phone. “I lied.”

Anna rested her forehead against the
steering wheel. “I don’t know what to say. Where is my father now?
Is he still a threat?”

Silence.

“Mother, you need to tell me the truth. If
you want to protect me, I have to know if I’m in danger.”

Waves crashed in the background. “No, you’re
safe.”

“How do you know? What if he tracks you or
me down?” Anna sat up and spotted Cynthia on the front porch,
looking out with a concerned tilt to her head.

“Because he’s dead. He was killed the night
we left Riverbend.”


Chapter Twenty






Acreage upon acreage of cow country
blanketed the landscape. Liam slowed his beamer, eyeing every dirt
road he came across since his uncle’s address didn’t register on
his navigation system. At the fifth dirt road from the last traffic
light leaving civilization, Liam spotted Silver Pond Road. The car
bumped and dipped into a hundred holes as he drove to the end of a
field where an old, small home sat. His poor BMW would need a
front-end alignment after this.

On the porch, he spotted his uncle. Still
tall, broad-shouldered and full of anger. It didn’t matter. He
would convince his uncle to sell to Anna, not to the university.
His career would be over, but he’d find a job somewhere else and
let Anna return home, to fulfill her dreams and wishes.

Liam straightened his jacket and prepared
himself for a fight. Cold air blew through the overgrown front
pasture, making the weeds dance. The smell of damp earth seemed to
fit his uncle.

“I see you found me,” his uncle called out.
The man was older, but still firm from hard work and had a full
head of hair. Liam hoped he’d take after his uncle on that one
trait.

“Yes. Turns out you still own the storefront
that Anna and her mom used to live in. Why’d you tell me you’d sold
it?”

“Don’t matter. I told the university I’m not
selling.” His uncle sat in a rocker near the front window.

Liam walked up the cracked front steps and
leaned against the solid railing. The house was old, but well kept.
He turned and looked out over the land. “It’s nice out here.”

“Works for me. I like the quiet. As soon as
you leave, I’ll have that again.”

Liam gripped the railing. “I guess we can
skip the pleasantries then. Tell me what it would take to get you
to sell Historic Hall to Anna.”

“Why would you want that? You planning on
buying it for her with that precious trust fund of yours in an
attempt to win her back?”

“Sell it, Uncle Colum. Why would you want to
hold onto it?”

“I can afford it. I did well for myself.
Don’t worry, I’m not using any of your trust fund. That all went to
you, so you can save your accusations.” The hurt in his uncle’s
eyes spoke volumes.

“Listen, we both said a lot of things before
we parted ways. Things we both regret.”

“I don’t regret nothing. You’re a spoiled
boy who doesn’t understand real life. Although, I hear you’re doing
well for yourself now at that school. Why you want to go mucking
that up with this property deal? Won’t the school be mad if you buy
it out from under them? I’m not all sophisticated and edumicated
like you, but I understand the basics.”

Liam remembered his harsh words to his uncle
before he returned to Nashville to complete his degree. He’d been
angry and bitter at discovering Anna didn’t return. “I know.”

“Know what?”

“That Anna came back for me.” Liam forced
his voice to remain calm.

His uncle shook his head. “Don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

“Listen―”

His uncle bolted up from his chair. “No, you
listen. Things are best left alone. Now, you let that girl go on
with her life and you go on with yours. You’ve wasted too many
years waiting for someone you can’t have.”

Liam slammed his palm against the railing.
“Why can’t I have her? You think she’s too good for me? We related
or something?”

“Don’t be stupid.” His uncle flung the front
screen door open and stormed into his home, but Liam wasn’t backing
down.

“Then tell me why. Either way, I swear to
you I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to win that woman back.
She is and has always been the only woman I love.”

His uncle turned on him. “Then you’re as
dumb as I was.”

Liam stepped back. He eyed the pictures on
the coffee table of his childhood, most of them had Anna and her
mother in them. One was from a few years before they’d moved to
Riverbend. “You knew her before she came to town, didn’t you?”

His uncle followed his gaze to the pictures.
“Maybe. Don’t matter now.”

“It does matter. You brought her to
Riverbend. You loved her, didn’t you? I always thought you did. If
so, why’d you let her go.”

His uncle grabbed a remote and sat in a
recliner before he flipped on the television. Liam stood in front
of it. “Stop acting like a child and talk to me. You loved
her.”

“Yes, I loved her.” He threw the remote onto
the table and paced the large room. For a small house, it had huge
picture windows and intricate oak woodwork. “I loved her like no
other.”

“Then why did you let her go? I won’t let
Anna go. I’ll fight until I can’t fight any more and then I’ll
still keep fighting.”

His uncle clutched his head as if he
suffered an aneurism. “Even if it means she’d die?”

A wave of heat washed over Liam. “What are
you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the fact her father’s a
bad man.”

Liam lowered to an arm chair. “How bad?”

“Mafia-gambling-addict kind of bad, and if
he finds Anna or her mother, he’ll kill them both, and filet you
for getting in the way. He’ll leave you for the fishes in Riverbend
to consume.”


Chapter Twenty-One






Anna knelt in front of Cynthia, ruffling the
long flowing train and admiring the delicate beading and soft satin
fabric. “You look beautiful.”

Cynthia offered her white-gloved hand to
Anna. “Thank you for everything. I only wish there was something I
could do to repay you. To help you and Liam.”

Anna stiffened at his name.

“Come on, Anna. I know you love him.
According to Mitch, he lied only because he thought he could make
it right before you found out. He knows what he did was wrong.”

The wedding coordinator poked her head in
the door. “It’s almost time.”

“Give us five minutes,” Cynthia said.

The wedding coordinator’s mouth dropped
open, but she nodded and closed the door.

“Cynthia, you’re going to be late.”

“I'm pretty sure the wedding has to wait for
the bride. Besides, this is important and I know Mitchem would
understand.” Cynthia winked a beautiful smoky eyelid at her.

“This is your day and I won’t let anything
ruin it, you hear me?” Anna stood tall and retrieved the bridal
bouquet from the table.

“Do you believe your mother? And if you do,
why did she keep you from Riverbend if your father’s already
dead?”

Anna forced her shoulders back and her legs
to remain standing, despite the fact she wanted to collapse onto
the pale gold, cushy couch nearby. “I believe her that my father
was a bad man, and I guess I believe the rest. It explains a
lot.”

“Then why did she leave if he was no longer
a threat?” Cynthia took the flowers, but clutched Anna’s hand
tight.

“I don’t know, and she won’t talk about it.
The sound of her voice before she hung up warned me that the rest
of whatever she kept secret, was more to protect her than to
protect me. Part of me warns not to push any more. I have the
answers I need for now.”

“You're a better person than I am.”

Anna brushed the sheer veil behind Cynthia’s
shoulders and opened the door. “I think I’m just tired of fighting
for answers.”

“Listen, when this wedding is over, we’re
gonna talk.”

Anna stomped her foot. “You will not come
find me on your wedding night. Besides, you already had to postpone
your honeymoon because of Andrew’s injuries. Take the one night at
least, for God’s sake. We’ll talk in a couple of days.”

“Fine, but I need you to promise me
something.”

Anna grabbed her own bouquet and followed
Cynthia from the room. “What’s that?”

“You won’t disappear on me before morning.”
Cynthia stopped at the end of the hall and waited for her to
answer.

“I can promise that. I’m not my mother. I
won’t run in the middle of the night.” Anna took one more look at
Cynthia. “You’re more beautiful than any bride I’ve ever seen.”

“Until your day comes.” Cynthia opened the
door to the narthex and summoned the bridal coordinator.

She scurried into the hall then back to
summon Anna to the doorway of the sanctuary. Stained glass, telling
the story of Christ’s life, cast rainbow light around the church
with its beautiful wood-carved arches meeting in the center of the
ceiling.

Music played and Anna stepped to the beat
down the red-carpeted center aisle, admiring the wood pews and
nicely dressed guests.

At the midpoint, she spotted Liam at the
front, in between Mitchem and Andrew, and thought she’d drop on her
knees in front of the altar and pray for strength. Lifting her
chin, she trained her eyes on the ornate cross in front of her and
managed to reach the marble steps to the altar.

The wedding march hummed through the
gigantic pipes at the back of the sanctuary and everyone stood to
face Cynthia in all her beauty. When she stepped onto the red
carpet, Mitchem blew out a loud breath. “Wow.”

Even in all of Anna’s agony, she smiled at
his reaction, enjoying the moment. Cynthia glided down the aisle
with no man to walk her. She’d decided she only wanted to focus on
the men ahead in her life, rather than the ones she’d lost in the
past.

The room remained silent as the march
finished and Cynthia reached the altar. All eyes were on the
couple. The preacher stood at the front to join them as one. Anna
took the bridal bouquet from Cynthia before she took Mitchem’s hand
and they walked up the steps to light the candles.

Anna dared a glimpse at Liam, whose gaze was
fixed on her. She eyed the grey lines in the marble floor then
looked up at the stained glass, wishing for a miracle to heal her
heart.

The preacher lifted his hand and prayed.
Anna closed her eyes and tried to focus on the words, on this
special moment in her friend’s life, but her mind kept drifting
away to her own troubles. Her life, her memories, her future.

Liam helped Andrew to the front to present
the rings to his father and Cynthia. The boy was a trooper, ready
to take on the world despite his bandaged arm.

Whispers in the audience drew her attention
to the people below. Everyone seemed mesmerized by the wedding vows
of two amazing people. The aroma of candle wax and flowers
surrounded them and brightened the already ornate church.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You
may kiss the bride.”

Anna blinked. The ceremony they’d shortened
so Andrew only had to stay out of bed for a limited amount of time
already ended, and she’d been so lost in her own world she’d missed
most of it. She quickly gathered her thoughts and handed Cynthia
her bouquet before fluffing her skirts and fixing them in the back
for the couple march back down the aisle.

When she stood, Liam offered his arm and she
had no choice but to take it. She forced a smile and walked down
the aisle, barely able to catch her breath. Her treacherous body
responded to the gentle stroke of his hand on her arm.

“You look beautiful,” Liam whispered.

The photographer ushered them outside for
group photos. Anna busied herself with Cynthia’s dress, her
flowers, her hair, anything to keep her hands and herself away from
Liam.

“Okay, I think I got what I need. I want a
few more of the groomsmen and then some of the bride and maid of
honor.” The photographer ushered Mitchem, Liam and Andrew back
inside the church.

“I’ll be right back. I’m gonna powder my
nose.” Anna trotted back to the narthex and found the bathroom.
Leaning over the sink, she fought to find her breath, forcing the
tears to remain behind the flood gate.

The door opened and she stood, pretending to
wash her hands.

“You okay in here? They’re getting ready for
some more bridal pictures. Cynthia’s looking for you.” Cathy patted
her on the back. “Come on, girl. You can get through this. You’re a
tough little thing.”

“I’m fine. Let’s go take some pictures.”
Anna checked her makeup in the mirror then headed for the door.

“Oh, there’s something Mitchem mentioned I
thought you might want to know.”

Anna froze, gripping the handle of the
door.

Cathy scooted up behind her. “Liam went to
see his uncle to beg for him to sell you Historic Hall instead of
selling to the university.”

Anna spun around. “But he hasn’t spoken to
his uncle in years. They parted on bad terms. Liam said he’d never
speak to him again.”

“Apparently he found the motivation to face
him once again. It couldn’t have been easy. Only a man truly in
love would tell his uncle that he’d leave Riverbend and never
bother him again if he sold Historic Hall to you.”

“What?” Anna screeched.

Cathy popped a hip out. “Yep, Liam offered
to leave if you could stay.”

“He can’t do that. This is his home. He
loves it here. His godson, his best friend, his job, his whole life
is here.”

Cathy checked her hair in the mirror then
passed her and reached for the door. “Oh, no worries about the job.
From what I hear, the university is gonna be none too happy he went
behind their back to secure his uncle’s property. Something about
getting tenure if he sealed the deal, or walking papers if he
didn’t. Those professor types can be so brutal.”

“He can’t do that.” Anna opened the
door.

“If you ask me, that sounds like a man who
cares a great deal. ¬¬¬You gonna turn tail and run like your momma?
Or you gonna stay and talk to him?”

Anna didn’t know what she wanted, but she
knew she didn’t want Liam to lose his job and have to leave his
home for her. She raced to where they were taking pictures, but
Liam wasn’t there. “Where is he? Where’s Liam?”

Mitchem propped Andrew up against a column
and put his arm around him for a picture. “We finished the
groomsmen photos, so he drove ahead to the club to make sure
everything is set for the reception.”

People flooded into the parking lot, all
headed for Riverbend Club. Anna watched Mitchem tuck Cynthia’s
dress neatly into the limo then help Andrew into the other side.
They looked perfect. A family full of love and companionship.

Can I ever have that? Am I capable of
slowing down and facing life here?

A line of brake lights led from the church
to the main road. She needed to tell Liam to give up his quest on
Historic Hall. It wasn’t for her. After sitting in traffic for
several minutes, she double-backed and took side streets around to
Riverbend Club on the other side of the river. To her relief, only
Liam’s BMW and a few other cars were in the parking lot.

She entered through the glass doors and took
the elevator to the fourth floor where the reception was being
held. When the doors opened, Liam stood in the foyer. She’d spent
so much time at the wedding avoiding eye contact, she hadn’t
noticed how dashing he looked in his tux. A GQ model with a hint of
danger and a James Bond-esque air about him.

“Hey.”

Anna stepped toward him. “Hey.”

Liam cleared his throat. “I know you don’t
want to talk to me right now, but I have to tell you that you look
beautiful. Of course, you always look beautiful.”

“You look good, too.” Anna stumbled over her
words, a nervousness taking hold of her thoughts. This was
ridiculous. The man didn’t have anywhere else to go. She needed to
leave and let him move on with his life. Let him settle down with a
nice woman who belonged in Riverbend. “Listen, you need to let
Historic Hall go, and I need to get back to real life. It’s been
great, but this is a fantasy, nothing more. I’m gonna sell my
place, too. No sense in keeping it anymore.”

Liam grabbed her hand and pulled her against
him. “Don’t say that. I know you’re mad at me, and you have every
right to be, but don’t give up on us. Not yet.”

Dryness coated her throat. She swallowed,
trying to sooth the ache running from her mouth to her toes. “I
never belonged in Riverbend. It’s always been your home. I was born
to travel and move around. Home isn’t for a girl like me.”

“No, you can’t run away. You’re not your
mother.”

The elevator dinged and people poured out
into the foyer and attacked the silver trays of hor d’ourves on the
table at their side.

“I’m going to make this right,” he whispered
in her ear, his warm breath coating her earlobe and breaking her
concentration. He disappeared into the crowd, but Anna knew it was
time. Tomorrow she would go and let him live his life in peace,
without the drama of the Baker girls.

With a forced smile, she worked the room.
She shook hands and made introductions, but the entire time she
fought the sadness crumbling her from the inside out.


Chapter Twenty-Two






The two-story brick building stood in front
of him like a giant hurtle to happiness.

How could I have been so stupid? Liam
pounded the steering wheel.

Headlights shone into his side window,
before a car went through the roundabout at the end of the street
and headed toward the university. The wood he’d pulled off the
front of the building remained in a pile on the sidewalk,
forgotten. The building had stood for so long, how could the
university want to demolish it?

Wait. An idea flickered in his head. Old?
Historic Hall?

He snatched his briefcase and retrieved Ms.
Joiner's application, reading over her thesis title again. Cultural
Timelines Based on Architecture. The title needed some work, but
the idea was brilliant. How long had Historic Hall been a part of
the industrial district?

He bolted from his car with cell phone in
hand, his fingers flying over the numbers. With his breath held
tight in his lungs, he typed architectural traits of historic
buildings into the search engine of his browser and hit enter.

Kicking the brick over, he retrieved the key
and entered the building. It was dark and gloomy, yet he felt the
light inside him glow bright. The plaster on the ceiling had to be
old, the stained glass on the second floor, the hardwood trim and
floor, too. Everything Ms. Joiner had mentioned in their meeting.
That girl would be his prize pupil in the spring.

He flicked through page after page, studying
time periods of plasterworks and nineteenth century architecture.
The room screamed old-world charm, but his novice real estate
knowledge and his basic internet search only provided hope, not
facts. He needed more information, and for once his uncle wouldn’t
decide his life for him. Even if he couldn’t win Anna back, he’d
give her this place. It was her turn to come home, the only home
she’d ever known.

Squeaks sounded in the corner and something
ran down the dark shadows along the wall. The smell of musty, old,
damp wood highlighted the abandoned feel of the room, but Dalton
could fix all of that. Him and an exterminator. Liam took several
pictures of the plaster overhead, the flash on his phone’s camera
lighting the space for a second.

When he finished, he hit his flashlight app
and climbed the stairs to the stained glass window. After a few
more shots, he leaned against the back wall and sent them all to
Dalton then texted him.

Hey, man. You have more experience with
renovating old homes than I do. Do these pictures show any historic
significance? Trying to save Historic Hall from being
demolished.

Liam paced around the upstairs, eyeing the
roof ladder, Anna’s bedroom, the stained glass window, broken
boards. In his mind, he could already see it restored to its former
glory. A time of happiness and possibilities, instead of cob webs
and lost dreams.

His phone rang, the caller ID showing it was
Dalton. Liam’s heart thrashed against his ribs and he said a silent
prayer before he answered.

“Hey,” Liam said, his voice cracking under
the pressure of his last hope.

“I thought a phone call would be easier than
texting back,” Dalton said.

Liam pushed from the wall and began pacing
the long hallway again. “Yep, thanks. What do you think?”

“I’m no expert, but I did some work at the
Timeless Tea house a few years ago. They’re on the historic
register with the county due to their hardwoods dating to the
mid-1800s. Also they have some plaster in their front room similar
to what’s in these pictures. I’d say you have a good shot. You need
to put in a request with the county to preserve it as a historic
building. I have to warn you, though. Remodeling a historic
property is more difficult. There’ll be a ton of rules to follow,
and it’ll cost more than just tearing things down and
rebuilding.”

Liam’s heart soared to the stars. “That’s
great news. Thanks so much, Dalton.”

“As I said, I’m no expert.”

Yet, somehow Liam knew what Dalton said was
the truth. Perhaps the entire industrial district could be saved.
“I understand. Thanks, man. I’ll be getting back with you soon to
start work on it. I hope you’re up for the challenge.”

“You know I love restoration projects, so
I’m your man.” His baby cried in the background, and Liam could
hear Sara call for him.

“I’ll let you get back to your family.
Thanks again.”

“Sure thing, man. Have a good night.”

“I will.” Liam raced down the steps,
formulating a plan to get Anna into Historic Hall. She needed to
realize she belonged in Riverbend as much as he did.


Chapter Twenty-Three






Anna stood in front of Historic Hall,
tugging her coat tight around her. She tilted the phone to her
mouth. “What am I doing here? And why are you calling me on your
wedding night?”

“We’ll be leaving in an hour. And you’re not
going to make me come drag you there, and miss my night at the
beautiful resort room Mitch booked for us, are you?”

“Fine, I’m here. Now what?” Anna sighed,
looking up and down the street for any sign of what this was all
about.

“Go to the roof.”

Anna stomped her foot. “No way. This is
ridiculous.”

“My wedding, my rules.”

“Cynthia Gold Taylor, you’re not playing
fair.”

She giggled. “I took a page out of the Anna
playbook. Now stop whining and go. I’ll talk to you later.”

The phone went dead and Anna considered
leaving, but knew Cynthia would abandon her night with Mitch,
forcing him to drive her over here himself. They both wanted Liam
and her together, and this was no doubt some ploy to get her to
stay. It was a waste of time, but if it was the only way to get
them off her back she’d go through with it. She’d go up, take a
look around, but she wouldn’t get all sentimental and try to stay.
Not anymore.

She reached for the brick at the front door,
but it had been moved and the key was gone. Eyeing the street, she
checked for Liam’s car, but to her relief, or disappointment, there
was no sign of the BMW. No sign of any car up or down the street.
It was eerily quiet.

Light flickered inside the window, so she
pushed open the front door to find tea candles lit all over the
front room, and on the stairs to the second floor. She closed the
door behind her, trying to ignore the warm glow of light, and
marched up the stairs. Her heels clicked with each step and the
boards creaked, announcing her approach. The trap door to the roof
stood open. She paused, eyeing the stairs then the opening to the
roof. If this was some sort of trick, it wouldn’t work. Nothing
would change her mind. It was time to go back to work and leave
these childish dreams behind.

One hand over the other, she climbed the
ladder to the roof. More candles stood in lines along each side,
leading to Liam who stood at the edge of the building.

She crawled through the opening and put her
hands on her hips. “Liam Harrow, I don’t know what you’re up to,
but this isn’t going to work. Now, we both need to grow up. Listen,
I spoke to my mother and I know why she took us away. I don’t hate
her any longer. I understand why she moved us around so much. But
even if my father’s dead, this still isn’t my home. I never
belonged here. It was a temporary stop for me.”

Liam took silent steps along the line of
lights until he stood inches from her. “You say you don’t belong,
that you have no reason to stay, but you do. Look up at those stars
and find your wish. It’s up there. You just need to believe.”

“That’s a child’s game. I don’t have time
for this. I need to pack and get ready—”

“For once, you’re going to listen, Anna Sue
Baker. Now, come with me.” Liam took her hand and made her stand in
their wishing spot. “Now, look up there and make a wish. A wish
from your heart, not what you think is true.”

Anna shook her head. “Don’t do this, Liam. I
told you I need to go.”

“Forget what you need to do. Look at that
star. That one right there, and tell me what you wish for.”

Her lip trembled, but she refused to say the
words. Instead, she pulled away, but he grabbed her from behind and
spun her to face the street, nudging her chin toward the stars.
“You might not say it, but I know what you wish for.” His arms
tightened around her. “You wish to be home.”

Her entire body shook. “No, I tried. We left
this place a long time ago. I don’t belong here.”

“You do, Anna. Just look around you.” He
kissed the back of her head and nudged her closer to the edge of
the building. Below stood dozens of people holding candles―Cynthia,
Andrew and Mitch at the front, surrounded by Cathy, her husband,
and several others she recognized from around town and from
Creekside. “These are your town family. I’m your family.”

Anna broke down, tears streaming down her
face. “If it’s what you want, it’s yours. This building will be
declared a historic site, so the university can’t tear it down.
I’ll keep my job, and we’ll raise our family here, in Riverbend. If
it’s what you want. If that is your wish.” Liam spun her around to
face him. “Tell me it’s what you want.”

Anna choked on her words, the salty tears
streaming to her lips and she forced the words she’d long to say
for so long. “Yes.”

“Tell me your wish, Anna. Say it to me.”

She saw the love in Liam’s eyes, his
willingness to stay by her side and make her happy, the ability to
remain strong in the face of anything that came his way. He wasn’t
his uncle, and she wasn’t her mother. They had a chance, and she
wouldn’t waste it like they had. “In all my wishes. In all my
years. In all my dreams. In all my life, I’ve only ever wished for
you.”

He claimed her lips and she melted into him
with the promise of all their wishes and dreams coming true.


Chapter Twenty-Four






Seven Months Later






Liam and Dalton finished hanging the crystal
chandelier in the center of the parlor. Light reflected off each
prism and danced around the walls. Anna watched the sparkle in awe.
Andrew’s violin music echoed from upstairs, making the old building
feel like an eloquent dance hall. “He’s doing well, isn’t he?” Anna
loved the way the music made the building so warm and inviting.

Cynthia continued brushing paint onto the
back wall. “Yes, he’s defied the odds.”

Liam stepped down from the ladder. “I told
you that little man was born to be awesome.”

Mitchem turned on his heels, dripping paint
off his brush onto the plastic drop-cloth. “Don’t say things like
that around him. He’s getting a big enough ego as it is. Ever since
he made the Riverbend University Youth Orchestra he’s been
impossible to live with.”

Cynthia tossed paint from her brush at
Mitchem. “You stop picking on him. He’s a good boy.”

Mitchem jumped out of the way, but dots of
periwinkle splattered on his face.

“Okay, you two. No playing around. There
isn’t much more time to get this place ready. I can’t believe the
grand opening is in two weeks.” Anna held her hand to her chest,
catching a glimpse of the diamond ring on her left ring finger.
With one glance at her fiancé, her nerves calmed. “I still can’t
believe my mother is coming for the opening. I’m not sure what you
said to her, Liam.”

“Not much. I mentioned that it was time to
move forward with our lives. Oh, and I might have mentioned that
we’d never bring her grandkids to visit her in Florida if she
didn’t come to your opening.”

Anna gasped. “Liam, you didn’t.”

“Oh, yes, I did. I think it’s time for my
uncle and your mother to grow up.”

“I can’t believe Robert managed to talk
Colum into selling Historic Hall.” Anna rested her elbows against
the mahogany counter and eyed the front windows. The construction
crane across the street messed with the ambiance, but it was a
small price to pay for the new loft apartments being built and the
potential customers they would bring.

Liam chuckled. “He’s made some amazing deals
for me in the past, but this one is beyond even what I thought he
could do. Apparently he is a shrewd negotiator.”

“Do you think we’ll ever know the truth
about what happened? I’m not going to waste any more of my life on
the past, but it would be nice to know why my mother told me my
father was dead, but your uncle said he was still a threat.”

Liam shrugged and handed Dalton some pliers.
“Don’t know. Don’t care. If your father wished you harm, he
would’ve shown up here long before now.”

Dalton hung the new sign that read In All My
Wishes over the door.

She hugged herself, not able to believe in
such happiness.

Dalton tossed the pliers into his tool box.
“We’re all set here. I must say you have excellent taste. I’m
excited you were willing to save so much of the original plaster
and floors. And that roof garden is beautiful.”

“Thanks. I figured I could have meetings up
there, or book parties. This place really came together. Thanks,
Dalton. I appreciate all you did. I hope Sara isn’t too mad you’ve
been gone so much.”

“Nope. She’s looking forward to that free
outfit you promised her.” He gathered his tools with a laugh and
waved goodbye on his way out the door.

Liam opened his arms and Anna tucked into
his side. “You’re amazing. Thank you for all of this. I never
believed Riverbend could be my home.”

Cynthia set her paint brush down and took
Mitchem’s hand. “The town motto doesn’t lie.”

Anna nodded her agreement. “Where dreams
begin, just around the Riverbend.”






The End











To continue your journey in Riverbend,
download In All My Years.
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