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Emory Maxwell has come home to the small town of Sweetness, Georgia, with one goal in mind—to get his childhood sweetheart Shelby Moon to marry him. They’ve been in love with the second grade, but Shelby’s father is determined to keep his daughter in Sweetness, not moving around the country as a soldier’s wife. No matter what she chooses, Shelby knows she’ll hurt one of the men she loves.


But when a tornado rips through town, will she and Emory lose their chance to be together forever?


Get ready to fall in love with the town of Sweetness, Georgia, in this prequel to Stephanie Bond’s Southern Roads trilogy.
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Chapter One



Ten years ago

Emory Maxwell tightened his grip on the steering wheel of his SUV, looked over at his longtime friend and fellow soldier, Porter Armstrong, and took a deep breath. “Will you marry me?”

Porter considered his words, then scoffed, “Man, you can’t just blurt it out like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not romantic, that’s why. You have to say ‘I love you’ and ‘I can’t live without you’ and ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you’,” crap like that. Try it again.”

Emory frowned. “Well, you don’t have to be such a jackass about it.”

Porter sighed and pushed back the U.S. Army cap that matched his fatigues. “You want Shelby to say yes, don’t you?”

“Of course I do, you idget. That’s why we’re going to Sweetness.”

“That’s why you’re going to Sweetness,” Porter corrected. “You’re the one who’s jonesing to get married. Me, I’m never settling down. I just want as much home cooking as my mother can make in the few days I’m home on leave.” Then Porter looked apologetic. “Sorry, man, I know you miss your mom. You and Dr. Maxwell can come over and eat with us any time.”

Emory felt a pang for his mother’s absence, something he knew Porter could understand. “And I know you miss your dad. Thanks for the invitation. Will Marcus and Kendall be there?”

“No. Marcus is in Pakistan, something about a terrorist group the U.S. is worried about. And Kendall is in El Salvador overseeing reconstruction after the earthquake earlier this year. I don’t know when I’ll see them again.” Then he frowned. “Hey, don’t change the subject. You’re going to have to say something good to convince Shelby to wake up to your ugly mug for the rest of her life.”

Emory puffed out his cheeks in an exhale. “I’m more worried about what her pop is going to say.”

Porter made a rueful noise. “You should be. I heard Mr. Moon is a pretty good shot.”

“That man has never liked me.”

“What do you expect? He wants to keep Shelby in her calico bedroom for the rest of her life, and you’ve got other bedroom plans for his little girl. She’s all he’s got—of course he hates you. I feel sorry for Shelby being in the middle of you two mules.”

Emory hardened his jaw. Sooner or later, Shelby was going to have to choose between him and her daddy.

Porter glanced at his watch. “What time is she expecting you?”

“I didn’t tell her I was coming.”

Porter guffawed. “You’ve been arguing on the phone for months. Now you’re going to just show up with a ring and propose?”

“That’s the plan,” Emory muttered.

Porter pulled down his cap and slumped in the seat in preparation for a nap. “Wake me up before the fireworks begin.”


Emory frowned in the direction of the man who’d been his best friend since Little League, then pulled his hand across his mouth and turned his attention back to the interstate. Porter was right. He was taking a big chance by not telling Shelby he was coming, especially considering the last time they’d talked, she’d hung up on him. Her father had been yelling for her in the background, which had angered Emory, which in turn had angered Shelby.

One way or another, things would come to a head today.

Emory leaned down to study the leaden sky. There were driving into a storm, or the makings of one. But it was summer in the north Georgia mountains—thunderstorms were as commonplace as mosquitoes and lemonade. After so much sand in the Gulf desert, he wouldn’t mind a little rain, as long as it didn’t slow their progress too much.

His heart beat faster at the thought of seeing Shelby soon. He imagined her sweet face lighting up when he walked into her father’s grocery where she worked, her immediate tears, the many kisses…the private reunion as soon as they could get alone. His body tightened involuntarily. He realized the reason they argued on the phone was because they were both frustrated by their separation. But his overseas deployment was due to end in a month, so he’d be stationed Stateside soon. And he wanted to be with Shelby. For the rest of their lives.

His fellow soldiers laughed when he told them he and Shelby had been together since grade school, but it was true. They’d met on the playground in second grade. Bobby Taylor had been teasing Shelby, pulling her blond pigtails. Emory had pushed the bigger boy down, which had earned him a suspension from school and Shelby’s adoration.

The suspension had been worth it.


Their relationship had gone through the ups and downs of chicken pox, Shelby’s crush on the new boy in sixth grade, and his own preoccupation with a dark-haired cheerleader their freshman year. But when he and Shelby had been ready to relinquish their virginity at seventeen, neither one would have chosen anybody else for the occasion. Their consummated physical chemistry had cemented their childhood love and they’d never looked in another direction.

It was, he realized, one of the reasons her pop was opposed to their relationship. Mr. Moon said they couldn’t know they loved each other because they’d never spent time with anyone else. But Emory didn’t want someone else. When he lay awake in his bunk on the other side of the world, the only thing, besides his conviction of service, that gave him comfort was the knowledge that Shelby Moon was lying awake in her corner bedroom in Sweetness, Georgia thinking about him, too.

They’d shared sad times, too. They’d both lost their mothers to illness while in high school. Going through something so traumatic together created a special bond that outsiders couldn’t understand. But as he drove, Emory mostly replayed in his head the sweeter memories they’d made together—going to football games, swinging out over the swimming hole at Timber Creek, shooting off fireworks in the parking lot of her father’s store—and before he knew it, he was putting on his turn signal to exit the interstate to the climbing state road that would meander and twist and eventually dead end into Sweetness.

At the change in speed, Porter roused from his nap and stretched his arms high in a yawn. “Are we there yet?”

“It won’t be long.” Emory gestured to the sky, where the clouds had taken on a greenish hue. “What do you make of that?”

Porter squinted. “I don’t know—something in the atmosphere…pollen maybe? Looks like we’re in for a good old-fashioned thunderstorm.”

“It’s eerie. Do you think it’s a bad omen?”

“What do you mean?”

Emory shifted in his seat. “Like, maybe today isn’t such a good day to propose?”

“Man, no day is a good day to propose.”

Emory laughed. “Mark my words, Porter. You’re going to meet a woman someday who will bring you to your knees.”

“Never,” Porter said, shaking his head emphatically.

The men parried back and forth with the familiar ease of boys who’d grown up side by side. As the SUV climbed higher and higher, the landscape became more recognizable—and rugged. Here in the mountains, the trees were taller and sturdier, and black soil gave way to rocky red clay. But a hardy environment produced a hardy crop of people.

They passed a Christmas tree farm and the picturesque covered bridge over Trimble Creek, then at the top of a rise that leveled into a long road ahead of them, a sign announced “Sweetness, Georgia, population 952.”

“Guess the Haywoods had twins,” Porter said with a laugh.

It was a joke because, in truth, the town’s population had been declining for the last couple of decades as new generations had turned away from farming and left to seek careers in outlying areas, especially Atlanta. Every time Emory came back to his hometown, it seemed as if another business or plant had closed its doors and more homes and farms were for sale.

All the more reason to get Shelby out of Sweetness, no matter how much they both loved growing up here. After his overseas stint ended, he planned to start college classes part-time. Even if he opted not to make the military a career, he didn’t foresee being able to make a living in Sweetness…unless he wanted to work for Shelby’s father at the grocery.

Emory shuddered.

“You okay, man?”

“It’s just coming back here, you know? Mixed feelings.”

“Yeah, I know. I couldn’t wait to get away from this place, but something always pulls me back.”

Emory nodded. He understood completely.

Watching over the town was a tall white water tower in the shape of a vertical capsule, with the greeting, Welcome to Sweetness. Someone had spray painted “I love Pam” in large red letters. Emory smiled—he’d graffitied his own sentiments about Shelby a time or two, as had many boys in town about the object of their affection if they were reckless enough to make that climb. Once a year, the mayor would send up painters to restore the surface to white and reletter the town’s name. And the process would start all over again.

If they continued driving straight, the road would take them into the center of town, but Emory veered off onto a more narrow road to higher ground, to Clover Ridge where they’d grown up. The ridge was mostly farmland, with an occasional home business here and there—Dottie’s Hair Salon and Mike’s Car Repair. Here the lay of the land was as familiar as his hand…he knew every pothole, every broken fence board, every barking dog.

A few minutes later, he pulled to a stop in front of the Armstrong home, and Porter jumped out. After grabbing his duffel from the back seat, Porter grinned through the open window.

“So, let me hear what you came up with for the proposal.”

Emory frowned. “I got nothin’.”

Porter laughed. “Well, hopefully you’ll think of something when the time comes.” He extended his hand and they shook. “Thanks for the ride, man. Good luck.”


Emory watched his friend bound up the front steps of his home and smiled to himself. Porter was a good man, as were his brothers. He was lucky to have grown up next to them. He didn’t have siblings, so he’d spent as much time at the Armstrongs’ place as his own.

When he approached the home he’d grown up in, he slowed for a fond look. His dad had painted the siding and planted a new fruit tree next to the gate. Emory would stop at the older Maxwell’s office in town later to say hello, after a little detour.

He drove further out on the ridge and pulled off onto the side of the road next to the Clover Ridge cemetery. He reached into the backseat for a bouquet of flowers he’d bought when he stopped to get gas, then walked through the arched gate. Emory made his way through the well-tended graveyard to the Maxwell family plot. His mother’s tombstone read Belinda Maxwell, Beloved Wife and Mother. So true.

He removed his hat and placed the bouquet of flowers on her grave, remembering her sweet face. He’d often come here to talk to her when he still lived in Sweetness. “I’m home, Mom. Just for a few days, but it’s nice to have a break.” He smiled. “The house looks good, Dad is keeping it up. You’d like the color he painted the shutters.” He twisted the hat in his hands. “I came home to ask Shelby to marry me, Mom. Wish me luck. I love you.” He patted her headstone, then put his hat on and walked back to his SUV.

The wind had picked up, was tossing leaves and twigs across the cemetery. Emory held on to his cap and glanced up at the sky, which still looked ominous.

A foreboding sense of trouble settled over Emory, the same feeling he’d gotten once on a field assignment just before an ambush. But he dismissed it as nerves and turned his vehicle toward town. And toward Shelby.

One way or another, he’d have his answer soon.







Chapter Two



“Shelby to the produce department, Shelby to produce.”

At the summons over the PA system, Shelby Moon paused a split second from checking out Mrs. Cafferty’s groceries to consider what calamity awaited her in the fruits and vegetables aisle. An unripe cantaloupe? Bruised tomatoes?

She smiled at Mrs. Cafferty. “That’ll be thirty-one dollars and twenty-two cents.”

Mrs. Cafferty, dressed in a voluminous flowered dress that hung on her frail frame, squinted and put a hand behind her ear. “What did you say, dear?”

Shelby leaned forward to enunciate more loudly. “Your total is thirty-one dollars and twenty-two cents.”

The elderly woman frowned. “Did you deduct my coupons?”

“Do you have coupons?”

“What did you say, dear?”

“Do you have coupons?”

“Oh, yes, didn’t I give them to you?”

Shelby smiled and shook her head, then waited while the woman opened her old-lady purse and proceeded to remove every item—Bible, packet of tissues, powder compact, mini photo album—in her search for the coupons.

“I have a new picture of my great-granddaughter,” Mrs. Cafferty said, opening the photo album to show the toddler’s photo to Shelby and to the people in line behind her.

“She’s a doll,” Shelby confirmed, trying to tamp down her impatience.

Mrs. Cafferty’s eyes twinkled. “How’s that good-looking soldier of yours, dear?”

Just the mention of Emory made Shelby’s chest tighten. She missed him so much at times, she thought she’d never bear it. “He’s fine, ma’am. Still in Afghanistan.”

Today especially, he was weighing on her mind, as well as their last conversation, which had ended in an argument. Nothing new there—he believed her father depended on her too much. And her father felt as if Emory wanted her to turn her back on her only family. She’d woken up this morning feeling blue, but conceded that some of it could be the weather. The sky was as heavy as her heart.

“Shelby,” said Thelma from the next checkout aisle, “my register is acting up.”

“I’ll be right there,” Shelby said, still waiting for Mrs. Cafferty to find her coupons.

“Shelby to produce, Shelby to produce…quickly.”

She took a deep breath and counted to five. It wasn’t everyone else’s fault she was in a bad mood today.

Betsy, one of their best part-time employees, parked a row of baskarts and walked over. “I got this,” she offered with a wink, gesturing to Mrs. Cafferty’s order.

Shelby gave her a grateful look. “Thank you.”

She said goodbye to Mrs. Cafferty, then stepped over to inspect Thelma’s register, which didn’t want to open at the end of the sale. The registers, like everything else in the grocery, needed to be replaced or updated.

“It’s a trick,” she said, then smacked the old machine on the side with her hand. The register drawer popped open and Shelby couldn’t help but notice its scant contents.


Revenues were sliding more every month, but she couldn’t get her father to accept the fact that the business he’d built and worked from the ground up was stumbling. Since her mother’s passing, the market had become his life and, consequently, her life. He expected her to stay in Sweetness and help with the business that would pass to her someday. If she broached the subject of the financials, he became agitated and asked her to think about what would happen if they closed the grocery—where would people buy food? Not everyone had the ability or could afford to leave the mountain to shop in other towns.

The fact that her father considered his business a service to the community showed just how big his heart was. She knew for a fact that he sold some staples for exactly what he paid for them to keep from passing rising cost on to his customers. And countless times she’d seen him load up a store van with food baskets and deliver them to needy families. He expected her to carry on the family tradition. She loved him so much, she couldn’t bear to disappoint him.

She didn’t want to disappoint Emory, either.

But it seemed inevitable that no matter what she did, she was going to hurt one of the men she loved.

Shelby wiped her hands on the blue Moon’s Grocery apron she wore and hurried back to the produce section. There she found Mitch, a mild-mannered, gangly stock boy, holding a bag of apples overhead with a panicked look on his face. Flanking him were Myrna Carson and Bonita Fine, arms crossed and glaring at each other.

Mitch saw Shelby and mouthed, “Save me.”

Shelby dished out smiles all around. “How can I help you, ladies?”

Myrna turned to Shelby, her mouth tight. “You can tell Mitch to give me my bag of Winesap apples, please.”

Bonita turned, her eyes flashing. “You mean my bag.”

“I had my hand on it, when you grabbed it right out from under me.”

“You snooze, you lose, Myrna.”

Shelby lifted calming hands, then looked to Mitch. “Is there another bag of Winesaps in the basement?”

He swallowed and shook his head.

“I have to have them for a pie I’m making for the county fair,” Myrna said.

“No, I have to have them for a pie I’m making for the county fair,” Bonita said.

“How about some nice Granny Smiths?” Shelby suggested, gesturing to the piles of other bagged apples. “Or Rome Beauties?”

Myrna frowned. “Everyone knows Winesap apples make the best pie.”

“Right,” Bonita said. “Everyone knows that.”

Shelby exhaled. “Would you be willing to split the bag?”

“No.”

“Absolutely not. You have to have at least three pounds of apples for a decent pie.”

“Right,” Shelby said. “But my mother—”

“May she rest in peace.”

“God rest her soul.”

“Thank you,” Shelby murmured. “My mother always used two different kinds of apples in her pies. She said it made for a richer flavor.”

“Carolyn could make a good pie,” Myrna admitted.

“She did win lots of blue ribbons,” Bonita added thoughtfully.

Shelby leaned in. “Why don’t you each take half of the Winesaps, choose a second type of apple for your secret ingredient, and let the judges decide?”

The women looked at each other, then softened.

“Okay, I’ll agree to that.”

“Me, too. As long as you don’t spy on what other kind of apple I buy.”


“As long as you don’t spy on what other kind of apple I buy.”

Shelby looked at Mitch. “Will you please split up the bag of Winesaps and re-price them?”

He looked relieved. “Sure thing, boss.”

“Shelby,” she corrected, then spotting her father striding toward them, she gestured. “Here comes the boss.”

But her smile dissolved when she realized he looked…angry.

Walter Moon was a big man with graying hair and a slight stoop from stocking his own shelves for so many years. He was usually jolly, a favorite with the customers, but not today. “I have to take off for a while,” he said, his voice gruff. He untied his apron and handed it to her.

“Is everything okay, Daddy?”

“It will be,” he said, then marched off.

Shelby frowned after him, wondering what could have him so upset. Maybe someone from the bank had called. Maybe her father would be forced to face financial facts.

She folded her father’s apron and suddenly, thunder rumbled overhead, vibrating the building’s metal roof. The weather certainly mirrored the mood of the day.

“Shelby to dairy, Shelby to dairy.”

She sighed and muttered, “Coming.”







Chapter Three



Emory was pacing by his SUV in the parking lot of the Presbyterian church the Moons and Maxwells had always attended. Mr. Moon hadn’t sounded too pleased to hear from him, but he’d agreed to meet Emory to talk.

Emory would be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous. But he figured Shelby’s dad wouldn’t maim him in the parking lot of the church.

At least the rain had held off. The skies continued to roll and pitch, and thunder reverberated against the mountains that contained Sweetness in a lush, green bowl.

He heard Mr. Moon’s truck before he saw it, the engine racing a little too high. The man pulled in next to Emory’s vehicle. He climbed out, then yanked up his work pants, slammed the truck door, and stomped toward Emory.

Emory noticed Walter had left the engine running—a sign he didn’t plan on staying long. And the big man wasn’t sporting a cordial expression.

Emory stuck out his hand. “Good to see you, Mr. Moon.”

The other man shook his hand with bone-crushing strength. “Emory. I see you haven’t been shot yet.”

Emory’s gaze strayed to the rifle on the gun rack in the rear window of Mr. Moon’s pickup. “No, sir.”

“I’m busy, son. What’s this all about?”

Suddenly he forgot everything he was going to say to convince this man how much his only daughter meant to him. A lifetime of playing and laughing and crying and loving with Shelby scrolled through his mind. How could he capture and express all of those feelings in a few simple words?

Walter jammed his hands on his hips. “Spit it out, son.”

Emory straightened. “I want to marry your daughter, sir.”

Walter arched a bushy eyebrow. “And?”

“And…I’d like your blessing before I ask Shelby.”

The big man screwed up his mouth. “You planning to come back to Sweetness to live, are you?”

He knew it was a deal-breaker, but he wasn’t going to lie. “No, sir. But wherever Shelby and I settle down, I’ll never stop her from coming back to visit you as much as she wants.”

Walter Moon’s face darkened. “Visit?”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Moon turned around and walked back to his truck. For a split second, Emory was afraid he might reach in to get his rifle, but instead the man just climbed in and banged the door shut.

Emory strode over to address him through the truck’s open window. “You’re not going to give me an answer, sir?”

Walter looked murderous. “The answer is no.”

Anger billowed in Emory’s chest. “I’m going to ask Shelby to marry me, Mr. Moon, with or without your blessing.”

“Do what you gotta do, son, and so will I.”

The man pulled out of the parking lot, spewing gravel.

Emory ground his teeth. If Walter Moon had his way, Shelby would live with him her entire life, waiting on him hand and foot and working in that shabby grocery of his.


He whipped off his hat and slapped it against his thigh in frustration. He had a good mind to call Shelby and tell her to be waiting, that he was coming by to pick her up.

Then he pulled his hand down his face. This wasn’t the way he wanted to do things. He wanted to walk in and surprise Shelby, to see the look on her face when she spotted him in his uniform. He doubted if Walter would tell her they’d met—he probably hoped he’d scared off Emory altogether.

But he hadn’t. If anything, he’d made Emory even more determined to get Shelby out of this town.

Angry and exasperated, Emory decided to stop by to see his father before going to surprise Shelby. His dad always gave him good advice.

Dr. Cletis Maxwell had an office in an old building near the town center that he shared with a florist and a bakery. Emory bypassed the patient entrance and walked to the loading dock built to accommodate supply trucks and ambulances. He rang the doorbell and a few seconds later, Nancy Cole, his father’s longtime office manager, opened the door. Her mouth rounded and her eyes lit up. “Emory!”

He pulled her into a hug.

“Your dad didn’t mention you were coming home.”

“He doesn’t know.”

“Come on in. I’ll sneak you into his office and tell him a sales rep is waiting for him.” She beamed. “He’ll be so happy to see you.”

Nancy slipped him into his father’s private office to wait. Emory walked around, looking at photographs on the walls—photos of him and the Armstrong boys in Little League, family photos taken when his mother was alive, his prom photo with Shelby, and a picture of Emory in his U.S. Army uniform.

The door opened and his father walked in, wearing a white lab coat and reading a file. “I’m in a bit of rush,” he said, then looked up. When he saw it was Emory, his face transformed. “Son.”

“Dad.” Emory pulled him into a long embrace. Unlike Mr. Moon, his dad was a softie. When he pulled back, his dad unabashedly retrieved a handkerchief to wipe his face.

“You look good. What a nice surprise.”

“Last-minute leave for five days. Porter came home with me.”

His father smiled. “Good. Emily will be happy to have one of her chicks home.”

Emory blinked. Despite the fact that the Armstrongs and Maxwells had been neighbors for years, he’d never heard his father call Emily Armstrong anything other than “Mrs. Armstrong.” Was it possible a romance had blossomed between the widow and widower? The thought made him smile.

“I’m sure Shelby was happy to see you.”

Emory removed his hat and ran his hand over his short hair. “She doesn’t know I’m here yet.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I came home to ask her to marry me, Dad.”

His father’s face lifted in a smile. “Well, it’s about time. Congratulations, son.”

“Don’t rent your tux yet,” Emory said with a sigh. “I talked to Walter.”

“And?”

“And he refused to give me his blessing.”


His father’s mouth tightened and he shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. Walter is a good man, but when it comes to Shelby, he’s blind to what’s best for her.”

“What do you think I should do?”

His dad hesitated, then clapped him on the shoulder. “I think this is between you and Shelby. Whatever the two of you decide, Walter Moon is going to have to accept it.” Then he grinned. “Oh, and a dozen red roses from the florist next door would be a nice touch for when you pop the question. At least it worked with your mother.”

Emory laughed. “Thanks, Dad.”

Cletis Maxwell pulled out the pocket watch Emory had always admired and made a rueful noise. “Sorry, son, I have to get back to my patients. And you’d better get going before the gossip mill grinds and Shelby finds out you’re here. I assume you’re staying at the house?”

“Sure, Dad. I’ll see you later.”

His father smiled. “Good luck.”

Thunder boomed overhead and the lights flickered for a few seconds, then came back on.

“Looks like we’re in for a storm,” his dad said.

Emory donned his hat. “Guess I’d better get going before all hell breaks loose.” He left and hurried to his SUV, studying the somber clouds rolling overhead like boiling water.

Although considering the way the day was going and how angry Shelby had been when they’d last talked, he might be better off taking his chances with Mother Nature.







Chapter Four



Shelby banged on the unresponsive cash register, to no avail. She looked up at Thelma. “Is my father back yet?”

“Haven’t seen him.”

Mitch came hurrying up. “Shelby, the coolers and freezers are out, too.”

Her shoulders fell. “Did you flip the breakers in the fuse box?”

“Twice.”

“Phones are down, too!” Betsy shouted from the upstairs office.

Shelby’s mind raced to assess the situation. The power had blinked for a few seconds. The overhead lights had come back on, but the outage had zapped most of their aging appliances. They couldn’t transact purchases, and within an hour, they’d have perishables going bad. Customers stood in line, antsy to leave before the looming storm descended, but unwilling to abandon their purchases.

And everyone was looking at her, as if she had the answers. Frustration welled in her chest, and she was on the verge of succumbing to tears when she realized everyone was instead looking at something behind her.

What now? Shelby turned, expecting to see another situation that needed her attention.

And her heart vaulted.

Standing at the door was Emory in his dress uniform, tall and tanned and heartbreakingly handsome, holding a bouquet of red roses.

She ran into his open arms, unable to believe it was really him. He kissed her and although she could feel his barely banked passion, they managed to keep it PG. Their audience was smiling and clapping when they finally dragged themselves apart.

“Surprise,” he murmured, handing her the flowers.

Shelby thanked him, then touched her hair self-consciously. “You look so handsome and I’m a mess.”

“You’re beautiful,” he said, his gaze intense.

He’d always made her feel beautiful, she realized. Then she swatted at his chest. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

“It was all last-minute.”

“How long are you home for?”

“Five days.”

She grinned—after being separated for so long, five days seemed like an eternity. “Great! Do you want to come over for dinner tonight?”

He suddenly looked apprehensive. “Sure, but I was hoping we could duck out now, baby.”

Shelby bit her lip. “I’m sorry—I can’t leave. The electricity is out. Everything is down and Daddy’s not here.”

“Can’t someone else take care of things?”

“No. He’s relying on me.”

Emory’s mouth quirked downward. “As always.”

Anger sparked in her stomach and she remembered why she’d hung up on him when they’d last talked. She took a half step back. “Don’t start, Emory. I have responsibilities. They might not seem important to you, but they’re important to me.”

His square chin went up. “I thought I was important to you.”


Shelby leaned closer and whispered, “If you’d let me know you were coming, I could’ve arranged to take some time off.”

“If I’d let you know I was coming, it wouldn’t have been a surprise.”

Her heart shivered in disappointment that the same old issues continued to spring up between them. “I’m not going to argue with you in front of all these people,” she said in a low tone. “I’ll see you this evening when I get off work.”

He looked contrite. “Wait—is there anything I can do to help?”

Her mind jumped ahead to her father’s reaction to finding Emory there “helping” in his absence. The two men were as territorial as a couple of bucks. If anything else went wrong, her father would probably accuse Emory of making things worse.

“No,” she said, then kissed him. “Please…just go and let me deal with this.”

He didn’t look happy, but he nodded. Then he turned around and walked out.

Shelby released a sigh and watched him stride through the parking lot, his body language stiff and angry. Everyone was at the end of their rope today.

The sound of glass crashing sounded from the back of the store.

“The PA is working,” Mitch’s voice boomed cheerfully over the loudspeaker. “Cleanup on aisle three.”

She closed her eyes briefly. For a split second, she wanted to tear off her apron and run after Emory, getting as far away from this place as possible. She even took a half step toward the door. Then she turned and climbed the short set of steps to the office with the window that overlooked the store, lovingly put the roses in a rinsed-out coffee pot, and hit the PA button. “Attention, Moon’s customers. We’re very sorry for the inconvenience caused by the power outage. If you could just bear with us for a few minutes to get situated, we’d appreciate it very much.”

This would be a good time for a cellular phone, she mused. But since they didn’t yet have service in Sweetness, she picked up her purse and fished out several quarters. Then she dispatched Betsy to a pay phone to call an electrician. Next she gathered tablets of paper and a couple of calculators and passed them out to the employees. “Add up the orders and write down the total, along with the customer’s name. Everyone can pay later.”

Thelma’s eyes rounded. “What if people don’t come back to pay?”

Shelby shrugged. “That’s a risk we’ll have to take.”

While the orders were being processed manually, she went to assess the damage from the broken glass on aisle three and to make sure no one had been injured.

Then she circled around to ensure the freezer and cooler doors weren’t ajar—they needed to conserve what little refrigeration they had.

She rounded up Mitch and together they moved bags of ice to the meat case, their most valuable perishable merchandise. Betsy returned and said she’d located an electrician, who promised to come as soon as he could. Shelby was in the dairy section, pushing product to the rear of the shelves where it was cooler, and starting to feel like things were under control, when her father found her.

“What’s going on?” he asked, his face a mask of concern.

She brought him up to speed on what happened, and what she’d done. By the time she was finished, though, she couldn’t tell from his expression if he was pleased or upset. “Daddy, I didn’t mean to take over, I was just trying to do what I thought was best.”

He smiled and gave her a one-armed hug and kissed her hair. “You did exactly what I would’ve done, better even. What would I ever do without you?”


His words were casual, but his tone…she sensed something deeper in his meaning. “Where have you been?” When he didn’t answer, her pulse picked up. “Daddy, is everything okay?”

A screeching sound came over the PA, then a familiar male voice said, “Shelby.”

She frowned. “Emory?” She glanced up to the office and saw him standing in the window with the microphone.

Her father made a harrumphing noise. “What’s he doing here?”

“Emory’s home on leave, Dad. He came by earlier, but I told him I’d see him tonight.”

“Good girl,” her father muttered.

She started walking toward the front of the store, passing customers. Her dad followed close at her heels.

“Shelby,” Emory continued, staring at her, his voice booming into the quiet store. “I came home because I have something important to ask you.”

Her heart quickened. Her skin tingled. Her feet moved faster.

“Shelby Moon…will you marry me?”

She gasped and ran to meet him, brimming with happiness. By the time she got to the office, Emory had descended the stairs. He took off his hat, got down on one knee, and held up an open ring box to reveal a sparkling diamond solitaire. Their audience of customers oohed and aahed.

“Emory,” she breathed. Her heart was jumping in her chest.

“Right now,” he said, his face earnest. “I want to marry you this minute. We can go to the justice of the peace and have this done.”

He glanced behind her and to her dismay, Shelby realized he was looking at her father. She turned and saw the way the men were scowling at each other in defiance. And suddenly it dawned on her where her father had been earlier—meeting with Emory.

“I didn’t give my blessing to this,” her father announced, confirming her suspicions.

“And I told you I was going to ask her anyway,” Emory said through gritted teeth.

Shelby felt sick to her stomach. Emory hadn’t proposed to her over the PA system to make a grand gesture—he’d done it in her father’s store out of spite. And she didn’t want to dash down to the justice of the peace to say quickie vows, as if they were trying to get away with something. Not after all this time together. She wanted to walk down the aisle at the Presbyterian church they’d attended since they were children, surrounded by people who had witnessed their lifelong romance.

She felt caught between the laser glares of the two most important men in her life. This wasn’t the way she’d imagined her marriage proposal. And if Emory didn’t understand that, then he wasn’t the man she thought he was.

Her tears of happiness turned to ones of grief. Shelby choked back a sob, then looked at the man she’d planned to spend the rest of her life with. “No, Emory, I won’t marry you.”







Chapter Five



At Shelby’s words of refusal, Emory went cold with disbelief. He’d joked with Porter about the possibility of her saying no…but deep down, he’d been confident she’d say yes.

With dawning dread, he realized he’d taken a huge gamble by asking Shelby to marry him in such a public place…and he’d lost. He had no exit plan.

The faces of the people gathered around mirrored the anguish crushing his chest. Like him, they’d expected a happy ending. The silence was resounding, the disappointment, thick.

He slowly pushed to his feet and put on his hat. Then he realized he was still holding the refused ring. He’d scrimped and saved for over two years to buy a diamond that represented their big love. Now the sparkling stone mocked his efforts. He closed the box and gripped it in his hand. Then after one last look at the woman he’d planned to spend the rest of his life with, he walked out.

A stinging wind hit him in the face as he walked to the parking lot, but it felt good. He’d totally blown the most important day of his life, and he felt the need to be punished. He looked up into the raging sky and wished it would rain already, pelt him and wash away this horrible pain.

By the time he reached his SUV, he knew where he wanted to go. To the place he’d gone so many times when he needed to be alone to think things through.

To the water tower.

He drove as far as he could take his four-wheel-drive vehicle, to a spot about halfway up the trail where it narrowed. Then Emory parked, shed his jacket and hat, and climbed the rest of the way on foot. It was a challenging hike, even for someone in army condition, but the exertion felt good. His chest ached from pent-up emotion. He felt so miserable over Shelby’s rejection, he wanted to bellow like some wounded beast.

Several minutes later, his dress shirt soaked through with sweat, he reached the plateau where the water tower had been erected by the town’s founding fathers. Here the ground was thick with grass and brush, but the path was well-worn, despite signs warning against climbing the tower, at the risk of injury, fines and arrest.

Emory pressed on and at the bottom of the tower, jumped up to grasp hold of the bottom rung of the metal ladder, then pulled himself up. During the long climb up, the wind buffeted him, but he didn’t care. He was determined to get to the top no matter how much the weather conditions had worsened.

When he stepped onto the metal platform that surrounded the gigantic tank, the wind was blowing so hard, he had to grip the handrail to stay upright. Since the tower was the highest point in Sweetness, two radio antennae had been erected on the platform, along with a rusty metal box labeled “weather warning sirens.” For now the gigantic pump that refilled the water tank was quiet.

No matter how many times he’d seen this view of the red clay mountains and the blue-green valley beneath, it still took his breath away. He felt a pang that such a beautiful place was both a blessing and a curse to the people who lived there—the matchless scenery also served as a natural barrier, effectively cutting off the residents from the rest of the world.

Emory stood in the howling wind, while the love and the resentment he felt for this place warred within him. He’d met the love of his life here, appreciated how this place had molded them both…but now this isolated mountain town wanted to hold on to the woman who meant more than anything else to him.

She’d said no.


Rage rose in his chest…at this town, at Shelby’s father, at Shelby…and at himself. He’d made such an ass out of himself, he didn’t blame her for saying no. He’d been so determined to prove to her father that Shelby would choose him over her own blood, he’d ambushed her. It must have broken her heart to have to say no in front of all those people. She was, no doubt, completely humiliated.

Worse, he’d proved to everyone present that he’d put his own needs before Shelby’s. He’d only given her father more ammunition to oppose their marriage.

Emory put his head back and unleashed a tortured cry into the swirling wind, then slammed his fist into the giant metal tank. The thick steel was so unyielding, his big hand bounced back, his knuckles bruised and bloody, with only a faint ping. And the momentum threw him off balance.

His brain processed the life-threatening predicament as the metal platform came up to meet him. He could easily slide off the edge beneath the handrail. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Now Shelby would be burying him instead of marrying him.

He flailed and landed belly-down on the edge of the platform with an oomph, his face hanging over the edge. But miraculously, his outspread arms and legs kept him from going over. Emory lay there blinking, gasping for air as the sense of gaping emptiness beneath him made his stomach swing and his body seize in panic. The ground was far, far below him.

That had been close.

He closed his eyes until his body relaxed, then rolled to his back and slowly pushed to his feet. He flexed his hand, grateful he hadn’t broken any bones, but relishing the physical release. The vibrant pain was a distraction from the emotional ache he didn’t know how to fix.

He gripped the handrail, feeling spent and pondering his next move. Should he show up at the Moons’ tonight in the hopes that Shelby would agree to see him? Try to intercept her before she left the store? Or just leave her alone?

That would be the cruelest punishment of all.

As if to add insult to injury, the sullen sky opened up and rain began to fall in sheets. Emory lifted his face to receive the big drops, and was soon drenched. The wind whipped around him and before long, his visibility had diminished to arm’s length. Still, he stood there, welcoming the harsh elements.

Then, as suddenly as the rain had started, it stopped, along with the wind. The absence of air was so abrupt, it was as if someone had pulled a plug on the power source. The calm before the storm? Emory, with water dripping from his hair and nose, scanned the greenish sky for lightning strikes in the distance. Instead, what he saw made his heart stand still.

A funnel cloud.

So perfectly formed—the top of it bowl-wide and symmetrical before tapering to a graceful tip—it was almost cartoonish.

If it hadn’t been so completely, utterly horrifying.

His mind raced as he tripped back to the ladder on unstable legs. His cell phone didn’t get service here in Sweetness, so he couldn’t raise an alarm.

Alarm.


Remembering the box on the front of the tower, he turned and made his way back to it. As he felt along the side for a latch, hail began to fall with such force it felt as if it were being thrown from the sky. The icy balls pelted him and fell to the platform, the size of golf balls. He located a latch on the side of the box, but it was rusted closed. He pulled with all of his strength, but the door didn’t budge. The sharp, jagged edges cut into his palms, further weakening the hand he’d so foolishly slammed into the tank.

Defeated, Emory stopped to get his breath. The hail was blowing horizontally now, and felt like knives stabbing his bare skin. Shielding his face, he looked over his shoulder and saw the mammoth tornado spinning closer, although it hadn’t yet touched down. The trailing tail hovered horizontally to the ground, grotesquely beautiful in its teasing dance.

If it touched down, the valley would channel the twister directly into Sweetness.

Directly to Shelby.

Emory turned back to the box and leveraged his shoulder under the edge of the door. He rammed it again and again until he felt the door begin to give. With one last rush of adrenaline, he thrust his body against it and heard the grate of metal against metal as it scraped open. Almost weak with relief, Emory shielded his eyes from the hail to scan the contents of the box—two loudspeakers, and a rusty lever. Whatever written directions were posted had been obliterated long ago. That, and the condition of the box itself gave Emory another scary thought—what if the alarm wasn’t operational? He couldn’t remember ever hearing the warning sirens in his lifetime, not even as a test.

Because everyone knew that tornadoes didn’t occur at this altitude, and in this terrain.

He put both hands on the lever and prayed.

Then he pulled.







Chapter Six



Shelby sat on a crate of paper towels in the bathroom, wiping her tears and trying to regain her composure. But how could she regroup after the life she’d dreamed about had disintegrated?

No, it hadn’t disintegrated…she’d thrown it away.

Emory loved her. He’d proven it a thousand times over. He’d tried to do the right thing by talking to her father before he proposed, and then had reacted out of frustration to her father’s refusal to grant his blessing.

And she’d made matters worse by letting her stubborn pride get in the way. She wanted Emory to acknowledge that she was giving up something in order to marry him, when in reality she wanted to leave with him, to go somewhere they could start their lives together, just the two of them.

She was blaming Emory because she was too afraid to confront her father about living her own life.

Shelby stood and blew her nose. She’d have plenty of time to cry later. For now they were still scrambling to take care of customers in the midst of a power outage.

When she emerged, her father was standing nearby, pretending to sweep. He looked up and the expression on his face pulled at her heart.

“You okay?”

She decided to be honest. “I don’t know. I love him, Daddy.”

His jaw hardened. “If he loves you, he’ll want what’s best for you.”

“What is that, Daddy? What’s best for me?”

He gestured vaguely with one arm. “Not being an army wife, dragged all over the country, living alone if he gets deployed again, taking care of kids by yourself. You need to be close to your family.”

“Close to the store?” she asked softly.

“That, too,” he admitted. “This is going to be yours someday.”

She bit into her lip. “What if I don’t want it?”

As soon as she saw the stricken look on his face, she wished she could take the words back. But she couldn’t unring a bell.

“You don’t want my store?” he asked, his voice choked.

Her heart squeezed painfully. She walked up to him and put her arms around his neck. “Daddy, I love this place, you know I do—I practically grew up here. But my future is with the man I love, with Emory. And he can’t make a living in this town. He has plans to go to college, and I’d like that for myself, too. Don’t you want me to be happy?”

He looked tortured. “But I can’t protect you if you aren’t nearby.”

Shelby blinked back tears, then had to laugh. His simple logic was so backwards. “Daddy, Emory will protect me.”

“So he says,” her father grumbled. “Besides, what does it matter? You already said no.”

She sighed. “That was a mistake. I think I need to go find him. Can you do without me here for a while?”

Her father worked his mouth back and forth. She could tell by his hesitation that he was still unconvinced that handing her over to Emory Maxwell was in her best interests.

Suddenly a loud wailing noise sounded in the distance, the tone swinging high, then low, like the sirens she’d heard in movies signaling a bomb raid. “What’s that?”

Her father’s brow creased, then his eyes widened. “It’s the tornado siren, from the water tower. I haven’t heard it since I was a boy.”


“Tornado?” she exclaimed. “On this mountain?”

“Let’s hope not.” He cupped his hands and yelled, “Everyone, to the basement!” He made a shooing motion to her. “Go, Shelby!”

“Come with me.”

“I’m right behind you. Go!”

But he went in the opposite direction, his head swinging as he looked for customers. He was shouting directions as he went, over the wail of the siren. Shelby was torn, but headed for the basement door and held it open, directing customers to hurry, but to stay calm. “Watch your step…head for the columns…pack in as tightly as you can…watch your step.” She counted as people filed past her, hoping the number would be inconsequential, but aware of the seriousness of the situation. Ten…twenty…thirty…forty…

They were more crowded than usual because their registers had gone down. She was tormented by the thought that some people might’ve been home safe by now if she’d just closed the store when the power had gone out.

Then her heart jumped to her throat. Emory. Where was he?

She maintained a forced smile as customers continued to descend into the basement, some helping others. Mitch stopped and told her to go ahead of him, but Shelby shook her head. “I’m waiting for my father.”

Apparently he heard the resolve in her voice because he went ahead. When the last customer was inside, Shelby’s heart beat faster. “Daddy?” she shouted. The sirens were still screeching—it was the most terrifying sound she’d ever heard.

Until she heard the other noise that threatened to drown out the sirens—a horrific roaring noise, like the sound of a locomotive. It was a sound she’d heard described so many times by tornado survivors.

“Daddy!” she screamed. “Daddy, hurry!” She nearly buckled in relief to see him running around the corner toward her.

“That’s everyone!” he said. “Go, go!”

She scrambled down the stairs and he was behind her, then slammed the door. The crowd was sitting huddled together on the floor, circled around beams that held up the ceiling. Mitch passed out flashlights, which illuminated the fear on the faces of every man and woman. Some were openly crying, praying aloud for their loved ones and the safety of the town.

Shelby sat down next to her father, who put his arm around her. But she was beside herself with worry about Emory. If she hadn’t been so selfish and unkind, he might be here with them now.

The roaring noise grew louder and the ceiling began to shake. The twister, it seemed, was upon them. Screams filled the air. The basement lights went out, leaving only the points of flashlights. Overhead, the building groaned, followed by the wrenching, crunching noises of wood splintering and glass breaking. The walls of the basement shook, sending items from shelves crashing to the floor. Shelby couldn’t hear her own heartbeat. She could feel her father’s mouth moving against her forehead, knew he was praying. She’d never been so petrified in her life.

A terrible creaking noise sounded, then an explosion, and the stairwell filled with debris. Rubble rained down on them. If the beams gave way, they’d be buried alive.

Shelby wondered if she would die…and thought how terrible it would be to perish before she could tell Emory that she’d made a big mistake. He would never know how much she’d loved him.







Chapter Seven



Emory lay near the base of the water tower, facedown in a ditch with his arms over his head. He’d never been so scared in his life. The relief of hearing the aged sirens sound was quickly replaced by his need to get to lower ground. He’d scrambled down the ladder as fast as he could, then dove into a shallow dip in the ground. Hearing the twister coming like a train bearing down was horrific because he didn’t know what would happen next. The ground shook and debris rained down on him. He could hear trees being ripped out of the ground, and waited for one to fall on him.

All he could think about was his dad and Shelby. Had his father headed home before the storm hit? And if he had, was that safer, or more dangerous? Shelby was probably still at the grocery. Had she had time and the judgment to retreat to the supply basement? He felt utterly helpless, and crazy with worry.

The Armstrongs had a root cellar. If Porter had seen the funnel cloud or heard the sirens in time, he and his mother had a chance.

The wind still roared around him, worse than any sandstorm he’d ever experienced in Afghanistan. The force of it pressed him into the ground, squeezing his ribcage. He struggled to breathe and to keep his mouth and eyes closed.

The most gut-wrenching part was envisioning what might be happening in the town below him. The buildings were old and not built to withstand a storm of this magnitude. Ditto for outlying homes, barns, and outbuildings.

It was summer, so at least the school would be empty, and many businesses closed early. He kept trying to think of reasons to be hopeful that lives would be spared.

He counted to himself—he’d heard that most tornadoes last only a couple of minutes. But more than eight minutes had elapsed and the wind didn’t seem to be diminishing in intensity. The sirens still wailed, a plaintive call beneath the howl of the storm, but he hoped it meant the water tower was still standing. He didn’t want to lift his head to see and risk an injury. He needed to survive—he had to, so he could get to Shelby. If she didn’t love him anymore, he would have to live with it, but he had to know she was okay.

He kept counting…ten minutes…twelve…fourteen…

And then, as suddenly as it had descended, the wind dropped and silence echoed around him.

Emory gingerly lifted his head, dislodging the soil and leaves that had covered him. Around him trees lay on the ground like a pile of pick-up sticks, their roots exposed. It was a marvel that one hadn’t crashed on him.

But the more disturbing sight was the trail of furniture and appliances and clothes strewn over the forest floor. A footed white bathtub sat neatly on the ground, as if someone had deliberately put it there for an outdoor oasis. A soiled plaid couch sat on its end. And a carved headboard to a bed lay nearby, split in two.

Emory swallowed hard—it looked like the headboard to the bed his parents had shared.

Panic licked at him, but he tamped it down. A glance behind him confirmed the water tower was intact. The sirens still sounded, but were growing weaker, signaling their battery source was petering out.

He headed downhill, his feet and heart tripping faster as he wondered what sight would greet him at the bottom. All around him, thudding noises sounded as things fell out of the sky and bounced on the ground. Birds, he realized sadly. Probably sucked up into the vortex of the twister and spun out. He pressed on, gulping air to stay calm, as he’d been trained.


His prayer that his SUV hadn’t been upended or blown away had been answered. It was covered with debris, but it was operational. He jumped in and steered the vehicle down the trail, stopping twice to remove logs and branches and other debris large enough to cause damage to the undercarriage. Two other vehicles had been picked up and dropped alongside the trail, but after checking to make sure they were empty, he was able to maneuver around them.

He was sick with worry by the time he got to the bottom of the trail. From there, it was a short ride through the trees up to the main road that wound through Sweetness. He slowed to turn toward the center of town.

And stopped.

Emory’s heart fell to his knees. “Oh, dear God,” he murmured.

He’d imagined the worst, but nothing could have prepared him for the utter devastation that lay before him. Absolutely nothing in his field of vision was left standing. The buildings were little more than piles of lumber and brick. Remarkably, the road itself was passable. He spotted several groups of people who were climbing out of the flattened buildings. He was relieved to see survivors and kept driving until he reached the building where his father’s office was located. His father, Nancy Cole, and a handful of other people, including the woman from the flower shop who’d sold him Shelby’s roses, stood next to the road, stunned and disheveled. His father’s face lit up when he saw Emory.

“Thank God you’re okay,” his dad said.

“You, too,” Emory said. “Any injuries?”

“None here…but look at this place. There are bound to be.” Then he gestured to Emory’s hands. “You’re bleeding.”

Emory waved off his concern. “Just a scratch. Do you need my SUV to get around?”

“No, I have mine here and it’s driveable.”

“Okay. I’m going to find Shelby.”

Dr. Maxwell frowned. “You weren’t with her when the storm hit?”

“No,” Emory said, but the rest of the story could wait. “I’ll be back after I make sure she’s okay.”

A sheriff’s car pulled up. “Good to see you’re okay, Doc. How are you fixed for supplies?”

“I haven’t had a chance to look yet, but I hope some things are salvageable.”

“I’ll send a deputy to help you. We’ll need to get an area set up for treating the injured.”

“Sheriff,” Emory asked, “does anyone outside of Sweetness know this happened?”

The man nodded. “We had a radio in the basement and were able to call out. Help is on the way. I don’t know who sounded the alarm on the water tower, but he saved a lot of lives.”

Emory appreciated the man’s words, but right now, he had concerns that trumped taking credit for setting off the alarm. He pulled away and continued his slow trek down the main street. The destruction was incomprehensible. The school, the bank, the Presbyterian church—all rubble. He maneuvered around a stray refrigerator and rounded the bend to get his first look at Moon’s.

His breath left his body.

It was gone. The only thing that would make anyone guess a grocery had once stood on the spot was the line of blue baskarts lined up in what used to be the front of the store. The fact that no survivors milled around left his heart pounding in his chest.


The cars in the parking lot were jammed up against each other, and some were toppled. Emory slammed his SUV into park, retrieved a toolbox from the back, and ran toward the big expanse of waxed linoleum tile that had once been the floor of the grocery. The fact that the floor was intact gave him hope—it meant the basement hadn’t caved in, at least not from the top.

Emory was almost desperate as he searched for the basement door—without walls to guide him, it took him a couple of minutes to locate the opening. When he did, his knees buckled. The stairwell leading down was filled in with debris, and on top were the red roses he’d given Shelby, strewn and mangled. It was a too-graphic reminder of what Shelby might have suffered when the storm hit.

Emory choked back a cry of anguish. Shelby needed for him to stay strong. If there were survivors in the basement, they might not be getting air. And who knew how unstable the basement ceiling could be. It could cave any minute.

“Shelby!” he shouted. “Shelby, if you can hear me…if anyone can hear me, let me know you’re okay!”

He held his breath, but he didn’t hear anything. Or maybe he couldn’t hear anything because his ears were still ringing.

Emory hardened his jaw and opened his toolbox to retrieve a pair of heavy work gloves. He found a small pickax, then began to methodically remove loosened debris with his hands, using the ax to dislodge larger pieces. He couldn’t bear to think of Shelby trapped down there, maybe injured, maybe worse. To keep his mind from going to a dark place, he talked to her.

“Porter told me on the drive up here that I was going to screw up the proposal. He told me instead of blurting it out, I should tell you what you mean to me, and how much I love you.” He laughed. “Porter—can you believe it? The biggest confirmed bachelor I know…next to his brothers, of course.”

He was encouraged when he uncovered the first step leading down into the basement.

“But he was right,” he continued. “I totally messed up. I didn’t tell you I was coming home because deep down, I was afraid you were still mad from the last time we talked. I was afraid you’d tell me you didn’t want to see me.

“Brilliant plan, right? I was afraid you didn’t want to see me, so I decided to propose instead.”

With the grunting removal of a big chunk of block, the second and third steps were cleared.

“Then I met with your dad and instead of telling him how much I love you and how I intend to take care of you, all I could talk about was taking you away from here. Small wonder he didn’t give me his blessing.”

He stopped digging long enough to get his breath, then resumed.

“And I don’t blame you for telling me no,” he continued. “It was wrong of me to put that kind of pressure on you. You deserve a proposal that’s as special as you are, as special as our love.”

Another step, more digging. He listened for signs of any noise below him, but activity was returning to Sweetness. The air around him was filled with sirens, car horns, and raised voices. He convinced himself he wouldn’t be able to hear them.

That was it—they were okay, he just couldn’t hear them.

He kept digging. “Do you know I can’t remember a time when I didn’t love you? You’ve just always been in my heart. And although I’m prepared for you to say you don’t ever want to see me again, I have to tell you that would be tough for me. Because my love for you is so bound up in everything I do. Learning to live without you in my life would be like learning to walk again.”


He uncovered the fourth step and dared to put his weight on it, first one foot, then another. The stairs held.

“But if you’re willing to give me another chance,” he said, digging more feverishly, “I promise I’ll do it better next time. I’ll say all the right things and let you plan the wedding of your dreams.”

He used the pickax and gingerly chipped away at the debris to the side of the step, hoping to hit an opening. But when he encountered more rock, he started to get a little frantic. How much time had passed? How long had they been down there without air? What if gases had leaked into the space from ruptured utility lines?

At the sound of his name, Emory looked up, relieved beyond words to see Porter running toward him.

“You okay?” Porter asked.

“I’m good. Me and Dad both. You?”

“Mother and I are fine.”

“Good.” He looked up at his best friend, trying to hold himself together. “Shelby’s in the basement, Porter. I have to get to her.”

“Okay. What can I do to help?”

His mind raced to think of a way to accelerate the process. “I need a long pipe.” He pointed to where the bathroom had once been. A pipe stuck up out of the floor. Porter rummaged in the toolbox for a mallet and a hacksaw, then hurried over to work on the pipe.

Emory kept digging. “I love you, Shelby. I want to live the rest of my life with you. I want to wake up with you every morning and lie down with you every night. Will you marry me, Shelby Moon?”

Porter walked up with the pipe, then put his hand on Emory’s arm. “You okay, man?”

Emory pulled his hand down his face, then nodded. “Let’s try to drive this pipe through the rock here.” He pointed. “If we can reach air on the other side, we can at least communicate with…whoever might be down there.”

“You hold it,” Porter said. “I’ll swing the hammer.”

Emory held the pipe steady. The first few blows didn’t make a dent in the rock jam, but eventually, Emory could feel things budge, and the pipe inched its way through. “Just a couple of more hits,” he said, almost giddy when the pipe penetrated the obstruction.

“We need something to clean it out,” he said hurriedly, looking around for something long and narrow to push collected debris through the pipe. He found a stick and pushed it through, finally reaching air on the other side. He put his mouth to the pipe. “Shelby! Shelby, it’s Emory. Are you okay down there?”

His heart was jumping out of his chest during the next few beats of silence. Desperate tears gathered in his eyes, but he hardened his jaw to stem them. Then he heard a faint scrape.

“Emory,” came her sweet voice. “We have fifty-three people down here, I think everyone’s okay. Can you get us out, baby?”

Emory sat back on his heels in abject relief. He exhaled loudly, conscious of Porter clapping him on the shoulder. He pulled himself together enough to respond, “I’m coming, Shelby. Hang in there.”

“I’ll round up more men,” Porter said, then jogged off.

“Emory?” she asked.

“I’m here.”

“Yes.”


He frowned. “What?”

“Yes…I’ll marry you.”

He gave a little laugh, and his heart swelled with unbearable happiness. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.”

“We don’t have to get married at the church,” she continued. “We can go to the justice of the peace.”

Emory bit down on the inside of his cheek, unwilling to tell her that the church was gone, as well as the municipal building…as well as the rest of the town. Instead, he forced cheer into his voice. “Don’t you worry, baby. We’ll work it out.”

But as he looked around at the complete devastation, he couldn’t help but feel that for the people of Sweetness, things would never be same.







Chapter Eight



The minister raised his hands for silence. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered on this special day of celebration to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony.”

Emory smiled at Shelby, his glowing bride-to-be, dressed in a white gown scavenged from the rubble of someone’s home. Few houses had been left standing. Neither his own home nor Shelby’s had survived.

For a wedding venue, they’d chosen a tall, strong oak tree next to Trimble Creek, away from the flattened wreckage of the downtown area. But the extensive, ruinous path of the tornado was still evidenced by the swath of sheared-off trees in the distance. Four days after the tornado, they had a better accounting of the damage.

Structures lost—countless. Lives lost—zero.

One hundred percent survivorship of an F-5 tornado was, simply put, unexplainable.

The Sweetness Miracle, it was being called on television, or so he’d been told. Communication to the outside was still limited.

It was a glorious summer day, with a pure blue sky, a day for renewal. Porter Armstrong stood next to him as his best man. Emory was grateful to have had his buddy with him after the tornado, and now. The Armstrong home had also been swept away, but Porter had been pragmatic, appreciative that he and his mother had survived. The Armstrongs, like most of the people in Sweetness, were of mountain stock. Porter looked over and gave him a bolstering thumbs-up, ever the rascal…and good friend.

From what Emory could see, a majority of the town’s population had turned out for their wedding. It was, for most, a farewell occasion. Many would return to vehicles packed with whatever belongings they’d been able to recover, and would leave Sweetness for good. The area had been declared a federal disaster area. Without homes, jobs, or infrastructure, and impeded accessibility to deliver recovery supplies, neighbors and the local government had made the difficult decision to disband the town.

“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

Walter Moon stepped forward and passed his glance over them, then announced, “I do.” He gave Shelby a kiss, then shook Emory’s hand.

Emory acknowledged the man’s gesture with a solemn nod. Walter Moon had been the last person out of the grocery basement, and the first thing he’d said to Emory was that he had his blessing to marry his daughter, that he’d heard the things Emory had said when he was digging them out, and knew Shelby would be in good hands.

“Do you, Emory, take Shelby to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward?”

“I do,” he said, never more sure of anything in his life. He was wearing his dress uniform, cleaned and pressed to passable inspection by a handful of helpful ladies who wanted to contribute something to the ceremony. Shelby carried a bouquet of wildflowers that someone else had gathered at the last minute.

“Do you, Shelby, take Emory to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward?”

“I do,” she said, beaming.

“Please repeat after me,” the minister charged. They said their vows, with the sound of birds singing in the background. Nature would recover first, as was always the case.

“And do you have rings?”


The engagement ring, thankfully, had remained safe in his coat pocket in the SUV. But there hadn’t been time to get wedding rings, nor a place to buy them. The storefront of the town jeweler had been laid to waste like everything else. Rings would have to wait. Emory opened his mouth to say no.

“Yes, the couple has rings,” announced the mayor, who held up a box. He stepped out of the crowd and walked forward, then stopped before Emory. “We know it was you who sounded the sirens, Emory. The townspeople would like to thank you with the gift of these wedding bands.” He opened the box to reveal two gleaming gold bands.

Emory was moved and swallowed hard. He didn’t know where the man had found the rings, but he was very grateful. “Thank you, mayor,” he said, then turned to the crowd. “Thank you, everyone. Wherever Shelby and I go, we’ll always have this piece of Sweetness with us.”

As the minister recited the words for the ring exchange, Emory slipped the band on Shelby’s finger, and accepted the matching band from her. He was filled with love for this woman, and for this place that would always be a part of them.

“Emory, you may kiss your bride.”

He needed no further urging. He swept Shelby into his arms and put his mouth on hers for a slow, sweet kiss. His body tingled from her touch, and from the promise of their wedding night before them…and every night to come. His heart pounded against hers. It was impossible for any man to be happier than he was at this moment.

When the reverend cleared his throat discreetly, Emory dragged himself away from his bride to the tune of laughter from the guests.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the minister said, “may I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Emory Maxwell.”

Cheers arose and although Emory knew that everyone was happy for him and Shelby, he knew they were celebrating so much more than just a union. He was pleased that they could give the guests a joyous note to leave on.

As the crowd dispersed, Emory stood aside while Shelby was swept up in a gaggle of well-wishing women. She threw the bouquet and it fell into the glad hands of a young girl who had been in the grocery basement with Shelby after the storm.

Porter slung his arm around Emory’s shoulder. “Hell of a week, huh?”

“I’ll say.”

“I talked to Marcus and Kendall this morning on a satellite phone. They said to give you their best, and their thanks for what you did for the town.”

Emory gave him a rueful smile. “That’s really nice of them…but the town is gone.”

“For now,” Porter said. “But mark my words—it’ll be rebuilt someday, and when it is, we’ll have a reunion.”

Emory smiled. “I look forward to that day.”

Porter nodded to Shelby. “You’d better claim your wife and get out of here.”

He grinned. “Don’t mind if I do.”

The men shook hands, then gave each other an impulsive hug.

Emory found his father and said goodbye with the promise to call soon. Then he made his way through the crowd around Shelby and clasped her hand. “Mrs. Maxwell, it’s time to go.” He lowered his mouth to her ear. “I can’t wait to get you to that hotel room in Atlanta and…well, you know.”

Shelby blushed as she dimpled. “Let me say goodbye to Daddy.”


He gave father and daughter a private moment of goodbye before walking up to Walter Moon to shake his hand. He pretended not to notice the shimmer of tears in the older man’s eyes.

Then he and Shelby ran through a gauntlet of friends and neighbors who threw birdseed salvaged from the remains of the local feed store. Their SUV had been decorated with streamers and cans and shoes tied to the rear bumper. They drove off, waving and honking. It had been the most perfect ceremony, better than he’d imagined, magnified by what they’d nearly lost.

“I can’t believe you’re mine,” Emory said, squeezing her hand.

She smiled, her eyes shining with love. “Believe it, baby…I’m yours…all yours. There’s no place I’d rather be than with you.”

They drove out of their mountain hometown on the road still littered with massive trees that had been sawed and cleared to allow vehicles to pass. The sign for the mercantile still stood, announcing a business that no longer existed. The covered bridge over Trimble Creek was gone, too, blown to God only knew where. He remembered the bittersweet pangs of being pulled back to this place and felt guilty that he’d nursed resentment toward Sweetness.

It had made him who he was today.

Emory looked in the rearview mirror at the one remaining landmark of Sweetness, the soaring white water tower, and marveled at the role it had played in his life and in the lives of the residents it guarded.

“Goodbye, Sweetness,” Emory murmured to himself. “May you thrive again someday.”

 

If you fell in love with the people of Sweetness, Georgia, don’t miss the SOUTHERN ROADS trilogy, the story of the Armstrong brothers who return to rebuild the mountain town of Sweetness—with the help of a group of northern women recruited from a newspaper ad! (Hint: Porter, the confirmed bachelor, is the first Armstrong to fall!)
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