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Be alert and of sober mind.

Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.

1 PETER 5:8

“I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace.

In this world you will have trouble.

But take heart! I have overcome the world.”

JOHN 16:33


CHAPTER ONE

Ashley Walters needed one thing tonight.

Rather than wait for what would never come, she climbed into her Silverado and headed toward the Mennonite farmlands. That peaceful area of town always calmed her.

Since she couldn’t call Eric, she tossed her cell phone into the passenger’s seat on top of her folded police uniform. Late shift was a rite of passage for newbies. She’d survived it on the Gwinnett County police force. She’d manage it here in Montezuma, Georgia, too.

With a glance at the phone, she fought the urge to pick it up and call her brother. The almost daily habit was a painful reminder that Eric wouldn’t answer ever again. If he could have, he’d have given her his usual pep talk, probably with one of his priceless impersonations. Mickey Mouse and Boris Karloff were her favorites.

“You can do anything you set your heart to, Lee Lee. Everything God created you to do. And I’ll be there cheering you on. Each and every step of the way.”

If she could hear her big brother’s words one more time…

She fixed her blurry eyes straight ahead and forced the painful shards of memory away. Work required an officer with complete concentration, not someone with one foot in the present and another one stuck in the past. She should have solved the ten-year-old cold case and achieved justice for Eric. But every lead hit a dead end years ago. Nothing but dead ends.

She passed the Montezuma Mennonite Church and turned left, heading back into town…and the present.

Even before her shift tonight, she had to live through the upcoming dinner party. The party she’d begged out of for an entire month, much to her sweet neighbor’s dismay.

Emma had brought over dinner or chocolate croissants at least once a week, staying to hear about her day. She insisted that was what neighbors did in Montezuma. It was far more than that. Emma had extended friendship and a caring, maternal interest in her life.

So for Emma and the patience she’d shown, Ashley would enjoy tonight. This was an evening for firsts. Like the snow they’d had on Christmas a few weeks ago. First time in over a hundred years. That’s about how long it had been since she’d enjoyed a party.

Deep breath in. And out. Tonight she’d have fun. Tonight she’d live in the present.

She pulled into the Traveler’s Rest Bed and Breakfast parking lot and turned off the engine. Beside her, Emma’s silver Escalade and a handful of other makes and models filled the small space. Cars lined the street, and in the frigid twilight, she catalogued every one. Twice.

Years ago, she would have turned to prayer to deal with a situation like this. Not today. It hurt too much. Maybe she should just head home and paint instead.

Before she could escape, Emma appeared at the porch rail, bright smile beaming. Ashley couldn’t back out now. Not when the whole town had turned out for her belated “Welcome to Montezuma” party.

Ashley sighed as she exited her truck and adjusted her pancake holster under her black lambskin coat. Her red cardigan and matching tank top dampened, despite the January chill. She should have known better than to agree to this, but friends came few and far between for newcomers, especially a woman with a gun.

Brushing a few long black hairs from her shoulder, she stood rooted to the spot. She should have stayed home with a Jane Austen DVD and some caramel corn. Or better yet, gone into work early and rounded up a few criminals.

She calmed her breathing and stepped forward, the ever-confident cop persona in place.

Emma waved from the wrap-around Victorian porch. Compared to Emma’s elegant Jackie O-inspired wool coat and shift dress, Ashley was way underdressed and frumpy.

“There you are, dear. Come in, come in. Let’s get you out of the cold.” The light breeze only mussed Emma’s graying hair a tiny bit, and the evening light cast a rosy glow over everything.

Ashley took the porch steps one at a time, slow and steady. Tucked close to the house, three older gentlemen played a rousing game of checkers. Their space heaters added instant warmth to the cold night.

“I’m telling you, mister, I’m gonna school you nice and good if you aren’t careful.” One skinny man pointed a weathered finger at the other two.

“Oh, pishaw. You always say that and show nothin’.” Another, more portly, gentleman grinned and jumped three red pieces with his black king. “How ’bout that?”

Ashley couldn’t help but chuckle, and her shoulders unknotted a little. If nights like this were the norm, moving here was the best choice she’d made in a long time.

Emma slipped an arm through Ashley’s and nudged her closer to the group. “George, Stan, Wally, have you met my new neighbor, Officer Ashley Walters?”

The men stood, and the sturdiest of the three hitched up his neatly pressed trousers and pointed to the checkerboard. “Join us? Old Stan could use an advisor. That’s what George is doin’ for me.” Wally winked. “At least that’s what he says he’s doin’.”

Emma shook her head. “Not yet, boys. Miss Ashley needs to meet a few others before you steal her away to play checkers.” She tugged Ashley toward the front door.

“It was nice to meet y’all.” Ashley dropped her voice. “I’ll be back soon.”

The men nodded and chuckled, returning to their game.

Inside, the bed and breakfast shone with spit-polished antiques, an elegant spread of hors d’oeuvres on the large dining table, and soft mood lighting. Magical. But that was Emma. Everything she touched turned out perfect.

“Thank you, Emma. This is so nice.”

Emma’s eyes twinkled as she hung their coats in the hall closet. “You’re worth it, my dear.”

Ashley’s heart clenched. So this was what a doting mom was like. She had little experience in that department.

“Come, have some food.” Emma led her toward the dining room table, introducing her as they went to a number of older Montezuma residents who all smiled their welcome.

Ashley waved as she followed on Emma’s cute orange and pink heels. Her own boring black flats heightened her throbbing sense of awkwardness.

In the dining room, Emma thrust a small, blue and white plate into Ashley’s hands, picked up silver tongs, and plopped a buttery, chocolate-filled croissant onto the plate.

The first bite melted in her mouth.

“You could stand to eat far more of these than you do.”

She almost choked. Need to gain weight? Not in a million years. But rather than argue, she ate and allowed Emma to fawn on her other guests. The chocolate pastry tasted like sunshine and dreams. She closed her eyes and let everything else fade into the background.

“Excuse me?”

A smooth and decidedly male voice drew her back from chocolate heaven. She opened her eyes and fought not to widen them. His average build and thick, dark brown hair didn’t startle her, but his thoughtful blue eyes hit the mark.

A quirk of a smile played across his clean shaven face. “I’m sorry to drag you away from your chocolate, but have you seen Emma? She asked me to meet her here.” He glanced around at the older folks milling about. “I wasn’t expecting a crowd.”

Mr. Blue Eyes had no idea there was a party. Things started clicking.

Danger, Will Robinson.

Ashley wanted to bang her palm on her forehead. How could she have fallen for this setup?

“Emma was just here a minute ago.” She leaned toward the newcomer. “But since you’re the only one not my parents’ age, maybe you could…”

He raised his eyebrows. “Keep you company?”

She couldn’t help but join him in laughter.

Emma appeared out of nowhere. “Oh, delightful. Patrick, I’m so glad you’ve met our newest resident. She’s a gem, is she not?”

“Actually, Emma, I’ve not been properly introduced.” Patrick bent down toward the shorter woman. “In fact, I had no idea I was being finagled into attending a party.”

“This was all Emma’s idea.” Ashley bit her lip to suppress any further outbursts.

Emma twinkled.

“Ah, so I see.” He placed an arm around Emma’s dainty frame. “Dear Mother Hen, are you playing matchmaker again?”

Again? The floor could have swallowed Ashley up and she’d have rejoiced.

“Oh, bother.” Emma swatted Patrick’s arm. “If you mean that granddaughter of Wally’s, that was pure coincidence. One I quickly nipped in the bud, didn’t I?”

“That you did. But not before she asked me to run away with her.”

Emma huffed and turned away from them, fussing with the plates on the table. “She did no such thing.”

Patrick winked behind her back.

With a nod, Emma turned and wagged her finger. “Dropped out of finishing school, that one did.” She grabbed Ashley’s hand. “But let’s forget the past, shall we? Officer Ashley Walters, meet the dashing and very single Patrick James, marriage and family counselor.”

He stuck out his hand. “It’s truly a pleasure to meet you, Ashley.”

“Oh. Yes.” Ashley straightened and shook his hand like they were sealing a business deal. “It’s good to meet you too.”

“Well, I’ll leave you two alone to get acquainted.” With that, Emma disappeared yet again.

Ashley’s stomach picked that silent moment to growl. Loudly.

Patrick nodded toward the table. “I’d be happy to fill a plate right behind you.”

She turned back to the decked out table and aimlessly picked up food as she tried to dream up some intelligent bit of conversation. Nothing came.

And the gaggle of well-dressed, white-haired ladies standing in the hall and at the far end of the dining room didn’t help with their waggling eyebrows.

Patrick filled his plate with more than she piled on hers. “How long have you been a police officer?”

“Five years. How about you? Counseling, right?”

Patrick nodded toward the back of the house. “There’s a nice glassed-in patio out that way. Would you like to join me?”

“Sure.”

All the ladies nodded their approval, as if it were any of their business. Ashley forced herself not to groan. So much for fitting into the close-knit community and finding her way around nice and slow.

She hustled to the nearest wicker couch, the only one situated against the house, and sat down. Patrick eased in next to her. The backyard stood still and empty, but there were no doubt listening ears hovering just out of sight.

“How long have you been a counselor?”

“Long enough to know when the business day is over and an enjoyable evening has begun.” He took a few bites of salmon something. “This is wonderful. Emma is a fantastic cook. Just be careful what you say or it’ll be tomorrow’s special menu.”

“Advice duly noted.” She studied him over her second chocolate pastry. “You either haven’t been a counselor long or you aren’t happy in your job.” Maybe she should have been a lawyer. Or a hunting dog. Or even slightly embarrassed at slipping into work mode.

It was safest there.

Patrick’s eyes crinkled. “Neither, actually. I’ve been a marriage and family counselor for eight years, and I love my job. Most days. Today, not so much.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not particularly. Since we’ve been set up on a blind date, how’s about making the best of it? Tell me something about you.”

“I’m from Atlanta, a native. Child of a busy interior decorator and a lawyer. Cop by night, artist by day.”

Patrick nodded and focused on her eyes, as if what she said really mattered. A natural counselor.

Two could play that game though, and it was her turn. “Do you have family here?”

“Yes, my mother, sister, brother-in-law, and niece all live nearby.”

“You grew up in Montezuma?” She nibbled on some crackers and pâté.

“It’s really not an affliction. Let me guess, small-town life is a big adjustment?”

“How did you pick up on that?”

“Crossed legs, eyes scanning the surroundings. Short answers. And…” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Let’s not forget the slight curl of your lip when you said the word Montezuma.”

Busted. “Sorry. I moved here hoping for a slower pace and peaceful surroundings to paint. I found it.” She shrugged. “I had no idea how draining constant quiet could be.”

He nodded and waited in unnerving silence.

A glimpse at her watch provided a nice escape hatch. Long before she needed to head over to headquarters, she stood and dusted off her pants with one hand. “Thank you for making an awkward situation bearable.”

He chuckled as he stood. “I hope it was more pleasant than that.”

“Yes, it was. Pleasant I mean.” A quick look toward the patio’s interior door revealed Emma spying on them. “I’d better say my goodbyes to Emma and all before I leave.” She finished off the last bite of her pastry.

Patrick held out a hand. “Here, let me take care of your plate for you.” He stacked the two plates and set them on the bench. “I was wondering…would you be free tomorrow? For dinner?” He ran a hand through his neatly trimmed hair.

“Not tomorrow, sorry. I work most Fridays and Saturdays.”

He studied the wicker coffee table and slipped his hands into his jeans.

“But I’m off Sunday night.”

His smile returned. “I know a great place in Americus. How ’bout I pick you up at seven for dinner?”

“You know where I live?”

“Emma’s mentioned it a time or two.”

Gotta love small towns. “Okay. I guess I’ll see you then.” She hurried over to where Emma and a few older ladies gathered, oohing over some potted plants. “I should be going. Thank you for the party, Emma. It was lovely.”

Emma reached up with her hankie and wiped something from Ashley’s mouth. “So glad you enjoyed the chocolate too, dear.”

Oh, for the ground to swallow her. Right this second.
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Standing in front of her bedroom mirror, Ashley fastened her damp hair into a tight bun like the Mennonite ladies she’d seen at Yoder’s restaurant. Then she strapped on her sidearm and took one last look in the mirror as she ran through a series of questions. Could she do it today? Could she stay safe and protect fellow officers and the public? Even if it meant using the gun she just strapped on?

Yes.

The day she answered no would be the day she turned in her badge and gun for good.

The drive to headquarters didn’t take five minutes, but walking wasn’t smart late at night, even in a small town. She parked her truck and grabbed her satchel of paperwork and manuals to study.

Inside the building, the heater blasted warm air in her face. It didn’t reach all the way back to the squad room though. As soon as the shift supervisor concluded his debriefing, she’d beeline it to her cruiser and run the heater all night long.

Lieutenant Shafer stood at the front of the squad room, his dark features twisted in a frown as Ashley and Sergeant Culp settled in for their assignments. “We’ve just received a second call about a disturbance at Harvey’s.”

Culp stood, adjusting his duty belt over his paunch. “The rookie and I will have us a look around.”

She hated being pegged a rookie by someone she’d have smoked in the academy. But she just smiled tight and said nothing. In Montezuma she was a rookie again. For now.

“Stay alert, you two.” Shafer smoothed his plain blue tie. “With these recent burglaries and reports of drug runners up and down I-75, this disturbance call is nothing to sneeze at. We need to find out who’s doing what and end it.”

“Yes, sir.” Ashley followed Culp out the station’s glass doors and slipped into her squad car. Culp squealed out of the parking lot ahead of her.

They passed one sleepy or dilapidated building after another, Walnut Street’s nightlife as active as a graveyard.

Thankfully, the radio remained silent on approach. Turning left into the deserted strip mall parking lot, she surveyed the entire area. Nothing out of place.

She parked in front of Harvey’s grocery store and motioned to Culp. “I’m going ’round back. I’ll radio if I find anything.”

Culp walked toward the front of the store, smack dab in the middle of the Flint River Plaza.

She hustled to the left side of the strip mall, slipped around back, and watched the tree-filled area with a sharp eye. Nothing darted and no teens giggled in the dark.

But her neck hairs stood on end and her heart thudded.

She crept along the backside of the stores and stopped just before Harvey’s loading dock, listening. Puffs of frosted air hung in front of her. For a long minute she eyed the silver walk-in freezer near the door.

A loud crash inside the building forced her Glock into her hand before she could blink. Not waiting on Culp, she proceeded to the back door and stayed low. The lock was busted and a beat-up hammer still lay on the concrete. Whoever their burglar was, he wasn’t all that bright. Maybe high.

She keyed her mike. “Dispatch. 10-3, 10-33.” She hoped Culp heard the code for radio silence and her emergency transmission. He’d better hurry.

Wedging her foot in between the open door and the frame, she nudged it wide enough to slip inside. Culp better hustle.

As soon as her eyes adjusted to the emergency lighting, the scene before her strained her brain. Nothing out of place. The office door to her right was still closed, no lights or movement beyond the glass. She tried the door. Locked tight. Not a burglary?

Banging on the other side of the metal doors leading into the grocery snagged her attention.

Culp slipped inside the back door, none too quiet.

She held her peace and waited to hear any change in the noise in front of her.

Nothing now.

Gun pointed down, she stepped forward and pushed open the metal doors.

The dimly lit grocery hummed. Every nerve ending stood at attention.

A flash of activity to her right shot her into action. “Police. Stop.”

She snapped into Weaver stance and zeroed in on the now frozen form of a small, badly bruised kid with saucer-shaped brown eyes. His homemade clothes and a tattered coat hung limp around him.

He dropped an opened Little Debbie package, skinny white arms raised to the ceiling.


CHAPTER TWO

The boy’s lower lip trembled. “I…I’m sorry. I meant no harm.”

Ashley had been fooled by innocent-acting teens before, one that almost ended her life. She patted the kid down and found nothing on him. No wallet. No keys. Just a mess of food at his feet.

Culp holstered his handgun. “What’s your name?”

The kid still held his hands up but stared at the Little Debbie on the floor at his feet.

“You can put your arms down.” Culp chuckled. “You one of them Mennonite kids getting into trouble?”

The boy shook his head. His clothing said differently.

“What’s your name?”

The outside door banged open. “What in tarnation is going on here, officers? I got called out of a deep sleep, and I’m too old to mess around this close to midnight.” Ronald Harvey, grocery store owner and town councilmember, thundered inside and stopped short at the sight of the boy.

“Bradley? What are you doin’ here, son?”

Ashley spun to face the gray-headed man wrapped in a down coat, still wearing his bedroom slippers. “You know him, Mr. Harvey?”

“I’m gonna go call the lieutenant and let him know the deal.” Culp left without even trying to catch Ashley’s eye. So much for watching each other’s backs.

She focused back on Mr. Harvey. “You called the boy by name. Do you know him well?”

“Yes, I know Bradley. He’s been shopping here with his family since he was little. Good kid.” Mr. Harvey jutted his chin out and bent toward the boy. “This ain’t like you, Bradley. What’s gotten into your head?” He jerked up and opened his eyes wide. “Is this ’cause of your pa?”

Bradley blinked hard and fast and locked onto Mr. Harvey’s eyes. “Is he worse?”

“Son, I…”

The boy blinked back tears. “Is he in the hospital?”

“No.” Mr. Harvey sighed. “Let’s get this mess cleaned up and we can talk.” He touched Ashley’s arm, nodding to the back. “Can I have a word in my office?”

The boy launched into cleaning up the mess of Little Debbie snacks, bread, milk, and meat. “I will clean this up, sir. I’m sorry. I will pay you back.”

“That you will, son. We’ll talk in a minute.”

She keyed her mike. “Culp. Can you come inside?”

“No need, officer. No need.” Mr. Harvey slipped into the back area of the store.

But not until Culp returned to supervise Bradley’s cleanup efforts did she join Mr. Harvey in his office.

He sat behind a rickety desk piled high with stacks of papers. “Have a seat, officer.” He motioned to the only empty space in the tiny office. “Can I call you Ashley?”

“Sure.” Not standard procedure and not how she liked things, but by reputation Mr. Harvey was an honest man and an upstanding citizen. He’d call her by her first name anyway, whether she said yes or not.

“Ashley, I know this ain’t how they do things up in your big city of Atlanta, but I will not press charges against that boy. He’s been through enough.”

“But, sir, he broke into your store and stole food. Whether you press charges or not, I need to call DFACS.”

“Bradley’s thirteen. A good boy.” Harvey shook his head and studied the papers on his desk. “A good boy with a troubled past. Not that I give charity to everyone with a sob story, but Bradley’s situation is different.”

“How so?”

Mr. Harvey leaned forward, still not meeting her eyes. “I knew his real mom—”

Wood clattered on the floor right outside the door.

Harvey stood, face crumpled but kind. “Bradley?”

The boy appeared in the doorway, shoulders bent, face reddened. But when he looked up, his eyes were steel. “You know my mother? Tell me where she is.” A wood-handled mop shook in his hands, and tears washed away the hardness in his eyes. “I came back to find her. No one else wants me.”

“Bradley, let’s get you home first.” Mr. Harvey locked eyes with the boy. “We’ll talk more later.”

The boy hung his head and nodded, leaving the office more silently than he’d come.

“Regardless of what you’ve seen in Atlanta or here tonight, Bradley’s a good kid. I don’t understand why he’s here or why he’s a mess, but I’ll get to the bottom of it.” Mr. Harvey rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands and flopped back into his chair. “No one even told him why they sent him away last August. He figured out part of it, but not all. They shoulda told him.”

“Who?”

“His adoptive parents, Peter and Anna Yoder. They’re part of the Mennonite community here, and I’ve known them for decades. They sent Bradley to stay with Peter’s nephew in Indiana when Peter’s heart condition worsened.” Mr. Harvey shook his head again. “Peter just passed away a few days ago. I don’t understand why no one’s told the boy.”

“But he stole from you.” Ashley squirmed at the thought of sending this hurting young kid to juvie. “And he’s been beaten. Did you see the bruises on his face?”

“They didn’t come from his parents or anyone else in the church. I stake my life on that. They’re a gentle people. And I intend to handle Bradley as they would. He’ll work to pay off what he broke or took. No charges and no police needed. I’ll take him on home to his mama now.”

Ashley stood with Mr. Harvey. “I’ll take him, sir. I need to find out how those bruises happened. It’s my job.” This child was not going to return to people who hurt him. Not if she had anything to do with it.

“As you wish, officer.” He stepped around her and to the door. “I’ll explain things to Bradley.”

She followed him into the store and waited while everything was explained. Everything except the boy’s adoptive father’s death. Guess that was a family matter Mr. Harvey wouldn’t enter.

The boy simply nodded and fought tears. “Thank you, sir. I’m sorry. Very sorry.”

“I know, son. I’ll see you in here on Monday morning.”

All four of them left the store in silence. Mr. Harvey locked up with a temporary bicycle lock he must have found in his office. Culp returned to his car.

Ashley waited until Mr. Harvey drove away in his very old, gray Cadillac. “You’ll follow me over?” That should have been a given.

Culp grunted.

She opened the back door of her cruiser and motioned for the boy to enter. A pang of guilt tugged at her insides. At home, she’d never thought twice about putting a surly teen in the back cage. But Bradley was different. Very different. Small. Scared. Innocent.

Or so she hoped.

Eyes wide, he did as instructed with no question.

She started her patrol car, heater blasting, and peered into the backseat. Bradley fixed his eyes on the moon following them through the otherwise dark night.

Turning onto Georgia 224, Ashley took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “Where do you live, Bradley?”

Wide lengths of unlit farmland stretched out on either side of them before the boy found his voice.

“Will Miller Road. Only white farmhouse there. Dairy farm on the left side.”

She divided her time between the empty road and Bradley’s dark silhouette. “You were hungry, that’s why you broke into Harvey’s?”

He hung his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Will your parents be upset?” Her heart caught at the words. Bradley only had one parent waiting for him at home. She wasn’t the right one to explain any different. Right now, she had to find out who caused the boy’s injuries.

“Yes.”

“Angry?”

His head jerked up, confusion crinkling his forehead. “My father will be disappointed. My mother sad. But they’ll forgive. It’s their way.”

“Not yours?”

He lowered his eyes and turned to look out the window.

They were closing in on Bradley’s home. “Where did those bruises on your face and arms come from, Bradley?”

He rubbed his right arm and winced. Those marks were new.

“Your family?”

Once again his head snapped up. “No. Absolutely not.” Eyes down again. “It’s what I deserve for my actions this week. It happened in Columbus, Georgia.”

“What were you doing in Columbus?”

“Running away.”

She pulled to the side of the deserted road and stopped. “Want to explain that?”

“I can’t.”

She turned in her seat and softened her tone. “Were you angry you’d been sent to Indiana?”

His eyes remained down. “I needed to get home to see about my father.” At that the boy clammed up and stayed silent.

She returned to the road. Up ahead a short way, two older minivans dotted the large, flat front yard.

“That is my house. Please let me out here.”

Nothing doing. They’d walk up the front porch together and she’d observe with her own eyes that it was safe to leave Bradley. She had to be sure.

From the well-lit porch, the curious faces of four women wrapped in dark winter coats tracked her progress up the long unpaved driveway.

She opened Bradley’s door and gently took hold of his arm. “I have more questions. We’ll talk again soon.”

He nodded and shivered at the bitter cold.

Culp parked behind and nudged Ashley as they walked together up to the white farmhouse. “They’ll handle it well. Let it go.”

Bradley stayed by her side as they ascended the front steps and met the crowd of bonneted women at the door.

As soon as Bradley’s foot hit the porch, an older woman in a dark homemade dress rushed forward and engulfed him in her muscular arms. “Ach, dank Gott. Du bischt lewich.”

“I am sorry, Mamm. So sorry.” His eyes overflowed as mother and son whispered words Ashley couldn’t begin to understand. The three other women joined them.

From the looks of the reunion, Bradley was safe. And loved.

Bradley’s mother turned to Ashley and startled. “Denki…Thank you for bringing my son home.” She looked at their guns and badges. “Is there a problem? Has he done something wrong?”

“Your son can explain. We’ll be leaving now.” Culp motioned behind them with his chin.

It was well past midnight and there remained no official business here. Insisting on anything further right now was beyond the bounds of her badge and her decency.

They said their goodnights, and the women quickly shuffled into the house with Bradley and closed the door. She and Culp started back to their cruisers.

Culp opened his car door and paused. “Mrs. Yoder started speaking to you in Dutch.”

“So?”

He chuckled. “They only use Dutch with kids and animals. Which one are you?”

“Ha-ha.” She opened her car door and closed it quickly. Any more conversation with Culp would strain her civility.

Driving back to the station, Ashley replayed the entire scene at Bradley’s house. The simple dresses, the sad faces. The joy in their voices at Bradley’s return. His apology and tears too. So why had he run away in the first place? Who bruised the kid? And what did Mr. Harvey mean by the boy having a troubled past?

She’d get answers to these questions and more whether the peaceful, sad ladies at Bradley’s home wanted to chat or not.

She owed him that much.


CHAPTER THREE

Patrick James sprinted across North Dooly Street and headed toward the outskirts of town, following his usual route. Today he’d up his miles. He had time, and like every diehard runner he craved the adrenaline rush. The pounding of his ASICS on the pavement and the rhythm of his breathing helped calm his racing mind.

A flash of lights behind him forced him into the grassy shoulder.

Instead of moving past, a familiar truck slowed to match his pace. “You oughta come shooting with me today and give up this runnin’ thing. It’s for the birds. Huntin’s time well spent.”

“Let it rest, Chip.”

His brother-in-law pulled his truck ahead and parked on the shoulder.

Patrick stopped and checked his watch. Thirty minutes down, thirty to go. He should get eight miles in, but not if Chip Jackson hog-tied him into a chat.

Chip hopped out of his truck, his favorite camo getup backlit by interior lights. “It’s the next to last hunting weekend. Come bag a buck with me. You need at least one this season.”

Best friends since middle school, Patrick learned to hunt because Chip loved it. In turn, Chip played pickup basketball with Patrick even though Chip hated shooting hoops.

Patrick sucked in a few big breaths. “Maybe next weekend. Unless I have plans.”

Chip shook his head. “First you work too much and now you’re ditching me for a girl?”

Patrick double-checked the deserted road and started jogging backwards. “I’ll see you tomorrow at church. Lunch after?”

“Like always.” Chip huffed and climbed back into his truck.

Patrick waved as Chip passed and then pushed his legs to make up for lost time. Soon, his mind cleared of all the patient files he needed to tend to and the frustrations of the past week. Patients who knew what to do to help themselves but wouldn’t.

He altered his route today and headed toward Ashley’s house. He’d run past it once in the month and a half she’d lived there. Emma had spoken of Ashley nonstop, but he hadn’t been in a rush to meet her.

He didn’t need a romantic entanglement à la Melanie again. Melanie had played him and left him with wedding bills for a wedding that never happened. She’d needed space and time with her guy friends.

Ashley was different. Just like Emma had said. She was beautiful and vibrant, strong and scared. Of what, he couldn’t guess. But she wore that fear like armor.

Everyone had chinks in their protective mechanisms. He wouldn’t pry, but she intrigued him, drew him in during their short conversation yesterday. Of the few women he’d spent time with socially, only Ashley asked if he’d like to talk about his tough week. Most just talked and raved about what a great listener he was.

Ashley’s tenacity was a nice change.

He circled back through Ashley’s neighborhood and headed home. Maybe he’d call her later. Might even ask her to church. Emma had said Ashley was a believer, she just needed a nudge to find the right church home.

Then again, maybe he’d wait. No need to rush.

A ringing phone greeted him as he entered his four-bedroom house. Kath. He’d call his sister back after a shower.

Ten minutes later, he cradled the phone between his right ear and shoulder as he whipped up an omelet.

“Kath, keep in mind I didn’t ask for advice.”

“Really, Paddy. You should call her. It’s time.”

Their mother had filled his baby sister in on everything last night, thanks to Emma’s thorough party retelling.

“It wasn’t your fault what happened with Melanie.”

“I know, Kath. I still have no intention of rushing into a relationship like an acne-faced teen. Besides, I need to get back to the office and finish some paperwork.”

“You can be so thickheaded. I just want to see you happy.”

“I know.”

“At least ask Ashley about the break-in at Harvey’s last night. Make sure she’s okay.”

“What break-in?”

“Ask Ashley.”

He’d have heard from Emma by now if Ashley had been hurt. Still, he should call. Kath didn’t need to know about it though.

His tiny niece squalled in the background. “Sounds like Susie-Q needs Mommy.”

“I’m not letting you change the subject, Patrick.” Sounds of wailing grew stronger. “That’s right. Tell Uncle Patrick he needs to talk to us and then call Ashley.”

Peacemaking. That was what Dad had said Patrick did best. Even when he’d rather run, he still had a family role to fill and a sister to look out for. “Can we talk tonight? I’ll call after work.”

“Promise?” The squalling calmed down to a sad mewl.

“Have I ever lied to you?”

“No.”

“Look, Kath, I need to get back to the office and—”

“Stop working on Saturdays. Go hunting with Chip and stay for dinner. We’d all love it.”

Between Mom, Kathleen, and their redheaded Irish tempers, Patrick’s peacemaking skills got a workout. “Next weekend, okay?”

“On the calendar. In pen.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He saluted like he did when they were younger. “Love you, Mother Dear.”

“Talk to you tonight, Paddy. Call Ashley.” She clicked off, leaving the silent house ringing with her demands. She meant well. She always had, and he loved her for it.

But he didn’t need Kath’s prodding. He just liked to give her something to cluck about. It saved Chip the mother hen routine and kept his brother-in-law from ruffled feathers.

Patrick made short work of his omelet and then wiped off the spotless countertops and sink. Without further deliberation, he punched in Ashley’s number.

“Hello?” Her groggy voice made him second-guess the call.

“Sorry, Ashley. I was trying to catch you right after your shift.” His clock said nine.

“Is this Patrick?”

“Yes.” He paced the hardwood floor in his living room, his footsteps echoing as he walked.

“Sorry. Shouldn’t have answered the phone half asleep. I got home an hour ago and hit the sack.” She yawned and the sound of a muffled groan filtered through the phone line.

“I heard about the big break-in at Harvey’s.”

“How’d you hear?”

“My sister. Who probably heard it from Emma.” There were actually a number of possibilities, all in the neighborhood between Ashley’s Victorian and his smaller brick.

“And how did Emma hear about it? That was only a few hours ago.”

Sitting down on the edge of his leather recliner, Patrick checked his watch. She still had so much to learn about small towns. “I was wondering if you needed to talk through anything from last night.”

“You’re really using that as a pickup line?”

“Would you be mad if I was?”

“Maybe not.”

His cell vibrated on his belt. A new client. “I hate to phone and run, but I need to take this other call. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“I’m sure you will.” He could hear the laugh in her voice. This day was looking better and better.
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Jonathan Yoder wished to be home. His hands itched for a rough piece of oak to carve out his frustrations. Instead, he frowned as he turned the heater in his truck up as high as it would go. It should have gotten warmer as he drove south, but this January was cold everywhere. And the farther he traveled from his carpentry shop, the more alert he grew to the different surroundings.

Things had been going so well with Bradley. He was sure the boy just needed a strong hand and constant love. “I gave that, Lord. What could I have done better?”

Truth and painful memories flooded his mind. He should have told Bradley the moment his Mamm shared the news of Peter’s passing. But Bradley had been doing so much better, had been so much more content, happy even. No troubles for an entire week. He had planned a trip to Montezuma with Bradley for the funeral, to tell Bradley when they were on their way. But the boy was gone the day after Anna’s phone call, and he had searched for him ever since. Had he heard the conversation? Did betrayal and more hot anger send the boy’s feet running?

“Father, forgive me. I was not honest. I was wrong. Please allow me the chance to make things right with Bradley.”

The gasoline gauge moved lower and demanded attention. He looked at the massive city of Atlanta all around his truck. His Uncle Peter had visited here before, and many of his relatives had ministered in the downtown streets. This was not a good place to get caught with an empty tank of gasoline.

He found a small gasoline station off the interstate and pulled up to a pump. Once he paid for the fuel, he returned to his truck and began to fill his tank. Not many vehicles around considering the traffic everyone at home had warned him about. It had been an easy twelve hours on the road, far easier than sitting in his lonely house after he had received news of Bradley’s return home.

Two men stared at him and laughed.

Jonathan turned to prayer, the cold air and audience prompting him to hurry. Mary had very much disliked this part of traveling and going to the store.

If Mary had still been alive, Bradley would not have run. They would have told him the news together, and Mary would have held him close. Jonathan could not give that to him—a young mother to love him, comfort him. A mother to read to him and teach him about the farm she had grown up on in Goshen.

But what could he do now? God had taken Mary and their baby home. Jonathan trusted God would provide what he needed to help Bradley and Peter’s widow, God be with her.

He ran a hand over his whiskered face. Two years had passed and still he had no desire to consider another wife. His family had been patient with him. Now with Bradley’s trouble, this question of remaining single would come again.

He walked back to the gas station to purchase a soda and some potato chips, glancing around to see if the two men had left.

There was nothing but rows of chocolate snacks and beef jerky he was not interested in and a line of people waiting to purchase various items. Had Bradley stopped here when he fled Jonathan’s carpentry store and too quiet home? It was good to know the boy had arrived safely in Montezuma, but it was hard to understand why he ran, how he made his way to Georgia. Anna did not know. Why had Bradley not spoken a word before he left?

He found a bag of Doritos and a Coke and took his place in line.

The two men from outside entered the store and stepped behind him in line, snickering.

“Whatcha think ’bout me becoming one of them A-mish?”

The two men laughed out loud.

Jonathan focused on his black shoes. Still, he could not miss a young woman ahead of him turning around.

The man behind him spoke again. “Remember that movie…what was it? Where that mean old cop hid out on some A-mish farm? Wonder if this here guy is a cop or one of them religious nuts?”

“Witness. That was the movie.” The second man spoke slower.

Jonathan had never heard of any such movie, but that would be no surprise to these men. The ways of his people were odd among the non-Mennonites he had met.

One of the men stepped on his heel as the line moved ahead. Jonathan ignored the accident.

“I think maybe he’s one a them pacifiers or somethin’.”

The young lady ahead of him glared at the man. “That’s pacifist, you idiot. Don’t you know anything?”

“Watch your trap, kid, or you could get hurt. And this big guy’s not gonna protect you, ya know?”

Jonathan prayed in silence and kept facing forward. Once he had paid for his items, he walked through the glass doors, glad to put the incident behind him.

“Hey, weirdy, wait up.” The man from the store yelled at Jonathan. This time there was more distance between them, but the footsteps were loud and fast.

Keys in hand, Jonathan climbed into his truck. And without making eye contact, he pulled out of the parking lot.

Even when he drove back onto the interstate, Jonathan’s heart still pounded. He hoped the time spent in Montezuma would be far less interesting.
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Montezuma life continued its slow and boring pace as it had all the time he’d spent in this Podunk place.

He hated the smell of manure. How could people waste their lives scooping up cow droppings and cutting crops? He had bigger plans.

Yoder’s restaurant was busy, but he slowed his steps to catch a glimpse of Prudence. All he caught was his reflection. Floppy brown hair covered his eyes. He ignored the strangers coming in and out of the restaurant and hurried across the asphalt.

The barking of puppies next to the gift shop caught his attention.

Two little blonde girls in long denim skirts and black coats ignored the cold afternoon and played with the puppies like they were the best things in the world.

The old white goat in his small metal pen hopped on the table, begging for food as usual. Dumb animal.

“Hi there. This is Chester. Want to hold him?” One of the little girls held out a limp, chestnut puppy.

“Sure.” He crouched down and gathered the animal into his arms. “He’s great.”

One of the girls giggled. “He likes you. Maybe you should buy him. My mom says we can’t.”

He shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t have a good enough place to keep him.”

The older of the two sighed. “Oh well. Chester sure did like you. My big sister says dogs are a good judge of character.”

He smiled. He hoped everyone forgot the stupid things in his past and started to see the new, mature person he’d become. He glanced around and saw more cars filing into Yoder’s parking lot. He had to go. People would be looking for him soon.

With a wave to the girls, he walked away fast. Things should start going his way soon. He was ready to move ahead and do what had to be done. This time, he wouldn’t care who got hurt in the process.

It wouldn’t be him.


CHAPTER FOUR

Ashley meandered around her massive, silent house, her mind buzzing but alighting on nothing substantial. She’d dressed as if she were going to church, her long-sleeved maroon slip dress soft and warm and her black knee-high boots giving the older dress what she hoped was a stylish look. Margo would call sometime tonight and ask all about her date with Patrick. Her best friend would also inquire about her church prospects.

The answer would be the same. No. Not yet. The last time she’d gone…

The doorbell resounded through the halls. One last glance in her antique floor mirror and she made her way toward the door, dodging a few of the unpacked boxes. Mastering a glamorous glide remained her mother’s skill, one Ashley had never acquired. She walked like a cop.

When she opened one of the white double doors, Patrick thrust a bouquet of multicolored tulips into her hands. At least she wasn’t the only nervous one.

“Come on in.” She stepped out of his way and closed the door after he passed, stiff in his dark blue suit. “Thank you for the flowers.”

She sniffed the beautiful bouquet and quirked an eyebrow at Patrick as he followed her into the kitchen. “I don’t have a Facebook page to list my favorite things, so how did you know about tulips?”

He grinned and a little tension slipped out of the room. “Need you ask?”

“Emma?”

“Montezuma needs no computers with our dear Emma around.”

She pulled a crystal vase from one of the opened boxes still littering the breakfast nook. “This will look wonderful, don’t you think?” After rinsing off the vase, she slid the thick stems into the tepid water and placed the arrangement on the cooking island.

Patrick stared at the jumble of boxes, eyes wide open and his mouth almost matching. She should have done more cleaning.

“Patrick?”

He twitched a little and met her eyes. “Oh. Sorry. Are you ready to go?”

“Sure. You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’d forgotten how hard it was packing and unpacking a house alone. I’d be happy to help.”

Ah, no way. “I’ll get to it this week, thanks. I’ve stayed pretty busy with work.”

He held out his arm. “I can imagine. New town, new work environment.” His eyes flicked over to the kitchen clock. “I hate to rush out, but we need to get going to make our reservation.”

She took his arm, charmed at his Southern manners. “I prefer being on time too. Casualty of the job, I guess.”

Patrick helped her into her black wrap coat and closed the door behind them, the lock clicking loudly on the quiet street. He even opened the door of his Mustang for her. None of the high-brow dates arranged by her parents had acted this gentlemanly.

She studied his ultraclean car. No wonder her messy kitchen shocked him. She really needed to devote more time to unpacking. That or take him up on his offer to help.

The drive down North Dooly and out of Montezuma was quiet. Not nervous quiet, but a relaxed quiet, as if they were longtime friends.

Patrick stopped at a red light. “Guess with a cop in the car I should obey all traffic laws.”

Rather than groan at the usual cop jabs, she paused on a memory that flitted through her brain. A fancy ballroom and Eric in a tux, chaperoning her senior prom. She’d laughed and joked with her friends back then, with Harrison. Maybe she could again. “Don’t you always obey all the traffic laws?”

“Do you?”

“Touché.” They laughed. “I used to, as a new beat cop. But…well, not always now. I should get back to that though. Need to set a good example here.”

“You already are.”

The Mustang’s leather and a hint of Patrick’s woodsy cologne created a heady scent. Or maybe it was just the compliment. Too few of those and she acted like a beggar at the first taste of bread.

“How exactly am I setting a good example?”

“I’ve heard tell of perfect incident reports, impeccable manners, and procedural excellence, just to name a few.”

“From whom?”

Patrick shrugged. “Confidentiality being what it is, I’ll never tell.”

“The chief is in counseling? You don’t say.” She stifled a grin.

“I didn’t say.”

“Ah, but you insinuated. That goes a long way in a small town, from what I hear anyway.”

“I’ll give you one name.”

She turned in her seat. “I might be okay with that.”

“Culp is a regular at my brother-in-law’s gun range. According to him, you just might get better than him someday.”

So Culp was dishing about everything she’d already bested him on. She could live with that. Most of the time those behaviors got her approval from her parents but ribbing from other cops. Nice to know it hadn’t this time.

In the quiet, she rested back into her seat and compiled a status report of the date. So far, so good, except for the initial assessment of her home. She’d learned to play the game so well it was habit. She just couldn’t transfer the same procedural perfection to home life. She wasn’t good enough to keep it all under control.

“Sorry I brought up work. I didn’t mean for you to retreat into silence. Let’s make a deal.” Patrick kept his eyes on the road. “No cop talk and no counseling talk from here on out, okay?”

She turned a little in her seat to study Patrick’s profile. “I’m that obvious?”

“A little jaw clenching.” He glanced her way. “Mind if I play some James Taylor?”

“Sure, but aren’t you a little young for his music?”

Soft strains of “Something in the Way She Moves” filled the car. She’d heard this one on an Atlanta oldies station a while back.

“Maybe not too young, but thanks. My dad liked a little JT in with his Alabama and other country.”

“I prefer Rascal Flatts.”

“A modern country girl.”

He said it like a compliment. She’d take it. They settled into silence again as the trees and green flashed past the car.

Pretty soon, Patrick poked a thumb toward his window. “There’s Andersonville. We should go sometime.”

“Isn’t it a POW museum?” She shuddered as they passed it. “Not my idea of a good date, you know?”

“But it’s an important place to see, to ponder. I go there to pray sometimes.”

She’d let that one go. It’s not like she didn’t pray for the men and women serving America. She did. Had. But graveyards and headstones were better left to others.

Patrick drove into downtown Americus past a huge castle-like hotel and parked on a side street. “I hope you don’t mind walking a few blocks. This used to be one of my favorite places to come with my dad and just walk around downtown.” He pointed to a candy store a ways down the road. “My sister and I begged to go there every time we came into Americus.”

“Big sister or little?”

He grinned. “Little sister by three years, but she acts like my mom. I love her though.”

Patrick held out his arm and they strolled toward the Victorian hotel. With no guests milling around the ornate lobby, she took an unhurried look at the rose chairs and delicate antique lamps and clocks while Patrick spoke with the uniformed man at the front desk.

“Ready to eat?”

Patrick escorted her to Amelia’s restaurant. The pristine white tile floor, chocolate walls, mirrored fireplace mantel, and linen tablecloths were Victorian elegance at its finest. She stood still and stared, breathing in the beauty.

Wealth and beauty weren’t new to her, but the history here called to her, welcomed her into another world where simplicity and elegance dominated.

Patrick smiled and held out a chair. “Glad you like it.”

An aproned older woman glided toward them with two glasses of water, the ice tinkling with every step. “See here, Mr. Patrick, you enjoy this favor, you hear.” The grandmotherly woman put down the glasses and turned to Ashley. “Ah, I see why all the fuss. You enjoy your time here too, Miss.”

The woman hurried back out of the room. Ashley raised her eyebrows. “Why isn’t anyone else here?”

“They’re normally closed on Sundays.”

“But not today?”

He placed a red napkin on his lap. “They heard you would be in town and decided to welcome you in style.”

“You know the owner?”

“A good friend of my mother’s and a romantic like Emma.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t pass up the chance to impress you a little.”

“Well done.” She scanned the table for a menu and found none. “Have you memorized the menu?”

He leaned close and whispered. “They’re having a wedding tonight. The menu is filet mignon, garlic mashed potatoes, salad, rolls, crème brûlée, and true Southern iced tea, heavy on the sweet.”

Even if the entire place hadn’t opened just for them, all her favorite foods and a dashing companion hinted at a magnificent first date. She cocked her head. “Let me guess—you planned the menu because Emma knows my favorite foods too?”

He laughed. “I wish. But no, I asked about the meals tonight and guessed their selection would be acceptable.”

“You guessed well.”

Her cell phone buzzed in her purse. Margo. She debated not answering, but her best friend would continue calling until she did.

“From your look, I’d say that call is important.” He nodded to the still noisy phone.

“I’ll just be a second.” She grabbed her purse and dashed to the ladies’ room near the hotel entrance. No one was in the sitting room, so she returned Margo’s call.

“Not answering because we’re having too much fun?” Margo’s thick Southern accent filled the phone line. Ashley missed that Gone with the Wind drawl her best friend had perfected in elementary school.

Ashley whispered like she was sharing a high school secret. “We’re at this massive, unbelievably beautiful restaurant…all by ourselves.”

Margo giggled. “And you’re enjoying it?”

“Enjoying it, yes, but it’s weird. He talked about his sister earlier. It hurt, you know? The past is still present. I can’t pretend it isn’t.”

A long sigh. “Ashley, please. Eric wouldn’t approve of his death defining you. It’s been ten years.”

Sometimes the veil between past and present whispered paper thin. “Stop lecturing. I only need one mother.”

“No church?”

“Margo, enough. Okay? My timeline, remember?”

“I’m praying for a magical evening. This Patrick must be something for you to accept a date this quickly. I shall call him directly.” Margo’s affected twang hit a high note. “And offer my sincerest congratulations.”

“Thank you, Scarlett. Call you later.”

Ashley returned to salads and rolls that smelled like heaven in a comfy kitchen.

Patrick stood and pulled out her chair. “They taste just like you’re imagining.”

His ability to read her expressions so well should bother her, but it didn’t. Being understood was its own cure for anxiety.

Every taste of dinner melted in her mouth.

Their waitress beamed as she approached the table. “Are you ready for dessert, child? It’ll keep that smile on your pretty face for a week.”

“Absolutely.” They didn’t do Southern manners like this in Atlanta. She loved it.

“Tell me about your painting.” Patrick dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. “There was an easel in the living room and some paints in your kitchen.”

Bless him for not scolding her like Mother for leaving things spread all over. “I’ve painted since I was about six. Art has always been my escape, my personal therapy.”

“Cheaper than visits to my colleagues, I’m sure.”

Not if she added in the private lessons her parents had agreed to in exchange for her attendance at social events. “Probably. I try to keep it simple at home. Landscapes mostly. Dreams, sometimes. Oils and a little watercolor.”

“I’d love to see your work sometime.”

“Maybe next weekend after I finish settling in.”

He grinned like a kid in a candy store. Margo would cheer. Ashley didn’t want to unpack the psychology behind the easy way she’d let Patrick past her defenses. She just wanted to enjoy tonight before yesterday and tomorrow stole today’s sweetness.
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The evening progressed better than Patrick could have hoped. Ashley’s willingness to not force conversation and yet talk freely placed her miles ahead of any of the other women he’d dated.

As they walked outside into the cold night, he offered her his arm and Ashley took it. They strolled down West Lamar Street. He loved this area. The green striped awnings, the brick storefronts. It always ushered in good memories of Dad and Saturdays spent fishing or sometimes just driving around these small towns of his heritage.

“So, do you and your dad still walk around here often?”

“No. Dad died when I was nine.”

Ashley stopped, compassion filling her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s okay, honest. I don’t mind talking about him. Everything good I learned, I learned at his knee. It’s important to remember and give weight to the good, forgive the bad.”

“It’s not always that easy.”

“What do you mean?”

She stared straight ahead. “I lost a family member too, and I can’t just remember the good and forgive the bad. There’s a lot more to dealing with grief.”

He stopped walking and faced her. “Did you lose this family member recently?”

“No. My brother died ten years ago.”

“I’m sorry. Were you and your brother close?”

“He was a year older than me, but more like my twin. Our parents were busy being young urban professionals, so Eric and our nanny were the only family I had most of the time. But Eric made it wonderful. He taught me how to play basketball and shoot his BB gun. He listened to my silly make-believe stories and acted like they were the most well told adventures in the world. He even shared his desserts when I lost mine for talking back.”

“I can’t imagine you would talk back.” He prayed the teasing eased her sad memories a bit.

She half smiled. “Yeah, well. I might have been a little rebellious as a kid. Eric kept me in line, made life fun.”

“He sounds like a great guy.”

“He was. Thanks for asking about him. I know it’s not great first date conversation.”

He met her sad green eyes and held her gaze. “I’d rather you be yourself than smile your way through a date.”

She’d allowed him inside a vulnerable part of her life, and it deepened his appreciation for her. He prayed for comfort to heal the haunted sadness still encircling her.

Ashley stopped in front of an empty storefront. When Patrick was younger, there hadn’t been any unoccupied buildings here. Now they dotted the downtown. Store after store closed.

“How long ago did this store open?”

“I used to come here as a kid, so a pretty long while. Maybe thirty years.” The only remnant of the once-bustling ice cream parlor was its yellowed menu still taped to the front window.

“It’s sad to see places like this close.”

“I agree. Pop’s was a family owned store. The last of the siblings passed away over a year ago, and their kids couldn’t manage it. Americus has done a lot with revitalization since the nineties, but they still have a ways to go in keeping these storefronts occupied, especially with sweet shops. Those seem to be among the first to go when the economy tanks.”

“Aren’t there plans for a revitalization of downtown Montezuma?”

He led them across the street and back under the green and white awnings toward his car. “Montezuma’s downtown died a watery death in the flood of ’94 and never recovered. But we’re working on restoring it—have been for a number of years. A big Atlanta land developer has met with the town council, and they’ve worked on a proposal to unveil soon. Andrew Jennings is the guy’s name. You know him?”

She shook her head. “Atlanta’s pretty big.”

They exchanged a look and laughed. “As you’re learning your way around small towns, guess I need some reminding about big ones.”

Ashley stopped a few more times to look in the windows of thriving businesses that were closed on Sundays. “I hope stores like these will come to Montezuma.”

“Me too.” Then maybe he’d follow that old high school dream and move on as most of his buddies had done. A few came back, like him. More left and started over in someplace big.

As much as he loved his hometown, he missed the faster-paced life of Atlanta. Late nights talking with fellow counseling students, dreaming big dreams in a place where the streets didn’t roll up at six in the evening. It wasn’t too far away if he and Ashley continued dating. But he couldn’t go back until things were settled in Montezuma and the revitalization well underway.

That should happen soon.
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