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Her grin widened the way it always did right before she

was about to talk about annuals or perennials or tubers or
seedlings or whatever. I didn't know much about garden-
ing, but it always struck me that Haven was doing just
the thing she was obviously meant to be doing. One's true

purpose. The phrase that popped into my mind caused an

odd pinch in the center of my chest that I had no explana-
tion for because Haven was a little quirky, but she was a nice
girl who deserved every bit of happiness that had come her
way since she'd moved to Pelion. I didn't know all the details
of her background, but I knew life hadn't been easy for her
or her brother, Easton, before they d moved here. "We're
installing a water feature at the Fillmore Estate. They have

this big hill behind the house that's always been a challenge
landscape design-wise. I suggested a water feature that starts

at the top and winds down to the base with large rocks and
plantings along the way and they went for itl It'll be the
first one we design and install and so it has to be right. It
has to be perGct, And then, who knows, maybe we'llhire a

bigger crew and expand the business." she pulled in a breath,
winded from the long string of words that had emerged in
an excited rush. "So I was up early measuring and planning
and well-" She waved her hand around and let out a smal1

laugh as though she'd just realized she'd gotten a 1itt1e carried
away.

"It's going to be spectacular. I have no doubt," I said with
a smile.

"Thanks, Gage. That's really kind of you." She moved
aside as the woman next to her stepped forward to grab her
drink.

"How's Tlavis doing?" I asked. "I haven't seen him in a

while."

Her face went sort of soft and slack rhe .,.

might happen righr before a person lvas aL.c,-.

she remained upright and conscious as she :r::
And for rvhatever reason, the word goor/ .--
salacious and made me want to glance arouir_
no one saw us dirty-ta1king. .,He,s olf ro.i-:,
hunting a cat." She r-olled her eyes, but er.en : -

come off as adoring.
"I'm sorry. Hunting a cat?,,

"Mm." Sonreone else stepped around h.
up tw-o cupholders, turning carefully as he --

colTees all toppc.d rvith u.hipped cream and ;.r
Br"rt then the customer turned back to the cc,_
me, two of these are -cupposed to h:rve choc..
Good grief. No wonder there rvas a u.ait. \\'
back at Haven, her lips thinned as she s ar,
hand his drinks over for an additionai close oi::
certainJy sonre sort of cardinal sin to a \\.o:r-
conscious as Haven. "Clar.vdia just had krrre-
her gaze moved back to me. ,,-W'e 

assumed ,:_

but she obvior-rslv wasn't. Well. you can rirl
oLrtrage when it becarne ciear his beloved car

I could absolutely not imagine :rnv such . ,.

"Anyway," she rvent on, "the kittens \\.cr. --

and they're all oranse. Each onel,,
I stared. I had no idea rvhat she rvas talkin-

I w'as supposed to respond.
She stared back. "Clarvdiat gray.,, she ilna-,
"Ah. I see. So, rhe guilrv parq, clearh -:

telltale orange genes. Travis is out hr_rntrng .r _.

because he outrageouslv knocked up hi-s ;j.
being granted permission."
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She bobbed her head as I worked not to laugh.
Oh, Travis Hale. Once Pelion's Most Eligible Bachelor

and all-around player.

My how the mighty had fallen.
The last time I'd seen Travis, he'd been helping dig holes

for new trees Havent business was planting at the revitalized
park entrance.

I'd only been passing by but by the radiant expression on
his sweat-streaked face, it appeared he believed himself to be

doing the Lordt work.
The iaughter that had threatened now disappeared

completely, leaving an uncomfortable void.
If Tiavis had fal1en, why did I feel like he'd surpassed me?

I cleared my throat, forcing my thoughts back to the
mating habits of cats. "'What's he going to do when he finds
the bastard?" I asked.

Haven's brows sort of went in two dilferent directions as

though she hadn't quite considered that part. "'Well, he just
wants to speak to him."

"He wants to speak to the cat?"

Haven laughed. "His owner."
"If he has one."
"Right, if he has one." Someone bumped into her,

and she took a small step toward me and I caught her
clean scent: lavender, lilies, and grass. It was pleasant and
so very her.

I'd gone out on one date with Haven a couple of years

back before I'd found out she had it bad for Travis Hale and
vice versa. I'd happily-and easily, trr-rth be told-stepped
aside and I was glad they d ended up togerher. Nothing
permanent would have come from dating Haven, not to
mention, Haven and Travis were clearly madly in love, had

fornred a little family, and seemed to har:e to...
they didn't even knor,v they wanted out of lri;

Cood.for tlrcm.

Meanwhile, even though Id deterurinc,c.i ..,

was tinte to settle do\\.n, I still hadn,t rner rh.. :

Maybe she didn't exist.
Except I didn't want to consider thar l

rnvself, but because n1y parents expected nr; ,

Buchanan nar1e. If I didn,t, our familr. 1egl.-
nlore. That responsibiliry fell to nre and nre _:-

"Hay," Haven said, dr:r-uving nre b:rck to l,:.
vou want a kitten in about erght rveeks?''

"My condo doesn't 
"1lo1a, 

pets.',
Her shoulders dropped. ,,Oh. Well, spr.e:;

us. Otherw-ise, we'11 have several rnore barn i,,,
"Also, I'm moving to London in a coup-. .

Her eyes rvidened. "London! For u,ork?..
I nodded. "'We're opening a hotel in \\ e s:::
She fi-or,vned. "Oh. I see. Well, I kne.,.

rrar.el a fair bit, but Calliope won,t be the sanr.
Horvever. .." She reached out and patted 1lr\ :. -

ne eding a change of scener1,.,, She tiltec.l h.:.
ins nre, her erpression slightlv troubled iS urr _.

-ronrething abour me I didn,t. But then shc .::-
r-ou all the luck in finding-just what you.re lo. .
par-rsed, chewing at rhe side of her lip tbr .r ::
"Souretimes, it's cJoser than you think.,.

"Gabe," the barista called, a yolrns blon: .
obviously a seasonal ernployee.

"Gage," the or,vner, p.ggy corrected o-,..r_

der rvith a r.vink and a snrile in nry direcrior- ,
thrng that made my honretor,vn of Calliop.; ;1
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Pelion, which was right across Pelion Lake. 'Whereas they
were almost exclusively small-town, we were a mix befween
small-town and tourist mecca-at least during spring break
and throughout the sunmer season. Arrd there were undeni-
ably rrore upscale areas of Calliope, including the gated
communify rvhere my parents lived, in which I d grown up.

I found Pelion charming and appreciated that they'd made
the choice to preserve the quaint nature of their town, but
I'd always preGrred the variety of traditional and modern
o{Gred in Calliope and the fact that there was a little bit of
everything.

I picked up the drink as the kid mutrered, "Sorry."
"Don't worry about it." I turned back to Haven. "It was

great to see you. Tell T[av I said hi and good luck with the
hunt. If he's looking to form a posse, I might be able to
make myself available on Monday after I ger back from the
weekend golf trip I'm going on with some college buddies."

Haven laughed. "That's very kind of you, Gage. Have a

fun weekend."
I lifted my cup in a toast and moved past her toward the

door, exiting the crowded coffee shop and heading to my
cat.

I turned the ignition, cranked up the AC and sat there
drinking my coffee for a minute, staling out the windshield
again and bouncing my knee. I caught myself and stilled tny
leg, giving my head a small shake as I attempred to move
my mind toward the work I had on my agenda that day.

God, why did I feel so damn restless? I'd thought taking the
next step on my career path and rnoving to T,ondon would
help dispel the feeling of general agitation l'd been experi-
encing for the last year or so, but it'd really only increased
the sensation. I had to figure that was due to a nrild case of

nervcs at ,,..L
still disra i,,,' .'^-: '-
making a Strrc .

once I was settied in my netv home.
In mv rearvieu, mirror I saw Haven exrr _

with her drink in hand and turn in the orher:_
the old-fashioned, turquoise blue pickup sh: .

HaL,en's Gare logo ernblazoned on the sicle. \,r -

that thing, thar was for sure. I pressed slighrl.
to hear the purr ofnry Audi, but rather than b:
satisfaction it ahvays had, emptiness loornecl r

I'd built my life around luxury car-s, rarlor.
sive memberships, and the like. Those rhins:
I u,,as and the life I wanted. I r,vas abour ro ,_
lakeside town behind for the sophistication ,

recent years, I'd only gror,vn more establishc;
and I was about to nlake a nlove that u.ou_;
sLlccess, and nry rvealth. I stood on the pre.r:
rhing I'd ever worked for and all my farher n..:
rle and all I felt was...stuck. It made no -\cr)r

Harren's truck bumped past me ancl sh.
t-aved out the r.vindow. I tippecl nry chin. .r,...

L-,ed, filled with cheerv flats offlorru,ers, nro\-cir -.

rlr- fingers to my lower iip, realizing thar rn:::
brck at Haven, my mouth had tipped inro : r:

I sighed and, once again, emptied ni\ :r- ,

possible, pulline away from the curb ancl :_
office rvhere I had back-to-back meetings.

I was glad I had a packed schedule rodar, --_:

br-rt a short break frorn the rigmarole u.ould i.
head back in the game. The upcoming gnr,:..,-..,
be good. No-the guys,rveekend wor,rld be g .



L

'tEor8 eq plno.\\ pue{ee^\,sLn8 eql-oN 'PooB aq

plno,^A. pue>lea,&\,s.(n8 Surruo:dn aqa 'arut8 arlt ur >lleq pteq
du ra8 eru dlaq ppo,^ e1o;au8rr ar{t ruo-rJ >ltelq troqs t lnq
'.uouoruol put drpor eppeqrs pa1:ed E PtrI I pr13 st.tt 1

's8urtaeru ryBq-ol->ptq peq I eleq,^o. errJ+o

egt ot Surptaq put q-rnl eqt ruory .&.tl'e 3ur1nd 'alqrssod

sE lsaq s€ puru dru parrdure 'ure8t a:uo 'put paq8rs 1

'u,^.orj E otur peddn pcq r{1notu dru 'ue,tep1 }t >lltg

Suqrurs Jo ptetsul lrqt Surzqtar 'dq rJ,la'ol dru o1 sra8ug dru

tq8no-rq 1 dt.trrt paAoru 'sra,lrroggo sltg d-raeqc qll-^a Pellg 'peq

eqt sE Surq:ttta. 'urqo .(ru paddn I '.4 oPuL^.\ srll lno Pe^€,\\

pue pouurrS eqs pu€ eru tsed pedrunq >llnri s.ue^tH
'esues ou epElu lI '>llnls"'se-&\ lleJ I IIE put eru

roJ peruearp ptr{ rerlltJ ,ftu 1t put roJ pelro,&\ le,te p,1 Surql

-dra.ta 3o a:tdrca;d aql uo Pools I 'qlpe^l. dru put 'ssaflns

,(ru esee;cur pFo,^A. ttr{l eloru t a>lflu ot lnoqt sE.A& I put
'.rae;Ef .(ru ur peqsrTqtlse eJoru u,AAoJB dluo p.1 'srted luefel
uI 'uopuo'I Jo uorltrrtsrqdos aqt roJ purqeq u.^ 'ol ePISe>lEI

'prus snlt e^Bal 01 lnogE sE,&\ I 'peluE^\ I aJII eql PUE sE,t\ I
orl.^&Jo elods sSurqi esoql 'olrl eqt put 'sdtqs;aqrueur elrs

-nlJxe 'strns pe;optl 'sttl d;nxnl puno-rt e311 dru rllnq P.I
'eprsur peruool sseurtdrua 'ptq s.fu.ao.p 1I uorlrtJsrlts

eqt eLLr Sur8ur:q urqt reqttr tnq 'IpnV.(urgo r-rnd eql leeq o1

tsnlsr8 eq] uo dpq8qs passard I 'erns loJ s€.\\ itqt'8urqt ltql
ssru t.uppor no1 'apIS eqt uo pauoztlqrue o3o1 eryC s(uaiaH

aqt qtrl\ alorp eqs dn1:rd anlq esronbrnt 'pauotqstJ-Plo aql

p-rE.\\ot uorlle-rlP rerllo eql ur urnl PUE Putq uI {urrP leq qll^\
doqs aagoe eql lrxe uaABH ,!\ts I foJlrtu .AterAJeeJ dtu u1

'euoq,^eeu,\ru UI pelDas sE&\ I efuo

JaDeq 1aB p,:r f,1a-rng ']r arou8r ol uoJJe snorlsuof r 8urryru

se.ar padlaq rtqr Surqr dpo eqr pue IIeq sr Surtcerlslp flps
st \ lr lnq 'e8utqc Surpuadtur snoluetuotu E r{lns 1? selJeu

Jo esEf pl}u t ol enp s?-\\ lt'il :---:': -:'-
pestarfur dpo dlee-r plI ltlq 'Lti ir- -:i - -:: : '

-rradxe ueeq P.I uorltlrSt p'r:rr:i -l' :'-"::- :

plno.&\ uopuo'I ol Sur,roru PLIr qlr; -:::.-- '- ' '

eqt 8ur1tr rqSnoqr pI ,ss:llst-I tlM-'r 'r: -::-: - : '

dep rtqt tpua8t dru uo PEU I li:' i- :"- ----

a^oru ol Peldutellt I str J]lus l':-'l': 1 - :- '

dru peprs pur3lesiru lqFnr-r 1 '::--:\ '-''- .' .-'

pleqspur.le eql lno 8ru;rls ':ln't:lr'-': : - - r:.-

dru ot Surpeeq put doqs 3:-IIo-' .J:: ' ' - : - --

eql pJE,^.ol req lsrd pololll pur l>r'-- : '- : - '

B aAEI{ 'a8eg 'nod30 PUq -ur-\ \.1'ruI. -:--':.-'-

.,'sarppnq a8elo: eruos t{1I1\ uo iitlo'i -'-- 
i J --.-'

eql rLIoU 1:rq re8 I rory? .(rpuo11 rltr :': :: -

ot elqt aq rq8lu 1 'assod t uIlo,l ol i-:::'
eql qtr.^& 1:nl poo8 pu€ I{ pIPS I \frI -: -'

sE,/\\ lL, 'ue^tH 01 {l€q peulnl I ..'lI l:': -

,.LJfo5,, 'palellnru P]I eqr sE li-'I::--- :-- --

Jo llq elllrl E st^\ aJaql IELII l-rE-] lul -'--: :-: :

uJeporu pu€ IEuoIlIpE-Il ]o -u:Ilt'-\;-- --:--r-:-

1nq'u,tLo1 JrerilJo eJnltu lurrnl'lul r -:r::--
apcru p,Leql lttll paltl:e:ddt prtr irt'-":: ---

'dn u,ttorS P,I qrIIlA ur 'pa,rr1 SluJ'It'ui 
"'-'-' :::-

paie8 sqr 8urpn1:ur 'edorp-l -+o !r'-:;r ' - -
-Iuepun eJe.A 3Jeql puv 'uoSEes 'If,LL[l-i) : -'.- - 

-

1te.rq Surrds 3ur;np lstel l?-tl--lortl l:'-:- --- - '-

ueo,A;eq xlllr 1l 3Ja.AA JA\ 'u,\\o1-ilttu\ \': "-. 
- ''

daqt stereqlf,\ 'eIt'I uorlsd ssorft ll.l'='- ' ' -



CHAPTER TWO

Rory

The ber.ry of starstruck women let out a collective squeal

as my uncle tossed the ice from the glass in his right hand
and caught it in the empfy one he was holding in his 1eft,

that slow, one-sided smile causing his dimple to appear. The
squeals melted into delighted sighs. I pressed my lips together,
working to keep my expression neutral. I had plenty of
practice resisting the eye ro11 that still naturally threatened
such blatant reverence. Such a simple bartender moue and still
they swoon like louesick puppies.

I wiped down the table that had just been vacated and
picked up the tray of empfy glasses as another chorus of
"oohs" came from the bar. I gave my head a small shake.

Easy tricks aside though, I could see why my uncle received
so much female attention and adoration. He did bear a strik-
ing resemblance to Elvis Presley in his heyday.

"That man is truly God's gift to Mud Gulch," Karla, one
of three servers, including me, working the floor, said, her
eyes glued to my uncle as she waited for a check to print.

"Not a ditlicult feat considering the ;.
said breezily as I passed by. The man didn.:
else, especially his niece, farvning over hinr,
lr,as Ronreo to boot. My grandnlother ntu.i
foresight u,here he r,vas concerned becar.rse ttr
been a dilEcult name to manage had he ber:
than himself. But Granny had had an atlinrn :,
and, apparently, believed her second_born ,,--.

the nane of a tarnous fictional lothario u,ell
Another burst of squeals went up. .,-rl

thought.
I lvove through the crorvded tables u ri;-.

baianced in one hand, shouldered the door :,
open and deposited the dirry glasses ne:rr r,-.r,
''Order up, Ror1,," our cook called fronr s,hc
the grill.

"Thanks, Eli," I said as I picked up thc. :
tbod sitting under the warmer. Eli nodded -i.r.

.rt me, a spatula held in his hand and his gazc i,
TV mounted to the rvall in the corner of th. .'
have one jobl Hit rhe damn ball, you dipshrrl
Fushed the s,uvinging doors open.

The smack of a bat hitting a ball nrer :

r., alked back into the bar. Apparently, the cip:i.
nranaged to do hisjob.

"A burger, medium, no on1on, no tonr.i:,--,
oionion rings, Larry," I saicl as I set the tbo.i rr.
of our regulars.

"Thanks, Ror1,."
I gave him a nod. "And for Kip, fish and ch-:

s1au,'," I said, reaching across and handing rhc :,:
loaded plate.
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