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In the shadows, she could see Holt's angular face and his dark, tired eyes. Her scrutiny dropped briefly to his mouth where she imagined placing hers.
Holt leaned forward, letting their lips brush with a soft kiss.
Lacy trembled at his light caress. A part of her wanted to accept the full force of his kiss. Another part wanted to turn and run. She felt slightly dizzy with his overpowering nearness. Attracted to his earthy fragrance, she wanted to fling herself into the strength he exuded. But she didn't... couldn't. She moved to the door.
"I hope the kiss wasn't inappropriate, Your Honor."
"It was ahhh... nice."
"Nice? Is that the best I can do?" He pretended to pout.
"Well, smooth." She wanted to taste his lower lip, but she refrained.
"Not spectacular? No bells? Whistles? Rainbows?"
She turned back to him and teased his lips lightly with hers. It was a wicked thing to do and went against all her principles, but she had to admit it. "Maybe a few sparks."
"Ummm, good. I felt a few sparks, myself."
"I'm holding out for rainbows."
"I'll see what I can do about that."
She turned and stepped into the night. It took all her strength to walk away from him.
"Lacy, is that you?"
"Annie. . . I need. . . to talk."
"Are you all right? You sound terrible."
"Yes. No, I – "
"Is it the divorce?"
"It's everything. And I’ve decided to leave town. Or get away from my family, my ex – everyone, for a while."
"What about your job?"
"All that’s over too. . . I’ll tell you about it later. Do you have an empty bed for a few days until I get my head straight?"
"Of course. Anything, Lacy. We have a whole town of empty beds. Come on out here to the desert, honey. And heal."
"Oh Annie, I needed to hear that. You’re a lifesaver. I’m on my way." Lacy Donahue smiled through her tears. God bless Annie!
She and Annie Clayton had remained friends, even after college at the University of Arizona in Tucson and good jobs in Phoenix and terrible divorces leaving them devastated. They were there for each other. Annie had moved to the outskirts of a small desert town after her divorce, seeking solace on the old family apple farm. Now Lacy was headed there, too, determined to pull herself together and make success happen. Somewhere, somehow.
Lacy was determined not to remember what he’d said to her the last time they spoke, the last time she’d listened. But some of the words stuck. And she couldn’t shake them off, even though she was beginning a new life in an old town with a new destination for herself. She thought she’d left everything behind, but . . . the words stuck. Maybe because they hurt so deeply even now, a year later.
Loser. Jobless. Can’t even have kids.
But Bruce, her ultimate-achiever ex, failed to recognize Lacy’s determination. Maybe her father should take credit for that part, for he was a results-driven guy, no matter what it takes. That's what he taught her. After the divorce, she was driven to prove them both wrong, wrong, wrong. Unfortunately the way she chose was probably the roughest road she could have taken.
A year after arriving in Silver Creek, corporate runaway Lacy Donahue was still trying to get it right. Only now she was the mayor and should know how to succeed. And how to make the town to succeed. She didn’t have all the answers, but she had ideas. The most important element was where to get the money they needed for reconstruction of their dying town.
The painful words from her ex came back occasionally. Late at night. When she was alone. And lonely. Which was often, these days. Those feelings of defeat crept back into the corners of her being, trying to beat her down.
But she fought back, hard, every day. Today, she was her bright, determined self, hiding the pain with her drive and determination. And her most positive, we-can-win facade.
"Here's my dream, my hope for Silver Creek." Lacy's voice rose and she gestured a rainbow shape. "Make Silver Creek a destination spot. B & B's. Lodge with spa. Dude Ranch. Natural hot springs. Even an Apple Farm. Make this the best place to be in the state, in the country, if you want a southwestern experience." Lacy surveyed the meager committee of three gathered in her office. They blinked at her as if she'd said 'Move Silver Creek to downtown Phoenix and paint it purple.' Too much, too fast, she though.
"They call them guest ranches, not dude ranches anymore," Sandy said. Her body language dismissed the ideas. Not possible. Not in this lifetime. Sandy was a math teacher. She had to see the solid numbers before she would believe.
"Lacy, that's way out there, don't you think? We can't even afford street lights in town and you want to turn it into a destination spot?" Annie crossed her arms. Denial. And from her best friend.
Lacy struck back. "We are rapidly becoming a town populated only by women and kids. And we women, our families, are going down for the count, along with Silver Creek, if we don't do something creative and innovative. This old town has a personality and potential. Plus, there's a hot springs a few miles down the road along with an apple farm."
"A struggling apple farm," Annie added. "Let's not do anything too drastic yet. My crops depend on so much. Weather. Pickers. Workers."
Lacy paused and looked at each of her audience of three. "Where is Maxine?"
"She can't make it today," said Sandy Amado, math teacher looking for a way out of town. "Maxine went to a state principal's meeting in Phoenix. She asked me to keep her posted on the committee's decisions. I just hope she isn’t looking for a job."
Lacy pushed her hair behind one ear. "If we lose this fight, we won’t be able to sell our houses. No jobs. We’ll walk away with empty pockets. Failure is not an option here. I . . . we just can’t afford to lose . . . again. Maybe drastic is what we need."
"What do you want us to do?" Annie Clayton, owner of Annie's Apple Orchard shrugged. There was usually an eagerness about her, which was why Lacy wanted her to be a part of this committee. But today, her negativity tumbled out. "We’re all in the same sinking boat. So, what magic are we going to perform to save this town?"
"No magic. But think positively," Lacy said. "Think big. Think outside the box. Outside the sinking boat."
No one laughed.
"We're here to brainstorm ideas and set some priorities." Lacy applied another floral garnish to the tray of appetizers she was preparing for her little committee. "To come up with some things we can do to start this wagon wheel rolling."
"I thought we were just here for a fun lunch," Annie said, slicing one of her apple cakes. "And to commiserate."
"You know me better than that," Lacy said. "No whining. We have a job to do here. Our new motto will be 'Get busy with your business'."
Annie rolled her eyes. "When did you come up with that?"
"Sometime in the middle of the night, lying there worrying about what to do about us." Lacy arranged another nasturtium on a cracker topped with cream cheese and passed the tray around. "How do you like my edible garnishes?"
Annie took a bite of cracker with cream cheese and rose petals. "Yum, good. I'm starved." She took another cracker, then passed them to Lena.
"I've heard of people talking to their flowers, Lacy, but you're the only one I know who eats them." Semi-retired Juvenile Judge Lena Corona adjusted her glasses and peered skeptically at the array of colorful flowers on the hors d'oeuvres tray.
This was Lena's town. She was the oldest of the group, grew up here and claimed she wanted to keep it from becoming a ghost town. Lacy knew she would be their strongest advocate.
"I wanted you all to see what’s possible, from the resources we have. More than magic, it’ll take tough decisions and hard work." Lacy smiled grimly at the small group. "But I just can't stand by and watch this town die. Not without a fight. I need your input, your creative ideas. What would you like to see in Silver Creek? Lena, let's start with you."
"Never thought I'd say this, but your flowers are pretty good." Lena took a bite of the apple cake. "And this cake, Annie, is to die for. If only we could make businesses out of these products."
"Actually, I've started an herb and flower business with plants grown in my back yard," Lacy said with a brave smile. What if this failed, too? She lifted her chin and forced some confidence to show. "I’m calling it Blooms and Leaves. I’ve already sold a small order to a restaurant in Bisbee."
Annie took another cracker. "Great idea, Lacy. Wonder if they’re interested in buying apple cakes. Or my chile apple pie."
"Maybe if you called it Arizona Apple Bread. And World Famous Green Chile Apple Pie," Lacy said. "What if we formed a co-op? We could all sell our products through that organization, set up markets here and in other towns, make our products available to anyone. We could all benefit by working together."
"We could even go online," Annie said.
"Now you're talking." Lacy pressed her hands together, feeling grateful that Annie was catching on.
"I don’t have anything to sell," Lena said. "I don't have a business. I'm a judge."
"Why Lena," Annie said. "Your backyard roses are beautiful."
"Yes, well, never thought of selling them. My biggest concern is the hidden results of the town's decline. The kids. High school dropouts often end up in court. It starts with petty crimes but that often grows. We could use a day camp, something to keep them busy and out of trouble. And even summer school, maybe a half day program."
Sandy took a bite of bloom on a cracker. "I agree with Lena. We need some kind of curriculum that will help maintain their education through the summer. I know that Maxine has talked about getting that done… somehow." She nodded to Lacy. "Hmmm, these are good."
"Right now, there are only two places hiring permanent positions - the prison and the junior college," Lacy added. "That excludes the small farms that hire part-timers and migrants during harvest."
Sandy folded her arms. "Most of my students don't show college potential. That leaves the prison. The big question is which side of the fence will they be on?"
Lacy raised her voice above the clacking air conditioner. "Having limited opportunities for employment is one of our biggest problems."
"It's awful when families have to split up so both wage earners can be employed," Sandy added somberly. "I know of at least ten families where the men had to go to Tucson and even Phoenix to find jobs. Not to mention my own. And uh, Lacy’s situation."
Lacy held her hand up to stop the conversation from going to territory better left alone. "We know that everyone is suffering. We have a sick town, and it's up to us to make it well."
"Is it possible? We've done nothing but go downhill since I got here two years ago." Annie shook her head woefully.
Lacy's gaze went to the courthouse window. In the school yard next door was a group of boys playing pickup basketball. They were happy and carefree, as youth should be. It only confirmed the importance of saving the town in Lacy's mind. "We're going to make it possible." She motioned for the committee to look outside. "For them."
Beyond the boys were the twin smokestacks of the now-empty copper processing plant. Those smokestacks had belched gray smoke until a year ago, when the company stopped copper production. The result was cleaner air in exchange for economic deprivation.
Whatever made Lacy think that any of the mining company execs would stay in town? More than once, she had considered following Colin to . . . where was he now? Oh yes, Peru. He was a man of the world, following mining companies and leaving the small mining towns to dry up when his company was finished.
"No, we can’t give up. It’s for their sakes," Lacy said slowly, "and for ours."
Sandy reached for another flower-topped cracker. "You're right, Lacy. The kids are suffering most. We can't seem to keep good teachers. Our coach quit yesterday." She released a frustrated sigh. "Can't really blame him, though. He found a job in Tucson that offered him more money and the opportunity. He was our last male staff member."
They all nodded in silent agreement. Sandy's complaint was a familiar one. The coach, like everyone else, sought greener pastures. Silver Creek's pastures were no longer green. They were more like dull brown.
Lacy rose to pour more herbal iced tea for the committee. "I think we have to address the job market first."
Annie held her glass out for a refill. "But what can we do to bring more jobs to town?"
"What encouraged you to go into the apple business?" Lacy asked. "That's the spirit we have to tap."
"The apple trees need me," she answered with a little laugh. "And I guess I needed them. Needed an escape, much like you, Lacy. When the opportunity came to take over from my aunt and uncle, I thought it would solve all my problems. I love the orchard, but will admit, I wonder about the wisdom of that decision. I’ve considered selling out more than once. But who would buy?"
"What would make it better for you?" Lacy asked.
"I need to be able to sell my products. A co-op might help. I’m sure the other local farmers would join. And maybe we could have a regular farmer’s market, something to include other things besides plants and food. Things like arts and crafts to attract more customers."
"I don't see how that'll help much," Sandy said. "Local people buying a few pumpkins and apples? Besides, I have no idea what I’d provide. The only thing I do outside of teaching is to knit."
"That would work," Lena said. "You bring knitting. I’ll bring roses."
Lacy knew that Sandy was struggling. Her husband was working a hundred miles away and she was stuck here taking care of Jay's youngest brother, her mother, and the house. Sandy made it clear she wanted to move with her husband to Tucson. But they couldn't sell their home.
Lacy made a few notes. "I like that idea, Annie. A farmer’s market with arts and crafts and music and more."
"No offense, Annie and Lacy," Lena said, "but Sandy's right. A handful of local farmers won't solve our problems. We need more jobs than a couple of truck farms, even successful ones, can provide. I believe our young people are our greatest potential, but we have to keep them in school or we'll lose Silver Creek's future, as well."
"Now Lena, I realize choices are limited right now," Lacy cautioned. "But Silver Creek has potential. And Sandy, I understand --"
"No you don't!" Sandy pounded her fists on the table and stood up. "You don't know what it's like to have kids and can't pay – " She looked around wildly. "What the hell is wrong with that infernal, noisy air conditioner? Is it even working? It's hot as hell in here."
"Barely. But the shop can't get to it until next week." Lacy pushed her red hair back in frustration. This meeting was on the verge of corruption.
Lena leaned over and gave Sandy's hand a pat. "I'm sorry, Sandy. Maybe we're being too idealistic and insensitive. Actually, Lacy's got some good ideas here."
Sandy squared her shoulders and sat back down, near tears. "What we have is Lacy's idealism, Annie's apple extravaganza, and Lena's eternal hope. Am I the only realistic one here? Day camp and farmer’s market. Free music. Free art. Free love. None of it will bring in revenues, taxes, or jobs." She fanned herself with a sheet of paper. "Can we have some realistic solutions for jobs around here?"
"We have some realistic possibilities." Lacy stood her ground.
She pushed aside her lunch plate and leaned forward, elbows on the desk. "What if we developed an overall winning strategy, something to give the town a rallying point? And by strategy, I mean an umbrella of success with more than one solution."
"Like what?" Sandy lifted her chin.
Lacy's blue eyes lighted with a determined gleam. "It's everything we’ve mentioned. And more. For instance, we could do something with our town's own resources. What’s already here."
Sandy chuckled derisively: "All we have now are empty, run-down buildings."
"Well, yeah. Historic and solid old buildings with an interesting past and potential for the future." Lacy pulled copies of an official statement with the state seal from her briefcase and passed them around. "We qualify for some state funds for re-habitation of existing buildings. So we should take advantage of it. That might help us get to the other parts of our strategy. Make these substantial old buildings work for us."
Sandy skimmed the paper quickly. "So some of the state funds came through. But this isn't enough for much of anything."
"Agreed, the amount's limited. But it's enough for a beginning." Lacy shrugged. "Now we have to decide the best use for this money."
"Are you thinking about renovating the historic section?" Lena asked. "People have tossed that ball around for years."
Sandy groaned. "Don't flatter those dilapidated buildings. Why don't we tear them down and build a community swimming pool. Something fun, if not useful."
"Some of them are quite old, aren't they, Lena? They have a history, and stories to tell. Museum quality."
"Some probably date back to the late 1800’s, when silver was being mined here, before copper, and Silver Creek was a boomtown. Is that historic enough?"
Lacy looked around and spoke slowly."We could advertise with 'Make an investment in Silver Creek's future'. The buildings could provide places for businesses, potential tourist attractions, locations for the farmer’s market and day camp. People love the Old West. I believe they’ll come, if we build it."
"Make Silver Creek a touristy place like Tombstone?" Sandy scoffed.
"Working replicas. Buildings that function and provide historical information. Or whatever you think would be good uses for them. Businesses, archives, libraries, museums, theaters—anything. All around the square. Everything we need in town to liven it up."
"Especially restaurants," Lena added. "Good food always brings in people."
"We could probably get plenty of community support for renovating, especially from the old-timers," Annie said hopefully. "I hear there was a time when the Mexican rebel Pancho Villa roamed these hills."
"But there was some higher culture here, too," Lena said. "Remember those singing Lopez sisters whose wealthy father opened an opera house? That building’s crumbling now, but it used to be quite beautiful. I'll bet there would be plenty of folks who'd open businesses in those buildings if they were decent."
Sandy lifted her dark hair to get some air on her neck. "We'd have to hire someone to fix them up."
"Exactly." Lacy watched the group's reaction to each step of her proposal. "We have enough money to hire someone and to begin the renovation. Meantime, we continue to apply for more state and federal funds to finish the job. When one building is finished, we could offer an incentive for a business establishment, like rent-free for a year or reduced taxes or something."
"Sounds like you already have a plan, Lacy," Sandy said.
"Are we in agreement with this plan?" Lacy asked. "Annie? What about you?"
"If you think there are real profits for Silver Creek in the project."
"I definitely do." Lacy stood and gave the group a satisfied smile. "I'll admit we have a long way to go, but it's a start. A good one. Now, do I have your permission to hire someone for the renovation?"
"Yes, go ahead," the committee agreed in unison.
"I'll place the ad today," Lacy said. "Annie, would you draw up some plans for the Co-op and Farmer's Market? Lena, look into who owns that hot springs outside of town and what it would take to get it open to the public. Sandy, work with Maxine on a summer and after school plan. Thank you ladies, for coming, and for your input. Next meeting in two weeks."
Annie waited until she and Lacy were alone. "I’m really proud of all you're doing, Lacy. I'll talk to the others farmers in my area about the co-op. I love the idea of a farmer’s market."
"Do you think you can keep up with the demand?" Lacy asked.
"Sure. I’ll just have to hire more workers." Annie looked at her steadily and flipped her long hair back on one side.
Lacy tightened her lips. "Just make sure they’re all legal."
"Now why would you say that, Lacy? I know the law."
She shrugged. "There were rumors, Annie. . . about your aunt."
"Well, they’re unfounded and untrue. Besides, I am not my aunt." Annie's brown eyes snapped with anger and she left in an angry sweep.
Lacy felt like a jerk. Annie's aunt had a history of hiring illegal workers. Everyone knew that. Only rumors, though.
She sat back down at her desk and looked over her notes. Maybe they’d made some progress today. Maybe there were a few good ideas. Maybe they could pull their own bootstraps up and somehow dance into success. Maybe. . . she bit her lip. Were they clinging to false hopes? Wistful thinking? Should she do like the others, the smart ones, who laughed at her folly and bailed out of town when the mining company closed. Like Colin Tate , her one-time lover?
If Lacy had one strong quality, only one, it was that she was driven to succeed. If she left town now, it would be admitting defeat, and she couldn’t face that again.
A week later, Holt Henderson pretended to fight the steering wheel to stay on the grueling, curvy road. He made car noises, straight from the kids' car movies, to the amusement of his little daughter. Sofia squealed with delight at every curve and made her own car noises.
The old highway had been bypassed for a more modern and direct route west, abandoning Silver Creek and other small towns along the way. And when the copper mine closed last year, everything went to hell, from what he’d read. Family men had to leave town to make a living. And the women were trying to hang onto their properties because they couldn't afford to walk away.
Holt actually thought Silver Creek held potential and promised a future for him. Silver Creek had a job just right for him. Silver Creek was – he rounded a curve and his destination came into sight – a dusty, empty little town, off the beaten path. He sighed audibly. He'd hoped this was a town that he and Sofia would like. Now, on seeing it, he had doubts. Damned ramshackle place.
If it weren't for Sofia, he'd probably head for Oregon or Alaska. Someplace. . . faraway, distant, remote. But his darling daughter was growing up, starting school, and needed a stable home life. No more apartments and moving with every new job.
They had driven into town early, to canvass the area and make their own evaluation before the job interview. They found the city's business section limited, with many stores boarded or simply closed and locked. The historical section formed a square around the old courthouse. As expected, it was in ruins.
Silver Creek's quiet residential area was composed of once-beautiful stucco houses with turn-of-the- century gingerbread trim decorating the eaves and columned front porches. Most needed paint and repair. When they drove through the neighborhood, Holt noticed Sofia staring curiously at the clusters of children playing in the neat little yards. "What do you think, princess?"
She returned his gaze with a hopeful smile that revealed two missing front teeth. "Are we going to live here, Daddy? Can we grow flowers? And have a puppy? Do they have an ice cream store?"
"I have to get a job, first. That's why we came here today."
"And you brought me so I could help you get a job?"
Holt laughed. "You just leave that part up to me, princess."
Sofia was a secure child who seemed to think that life with Daddy was an adventure, no matter where they were. He tried to make sure that she knew he would always there for her. She didn't remember her mother and didn't seem to miss having one, although sometimes she talked about a "mommy." Holt had no intention of replacing the mother of his daughter, although many had tried. He just wasn't interested in other women, not seriously anyway.
Holt drove back to the courthouse and parked on the nearly empty street. He surveyed the aging brick building as he helped Sofia out of the Jeep."Coloring book?"
"Check."
"Crayons?"
"Check. In my purse." She tucked the coloring book under her arm, held the little purse like a big girl, and tried to keep up with her father's long strides.
Holt paused momentarily, his attention diverted by two kids playing basketball on the school playground next door. The scene kindled memories of matching shots with his brothers when they were kids in El Paso.
Holt and Sofia watched as one of the boys dribbled the basketball behind him, switching hands on the ball without missing a step. Then he moved around to approach the basket from the other side. With a graceful sweep of one arm, he dunked the ball then leaped high to recover the rebound.
"Good shot!" Holt yelled and raised a fist. Sofia mimicked her dad.
The kid waved and grinned with pride.
Holt chuckled and pressed forward again, Sofia in tow. He realized the presence of a six-year-old on a job interview wasn't very professional, but her sitter had gotten ill at the last minute. What else was he to do?
"Can I stay and watch the game, Daddy?" She hung back, tugging on Holt's large hand.
"You'd better come with me. You can wait in the office while I talk to the mayor about a job."
"Then ice cream?"
"Sure, princess."
Holt stepped through warped double doors of the courthouse, wondering if this was a good beginning or a bad decision. The hallway smelled musty and old and was badly in need of some paint. The stifling air wasn't much cooler than outside. Holt climbed the creaky wooden stairs, thinking how he’d restore them to functional beauty.
Sofia followed, jumping and dancing on each step. "Oh look Daddy, a black kitty! Can I pet her?"
By the time he looked around, the cat was gone. "Come with me. Sofia." He was tense, losing patience with her.
Inside the mayor's office, a rickety air conditioner sputtered in one window, emitting a spritz of cool air and dripping a small stream of water beneath it into a plastic bucket.
Silver Creek's courthouse had definitely seen better days, just like the rest of the town. Given the wobbly economy, seeking a job here might be risky. But it was a position he couldn't resist. The minute he saw the ad, he knew he had to go for it. Renovating a historic district in an old mining town was a rare opportunity and for him, a treat.
"Mr. Henderson?"
Holt turned and gazed into the face of a knockout red-head with a pale complexion and a smattering of faint freckles across the bridge of her nose. She looked like someone who'd grab your hand and eagerly romp through a field of wildflowers. Holt stared at her for a moment, enjoying the fantasy. She smiled down at Sofia, then turned her attention back to him.
"I'm Lacy Donahue." She extended her slender hand.
Holt took her cool hand and was tempted to hold it a little too long. "You’re the mayor?"
"Yes, that's me."
Her smile warmed him like the summer sun. He could smell her perfume, an unusual spicy fragrance that made him feel slightly heady.
"It's just that a town like this…"
"A town like what?" Lacy’s eyes reminded him of rare blue opals, delicate and rare.
"Well, it's so... historic and old. I expected a bunch of. . ."
She laughed. "Antiques, like our buildings?"
"Something like that." Holt's gaze drifted over her casually ruffled red hair. She had a special energy, a clear spark of youth that was contagious. Yet there was a regal attitude about her that attested she was clearly in charge.
Sofia chose that moment to tug on Holt's pant leg. He looked down with an expression that revealed he'd forgotten all about his daughter while talking with the hot, red-haired mayor. "This is my – "
"Daddy, I’m sorry to press your buttons, but can I go to the potty here?" she whispered loudly.
Holt inhaled slowly. Back to reality. "Uh, I'm sure." He gave Lacy a weary look. "My daughter, Sofia. Could she use your, uh—"
"Of course." Lacy turned a gentle smile toward the child and stretched out her hand. "Come with me, Sofia."
They started into her office, and Lacy looked back. "Come on in the office, Mr. Henderson."
"Holt."
"Holt. Have a seat there." She pointed at the chair in front of the desk and continued with Sofia who chattered happily with the mayor.
"Are you going to give my daddy a job?"
"I don't know," Lacy said noncommittally. "We'll see."
"That's what my dad says when he's not going to do something."
"It's often what adults say when they haven't decided yet." She opened a door on the other side of her office. "In here."
"Thank you. I can go in alone."
A few minutes later, the independent Sofia was settled with her book and crayons and Lacy took a seat behind the desk. "She's charming."
"Talks too much." Holt had learned his lesson about bringing Sofia along. He should have known better. But still, they were in this together. It was time for Sofia to learn what daddy had to do in order for them to eat.
He liked looking at the mayor. What’s not to like about a dynamite red-head with awesome blue eyes? She wore a blouse and skirt that revealed some womanly curves and very nice legs. Her spicy fragrance negated the old-building smell in her office, and she seemed to radiate energy through the room. He liked that.
There was one troubling factor. She seemed a little too intense, sitting on the edge of her seat like that. She brought too much big city stress to this achingly small town. He mentally considered some ways that he might help her unwind. Holt leaned back to enjoy the next hour, even if he didn’t get the job.
Lacy sat primly at her desk and opened Holt Henderson's application. Of the three applicants Lacy had interviewed, this man was the best qualified for the job. His experience in antique remodeling was extensive, and his background in architectural history was a definite plus for their needs.
It hadn't escaped her notice that he was a good-looking hunk with eyes the color of warm chocolate and brown hair with a few natural highlights. He had nice muscles in all the right places. He was the kind of man who would look just as impressive in a pair of work jeans and a T-shirt as he did in the navy blazer and tan slacks he'd worn for the interview. His hands were large, working-hands and that always impressed her.
There were so few men around town she'd forgotten the breathtakingly overpowering feeling when testosterone dominated a room. And as sentimental as it seemed, Lacy didn't mind that he'd brought along his little girl. It showed a tender and responsible side to the man.
"Tell me about your historical projects," she began.
"I worked in Florida, Georgia and California for several years after college. We were a small organization, hired specifically for historic renovations. As you might imagine, work was sporadic, and we had to travel to jobs. Eventually, the company fell apart as various members of our team married and settled down. I tried to continue alone, most recently a project in Tucson, but with the latest market slump, it's been impossible. Now I'm starting fresh. By myself."
Lacy could certainly relate to starting fresh. She was intrigued with the man, his voice, his sincerity.
Sofia walked over to her father and leaned on one of his legs. "How much longer, Daddy?"
"Sofia." His voice turned firm. "We just started to talk. Remember what I said. You should have a seat and wait. You have your book and crayons."
"Is she pushing your buttons, too, Daddy?"
Holt’s eyes widened and he took a quick breath.
Lacy broke in with a laugh. "Sofia, you are very observant little girl. Let’s all take a walk around the neighborhood."
"Can we get an ice cream cone?"
"Sorry honey, we don’t have an ice cream store." Another thing to add to the list of needs, she thought.
"Well, you should have one, because my daddy promised me ice cream if I’d quit pushing his buttons."
Holt looked miserable and shifted uncomfortably. He gestured with one hand and this time, Lacy noticed the calluses. Impressive hands. "I, uh, my sitter got sick this morning. I had no alternative but to bring Sofia along."
"She's fine," Lacy said. "So, if the job works out, you plan to move here?"
"Absolutely. I’d like to know about your schools. Sofia starts first grade this year."
"And I can already read," Sofia said.
"I’m not surprised," Lacy said with a genuine smile.
Lacy found herself accumulating reasons for hiring Holt Henderson. Some of the reasons had less to do with his work skills and more to do with just plain liking him. His experience. His hands. His kid. And he had an easy style that made him appealing. She envisioned the committee—the whole town, in fact—falling in love with Holt Henderson, figuratively speaking.
"What do you think about the future of Silver Creek now that our major industry has pulled out? Does that concern you?"
Holt folded one leg so that his ankle rested on the opposite knee. One large hand circled that ankle. "Sure. I'd be lying if I told you it didn't. But, given its potential, this town should be able to survive. I'd like to be a part of that, especially if it's related to the renovation of your historical section."
"Are we going to walk or just sit here pushing buttons?" Sofia said with childish impatience.
"Sofia Marie – " Holt’s voice was tense.
Lacy stood. "How about if we all take a little tour of the historic district?"
They walked out of the old courthouse to a grass-infested, broken-brick sidewalk that led to the time-ravaged historic section. Vague remnants of patios existed among the weeds, bricks crumbled from slanting walls and paint chipped from weathered gray boards. Lacy knew it looked like a disaster area and just hoped Holt could see the potential.
"Look! It’s that black kitty again!" Sofia pointed and the adults looked, but saw nothing. They ignored her outburst.
Lacy didn't try to hide her dismay. "Some people around here have recommended that we raze this area and install a community swimming pool. They think these old buildings are more trouble and expense than they're worth."
"I think that would be a major mistake." Holt moved ahead of Lacy, caught up in the experience of examining the various structures. "It would be a real tragedy to lose these beautiful buildings." He made a sweeping gesture. "Where are you going to find such diversity in historic design? Right here, in our sight, we have adobe, mission revival, territorial, even a columned Greek revival, all embraced in the Mexican colonial towns and preserved here."
Lacy was impressed with his knowledge but more interested in his enthusiasm. She paused in front of the Greek revival building. "This was a bank. They say Pancho Villa and his gang of revolutionaries hid out here one night."
"The next morning they robbed the bank and had a shoot-out with the local sheriff." Holt finished the story with more details than she knew. "Miraculously they escaped into the mountains. The band returned a week later, on their way to Mexico, and kidnapped one of the local maidens. She never returned."
"A history major?" Lacy asked.
His expression became animated. "Silver Creek has a vivid history that should be preserved. It's up to us..." He halted. "Well, up to the citizens to preserve it."
"We really want to create a lively town again and hope to utilize these grand old buildings." She lifted her chin.
"I can do it," Holt said confidently. He stuffed both hands in his pants pockets and let his gaze roam the grounds. "This old plaza would be perfect for an old-fashioned gazebo."
"A gazebo?" She squinted in the direction he was looking, and her imagination began to work on the idea he'd tossed out. "Yes, a gazebo. With wandering stone sidewalks and scattered flower gardens. This could be a lovely park, a gathering place for families. Picnics and Sunday afternoon bands and a theater-in-the- round for summer nights..."
"And an ice cream store," Sofia said as she grabbed her dad’s leg and held on. "Are we ready to go? I’ve got an urge for Rocky Road."
He put his hand on her head. "Sofia – "
"Okay Holt, the job’s yours if you want it."
He looked up quickly. A smile spread on his angular face. "If you're offering it now, I'll take it now."
"Agreed."
They shook hand, eyes meeting and locking briefly. Then they went back to the office where he signed a few papers.
"Is two weeks enough time for you to take care of your business and get here?"
"Yes. That's fine. And thank you, Mayor Donahue."
"Please, call me Lacy. We're very informal around here. Welcome aboard, Holt." Lacy shook his hand again, his large, warm hand. She felt his power surge through her. "You'll need to find a place to stay," she managed to sputter. "Our Chamber has a complete listing of available homes. It's on West Third."
"Thanks. We may as well take care of that while we're here."
"Are we going to stay here this time, Daddy?"
"Looks that way."
"Long enough for me to have a puppy?"
"We'll see," Holt said.
Sofia faked a slap to her forehead."Oh no! Here we go again!"
Lacy felt that the smartest thing Holt Henderson did was to bring his darling daughter to his job interview. As they left, she could hear Sofia say, "But Daddy, how can we live someplace where they don’t even have an ice cream store?"
In that moment, Lacy promised herself to provide an ice cream stand, even if she had to fund it herself. She stood at the front office window, smiling while she watched the two of them stroll down the sidewalk. It occurred to her that the main reasons she hired the tall, lean man was because he had big hands and a darling daughter. And what he did to her libido on a hot summer day.
Lacy returned to her desk to tackle writing another grant. What a relief to have found someone so qualified and experienced. She could hardly wait to report to the committee.
Scarcely a minute later, her office door rattled open. A black cat darted across the doorway and a little girl squealed. Lacy looked into the face of the man she'd just hired. Holt.
"Call the police!" he demanded. "My Jeep's been stolen!"
Lacy’s heart leaped to her throat. "I’m sure there’s been some mistake! No one would – "
"Somebody mistakenly drove off in my Jeep?" Holt's brown eyes swept over her desk. "Where's your phone? Mine doesn’t work in this one-horse town. Call the cops—"
"H-hold on a minute." Lacy stood and braced her thighs against the desk to steady her body and her nerves. She certainly didn't want to culminate Holt’s job interview with a call to the sheriff. But she didn't want to lose him to car theft.
"Let's check this out first." Her body stiffened, and one hand reached out as if to halt him from further action. Her mind raced as she tried to determine what to do. One wild hope was that he was wrong and would remember that his car was actually parked on the other side of the building. They’d walk out, and there it would be, safe and sound.
"No, I didn't forget where I parked it," he said in answer to her silent hope. "What else do you want to check out before calling the cops?"
"Well, uh..." Lacy's thoughts tumbled wildly but only one popped out. Do something to stall and maybe the situation will improve. How, she didn't know. "Tell me exactly what happened."
He glared at her. His lips thinned as he spoke deliberately. "I parked on the street beside this building an hour ago, and when I returned, it was gone. Zip. Nada. Tire tracks in the dust leading—" he gestured dramatically "—into the sunset."
"Exactly uh, where?" She moved from behind the desk and toward the window that held the dripping air conditioner. "Show me."
He hovered close behind her and pointed to the street where no cars were visible. She could smell his deep woods scent and took an extra breath. She could feel his presence, his heat, even his anger. And she shivered slightly.
"I parked out there, in front of that mesquite tree. I was right across from the hoop where two teenage boys were playing basketball. As you can see, neither boys nor Jeep are there now. And we did arrive in a wheeled vehicle. Need proof?" He rattled a set of keys in front of her nose. "Someone must have hot-wired it. Something teens are prone to do if they're bored on a hot summer day."
"Don't jump to conclusions, Holt."
"You don’t see the kids, do you? No kids, no Jeep. Put the two together."
Lacy shook her head and her heart sank. The situation was sounding worse, not better. She resigned to doing her civic duty. "Give me the description. And license. I’ll call the sheriff’s office."
"A five-year-old Jeep, silver and black. Because of its age, only insured for liability, not collision or theft. So if it's stolen, it's gone. Tough. I'm out of wheels and outta luck. Stuck."
"Does this mean we won't have a Jeep anymore?" Sofia had been standing near her father, holding his hand.
"Yep." He shrugged.
"No it doesn't, honey," Lacy responded to Sofia and stooped down to touch her arm. "We'll get it back. Soon. Don't worry."
"I can describe the two kids who were playing basketball," Holt said fiercely. "One was tall and blond, the other was dark and tough looking."
"They could play basketball real good," piped Sofia. "And the tall one could jump real high."
Lacy swallowed hard. She was almost sure the blond he referred to was the math teacher, Sandy Amado's young brother-in-law, Steve. Basketball was his favorite sport and she saw him almost every day in the playground practicing shots. Surely he wouldn't get involved in a car theft. Maybe it wasn’t him. The dark one, she thought, was a kid named Roman. She didn’t know much about him, but had seen him hanging around this summer.
Holt faced her in a defiant stance with feet wide apart and arms folded across his chest. "Are you going to do something?"
"Please find our Jeep," Sofia added with a little whine to her voice. "We need our ice cream."
"Sofia, please hush," he muttered in a low voice.
Lacy glanced distractedly at the sweet-faced child, who folded her arms to mimic her father. There was no sympathy in her brown eyes, either.
Holt's voice softened. "Look, I hate to accuse those kids. But you've got to admit, it doesn't look good for them."
Lacy nodded miserably. "You're right. I just wish we could get to the bottom of this without involving the sheriff. For the kids' sakes." There seemed no alternative. After all, the man's vehicle was nowhere in sight, and chances were, his observations of kids plus empty Jeep had merit.
They were interrupted by a triple knock on the open office door. A vision in bright pink stepped in. "Is this the mayor's office? Somebody said there was an AC emergency here."
Lacy gaped at the woman dressed in bright pink coveralls and high-topped work boots. Low on her hips dangled a workman's belt, from which hung several hand tools.
"Hi Mayor. I’m June, like the month, or the bug, here to check on that thing." She headed directly for the drippy window unit.
"Bug?" Lacy snapped. "Great timing."
"Sorry to interrupt, but I got to get this job finished. More customers are waiting." The woman angled her hip prominently and propped one hand on it. "You probably think I can't fix this machine because I'm a woman."
" No, that's not it at all. I would never — "
At that very moment, a black cat darted out the door and down the hall. Sofia squealed and took off after it. "Here kitty!"
"Sofia Marie Henderson! Come back here!" Holt demanded and took off after her.
"What’s that damned black cat doing here?" Lacy snapped.
"Oh, it’s a good sign. Somebody’s going to have good luck today," June said, and went about her work on the AC.
Yeah, right. Lacy sighed and gave the street one last glance before calling the sheriff.
She gasped aloud at what rolled into view. A black- and-silver Jeep! Intact! She practically jumped up and down. "There—here! Is this it, Holt? Holt!"
He lunged back to the window and touched her shoulder for balance. "Damn joy riders! I'll show them—" With one long stride, he was out the door, his woodsy fragrance lingering in the air. And leaving her shoulder tingling.
Sofia raced after her father.
"Nice looker," June remarked. "See? Something good has already happened. Cute kid, too."
Lacy gestured futilely at the air conditioner. "Something good? I don’t think so! This may ruin everything I've worked for." She dashed after the other two.
They all converged on the Jeep as it pulled to a stop. "Oh no!" Lacy groaned when she recognized Steve Amado, Sandy’s young brother-in-law in the passenger seat. Roman, the darker one, was the driver.
"Get out of my Jeep, you hoodlums!" Holt demanded, jerking on the door handle.
Both boys tumbled out, and Steve mumbled immediately, "Sorry Mayor Donahue. Please don’t tell Sandy."
Hands on her hips, she glared at him. "I just can't believe this, Steve."
The boy shuffled and kept his eyes to the ground.
The other kid spoke up. "We didn't mean nothin', man—"
"Who are you?" Lacy asked.
"I'm Roman Barrios. Look, I didn't mean no harm."
"Any harm," Lacy corrected.
The dark-eyed kid nodded. "Right, any harm. We thought we could take a little spin before you got back. No big deal."
"No big deal?" Holt folded his arms across his broad chest and glared angrily at the two. "What gives you the right to take a little spin in my Jeep?"
"Hey, man. We jes' did it. For kicks."
"We intended to bring it back all along," Steve explained. "Before you got back."
"You can't just get in other people's vehicles and drive around," Lacy implored.
"That's called stealing, man." Holt's expression was grim. "Did you wreck it? Wonder what your folks would say about this. Or the local police."
The boys looked up at him in alarm, and both spoke at once. "Oh no, please don't do that! We didn’t wreck it or nothing. Just drove around."
Lacy feared Holt might still want to press charges. He certainly had every right. But she noticed that his expression had softened as the boys apologized. "Please Holt, let's talk this over and, uh, settle it some other way. I have an idea."
"Don't tell me you're one of those who goes light on offenders." He looked accusingly at her.
"Absolutely not. I think people should be responsible for their acts."
He turned back to the boys. "If you had wrecked that Jeep, I could have lost my only vehicle. And you could have been injured. I don't have insurance to cover it. Do you?"
They shook their heads. Obviously 'insurance' was a foreign word to them. The boys looked whipped.
"Could we work out some kind of deal?" Lacy hoped Holt would go along with her plan. A court appearance over this wouldn't help any of them, and the kids might end up in juvenile detention in Tucson. "Since I can vouch for Steve and his family, don't you think we can do something about this without calling in the authorities?"
Holt pressed his lips together and thought for a minute. "I don't know. They need to learn a lesson here."
"I'm willing to supervise some instructional punishment," Lacy offered. Her gaze lingered on Steve. "Your brother would be so disappointed, Steve."
"Please don't tell Jay, Mayor Donahue," Steve mumbled, keeping his gaze on his toes. "He'll be furious."
"Look, dudes, it... it was my idea," Roman admitted when he could see Lacy's attention centering on Steve. "I hot-wired it, and Steve just went along for the ride. We thought sure we could get back before you came out. And we never intended to hurt anything. Or anybody."
"Thank you for admitting your part in this, Roman. But both of you are guilty, and both of you must pay somehow."
She turned to Holt. "I think our high school principal said her office needed a fresh coat of paint. What if these boys volunteered to do it, Holt? Would you be satisfied with some hard work as their punishment?"
Holt nodded slowly. "Okay. Sounds like a good resolution."
She rushed ahead. "I'll see that they pay for your inconvenience and bother. They'll regret this little spin in your Jeep, I promise. And I think I can assure you, it'll never happen again. Will it?"
"No, sir," both boys mumbled at the same time, shaking their heads and looking to Holt for approval of the idea. "It won't. Never. Never."
He studied each youth with a steady, penetrating gaze.
"Fortunately no one was harmed, and you do have your Jeep back. All safe." Lacy gazed up at him hopefully. "I'm sure they took it without thinking of the consequences."
Holt sighed. "You have a point. It would serve no good purpose to drag the police into it now. But boys—" he paused to point a finger at each of them "—if anything like this happens again, you can bet that I’ll show no mercy."
The boys, looking numb, nodded mutely. They probably would have agreed with anything he said if he'd just drop it and leave town.
"Thank you, Holt," Lacy said, shaking his hand and indicating for the boys to do the same. "Mr. Henderson. Better apologize and make friends. He'll be back, won't you?"
Holt gripped each boy's hand firmly, then gently helped Sofia climb into the Jeep. "See you in two weeks," he said tightly to Lacy.
"Thanks, Holt. They'll remember this close call." She waved and he drove away. Then she folded her arms, tapped her foot and glared hard at the boys. Now she could show her anger. "You two got off easy, you know that? Just because he’s a decent guy."
"Yes, ma'am," Steve mumbled. "Thanks for helping us out of a jam. You won't tell Sandy and Jay, will you, Mayor Donahue?"
Lacy shook her head. Should she? Sandy deserved to know when the boy was in trouble. On the other hand, Jay was working out of town, leaving Sandy responsible for Steve. This news would only add to her anxiety. Anyway, Lacy felt that she had the situation under control. "No, I won't tell her about this, Steve, but 1 want your promise to stay out of any more trouble. And you..." She turned to the other boy. "Have you recently moved into town?"
"I live out that way." Roman gestured to the west.
"Do you have family here?"
"Just my aunt."
Lacy observed that Roman's eyes shifted as he spoke, and she tucked the information away. "Will you be going to school here, Roman?"
"Yeah, probably."
"How old are you?"
"Sixteen."
"Then I expect you to enroll in high school for the next semester and to attend regularly. I'm going to check on you."
"Yes ma'am."
"I have an idea." Lacy smiled grimly. "There's another chore you two might do to make up for this little joyride. Mr. Henderson will be moving to town in a couple of weeks. He could always use some strong guys to help move his furniture."
"Yeah, we could do that," Steve said, nodding.
"Easy," Roman added. "Does this mean that we don't have to paint that room you were talking about?"
"No, you’ll do both," she said firmly, giving them each a narrow- eyed glare. "Report to the school office at eight in the morning. And you're still getting off light." She wheeled around and returned to her office.
Hot, stuffy air greeted her. June, down on her knees in front of the silent air conditioner, gave a low groan. "Bad news. And I was sure that black cat was here for something good."
"What now?" Lacy felt like laughing – or crying. In light of everything else going on, the AC was minor.
"I think this old unit has taken its last gasp."
"So what's new?" Lacy moaned and appealed to the ceiling and beyond. "What else around this place is going to go wrong?"
"I'm afraid it just isn't worth the price of a condenser to repair it." June gathered her assortment of tools and began to stuff them into her belt.
Lacy sighed heavily. There was no money in the budget for an air conditioner right now. "Well, summer's almost over. We'll just have to manage without it."
"Since I couldn't fix the thing, I won't charge for this service call. You—and the city of Silver Creek—look like you could use a little break."
"Thanks." Lacy gave the repairwoman a grateful smile and shook her head. "We need all the breaks we can get."
"I was sure that cat was here for something good," June mumbled as she left.
Lacy glared at the offensive and now-silent air conditioner. She felt the urge to punch the damned thing, to kick it out of the window and into the street. Instead, she raised the window above it in an effort to get some air stirring. A warm breeze ruffled her red hair.
Not two minutes later, June burst through the door. "Hi, Your Mayorness. I just got a call and thought you’d like to know. Mr. Gladston, the lawyer down the hall, is closing his office and retiring. I guess Annie talked to him and got him to offer his small office AC unit to the mayor’s office. Nice, huh? I thought something good would come along and here it is. Two things. The AC and the hunky guy. He's not leaving us high and dry, is he? I’ll be here first thing in the morning to install. Have a good day."
Lacy sighed. She sat there, very still, trying to get a grip on all that had transpired since 'the hunky guy' and his spunky child had walked through her door.
Now she had an engineer to remodel the buildings. And a new, working AC. And somewhere, in the dark halls, a black cat roamed around doing good deeds. She shook her head and buried her face in her hands. Only then would she let her doubts creep back into her world.
Holt Henderson seemed perfect for the job, but what if he reconsidered and backed out of their deal? It was still possible.
Finding a replacement for Holt Henderson would not be easy.
Oh please, don't let us down now, she begged silently. Don't quit. We need you, Holt Henderson.
She sat up and headed down the hall with one intention. To find that damn black cat. "Here kitty, kitty, kitty."
Lacy talked to her flowers. She had no one else. They listened quietly, but had no answers. Sometimes it made her feel better to admit certain things. Like how very long these two agonizing weeks seemed between the hiring of Holt Henderson and his actual showing up for the job.
She was jittery, nervous, and occasionally explosive and she didn’t know why. Was it – could it possibly be – because of Holt? Ridiculous! He was just an employee with a skill they needed in Silver Creek. Just a man good with his hands. Just a father who needed a job. And he was the perfect man for the job, or so it seemed.
But what if he decided to blow them off and head somewhere else? What if he had a better offer? What if – oh damn! This speculation – and anticipation - about Holt Henderson was driving her crazy. She wanted him to return, wanted him to work his magic on their town, wanted him…
No, this was no good. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. It was, in her book, unethical. Which made him unavailable. Which made him even more desirable.
She devoted every extra minute during the next two weeks to her future business, Blooms and Leaves. Maybe Lena was right and there was a place, a niche, for such a business. But a backyard full of herbs wasn’t enough to make a business. She’d have to grow it, literally. How could she get more out of her garden? Maybe she could hire her neighbors to grow some plants in their backyards, if they had room. She could pay them and show them the best techniques for getting the maximum crops.
She picked up the water hose and began to shower her plants. Immediately that darned black cat leaped up from the basil and easily jumped the fence. What the heck was going on with that cat? Sometimes she even doubted its existence. And the idea of it bringing good things. . . hmmmm. She certainly didn’t believe that.
While she silently communed with her plants, Lacy developed a plan to make sure Holt got moved in and settled. It involved pizza and a red tee shirt. She smiled. Maybe her Blooms and Leaves had spoken after all.
Holt Henderson wasn't a quitter. His determination was too strong to be deterred by a couple of thrill- seeking kids in a boring town.
Having grown up in a houseful of boys, he understood their fascination with motor vehicles and their thrill-seeking adventures, which occasionally included flirting with the law. He counted the joyriding incident handled and closed. And he didn't plan on seeing those damned kids again anytime soon.
On a sunny Saturday, he pulled a U-Haul truck to a stop in front of the quaint, Queen Anne style house he'd rented in Silver Creek. His hands rested on the steering wheel for a moment as he gazed at their new home... a new beginning. Another new beginning. But this time, maybe they’d stay awhile. There was potential here. And Lacy Donahue.
To say that he hadn’t thought of the sexy mayor more than once during the last two weeks would be lying. He’d thought of her a lot. And not just how they might work together to rebuild Silver Creek. And possibly, what her body might feel like next to his, and how her kisses might taste.
"Daddy!"
Back to reality. He had a kid clamoring to see her new house and he had a job to do, moving them in. He opened the truck door and gave a quick assessment of the house.
It was a historian's delight, featured a front-facing gabled window surrounded by fish-scale shingles. Some of those decorative shingles on the front facade were missing, and one of the windows was cracked. The front porch was supported by turned columns and outlined with a wobbly railing. Like everything else in this town, the house needed repair and paint.
"Come on, Daddy! Let's go inside! I want to see my room." Sofia pulled on Holt's arm. Then she stopped, dead still. "Listen, Daddy. . . it's. . . it's. . ."
Holt paused with his daughter to listen.
The unmistaken sound of an ice cream truck's jingle came down the street. Slowly, slowly growing louder by the second. Going slowly enough for all the kids in the neighborhood to hear the jangly tune and come running. Sofia joined them, running and jumping all the way.
Holt smiled to himself. This had to be the work of the mayor. Smart cookie, that one. He joined his daughter and ended up paying for popsicles for all the children.
Sophia was about as excited as any kid could be. "Daddy, I really like this place. They even have ice cream that comes to my house!" She burst through the house with all her six-year-old energy, talking and squealing at each new room or turn.
Holt stood in the entrance hall, trying to absorb the place. Twelve-foot ceilings, wood-paneled doors with ornate hardware and wide plank floors meant that, in its day, the small home had been quite attractive. It had potential.
The two bedrooms, living room and kitchen were built around a central structure containing the bath, bedroom closets and the kitchen pantry. Holt sighed. At least it wasn't an apartment. They'd have privacy and a feeling of being in a real home. And a back yard. He checked to see if the swing set he'd ordered had been delivered. He hoped that would take her attention away from wanting a pup.
He'd been enthusiastic about the move until today. So why was he feeling so reluctant and pensive? Doubt? Facing the unknown? No, he wouldn't let those feelings dominate. He was probably just tired and needed to finish this last step. The unloading and unpacking. He tried to shake off the mood without much success.
"I know which one is my room. Oh Daddy! Look! There are swings in my backyard!" Sofia bubbled with the eagerness he lacked. She was more than enthusiastic about the place. My house. My room. My backyard. Clearly his young daughter needed this settled kind of lifestyle. So he should just suck it up.
Holt moved through the old-fashioned kitchen, ignoring its inadequacies. Right now all he cared about was that the refrigerator and stove worked and the sink had hot running water. The backyard was fenced, barren of all but a few clumps of grass, and so small that the child's A-frame swing set practically filled it.
"My swings!" Sofia squealed with delight as she pumped her short legs. "Look how high I can go. Daddy, look at me!"
He stared bleakly at the space with its bare, naked spots in the grass. It wasn't beautiful, but maybe with a little work and water, he could make it look like a real yard. As he watched her, Holt couldn't resist giving Sofia a fatherly warning. "Be careful, honey. Not too high..."
"Daddy, please! I know how to do this. I won’t get myself hurt." She admonished him, then quickly hopped down and grabbed his hand. "Let's get our stuff out of the truck. Come on, I'll show you which room is mine!"
He followed her back inside. "I think both bedrooms are about the same size."
"But I want this one so I can look out my window and see my puppy in my backyard."
"Puppy?"
"Daddy! The puppy you promised!"
"I think we should clean this place up before we start hauling stuff inside. We'll discuss the puppy later." He turned in the hall and came face-to-face with Lacy Donahue, the va-voom sexy mayor, wearing jeans and a red tee shirt with a big A on the front.
She smiled at him, and he felt a little turn in his gut. It was all he could do to keep from swinging her up in his arms.
"Your door was open, and I, uh..." She stammered around, then began again. "Welcome to Silver Creek, Holt. Did I hear you mention cleaning?" She pulled a mop into view. "I just happen to have some high tech equipment with me."
"Well, hi." He tried to sound casual. With her flaming hair pulled into a ponytail and a few wispy curls teasing her ears, she looked like a teenager instead of the town mayor. But with more curves than any teen. "The A on your shirt is for. . . ?"
"University of Arizona in Tucson. My alma mater. I'm still a big basketball fan."
"Yeah, yeah, I've heard of them. Pretty good team. Think they'll make the Final Four this year?"
She shrugged. "Hope so. I'll be watching."
Suddenly, for absolutely no reason he could pinpoint, Holt's sagging spirits melted away. He was really glad to be here today, grateful that Sofia was so happy, but especially pleased to see Her Honor. Well, 'pleased' was probably mild for his feelings. "Lacy, I'm surprised. Does the mayor offer her cleaning services to everyone who moves into town?"
"We have so few folks moving in, it's really a big deal."
"So you hired an ice cream truck?"
Lacy propped both forearms on the mop handle and grinned. "Whatever it takes. When you gave me your address, I knew we lived close."
"You live near here?"
"Up the street. The house on the corner."
"Oh. Small world, huh?"
"Small town. No one lives far from anyone else." She nodded past him. "What do you think about the house? Will everything fit?"
"Oh yes. We don't have much. A few basics." He motioned her inside. "Take a look around. It needs a good scrubbing and maybe a coat of paint."
"I'm surprised you'd notice. Most men wouldn't."
Holt gave Lacy a quick tour and they ended up in the back bedroom that Sofia had claimed. "Hey Sofia, Ms. Lacy is here."
Lacy walked toward the little girl. "Hi Sofia. I understand you liked the ice cream truck."
Sofia reached her hand out. "Hi, Ms. Lacy. I loooved the ice cream truck. It came right down our street. I got a fudge bar and my dad paid for all the kids in the neighborhood. Do you like my room? And just wait 'til you see my swings!"
Holt heard a knock and went to the front door.
"Hi. I'm Lena Corona. Here's a little something to welcome you to town." She handed him a huge cake, big enough for a family of eight.
"Thanks."
She stood back and looked him over. "Lacy's told me about you. If you work as good as you look, we're in business."
He placed the cake in the kitchen in time to hear Sophia saying, "Come outside and watch me swing."
"Well, actually I'm here to help you and your dad move in. Then we can play."
"We're going to need lots of help," Sofia said with childish honesty. "This place is pretty dusty. And we have lots of boxes to unload." Sofia motioned out the window. "My new puppy will have a nice backyard to play in."
"Oh, do you have a puppy?"
"Not yet." Sofia ran out of the room and down the hall. "I’m going outside to play."
"Stay right in the back yard," Holt called as she whizzed by.
"I know, I know. Be careful. Don’t worry about me, Daddy."
He shook his head. "She’s crazy-excited. Really likes it here."
"Good. But, do you?" Lacy asked. "I was a little concerned that you might not show up, after the joyride incident."
"I’m jobless, remember? We’re going to be fine here. Besides, Lena Corona brought a huge cake that should feed us for a week." Holt realized he'd been just standing there, watching Lacy interact with his daughter and loving it. He could hardly take his eyes off her.
"Lena brought you cake? My, she must want to make you feel very welcome. She's a semi-retired juvenile judge, one of our biggest supporters. Owns half the town. She provided my house as part of my meager pay as Mayor."
"Ah." He nodded, then acknowledged someone else at the door. "Be right back." He returned with Annie, who presented him with a fragrant apple pie. She and Lacy hugged and explained they were best of friends from college days at the U of A in Tucson.
"I was just about to get some cleaning materials together. Want to stay and help?" Lacy offered.
Annie grinned and pushed her blond hair behind one ear. "Thanks for the opportunity, but I was just leaving. Welcome Holt. See you later, I'm sure."
Lacy motioned to Holt. "I'll get started in here while you and the boys start bringing in your stuff."
"Such a friendly bunch." Holt headed outside to the truck—his original destination before the well-meaning friends in town had spun into his day. He didn't even notice that he was whistling now. Boys? Did she say you and the boys?
As he dug into the back of the U-Haul for assorted cleaning equipment, a compact car pulled to the curb across the street. A young woman and tall teenager hopped out and approached him. Holt recognized the kid as one of the boys who'd taken the joyride in his Jeep.
"Hi. I'm Sandy Amado from across the street. You must be Holt Henderson. We've been looking forward to your arrival."
"Well. . . thanks, Sandy. Nice to meet you."
"And this is my brother-in-law, Steve."
Holt's gaze met Steve's as they shook hands, and he realized instantly that Sandy didn't know about the joyriding incident. Her friendliness was too naive. "Steve, Sandy... a pleasure."
"Steve says Lacy asked him to help you move in," Sandy said.
"Oh, really?" Holt gave Steve a puzzled look.
"Mayor Donahue asked me and Roman to come over today," Steve said quickly. His expression practically begged Holt not to question why. "Roman should be here soon."
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/111776 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!