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1 KAYLEE SLOAN TOOK three days to drive from Newport, California to Humboldt County. She could have done it in one and change, but she didn’t even try. She visited a couple of friends on the way—Michelle, who lived in San Luis Obispo, and Janette, who lived in Bodega Bay. Yes, they were her beloved friends and had been since she was small,
except they had really belonged to her late mother. Not only were they each a welcome respite in a long drive, she needed some of their nurturing. Kaylee was headed into the northern mountains for a six-month escape to write. She had packed as much as possible and leased a house in Humboldt County from old friends of the family. The nearest
town was an isolated little burg called Virgin River, a place she knew only vaguely. She’d been to this mountain house before, twice with her mother and twice on her own. It promised no distractions. She was a suspense novelist and was facing a hard deadline on a book. Her writing had been slow and difficult for the past year, during her mother’s
declining health and since her death. As she drove north from Bodega Bay, the landscape became more and more impressive. It was as she remembered—soothing. The redwoods were majestic, the mountains lush and green, the sky a rich blue and the ocean vast and endless. Kaylee made her home in Newport Beach so was no stranger to the ocean,
but these trees! They were huge and powerful. The house in Virgin River belonged to old friends of her mom’s—Gerald and Bonnie. They’d used it as a summer house for over thirty years. When she mentioned to Bonnie that she thought it would be a good idea to get away, to change the scenery and perhaps escape the constant reminders of her
mother’s death, Bonnie offered her the use of the house. “The family will stop going up there after July,” Bonnie said. “I doubt anyone will be going in the fall. Maybe a couple of the kids and their families might want to for a long weekend, but that’s iffy.” Kaylee could handle that, no problem. She was fairly close to the Templeton kids. She’d known
the four of them all her life. And she knew that their cabin was spacious and inviting, warm and comfortable. It was full of leather furniture, soft blankets, lots of decorative accent pillows and deep and cushy area rugs surrounding a big stone fireplace. And the porch was perfect; the views it offered were extraordinary—mountains and valleys and
magnificent sunsets to the west. In fall the changing colors would knock her socks off. She desperately needed to separate herself from Newport Beach, to isolate herself enough to force concentration on the book she was under contract to finish. Living in her mother’s house was too overwhelming and seemed to invite her continued mourning; she
felt she had to shake things up to get a fresh start. Kaylee was raised as an only child. Her parents separated when she was five and divorced when she was six. Her father had very little contact with her after the first couple of years and seemed like more of an acquaintance than a parent. He had remarried and had a new group of children; he later
divorced again and yet again. She thought it was only a matter of time before wife number four appeared. On those few times Kaylee met her father’s subsequent families she was polite, but disinterested. She never did understand how her father could leave her spectacular mother, Meredith, for those poor substitutes. She never became close to him
or any of his wives or children. He hadn’t really even been in touch, until recently. Her mother’s illness seemed to have had a startling impact on him. It was as if he was suddenly interested in the family he left behind so long ago. With Meredith’s death came even more intense interest from Howard Sloan. Meredith had been a wonderful constant in
Kaylee’s life. It was just the two of them and Kaylee’s childhood had been rich with happiness and perfectly normal. Her mother had been everything to her—her best friend, protector, cheerleader and idol. And then Meredith was diagnosed with lung cancer, though she’d never smoked or lived with asbestos nor worked in a high-risk environment.
The doctors pronounced her chances of recovery and survival excellent; everyone expected her to triumph over the disease, but they were wrong. She passed away six months after her diagnosis. Kaylee was pitched into a well of despair. During the six months of Meredith’s treatment and the six months of grieving that followed her mother’s death,
Kaylee hadn’t written a word. She was moderately well-known as an author of suspense novels. She wasn’t rich and famous, but she was known among writers, librarians and reader groups. She managed to earn a respectable living, and she had worked very hard to get to that point. Her publisher, so understanding and supportive, had granted her
several extensions on her deadline and offered to help in any way she needed. She knew, however, that their patience would eventually come to an end and they would not be able to schedule her next book until she actually delivered a manuscript. At this point in her career, to not publish a book for a couple of years could have a very negative impact.
Thus the need for a change of scenery and her determination to get back to work. She knew it was what her mother would want. Meredith had been her biggest fan and her most ardent supporter whether she was trying to get a book published or dating a new guy. She had always been there, always on her team. Kaylee wondered if she’d ever recover
from the loss. She hoped six months in the mountains would signal a new beginning, but she hadn’t been sure what to do about her mother’s house, now her house. Her friend Lucy Roark offered a solution. Lucy worked for a vacation rental management company. Kaylee met her for a drink and Lucy casually asked, “Have you thought about renting
your house for a few months? It would make a fantastic short-term rental. I could manage it for you. In fact, we have a network that spans the continents, in case you’d like to go away for a few months.” “And how is that done?” Kaylee had asked. “Do I just lock it up and leave?” “Our owners usually pack up their personal items. People are always
looking for furnished rentals in Newport Beach.” It didn’t take her long to accept the Templetons’ offer to rent their mountain home, and she had to insist they take the rent money. They were inclined to let her have it because they loved her. Then Lucy hired a crew to pack up and store Kaylee’s items. That alone served many purposes. The thought of
a hideaway in the mountains was encouraging and it helped her accomplish the overwhelming task of finally going through her mother’s things, giving away what she didn’t want to keep. The house was beautiful—Meredith had been an interior designer—and with a deep cleaning and some fresh paint and polish, it was show ready. A couple wellknown to Lucy’s firm was excited to rent the house for six months as they had grandchildren nearby. Kaylee was happy to let them have it through the Christmas holidays. She could barely stand to think about Christmas. Without her mother, the holidays would be unbearable. Kaylee was about eight the first time she and Meredith spent several weeks
at the mountain house with the Templetons. She thought of Bonnie and Gerald as family, and their kids were like cousins to her. Over the next twenty-six years, Kaylee had visited a few more times. The nearby town was small with hardly any services available. The last time she was there, ten years ago, there was a bar and grill fashioned out of a
cabin—that had been a welcome discovery. The place would have no distractions for her and she found herself looking forward to the rest of the summer and fall. Now Kaylee prayed she could set things right, eke a life out of this tragedy, carry on as Meredith would want her to. The idea had seemed impossible. But as she drove up into the mountains
past Fortuna and the trees overwhelmed her, she began to feel hopeful for the first time in a long time. The place was filled with lovely memories that were coming back to her. She had been visualizing the cabin filled with old china, colorful quilts and solid hardwood floors covered with plush area rugs and knew it was the perfect escape. She
remembered laughter and good food and long walks. She had fished in the river with Gerald and a couple of the Templeton kids. She followed the directions as her GPS chirped them out. The road was narrow and shrouded by large trees. Every now and then she’d pass a break in the trees and the sunlight would blast her eyes. Off in the distance, she
saw a curl of smoke. She hadn’t thought about the risk of forest fires and hoped that wasn’t anywhere near the Templetons’ house. She remembered the house was perched on a hillside. As she drove upward, her desire to settle in and write grew and grew. Her writing was usually at its best in winter, when it was cloudy and damp and chilly enough
for her to light a fire at six in the morning and hunker down for a long day of writing. Winter in Newport was usually mild and sunny, but when those dark, cloudy winter days came on, Kaylee burrowed in and lost herself in her story. It was August now so it wouldn’t be too long until the weather would start to change. Soon, with the changing of the
leaves, she’d be entering months of cozy fireplace days. Another twenty minutes and half as many miles brought her to the road on which she’d live. There were only a few widely separated homes, all sitting above the road with fairly long drives leading to them. She could see that one was surrounded by fire trucks, the drive blocked, rivers of water
soaking the road. A lot of pickup trucks were blocking the road and there, at the end of the drive, was a house, or what was left of one. The firefighters were reeling in their hoses. The house, a two-story, was charred on one side, and it looked like flames had licked the outside from the dormer windows. “Those poor people,” she said aloud. The flowers
that lined the front walk and what was left of a porch were trampled and drowned; mud flowed in rivers and a gang of men were standing around the front of the house. “Your destination is on the left,” said the GPS voice. She slowed to a stop and looked around for another house. But there wasn’t another house. And the number on the mailbox
confirmed the bad news. Her getaway, her mountain villa. It was one big smoldering pile of ash. “Oh shit,” she said. She pulled over down the road, out of the way of the fire trucks. One was labeled Virgin River Volunteers and the other, bigger truck said Cal Fire. She walked up the drive and headed for that gang of men. Some were wearing yellow
turnouts, those thick flame-retardant overalls. Others were in jeans and denim or plaid shirts and she assumed they were just observing. Page 2 “What happened?” she asked the first man she came to. He was kind of grizzled looking, with a stubble of beard, thin hair up top and watery blue eyes. He scratched his chin. “Fire,” he said. “Obviously! Was
anyone hurt?” “Nah, she’s been sitting empty since after Fourth of July. Heard someone’s gonna be renting it. But I guess that deal’s off...” “Me,” she said. “I’m renting it. Holy God, what in the world caused it to burn up! I mean, if no one was in it...” “I guess those Cal Fire guys will help figure that out. Wasn’t no lightning; we got clear skies. We’re
just lucky the postman saw smoke and the whole damn hill didn’t take light!” “Dear God...” “We coulda been out here for days,” he said, giving his brow a wipe. “The Templetons,” she said. “Has anyone called the owners?” “The fire department will call once they get the number. You got the number? You can call ’em. It ain’t no secret. It’s just gonna
be a while before anyone figures out what set it off and how bad the damage is.” He turned and looked over his shoulder at the charred mess. He shook his head. “I hope you have somewhere else to stay.” “That’s going to be a problem,” she said. “I guess I could drive back over to the coast and look for a hotel or something. Unless there’s one around
here?” He was shaking his head. “I can give you a spot on the couch if you’re hard up,” he said. A man in yellow turnouts walked over to where she stood. He was holding a shovel. “Did I hear you say you know the owners?” “Yes, I’ve known them almost my whole life. I was renting the house from them and I just arrived to...to...this.” “It’s pretty ugly
in there,” he said. “It can be fixed, but it can’t be fixed fast. No way anyone’s staying there tonight. Or this month for that matter.” “Do you have any idea what caused it?” she asked. “I’m not an investigator, mind you. Just an old fireman. I suspect an electric blanket. It looks to me like the fire started in the bedroom. On the bed.” “They left an electric
blanket on?” she asked. “And that could start a fire?” “It didn’t even have to be turned on,” he said. “It’s best to wait on the investigator to make a judgment, but I’ve seen it happen. I don’t think that house is for rent anymore.” “What am I going to tell Mr. Templeton?” she thought aloud. “You can start off by telling him there was a fire in his house, a
pretty bad one, and the place isn’t a total loss but it’s uninhabitable. We’ll call someone to come out and make sure it’s locked and the windows are boarded up. Wouldn’t want anyone to go in there and get hurt. Wouldn’t want what survived to be damaged or stolen. We don’t have a lot of that sort of thing around here but...” He shrugged. “The
damage is considerable.” “I’ll say,” she replied. “So much for your vacation,” the first man offered. “I wasn’t here for a vacation,” Kaylee said. “I was here to work. I rented it for six months of quiet so I could finish a project. Hey, can I look around in there? So I can tell Gerald what it looks like?” “You can’t go in there. It’s hot, steaming, could be
unstable,” the firefighter said. “I’ll take you around back and shine a light in the window. You might be able to get a glimpse. The kitchen is smoke damaged but most of the fire got the upstairs. There’s no way you’re going to see that until much later.” “Okay, let’s have a look,” she said. Then she shuddered. This was a tragedy; the Templetons
treasured their mountain house. When their sons were young, they’d spent a lot of time here. Sometimes Bonnie and the boys came for nearly the whole summer with Gerald flying up from LA as often as he could get away. And now, they loved to visit with their grandchildren. It was such a charming stone house with wide porches on the front and
back. The inside was beautiful in an unfussy way, plastered walls and wood accents. The kitchen was large with a long breakfast bar, the fireplace in the living room made things so cozy and there was an open staircase to the second floor. There was also a cellar, partially finished, that Bonnie had talked about turning into a wine room, but as far as
Kaylee knew, it still just served as storage. She followed the fireman up onto the back porch; part of the roof hung down as if damaged, but the man just moved around it and she followed. He pointed the light into the kitchen window and Kaylee peered in. She gasped. Everything was black. “Smoke and water damage,” he said. “It wasn’t burned.”
After a moment he moved over to the dining room window and pressed his flashlight up against the glass. It looked just fine. Not even the furniture was damaged. “I guess the fire didn’t even reach the first floor. But the ceiling is damaged and probably dangerously weak,” he said. “The roof is ruined by fire and the places where we opened it up to
vent it. It’ll need a whole new roof, I’m pretty sure.” “And a lot of other stuff, too,” she said, surprised by the lump in her throat. She began to have visions of kids sitting around the coffee table playing Monopoly or Scrabble. She envisioned their makeshift tents constructed out of old blankets and quilts and sleeping bags on the floor of the back
porch. Toby, the youngest of them all, never made it through the night. She suddenly recalled when she was here once with her mom who was depressed, doing a lot of crying, and she tried to remember, was that about the divorce? And then there was a time she and her mom came alone and her mom had been so happy and carefree. That had a lot to
do with her mom’s new friend, Art. Art was around for at least a couple of years and he had lightened Meredith’s mood. She didn’t remember her mother being brokenhearted over him when their relationship ended. She had asked her mom what had happened and the answer had been so unsatisfying. It was something like, I guess it had just run its
course, but of course we’re still friends. “As a renter, I don’t think you’re obligated to call the owners and explain all this,” the fireman said, disrupting her memories. She wiped away a tear before it could fall. “They’re very close friends. The owners. Of course I’ll call them.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and began to snap a few pictures.
She took a shot of the damaged overhang above the porch from several angles. She asked the fireman to shine the light inside again and she tried to get shots of the kitchen and dining room, though they were dark and murky, taken through a window as they were. “This is going to break their hearts. They love this house.” “The fire department will be
in touch with them anyway, but you call if you want. Be sure to tell them they’ll be hearing from the chief. And also, tell them there’s not much they can do right now. No need to rush here to see. They should contact the insurance company, though.” “I’ll call right away,” she said. “Listen, I’ve been driving for several hours and I need to figure out
where I’m going to stay tonight. Is there a restaurant or something nearby?” “Jack’s Bar and Grill in town,” he said. “Or you can go back down 36 to Fortuna where you have a bunch of spots to eat and several motels. Jack’s is about ten minutes; Fortuna about forty minutes. You by yourself?” The lump in her throat returned. “By myself,” she said and
felt that familiar deep and painful longing for her mother. Her best friend. Her soul mate. * * * There seemed to be a lot of noise involved in the packing up and retreat of two fire trucks. Kaylee was almost grateful that she couldn’t really call Bonnie and Gerald until things quieted down. She found a thick log from an old tree on the ground across the
street from her parked car. It was nearly four o’clock and she was fighting tears, not so much over the charred house but more from the memories it brought. The plan had been to separate herself from all the sweet memories of her mother but in coming here she had only unearthed more. By the time she clicked on the phone number, she was
completely alone. And it was quiet as a church, sitting as she was beneath the huge pines. “Hello, Gerald? It’s Kaylee. I’ve arrived in Virgin River and I have terrible news.” “I already know, Kaylee. The Cal Fire chief called me just a half hour ago. He said you were there and had seen the house. Honey, I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what happened!”
“They said they suspected an electric blanket,” she informed him. “He told me, but I find that unlikely. We never left the house to come back home without unplugging everything except the refrigerator.” “Then I guess we’ll have to wait for their investigation to find out the cause. It’s a mess, Gerald. Not completely destroyed, but a mess. What the
fire didn’t damage the water and equipment did. The fireman I talked to said someone would come back to board up the windows and make sure it was secure. I can text you a few pictures, but I wanted to talk to you first.” “Please, Kaylee. Fire them at me. Oh, poor choice of words.” “I’ll send them as we talk, so you can ask me any questions.” She
put the phone on speaker and texted off a group of pictures from her phone. “Good God,” he finally said in a hoarse whisper. “The fireman said you should phone your insurance company but there’s no reason for you to rush up here.” “Aw, honey,” he said. “Just when you think you’re moving forward, something like this—” “Your poor house,” she said.
“I know how much you love this house.” “We loved the idea of you living in it,” he said. “Thank God it was empty when the fire started! It’ll take some time to find out the cause and cost of repairs, but I’ll be sure to let you know when I do find out. Will you just head back home now?” Page 3 “Well...not tonight. I’ve done enough driving for one day. I’m
going to get a bite to eat and maybe a glass of wine, then probably find a motel. There’s that place to eat in town, I guess. Jack’s?” “Yes, Jack’s,” Gerald said. “He’s been there about ten or twelve years now. We know him. Tell him we’re friends; ask him for any tips on good places to stay tonight. He’s a straight shooter. And he knows everyone.” “I’ll
let you know where I’ll be once I figure it out.” * * * Kaylee remembered Jack’s, though it looked to be much bigger than the last time she came here. It was a large two-story cabin at the center of town, tucked into a bunch of houses and maybe a park or very large yard. There was no big neon sign announcing Beer or Girls Girls Girls. If it weren’t for
the five men gathered on the porch holding beer bottles and an Open sign on the door, it would’ve looked like someone’s house. There were quite a few trucks parked down the street, plus a couple of cars and SUVs. It appeared Jack’s was hopping. She parked and walked up to the porch. It was a little intimidating until she recognized a couple of the
guys on the porch as firefighters who had doffed their turnouts and now wore jeans and boots. One of them nodded at her and smiled. “You doing okay, miss?” “Yes, thank you. But I think I need to have a beer or something.” “You do that. Let us know if you need help with anything. Even if it wasn’t exactly your house, it was going to be your house
tonight before it caught fire.” “Thank you, that’s very nice.” “We have a fire-victims committee. You know—food, clothing, that sort of thing.” “Fortunately, I hadn’t moved in yet, so I didn’t lose anything.” “It can still be unsettling.” She just smiled at him, thinking that was so sensitive. One of them held the door for her and she stepped inside. And
looked around. It was almost a town in a room. A couple of elderly women sat at a table by the hearth. An entire family with five small children occupied a long table. A half-dozen men leaned against the bar at one end. Two middle-aged couples occupied a table, laughing and talking over their drinks. A table for four held women who were knitting
while they nursed beers and wine. A woman was hustling from the back with a full tray of food and there were a couple of men behind the bar—one very handsome man in his late forties or early fifties with just a smattering of silver threaded into his brown hair and another man with coal-black hair, also sporting just a hint of gray. She went to the end
of the bar and sat on a stool. The handsome brown-haired guy was before her at once, wiping off the bar and slapping down a napkin. “Evening,” he said. “What can I get you?” “Any chance you have a nice, cold chardonnay and some peanuts?” “I can do that,” he said. “And is there a guy named Jack around?” He turned back abruptly. “That would be
me.” “Ah. Well, I was headed for the Templetons’ house when everything fell apart. The fire department had just put out the fire as I was arriving. So now here I am, homeless for the moment. I spoke to Gerald Templeton and he asked me to tell you hello. And he said you might have some good ideas about where I should spend the night. A good motel
or hotel not too far away?” “The fire!” Jack said. “I heard about that. Damn it, that’s a nice house. The Templetons are great people.” “They’re very old friends,” she said. “I’ve known them since I was about six.” “Let me get your wine, then we can talk.” He busied himself behind the bar for just a moment and before returning to her with the wine, he
spoke over his shoulder. “Mike, back me up, will you?” “Absolutely,” Mike said. He put down the wine and a bowl of nuts appeared. He reached under the counter and pulled out a second bowl holding pretzels. They shook hands, introducing themselves. “So, were the Templetons coming up for a while?” Jack asked. “They weren’t planning to. I don’t
know if their plans will change, given the damage to their house. I was renting it from them. I needed somewhere quiet with a change of scenery so it was to be mine for six months, though it was possible someone from the family might come for a weekend visit.” “And now you’re stuck here with no house?” “That about sums it up. I rented out my
house in Newport, so just going back home is not an option; my renters couldn’t wait to get in there. Fortunately, I have friends in the LA area, but they don’t exactly have quiet lives...” “Couldn’t you explain to your renters...?” “I suppose, but really, I made a commitment and they seem to be nice people who were counting on living near their
grandchildren for a few months. And I’m just one person. I could be tucked away in a guest room somewhere. I’ll have to think about where. Meanwhile...” “Meanwhile, you should let me treat you to dinner. Salmon, rice, asparagus, corn on the cob. It’s delicious.” “Sounds great.” “I can give you a place to stay, too. It would be temporary, I’m afraid.
We have a guesthouse out back, but my sister is coming for a visit at the end of next week, so the place is booked.” “That’s very nice of you. You don’t even know me. I’m capable of staying the night in Fortuna or any place you recommend.” “I understand if you’d rather not stay with strangers,” he said. “But there’s no need for you to drive over to the
coast, especially since your plans are up in the air. I’ll give my wife a call. Her name is Mel and she’s very flexible.” “Is it typical for you to offer housing to someone who wanders into your bar?” she asked. He had a surprised look on his face. “I was going to say no, but the truth is that anytime there’s a situation that leaves someone without a bed and
bath, I’ve been known to offer. We also have a cabin not far from here. That stays pretty busy, too. Especially in good weather.” “I hate to impose.” “Think about it while I check on the customers. After you’ve had a little of that wine, I’ll get you some dinner. By the time you’re done, you’ll know what you want to do. The welcome mat is out. You’re a
friend of friends. I’ve known Gerald and Bonnie since I got to town over ten years ago. I like them. I think Gerald helped me with the roof on this place, back when it was just a small cabin. It’s doubled in size since—we added on.” “Thanks, Jack.” Before and during her meal, a few bar patrons stopped by to ask her if she was all right, if there was
anything she needed, because by now half the town had heard about her and the fire. When she was done with her meal, feeling full and relaxed, Jack brought her a cup of coffee, though she hadn’t asked for it. “You might want to go out to my place and check out that casita. Give yourself a couple of days and look around. There might be other rentals
around here and maybe all your plans won’t be ruined after all. Sometimes things just work out. Here’s the directions. It’s not far and Mel is waiting for you.” “You are unbelievably nice,” she said. “Doesn’t cost anything to be nice, right Kaylee?” 2 IT DIDN’T TAKE much convincing to have Kaylee driving up the road toward the Sheridan house. It was
at a beautiful location. The drive plateaued near the top where two beautiful ranch-style houses sat on big lots with twin porches that both faced west, looking over the valley for miles and miles. Kaylee spotted pastoral fields of crops, a large vineyard, scattered houses and grazing livestock. The drive made a Y, veering off to the left to wind around
the house to the back or to the right, ending in the front of the house. She could see a portion of the guesthouse in the back, just beyond a play area for kids with swings, a slide, a basketball hoop and a putting green. On the porch at the front of the house, a woman sat braiding a little girl’s hair. That would be Jack’s wife. And daughter? Kaylee didn’t
even have to think about it. She didn’t drive around to the casita but up to the front, parking and getting out. “Mrs. Sheridan?” she asked. “I’m Mel,” she said. “And you must be Kaylee.” “Yes, ma’am.” “Come up here and sit with me. All right, Emma. Go take your bath and I’ll be in shortly. Come, Kaylee. The sky is wonderful tonight—a million stars.
That moon is like a lamp, lighting up the whole valley. It’s almost my favorite time of day. Jack tells me you’ve had a stressful day.” There was just something about Mel from the second Kaylee met her. She was like a warm blanket. Welcoming and nurturing and completely accessible. “It was a shocker, that’s for sure,” Kaylee said. “He said you were
going to be renting the Templeton house, but he didn’t tell me why you came to Virgin River,” Mel said. “Have you been here before?” “Yes, a few times. The first time I was just a child and came with my mother. But the most recent was about ten years ago. I think the bar was a new addition then and I remember being glad to see it. Up till then I
can’t remember there being any place to eat. The Templetons are very old friends and they offered me the house for a getaway.” “Ah,” Mel said. “A very polite person would just let that go, but I’m cursed with rabid curiosity. Tell me it’s none of my business if it’s too personal, but what are you getting away from?” “It’s kind of a long story,” she said.
“I’m not at all tired,” Mel said, smiling. “I certainly understand if you are—” “Well, I think it boils down to running away from grief. I’m a writer. Fiction. Suspense, to be more specific. I’ve had some modest success and I have a contract. In fact, I have one book left on my contract, but I’ve had the worst time writing. I just can’t focus. It was almost
exactly a year ago that my mother was diagnosed with lung cancer. Everyone was so optimistic, including the doctors. And yet, my mom got sicker and sicker and she passed away in December last year. I was living in her house. Of course, I stayed with her when she got sick and later when Hospice came. And then after she died and I was alone in her
house, I was lucky if I managed a sentence a day. I really couldn’t think of anything but my mom. I needed to change my scenery, so I decided to look around for some place to go for six months, if only to finish this last book on the contract. Then,” she said with a shrug, “then I don’t know what happens. Maybe I look around for a teaching job. I taught
for a while after college, writing at night and on weekends and vacations. But I might be done writing.” Page 4 “I’m so sorry, Kaylee. You must miss your mother so much.” “Unbearably,” she said. “We were so close. I’m an only child. We were best friends. Her friends were my friends and my friends were also her friends. She read every book I wrote
before I even sent it to an editor. I’m lost without her. I knew I would be for a while, but sometimes I feel like I’m getting worse, not better.” “Do you have to finish that book? I mean, do you have other options?” “I could give the advance back. I’m just not ready to give up yet. My storytelling always swept me away. Saved me. Till now.” “Well, it’s not
surprising. You suffered an enormous loss. But I think you were smart to come here. A change like this can be good. You know what I learned about grief? It’s always there and it’s always at the center of your life and then one day you realize with some surprise that you had a fairly good day and you wonder if grief left. Or if it got smaller. It didn’t,”
she said, shaking her head. “It’s the same size. Your mother will always be that important. But your world will get a little bigger. And when your world gets bigger it feels like your grief gets smaller. You took a very brave step in coming here—the change alone will make your world a little bigger.” “I will always miss my mom,” Kaylee said, and the
damn tears gathered in her eyes. “Of course you will,” Mel said. “But your world will inevitably expand. Jack said he fed you dinner. How would you like a cup of tea? With honey?” “That sounds perfect.” “Let’s go inside and make it together. There’s a small refrigerator and microwave in the guesthouse. We can poke around in the kitchen for a few
things you can take with you for the night.” Kaylee followed Mel. “As a matter of fact, I brought a cooler and picnic basket with some groceries. I knew that once I got to the Templetons’ house, the nearest grocery store would be at least a town away and it might be a day or two before I could shop.” “That was smart. There’s a small store in town but
you’re probably going to have to drive to Clear River or even to Fortuna to stock up. Sit down while I put on the water and make our tea.” Kaylee looked around the spacious kitchen adjacent to the great room and dining room. “Your home is beautiful.” “Thank you,” she said. “Jack and some of his friends built it. Then his sister and her husband built
the house next door. Brie is an attorney with an office in her home and she loves to hike. If you decide to hang around a while, she can give you some great tips on hiking trails. Sometimes a little bit of nature is just the thing. The views are spectacular.” “I’ll probably go back to the LA area, since the house isn’t going to be available.” “LA? I went to
school in LA and worked there for a long time.” “What kind of work?” Kaylee asked. Mel put the tea in the pot to steep, bringing it to the table. “I’m a nurse practitioner and midwife. I work with Dr. Michaels in town, right across from Jack’s. Here’s an idea. Jack knows everyone. That’s kind of a by-product of having the only watering hole in town.
Why don’t you ask him to make a couple of phone calls and check with a Realtor or two, see if there are any vacation properties for rent around here. Maybe you won’t have to hurry back to LA.” “I don’t want to impose...” “He wouldn’t mind,” Mel said. “I’m sorry you can’t just use the casita for the whole time you want to be here, but Jack’s got family
coming the end of next week. Besides, that little guesthouse wouldn’t do. You need a real house with a real kitchen.” “And a porch,” Kaylee said. “It wouldn’t hurt to ask. I’ll call him right now. What are some of the specific things you want?” “A cozy place. A view would be nice, like the Templetons have from their front porch. The weather is going to
cool off; a fireplace would be good. I don’t think I could be happy in some fishing cabin buried in the woods. Do you know the Templetons’ house?” “I’ve met Bonnie and Gerald and a couple of their sons, but I’ve never been to their house.” “It’s bigger than I need—four bedrooms. But it has a nice living room and kitchen and a porch in front and back.
And their view isn’t as great as yours, but you can see down the hill and the mountains to the east and west. I remember shiny hardwood floors, old quilts and wood paneling. It’s not fancy but it’s homey. Comfy. As I remember it, it feels like it kind of hugs you.” “Wonderful description. You should be a writer.” Then Mel grinned and said, “Stand by.”
She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “When I first got here about ten years ago, we had no cell service anywhere. I used to carry a pager—that’s how antiquated this place was. The internet was dial-up. Jack,” she said into the phone, “Kaylee is here, we’re having a cup of tea and got to talking.” Then she repeated everything Kaylee had said
about a rental. She said she’d see him in a while and signed off. “See. He’s happy to make a couple of calls on your behalf. Let me get your number. I’ll put it in my phone. And I’ll give you mine and Jack’s.” They chatted while they finished their tea, and then Mel walked with her to the guesthouse and opened the door for her. It was perfectly
charming and certainly adequate but she wouldn’t choose something that small for a six-month stay. It was hardly more than a motel room and she wanted to spread out and work, if possible. Kaylee went back to her car and moved it to the side of the guesthouse. She brought in her suitcases, cooler, picnic basket and a couple of boxes of stuff that
she wouldn’t bother to unpack until she found something long-term, if that even happened. She had a special suitcase with some mementos of her mother, things she couldn’t bear to be away from for too long. She was fairly sure she’d be putting everything back in her car and heading south in the morning. She’d start making a list of people she could
call who would put her up for a while, until she found something semipermanent. In fact, she could call Lucy and talk with her about finding a rental somewhere. By the time she’d gotten into her pajamas, she’d begun to long for her mother’s house and, of course, her mother. They used to talk three times a day. Nothing in either of their lives passed
without some mention, and major life crises or events could take hours to discuss and sort out. They were each other’s go-to counselor. Kaylee didn’t have anyone to fill that void. She thought about what Mel had said to her before leaving her to settle in. “It might be time to give yourself a pause. A break. You can’t rush healing. And healing is more
important than anything else, including finishing a book.” * * * Early the next morning, Kaylee decided to take a walk. There was a small coffeepot in her casita. She brewed a cup and then stepped outside. There were a couple of chairs just outside her front door, so she sat in one. Everything was bright and clean, the air much clearer and sharper
than at home. She saw Mel walk to the house next door with her children and within moments she was walking back home. She gave Kaylee a wave before disappearing into the house. A few minutes later she saw Jack’s truck driving down the road away from the house, both Jack and Mel inside. So the day begins for the people of Virgin River, Kaylee
thought. Jack was probably going to the bar, though it was quite early. She left her coffee on the ground by her chair and took a leisurely walk down the road, enjoying the sight of fog nestled in the valley as the chill ran up her back and arms. I can do this, she thought. I can breathe in the cool morning air, wake up to the mountainous beauty, wave to
the neighbors, and then I will get to work. She showered, sat in the only chair in the room, feet propped up on the end of the bed, laptop balanced on her thighs, and she opened up the document. She had left off on page seventeen. She reread from page one as she had a billion times before and hadn’t even gotten to page seventeen when her mind
began to wander. She thought of going to lunch with her mom and maybe a girlfriend or two, hers or her mom’s, it didn’t matter. She thought of shopping trips, always quick ones since neither of them liked to diddle over the racks. She thought about those nights neither had plans and they’d binge-watch some new series. And they often read the
same book at the same time, cautiously discussing without spoilers until both had finished. Kaylee loved doing that. There was a time a few years ago when Kaylee had to attend a conference cocktail party and had nothing to wear. She wanted to look good. Not only would other writers be there but also publishers, agents, editors and booksellers.
Meredith had said, “You need just the right little black dress.” And Meredith needed one, too, for an entirely different event. They wore the same size but their age differences and therefore style preferences precluded sharing a dress. Off they went to one of the better stores in LA. Better meant middle range, because they were hardly Rodeo Drive
shoppers, but this called for something more upscale than the mall. Neiman Marcus, they thought. Or Nordstrom. They loaded the appropriate dresses on their arms, chose neighboring dressing rooms that opened into a large viewing area with several mirrors. Kaylee’s first choice hugged her butt like it was three sizes too small while Meredith’s
emphasized her belly. The next two were almost the opposite—Kaylee suddenly had a belly and Meredith looked all hips and butt. The next one for Kaylee looked more suited for a ninety-year-old attending a wake while Meredith had one fit for a seventeen-year-old. “You need Spanx,” Kaylee told Meredith. “I’ll have the saleslady get one.” And it went
downhill from there with them dying of laughter at the sight of Meredith trying to pull on the body shaper and then Kaylee trying to help her tug the girdle up. Neither got a dress that day but they did have wine with lunch, continued the laughter and vowed to try again in a week. Page 5 Kaylee was laughing out loud at the memory, but tears were
running down her cheeks as well. When she thought of Meredith, that sort of thing happened. So many good times, lost. “Oh, Jesus,” she muttered, wiping her cheeks. She remembered that Mel said something about grief never getting smaller but how her world could get bigger. She wasn’t sure how that was done, but it was time to try. After she
considered it for a few minutes she slid her laptop into her shoulder bag and headed for her car. She’d drive into Virgin River, which you could miss if you blinked, maybe have another coffee and whatever breakfast sandwich Jack offered. She’d try to write at the bar for an hour. Before her mom got sick Kaylee used to go to a coffee shop or a
neighborhood restaurant called Carlisle’s where she could have a glass of wine and a New York–style pizza slice. She felt less like she was in detention if she wrote for a while in a coffee shop or bar. As she walked to her car she heard the smallest peep and slowed her steps. She looked up first. Then down. Right there by her front tire was the tiniest
black-and-white kitten. What was a person to do? She scooped it up in her hands and instinctively held it close to her cheek. “Aww. You are lost, little one.” She wasted a good ten minutes looking around for more kittens or at least a mother, but this guy was alone. And then she did the one thing everyone cautioned against. She took him into her
casita and gave him a bowl of milk and told him she’d be back in an hour or so. * * * “Well, well, Kaylee Sloan, just the person I wanted to see. I was going to give you a call a little later,” Jack said as she walked in the door. “Do you need the casita sooner?” she asked. “Nah, you’re fine. But I talked to an agent who leases rentals. Her name is Gloria,
very nice lady, and she’s going to see what they have. I gave her your number. She’ll probably be calling soon.” “Oh, thank you! Um, did you lose a kitten?” “A kitten? No. A kitten?” he repeated. “Cutest thing, all by himself. Or herself. I don’t know much about cats.” “How big is this kitten?” Jack asked suspiciously. “He could fit in a cup,” she said.
“Black and white.” “There are feral cats around, but we have a dog. And with the wildlife in the mountains, kittens without a mother don’t survive long and if they do, they’re fighting cats. Where is it?” “In the casita,” she said. “I couldn’t leave it alone. You have a dog?” Jack nodded. “Ralph. He’s a border collie. My son found him under the Christmas
tree we put up in town every year so we had to keep him. He’s kind of lazy but he’d probably try to herd a kitten. He’s still herding us into the kitchen whenever he can.” “I never saw a dog,” she said nervously. “I’m a little wary around dogs. I was bitten when I was a child. Pretty badly. Badly enough to set up a good-size phobia.” “Ralph won’t bite
you. He stays close to David, my son. Besides, Ralph’s partying days are over. Did you, um, feed that stray kitten?” “No. I just gave him some milk and left him in the casita so he wouldn’t get hurt or lost.” “You fed him. And what are you going to do with him now?” “There must be a no-kill shelter around here somewhere,” she said. “Nah, you should
keep him. You two need each other.” “I’ve never had a cat...” “I hear cats are easy. Sometimes they’re independent and couldn’t give a shit about you, but some people claim to have very affectionate cats. And he or she’s a baby. That should give you an edge. Plus, you fed him—that’s commitment in his eyes. There’s a pet store in Clear River where
you can get some supplies. I’ll give you directions.” “I won’t even know what to buy!” “It’s a pet store,” Jack repeated. “Tell them you don’t know what to buy and they’ll load you up. How was the casita? You sleep okay?” “It was very nice, thank you,” she said in a somewhat frustrated tone. Had he just sold her a kitten? “Do you have some kind of
breakfast sandwich? And coffee?” “You bet. Preacher’s in the kitchen. What do you want on it?” “Sausage, egg and cheese, please.” “Sounds easy. Stay tuned.” He turned and went to the kitchen. A moment, and only a moment later, he placed before her a perfect sandwich, cut on the diagonal, with some home fries and a tomato slice on the side.
“Anything else? Ranch? Mayo? Ketchup?” “Cholula hot sauce?” “A girl after my own heart,” he said, producing the desired hot sauce. Next came a mug of coffee and an ice water. “Be careful, now,” he said. “After a couple of Preacher’s meals, you’ll never cook for yourself again.” She added her sauce, took a bite and let her eyelids drop in heavenly
wonder. It was fabulous. “There are onions and peppers in here,” she said. “Brilliant!” Before she finished the first half, the magic that was Jack’s Bar began to happen. People wandered in, recognized her as the girl from the fire, introduced themselves and tried to think of a house she could rent. She met Connie from the store across the street, Tom
Cavanaugh from a local orchard, Jillian, who ran a small farm of specialty fruits and vegetables, Luke Riordan, who owned some cabins on the river, and Dr. Michaels, who worked with Mel. They all mentioned other neighbors and in no time at all she felt she’d met or heard about everyone in the town. When she finished her breakfast, she dabbed her
lips and pushed her plate away. “I was going to see if I could write for a little while, but I think I have to go to the pet store.” “Congratulations,” Jack said with a grin. “You’re a kitty mother.” “I haven’t decided I’m going to keep him,” she said. “But why not? Everyone needs a companion. Especially a writer. So, what kind of stuff do you write?” “Well,
mysteries. Scary mysteries.” “Are you famous?” She paused before giving her standard answer. Only to my mother. “Hardly anyone knows me. Thanks, Jack. That was absolutely great.” “I’m hoping you’ll be a regular,” he said. She gave him some money and he gave her directions written on a napkin. “Try not to find any more kittens. My daughter is
almost six. Very vulnerable to small, cute animals.” “I’ll keep my eyes closed,” she said with a laugh. And she thought, In eight months nothing has changed and suddenly, in one day, I feel like life could be interesting again. * * * Kaylee had never had a pet. When she was quite small it was because her parents worked and there was no time to take
care of a pet. When she was six, not long after her father left them, she got that nasty dog bite. He was just some wayward dog loose in the park and of all the children there, he bit Kaylee. That eliminated the puppy notion, plus there was even one fewer person to take care of a pet. Her mother liked cats but when she was around Grandma’s cats, her
sinuses plugged up and she sneezed a lot. Grandma had to put the cats in a room when they visited, but that didn’t help too much because the dander was everywhere. Kaylee had a girlfriend who had two cats—one was sweet and cuddly and the other one seemed to think she was leasing her space to the humans. Her friend’s cats didn’t bother her
sinuses at all, so that was one issue she wasn’t worried about. But because of her closeness with her mother, a cat as a companion had never occurred to her. “So, I found a kitten,” she said at the pet store. “How old?” “I have no idea,” she said. And she made her hands into a small cup. “Boy or girl?” “I also have no idea,” she said. “It’s a little hard to
tell when they’re babies, but... Well, you better see the vet right away—it might need formula. You’ll want to have it neutered because if you don’t, you’ll have a batch of new kittens before you can say ‘here-kitty-kitty.’ Now, what do you need?” “I was hoping you’d tell me.” An hour later she was on her way back to Virgin River with the back of her
SUV full of supplies from kitty litter and food to a scratching post. She had a cat carrier so she could take the kitten to the vet. And once she got back, she spent the better part of an hour on her hands and knees looking everywhere for that kitten. She called for it over and over, but there wasn’t a sound. She was just about to give up when she pulled
her head out from under the bed and something landed splat on her head, claws bared. And she screamed as if someone had come after her with a bloody knife. She held on to the kitten with one hand and ran her fingers through her hair with the other, fully expecting to find blood. “You’re an evil little thing, aren’t you?” she said to the kitten. Ah, but
she had a sweet face. Or he did. She turned the cat over and gave it a close look-see. She thought it must be a girl, but she wasn’t completely sure. She decided she hoped it was a girl and she pressed her face into her soft black-and-white fur. And the kitten bit her nose. “Jesus!” she swore. “Maybe that means you’re hungry. Or maybe you’re just plain
mean! My luck. I hear there’s a no-kill shelter nearby so watch it!” Then she put out the pan and kitty litter, having no confidence at all that would work. She opened a can of food and put out a bowl of water. To her surprise, the kitten went right to it. Kaylee crouched down to get a better look at the kitten’s delicate bites and heard a little purr.
“Aww,” she said, giving the kitty a stroke. When the kitten was done eating, Kaylee placed her carefully in the litter pan, hoping for the best. The saleswoman at the pet store said, “It’s going to take quite a few tries but eventually she’ll do her business in the litter box because cats prefer that—they like to bury the evidence.” Page 6 Every twenty
minutes or so, Kaylee put her in the box and waited. Nothing happened. They spent the rest of the day like that and Kaylee was too distracted to get any writing done. Eventually when Kaylee got tired, she held the kitten in her lap and began a mental conversation with her mother. I found a kitten. If you were here we’d have to take her to a shelter
but I could use some company. She’s not great company yet but all my writer friends have either dogs or cats. I’d rather have you. Of course I’d rather have you, but that choice was taken from us. So now I’ve gambled on a cat that clawed my head and bit my nose. Stop laughing! I’m doing my best, you know. Here I am in Virgin River where I know
no one and am relying on the kindness of strangers... And then, predictably, she began to tear up. I miss you so much. I dream dreams of us sometimes and I’m not sure if that helps or hurts. Oh, Mom, I know you expect me to be tough and smart and capable and I don’t think I am. I don’t think I ever was... I’m just lost without you. Eventually she fell
asleep, the kitten in her precious little kitten bed beside her. * * * The next morning Kaylee woke to the sound of scratching. The little heathen was scratching the sheet and she had pooped on the bed. “Great,” Kaylee said. There was some serious tidying up to do and after Kitty had some breakfast and a brief visit to the sandbox, Kitty went in the cat
carrier Kaylee had bought. That would keep her from hiding or having an accident. Then Kaylee took a walk. Though the scenery was lovely and the August morning was cool and fresh, those were not the reasons she faithfully walked each day. It was a holdover from those first weeks after her mom had passed, back when she couldn’t seem to find a
reason to get out of bed. At the time she told herself she was simply exhausted from putting together a celebration-of-life event, entertaining friends and family, and not sleeping well at night because the darkness brought increased longing. Then she realized she was grieving and depressed and began to fear she might melt into a puddle and
disappear. That seemed briefly desirable, but the image of her mother’s beautiful face twisted into a disapproving frown provided some stimulus to get up and move, to shower when really, who cared? She forced herself to eat though she wasn’t hungry and forced herself to move when what she wanted to do was curl up and just fade away. Thinking
her mother might be watching and that she would approve of Kaylee’s efforts kept her going. And taking at least one long walk every day became routine for her. After her walk, she showered and went through the motions of getting comfortable, brewing a fresh cup of coffee and propping the laptop on her thighs. She began reading the work in

progress from page one. Again. But she realized she was reading page seven for about the twentieth time and she had just had it. “This can’t go on,” she said aloud. “I have got to get my mojo back. If I can’t write, what can I do? After the money I have runs out, take to the streets?” “Mew,” came the answer. * * * It was nearly lunchtime when Kaylee
walked into Jack’s Bar. There were quite a few people gathering. She saw Mel sitting up at the bar while Jack stood behind it so she went to the stool beside Mel. “Well, hey there, I was just getting ready to give you a call. That Realtor I told you about, Gloria Patterson, has a few rentals in the area she’d be happy to show you, if you’d like,” Jack said.
“Did she happen to describe them at all?” Kaylee asked. “Not really,” he said. “Except to say they were pretty nice, a couple had porches, one in town here and the others scattered around the hills. You want some lunch?” “I don’t suppose you have salad?” “They’ve gotten pretty good with salads once the population of women grew a little and we were
all getting fat on Preacher’s food,” Mel said. “How about a half a sandwich and a salad,” Jack offered. “I could do that. And I’ll call the Realtor. Maybe this situation will get resolved soon, but I have to say, that little casita is awfully nice. Mel, I wonder if I could impose on you to borrow your washer? I have a small load of laundry.” She didn’t want to
mention it was a load of sheets with the comforter. She was afraid they’d throw her out. That kitten was small enough so the spot barely showed, but still... “Of course,” Mel said. “The back door is unlocked and the laundry room is between the garage and kitchen.” “And the dog?” “Ralph won’t bother you, except maybe to ask for a pet or treat. He’s
very quiet and good-natured. Now, hurry and call Gloria,” Mel urged. “I’m dying to know what she’s got.” “Me, too,” Kaylee said. She looked at the number Jack had written on a small slip of paper and keyed it into her phone. “Gloria Patterson, please. This is Kaylee Sloan.” Then she began a series of questions. Are the houses furnished? Is there a
view or at least pretty surroundings? How many bedrooms? Is the kitchen modern? Fireplace? Central heat? Available for six months? How are the utility bills handled? What’s the rent? And finally, “I’d be happy to meet you at three. That’s perfect.” Then she relayed what she’d learned to Mel and they began to chat about everything related to living
in the area—what some of the neighboring towns had to offer, where to go antiquing if Kaylee was into that sort of thing, what the fruit and vegetable stands along the road and the farmers market in Fortuna had to offer. “Soon it will be cool enough for soups,” Mel said. “I’m a lousy cook but Jack is amazing and Preacher better still. But I still love the
farmers market and if I bring home a big box of beautiful fruits and vegetables, Jack can turn it into something delicious.” “I think that after I settle on a house I should look around to rent a Jack!” “I have no advice on where to find one,” Mel said. “He took me by surprise.” Somewhere in a conversation punctuated by laughter, Jack brought lunch for
both of them. “I’d love to hear about your work,” Mel said. While they ate, Kaylee explained that she wrote suspense novels, the kind that made you wonder what that sound was in the dark of night, the kind that made you check the locks. “I’ll go to the bookstore,” Mel said. “I love to read, it’s my primary relaxation, but I warn you—I only read the
kind of books you write when I’m feeling very brave and secure.” “What do you usually read?” Kaylee asked. “I love romance and love stories. In my work, I require happy endings. And hopefulness. I like to read about people working things out.” “You do know they’re fictional people working things out...” “Not when I’m reading them,” Mel said.
“After you get yourself settled in, if you find you need supplies or clothes or just want to look around, I’d be happy to tag along. I have to plan, though. I have patients to see and the kids, but Jack is great at backing me up in the kid department. My sister-in-law next door helps. She works at home and has a daughter and the cousins keep each other
busy. We could shop and lunch, either in one of the bigger towns or check out the stuff in the villages that are a little more remote.” “Assuming I’ll get settled in...” “Excuse me,” a deep male voice said. Kaylee looked up into the gorgeous blue eyes of a handsome man. Her mouth formed an O. “Hey, Landry,” Mel said. “Hey, Mel,” he returned.
“Forgive me for eavesdropping, but I take it you’re looking for a rental.” “I’m looking at some this afternoon, as a matter of fact,” Kaylee said, a little distracted by the blueness of his eyes. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “If you don’t find what you’re looking for, I have a house I rent out from time to time. My dad and I lived on adjoining
properties and after he passed away, I moved into his house because it’s bigger. The house I’m renting is really nice. It’s only seven years old and small but comfortable. If you want to see it, I can give you directions.” “You’ll be home later?” “The rest of the day. Here’s my number. Text me if you want to see it and I’ll send you the address. I’m only
ten minutes from here just on the other side of 36. I heard you talking about what you want. It has a porch and a view.” “I’m Kaylee Sloan. And you are?” “Sorry,” he said with a laugh. His grin exposed one slightly crooked tooth in a sexy smile. “I’m Landry Moore. No wants or warrants. Mel might vouch for me—she cured my bronchitis two winters
ago.” “I think he’s pretty safe,” Mel said with a laugh. “If I don’t see you later, I guess we’ll run into each other around town. Probably in here.” “Thank you,” she said. “It’s very nice of you.” “My pleasure,” he said. “Good hunting. Mel, see you around.” Once he left, Kaylee looked at Mel and lifted one brow. “I should stay away from his house. He’s
pretty handsome. I suppose he has a wife and seven kids.” “I think he has an ex-wife. No kids. He’s kind of a loner, but friendly when he turns up. I like him,” she said with a grin. 3 AFTER THE LUNCH crowd thinned out and Mel went back to her clinic, Kaylee ordered a Diet Coke, settled at a table in the corner and got out her laptop. She re-read
those seventeen pages again. Then she wrote a page in the third person narrative about a woman looking for a new start in a small mountain town. It wasn’t exactly a journal but it also wasn’t exactly not. She needed to get words, any words, on a page. Anything to get those writing juices flowing. At three she was sitting in her car in front of Gloria
Patterson’s property management office in Clear River. After introductions and little conversation, they took Gloria’s car to look at rentals. The first one had a nice porch and view but was a wreck inside, wallpaper peeling off and old-fashioned linoleum floors that were all cut up from wear. The kitchen appliances looked old and unreliable. The next
was all knotty pine inside and reminded Kaylee of smallpox. The third was very nice but it was a converted fishing cabin and therefore extremely small, just barely larger than Jack and Mel’s casita. There was no fireplace but there was a wood-burning stove and a small but decent galley kitchen. Page 7 “I’m going to have to sleep on it,” Kaylee told
Gloria. “No problem,” Gloria said. “If you have the time, I’m expecting a couple more rentals to come available in a few weeks.” Of course she didn’t have a few weeks. She really didn’t have a few days. It would probably be home to Newport or the surrounding area and this whole notion of a change of scenery would be out the door. Maybe she could
make the nice little converted fishing cabin work, buried in the woods though it was. From her car, sitting in front of the property manager’s office in Clear River, she texted Landry. If the offer is still open, I’d love to see your house. It took only a minute before she could see the moving dots indicating he was writing. He texted back the address and
she told him she put it in her GPS and would see him within the hour. It only took her about a half hour to drive from Clear River, on a winding road that climbed up the side of a hill. She saw the houses, a big one and a small one not terribly far away. There was a path between them and the distance was about that of a city block. She knew it would
be the smaller, plus Landry was standing in front of it, raking a flower bed that bordered the front of the house. Not only was there a porch but also a porch swing and a couple of chairs. She couldn’t help it—she took a deep and hopeful breath. She parked in front and got out of her car. Now that they were both standing, she realized how tall he was.
He was about six feet to her five-foot-four. He had light brown hair to go with his blue eyes, paint splatters on his boots and jeans, tanned forearms and, she couldn’t help but notice, broad shoulders and big hands. “Does the house come with a gardener?” she asked, giving him a smile. “If you want,” he said. “I was just trying to clean it up a little to
make a good impression. I take it the Realtor didn’t have any winners?” “Well, there’s one I liked.” “Good, then look at this one and see how it compares.” “So, tell me about this house?” “I had been living in the city—San Francisco—but it was crowded and expensive and my dad was here, so I came up to stay with him for a while. It wasn’t long before
I decided this was a better place for me, but I wanted my own house and shop. We built this little house together. We did it in one summer and I finished the inside in the winter. It’s not very big. It was meant to be a small one-bedroom house with a kitchen and a large shop in back. I make things. Sculptures and pots and artsy-fartsy things. I meant
for it to be more of a shop than a house, but you know how plans are. I’d been here a few years when my dad passed away. I moved into his house, knocked out a bedroom wall and recreated the shop in the back of his house.” “My mom passed away,” she blurted out and immediately regretted it. It was a reflex, that’s all. It was her life now, after all.
She felt defined by it. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Thank you. And I’m so sorry about your father.” “Thanks. I fixed up this house so it could be used if anyone came to visit, like family or friends, and moved into my dad’s house. I moved everything from my shop into my dad’s house and restored the guest room in the smaller house, but I never furnished it.
So, it’s still small, but...” “You’re an artist?” she asked. “I try,” he said. “I dabble in clay, ceramics, metal, glass. I think I’m more of a craftsman than artist, but sometimes I surprise myself with something I think could be considered art. And I build. When my work slows down or doesn’t sell, I work construction. I’m basically unemployed,” he added
with an engaging grin. “It sounds like a wonderful life,” she said. “It’s not nearly as expensive to live here as in the city. In the city I had to live in a small flat and rent space to work—it was inconvenient. I have to be flexible. I also do cabinets, trim, just about anything. I’ve even worked as a framer. And I train dogs.” Her eyes got very big. “Dogs?” she
said. He frowned and peered at her. “Dogs,” he said. “I’m only working with a couple right now but I’ve had as many as eight at once. It’s not a big business, not full-time. I’m just kind of hooked.” She gulped. “Do you train them to be attack dogs? Guard dogs?” “No,” he said. “Hunting dogs or support dogs or just plain nice family dogs. I trained a
PTSD support dog once—he was amazing. I’d love to do more of that...” “So, you have dogs?” “Hey, you have a problem with dogs?” “I’m afraid of them,” she said. “I was bitten when I was six. Badly. I don’t think I got over it.” “If I have dogs in training, they don’t run free. I have a fenced area where they train or play and I have my own dog, an
English setter named Otis. He’s an amazing partner and helps with the training. I usually bring an extra dog who’s in training into the house at night to be sure they cohabit, and Otis is less okay with that every year. He’s ten. I guess he’s entitled. He’s been with me a long time.” He frowned again. “I manage the dogs very carefully. You’re in
absolutely no danger. Ever. I can’t have a trainee get loose—can you imagine the terrible mess if I lost one?” “Hunting, huh?” she asked. “Support dogs?” “All kinds of support—for owners with anxiety or diabetes or phobias or, like I said, PTSD. If you decide to stick around, I can help with that fear thing, though can I stress to you right now—you
should never trust a dog you don’t know. They’re animals, after all.” So, he could help her, she thought wryly. It was universal, that desire to fix things, especially with men. She didn’t want to be fixed. She wanted dogs to stay away from her. She had a spontaneous urge to flee before he went any further with his offer. “Let’s just have a peek at the
inside,” he said, walking onto the porch. “It may not be what you’re looking for, but you came all this way.” Before she had even gotten to the porch, he was holding the door open. “Would you prefer to look around by yourself?” “It’s okay. You can come in. It’s your house. There might be things you want to point out.” “Sure,” he said, standing aside so
she could enter. “This is the living room.” She stepped through the door. Damn. It was lovely. Modern, decorated in earth tones of beige, rust, brown and a small bit of yellow. It was one large room. There was a sectional sofa and easy chair with an ottoman on one end, a dining table on the other. It had an open kitchen with a small breakfast bar and
two bar stools. The living room furniture looked soft and comfortable, accented with pillows in a variety of colors and a large square coffee table, all sitting on a large, white-and-beige, deep shag area rug. The floor and furniture were polished to a high sheen; the countertops and cupboards looked as though they’d been recently wiped down. The
appliances were immaculate. “This is beautiful,” she said before she could check her words. The rent probably just went up, she thought. “No fireplace, I’m afraid. I have one in the bigger house. The bedrooms are that way. A master and guest room, but like I said, I never furnished the guest room. If you need to use it for guests, just give me some
notice. I can get it furnished. Go ahead. There’s a big closet and good-size bath.” She passed a small powder room and stepped into a lovely bedroom, if a little masculine. There was a king-size bed and again, the colors were beige and brown. The bed frame was large, the headboard tall and tufted with a wheat-colored fabric. There were two bedside
tables and a bench at the foot of the bed. That was it for furniture. She glanced over her shoulder at him and he indicated a couple of pocket doors. She slid them apart and they opened into a master closet that was very large. And of course empty, since he wasn’t living here. “Wow,” she said. “Yes. When I built it, I robbed the bedroom of some space
to make the closet larger—I always had a lot to store. Everything from camping gear and art supplies to linens. There’s a small stackable washer and dryer right there, too. If you have to wash something large like a rug or comforter, my washer is larger and available. The spare room is just down the hall two steps. It was my shop or studio, whatever
your preference. It’s only a room. There’s no closet, no bath, nothing but a space. “There’s a back door off the kitchen but not much of a back porch. There’s a path into the woods and a stream back there. Oh, and there’s bear repellent under the kitchen sink...” “Bear repellent?” she nearly shrieked. He laughed. “And you were worried about the dogs.
By the way, I rarely get a dog who doesn’t play well with others. I mean, it has happened, but... Enough said, the dogs won’t be a problem for you.” “What’s the rent on this house?” she asked, a little afraid of the answer. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve gotten five hundred before, but I’m willing to consider an offer. It’s been sitting empty for a
while.” Five hundred? she thought in shock. That wouldn’t get a one-bedroom and closet in Newport. In fact, she couldn’t rent a room in a house for that! “That sounds more than fair,” she said. Even without a fireplace it was so much bigger and nicer than the places the Realtor had shown her. Here, she could put her laptop on the dining table or sit
in the living room with it on her knees. She might even get an outdoor chair with ottoman and do some work on the front porch. “You’re sure about the dogs? Because I don’t know anything about dogs except that they make me uncomfortable. I have friends who put their dogs outside or send them to bed when I visit...” “It’s guaranteed. I could put it
in the lease if you like. By the way, I didn’t hear how long you need a rental.” Page 8 “Through the rest of the year. I’m renting out my house in Southern California and they plan to stay through Christmas because they have grandchildren nearby. But we’re both flexible on when in January we return to our original places.” “But through Christmas.
That’s nice. This little town really lights up at Christmastime. For myself, I kind of hate it.” “You do?” she asked, wondering if she might have found a kindred spirit. “Well, yeah,” he said. He pulled off his hat and ran a big hand through his hair. “The people I’d most like to be with on a holiday are gone and seems like the ones I’d least like to be with
are around. I find holidays really awkward. Except the food. I end up eating a lot of really good food because of Christmas. There isn’t much more to recommend it.” She almost said, I hate it, too. But she used to love it. Then her mother was dying as Christmas approached and she thought she’d never again have a survivable holiday. “Well, I think I’d
like to rent your house. If you’re sure about the—” “I’ll be extra cautious,” he said. “I don’t want you to be scared.” “Thank you, because I don’t want to be. I guess that’s it, then. When would you like me to move in? I mean, when is it available?” “Whenever you like.” He dug around in his pocket, pulled out a key ring and wrestled a key off. “This is for
the front and back door, but don’t panic if you forget to lock. We don’t have burglars around here.” Then he grinned and added, “Too much barking, for one thing.” “Great,” she said. Then she startled and said, “Oh, I guess pets are allowed?” He just lifted both eyebrows. “I found a kitten hiding under my car.” She formed that little cup with her hands
to indicate her tininess. “I couldn’t leave it. So I bought food, kitty litter and toys. If it doesn’t work out, I hear there’s a no-kill shelter nearby.” “Don’t give up on him,” Landry said. “Pets bring a lot of comfort. As long as they’re fluffy and not slimy.” “I’ll be back tomorrow morning, then,” she said. * * * Meredith used to say that Kaylee was stronger
than she realized. “I think it’s a combination of being very clever and also lucky, but you always land on your feet.” It was true she always seemed to come through in the end. She didn’t get into a couple of writing programs she really wanted to try, but she actually wrote anyway and sold her first book at a very young age. She fell in love, had a great
wedding, had her heart broken within a year, and though it was one of the most painful things she’d ever been through, she came out of it stronger, more independent, and had learned some valuable lessons about trust. And about men. Lesson number one, when you know someone is lying, trust yourself, not him! She’d been only twenty-four when
she married and divorced, yes, in the same year. She had her share of wonderful experiences and successes and no shortage of disappointments to survive. Now, at thirty-five, there was but one thing she hadn’t bounced back from. She could hear her mother’s voice telling her to be patient. “Give yourself some time to heal but don’t be self-indulgent.
You don’t need forever. We’ll still be together anyway. We’ll always be together.” Hah, Kaylee had thought. A little over eight months and she still missed her mother so, felt so lonely at times. And though she could see her mother’s bright, laughing face and sometimes hear her voice, she was never coming back. She dreamed of her sometimes, just a
little scene here or there, wanting it to be more, to feel real, to hear some of her sage advice or laugh together till they almost lost control... And she would wake up, sometimes feeling warm and sentimental, sometimes feeling the loss all over again. What would Meredith think of this new twist, her daughter moving into a rather handsome man’s
guesthouse? If she were a little bit more stable and restored, she might even see the potential for a relationship. But a man was about the last thing Kaylee needed. She needed her best friend. There was just no substitute for Meredith. When she drove up to the Sheridan house, Mel was sitting on the porch. She had a bottle of wine and two glasses
and was once again braiding Emma’s hair. Kaylee stopped and got out of the car, shouting to Mel over the open car door. “Are you waiting for me?” “I am,” Mel said. “I’m not on call tonight. You can celebrate that with me if you like. I’m dying to hear about the places you saw today.” “Let me park, check on the kitty and I’ll be right back.” Emma’s
head jerked up as if she’d gotten an electric jolt; she was all attention. “Kitty?” she said. “Can you bring your kitty?” Mel asked. “Sorry, I forgot Jack wanted me to keep that kitty kind of secret.” She nodded toward Emma. “Jack’s a coward. Bring the kitty. Emma would love to just hold it for a little while. If that’s okay.” “It’ll just be a few minutes.”
Kaylee did what she had to do, placing the kitty in the litter box, getting some results, then putting her back in the little carrier. She opened a can of food and carried everything back around the house to the front. Emma sat down on the porch floor, crossed her legs and reached out her little hands, just waiting. The expectation on the little girl’s face
made her shine. “After you hold her a little bit, then we have to feed her. She’s so little that I have to offer her food three times a day.” She put the kitten in Emma’s anxious hands. “Be very gentle, sweetie.” “I’ll be gentle,” Emma said. “I know how. I held babies. Real babies.” “Then I guess you’re an expert.” “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,”
Mel said. “Emma wants to be a baby doctor.” She lifted the wine. “Is white okay?” “Just perfect.” “So, what did you find?” Kaylee quickly explained the first three houses and then Landry’s. “It’s really pretty beautiful. Very nicely decorated, plenty of room, a nice porch with a swing and it’s immaculate. Like it’s been cleaned with a toothbrush. One
thing, though. It might be a problem. He has dogs. I told you, I’m not very good with dogs.” “A bad bite, you said,” Mel remembered. “But Landry sometimes trains dogs. It’s not his main business but he’s developed something of a reputation. Mostly hunting dogs, I think. But if he’s a trainer, there shouldn’t be out-of-control dogs tearing up the
countryside. Right?” “I hope so, because that could spoil the whole thing. He said he’s also some kind of artist.” Mel nodded. “I’ve seen some of his pottery and glass—very beautiful. He ships a lot of stuff to San Francisco and other places and he usually has a booth at some of the town fairs. There are lots of artists tucked away in these hills. We have
a good friend who paints wildlife portraits. Colin Riordan. He and Landry are friends.” Then Mel’s eyes twinkled. “He’s cute.” “Colin? Or Landry?” “I guess they both are, but I was commenting that your new landlord is cute. Are you in the market?” “Nah,” Kaylee said. “I’m in recovery. I struggle every single day with my mom’s death. I’m not ready to
open up to anyone new.” “But your life is getting bigger,” Mel said. She lifted her glass in Kaylee’s direction. “May it get bigger and bigger.” * * * It took Kaylee a little more than an hour to wash her linens, clean the bathroom in the casita, load up her belongings and kitten and head across town to Landry’s house. As she drew close, she passed a
vegetable stand. It was mostly late summer vegetables like squash, melons, berries, cauliflower and broccoli. There were still tomatoes but the lettuces and kale were looking a bit tired. The artichokes were amazing, and she loved artichokes. She had seen a nice grocery in Clear River the day before; she planned to make a run later for butter, bread,
bacon, tuna, sliced turkey, cheese. Also chips, salsa, garlic, eggs and a few other things. This was a sign she was going to settle in. Once she got everything into the cabin, her next task was settling her kitten. She showed her where they’d keep the litterbox, then got some toys out of the bag and shook out the soft, fluffy bed, which the kitty
immediately began to claw. Next, Kaylee set up her music—she chose her Beatles playlist. She ate a couple of tomatoes with avocado. She did a quick inventory of the kitchen to see if there was anything she had to buy in order to feed herself dinner. She made tea. Then she sat down and read those seventeen pages again. Blah, blah, blah. She opened
the document she had titled A New Start and began to write. She wanted to feel safe, cozy and completely confident. After all, being alone was hardly a new thing for her. And this temporary space had everything she needed from a porch swing to a flower bed bordering the house. In days gone by, all she had to do was burrow into a comfortable
chair, open her laptop, place her mind in a story and write. Not that it was easy—even the easiest writing was filled with constant revision, change and improvement. But it had always felt good before. Now, with her best friend gone, it was like her talent was gone as well. She didn’t know where to look to find her magic again. She should give herself
and her best friend names. Sometimes she felt like her mother was still alive. Sometimes she thought of her alive and well, robust and funny and cynical and pouring a cup of coffee or glass of wine in her house in Newport. Countless times she felt her hand reaching for the phone to give her a quick call. “I’ll go get us Mediterranean and we’ll eat on
the patio,” Kaylee would say. “Do you have good wine?” And before she finished the thought she would remember Meredith wasn’t there. Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of barking dogs and she went to the porch cautiously. Landry was in the fenced yard behind his house with a couple of dogs. She didn’t know what kind they were. Two
were blond and hairy, one was sleek and black. Landry was throwing ball after ball for them to chase. He stopped, put three balls in his pocket and called the dogs with a shrill whistle, and all three trotted over to him, wagging their tails fiercely. They sat. Then he lowered a hand to one, then another, then threw a ball to the third. Only that dog ran to
fetch. Then that dog sat and was told to stay while the second dog was invited to fetch. Then the third. Remarkable. They took turns and politely waited. Page 9 “Cool,” she muttered to herself. But she had no desire to be anywhere near them. She sat on the porch swing and listened to the barking, the whistling, the quiet, rinse and repeat. She put her
kitten in the carrier to keep her out of mischief while she was gone, packed up her computer and drove to town. Given it was midafternoon, there were only a few people in Jack’s Bar. He called out her name, greeting her, and even though it had only been a couple of days it had much the feel of Cheers—friendly and familiar. She went to the bar for a
Diet Coke, found a table in the corner away from the door and bar, and opened up her computer. She forced herself to write one page of her novel. She was desperate to make some progress and the best way she could think of was to toss a dead body in there. To make it interesting, the body had several bullet wounds and was discovered by one of
her favorite recurring characters—a seventy-eight-year-old woman, a busybody with a fierce interest in forensics. Then she flipped over to the other document. The last thing she had any interest in was a man or a romantic encounter. She noticed that Landon spent a lot of time outdoors with his horses and his garden. She couldn’t help but see him. A
lot of him. The way his jeans fit seemed to be particularly appealing, not that she was checking him out. She told herself she wouldn’t have noticed the jeans if it hadn’t been for his lovely personality. He was so comfortable around her, so accommodating and affable. His eyes were so shockingly blue and his smile both frequent and engaging. When he
smiled at her she felt her pulse pick up a little. She couldn’t help but watch him when he was in sight. She wondered if they might become friends while she lived in his guesthouse. And she hoped to become better friends with the bartender and his wife—they were so kind and generous, not to mention fun. “Hey, it’s the fire girl,” someone said. She
looked up to see Mike, the guy who had been behind the bar the first night she was in town. She had since learned that he was Jack’s brother-in-law and lived next door to Mel and Jack. Today he was wearing a badge on his belt. “The writer.” “We’re going to have to go with names and not reputation,” she said, sticking out her hand. “Kaylee Sloan.”
“Mike Valenzuela, how you doing?” “Great,” she said. “I didn’t know you were the police.” “Constable for this town. How’s the new place?” “It’s very nice,” she said. “Just what I was looking for since the Templeton house is off the market. I’m lucky—it was just a lucky break.” “Have you heard from the Templetons?” “Not since I talked to him right
after the fire. Gerald said he’d give me a call once he learned more about the cause. He thinks he’ll have to come up here and plan some repairs. He or one of his sons.” The door opened and a tall man came in and walked toward Mike and Kaylee. “Hey there,” he said. “I think I saw you at the fire. I’m Paul Haggerty.” She recognized him as one of the
many men gathered around the dregs of the fire. “Kaylee Sloan.” “Did I hear you say the Templetons were friends of yours?” “That’s right. I was going to use their house for a few months.” Paul pulled a card out of his pocket. “Next time you talk to Gerald, tell him I’m hoping for a chance to bid on the remodel. I have a construction company in town.
He knows me, but I don’t know if he’ll remember I’m a builder. I do a lot of remodels and upgrades around here.” “I’ll be sure to pass that on.” “Thank you. Are you doing okay?” “She’s renting that extra house out at Landry’s,” Mike said. “It’s nice out there. I helped Landry tear out a wall in the big house and he works with me from time to time.”
“Oh, this is the girl from the fire,” someone else said. Over the next hour she chatted with Connie, the owner of the Corner Store; Noah, the minister; Colin and Luke Riordan, names she’d heard before, and then of all people to drop by, Landry came in, greeting her as if they were old friends. There was a lot of hand shaking and howdies, a couple of
beers, a couple of sodas, a black coffee. Mel came in to take her afternoon break with her husband. Kaylee met the cook, Preacher, and his wife. Before she realized what had happened, she’d been in the bar for two hours and the place was beginning to fill up with construction workers or farmers or people from businesses around town. At five Jack
asked her if she was staying for dinner. “Not tonight,” she said. “I have a kitty to feed.” “Something to go?” She’d been to the store; she did a mental inventory of what she had on hand, but somehow it didn’t create a picture of a meal in her mind. “A salad to go?” she asked. “Sure. Can I give you a chicken breast with that?” “Absolutely,” she said.
“And a hunk of bread?” “You got it.” A few minutes later she made her way out of the bar with her sack of takeout. She had noticed that Landry left just before she did and when she got home she saw that he was in the fenced yard with the dogs. He waved to her. “You need anything, Kaylee?” he shouted. She lifted her bag. “I’m all set, thanks.” “Have
a great night,” he yelled. “You, too,” she called out, waving. Now, that wasn’t such a big deal. Just neighbors being friendly, that’s all. But there was much about him to enjoy, not the least of which was his kindness. He didn’t have to ask if she needed anything. He was also handsome. And sexy. And right next door. She fed her kitty, ate her salad, put
on her pajamas and sat on the big bed with her laptop. The sun was setting but she had not achieved much by way of writing, so she opened the laptop while the kitty played beside her on the bed, frequently jumping onto the laptop keys. She forced herself to deal with the dead body in the story, though nothing could have interested her less. Then
she flipped over to that other document, to the fantasy world of her new fictional characters Caroline and Landon. She decided that her own life story lacked pizazz so she made a few adjustments for Caroline. Instead of grieving the loss of her best friend, she decided it would be more interesting if Caroline was a young widow and no one in her new
town knew the details. The only job she could find was a temporary position as an assistant to a producer who happened to be shooting a docudrama in the small town she chose for her escape, for her second chance. It was nothing but busywork, handing out scripts, setting up chairs for a reading, making sure everyone had what they needed,
whether that was a coffee or a masseuse. Once, just a few days into her new job, the director stopped her and said, “Do us a favor and read this scene.” “But I don’t act,” Caroline said. “No problem, we’re not looking for acting from you. Just read so my leading man can do his thing. It’s only a rehearsal. And he needs it.” “Okay,” Caroline said. “But
don’t hold it against me.” “Of course not.” There were about ten people total around the set. She could fake it. She took the script, gave it a quick read, understood the emotion and pauses, silences and outbursts. It was all of two pages. She stood before the outrageously attractive leading man. He gave her a reassuring smile, coincidentally just like
Landon’s. They began. It was an argument that would end with her in tears and him putting his arms around her to reassure her. She accused him of being interested in a woman named Carla, snapped back when he tried to make excuses, stood speechless before him while he fought back, and then (because it said so in the script), she began to cry
and fuss about the pain his indifference caused. The small set was on location in the woods, and when the rehearsal of the short scene was at an end, there was a deafening silence all around. Stillness. Everyone was frozen. Caroline wiped away the tears she had forced. She had wanted to cooperate as well as possible, after all. She looked around.
Silence and open mouths faced her. “Well, holy shit,” the director said. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” “I’m sorry,” she said. “Was it terrible?” “Terrible? Darling, you’re an actress,” the leading man said. She came back to reality and stopped typing. Crap, Kaylee thought. Why can’t I fantasize like normal people? The next door neighbor waves at
you and you write a scene that reeks of romance and yearning. That’s not normal. I think it’s adorable, her mother’s voice said. What can it hurt? “A man is the last thing I’m looking for,” she said aloud. Whatever. He seems like a pleasant distraction. “Hush, now. You know that’s not what I want.” But she played around with that scene, went back to
the beginning of this totally outrageous story and reset it, giving it a proper beginning, and typed for three hours. Kitty fell asleep next to her and when she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer she closed the laptop. She slept like that, a laptop and a kitten sharing her space on the bed. She slept well and with a smile. 4 THE UPSIDE TO being
known as the girl from the fire was, she was not considered a stranger. She might be learning the names of the folks around town and their connections to each other slowly, but they all had her down. No matter where she went—on her daily walk, shopping, stopping at the vegetable stand, hanging out at Jack’s—she was greeted as if she were a
friend. And because of the fire, she had a history here. There was something comforting about that. She was still feeling a little lonely, especially in the evenings. This was naturally time she would either phone her mother to share events of the day or maybe she’d drive the few miles from her apartment to her mom’s house. They often ate dinner
together. There was no changing that history so she often reached out to some of her friends who were not yet sick to death of her grieving and would talk to her, FaceTime with her. Page 10 “I’m sorry that the only thing I seem to be able to talk about is how much I miss my mom,” she said to Janette. “That’s okay, cookie. It won’t always be like that
but while it is, I’m here to listen. I listen for a living, you know. Now tell me a story. Tell me about the book.” “Which one?” “Are you working on more than one?” Janette asked, surprised. She knew Kaylee hadn’t been writing much since her mom was diagnosed. “Well, the one that’s due, that was due before Christmas, is a suspense novel, and right
now the suspense is whether or not I am ever going to finish it. It is two and a half chapters in length. It’s boring and disjointed and I have very little interest in it. But I had a wild idea about a woman starting fresh in a small town. She’s working for a local movie producer. She rents a small house from a man who trains dogs and of course, she’s afraid
of dogs.” “Kaylee, what’s that story for?” “For me. It’s alternative journaling. Fictionalizing my experience while I make sure to add a few legitimate feelings and thoughts. I won’t do anything with it.” “That’s brilliant,” Janette said. Janette, as it happened, was a counselor. A marriage and family therapist. “I sometimes recommend that to my clients.
But why don’t you just keep a diary? I bet in ten years it would be really interesting.” “You have no idea how not interesting that would be,” Kaylee said. “I went to counseling after my divorce and at the insistence of the counselor, I kept a journal. I read through it about six or seven years later and found it so embarrassing, I destroyed it. It’s a terrible
experience—expose all your deepest, darkest feelings and emotions and take a clear look at them later. Oh God, that is humiliating. It’s much better to make up a story without naming names.” When she was dead and gone and someone unearthed these stories, they might see some similarities between her and her fictional heroines, but they’d never
be entirely sure. And she was writing down her real experiences and feelings, which the counselor said never hurt. She didn’t advocate mailing the vitriolic letters Kaylee wrote to people like her ex, her estranged father, women friends who ultimately turned out to be crappy friends. But giving all of them new names and faces and exposing them
secretly inside a novel... There was a real satisfaction in that. One of Kaylee’s writer friends kept killing her ex-husband in book after book. He never went easily. He suffered. It was delicious. Kaylee had a little fun with the demise of her ex as well. It was kind of irresistible. * * * The next day, Gerald Templeton called Kaylee. Bonnie had been sick.
That was why Kaylee hadn’t heard from them. Bonnie was feeling better, but not good enough to take a big road trip. In another week, if she was up to it, they were going to come up and have a look at the fire damage. Their oldest son, Rick, lived in Oregon, and he was hoping to meet his parents there. “That reminds me, Gerald. I met a man named
Paul Haggerty. He said he knew you and to please remind you that he’s a builder. He’s hoping you’ll consider him when you get around to repairs and renovation.” “I remember Paul,” Gerald said. “Did you get his number?” “I have his card,” she said, happy to be assisting in some small way. Kaylee had been there a couple of weeks, wandering around
by day, calling friends and writing in the evenings. She was a frequent visitor at Jack’s Bar and often had dinner there. Sometimes Mel would drop by and they stole a little girl time. She walked the roads up, down and around the mountain near her rental house. Given the elevation of this little mountain town, the weather was not as hot and steamy as
those towns in the valleys. Right now Sacramento would be simmering. But in the mountains, it was so pleasant. She discovered that on the side of Landry’s house there was a large garden and if it weren’t for the frequent barking around his property, she might have taken a closer look. She did see Landry from afar now and then. He could usually be
found having his morning coffee on the porch or maybe watching the sunset or, most often, working with a dog or two in the yard. She bought her own bear repellent, a can so large she had to wear a backpack to carry it. And the upside of that—it was too heavy and bulky for her to run. It would bang her in the back. Thank God, she thought. No
running or even jogging. It was early evening, the sun just starting its downward path, when she was returning from her second walk of the day. As she passed in front of his house, raising a hand in hello, the rug beside him appeared to jump up. The dog. “Hey, Kaylee, how’s it going?” She froze. She’d seen this dog from a distance. This was the
closest she’d been to it and it was a very big dog. He was there on the porch with Landry. There was no fence and, of course, no leash. She couldn’t move. She imagined the dog would leap off the porch and fly like a torpedo toward her and take her down. “How about a beer?” Landry said. “Or maybe a glass of wine?” She was speechless. Didn’t he
realize there was a monstrously large dog standing beside him, glaring at her? “Kaylee?” She was paralyzed. She held her hands clasped in front of her and took a cautious step backward. “You okay?” “I... Ah... I have some stuff to do.” “Okay. But are you okay? You look a little...freaked out. Hey, are you afraid of Otis?” She shook her head. “Sorry. I
have to—” She took slow and very cautious steps backward, then turned and forced herself to move unhurriedly down the road toward her house. Her heart hammered in her chest and her breath came in short gasps. She tried telling herself that Landry wouldn’t let anything bad happen, but fear was in charge. She looked back at Landry’s house. The
dog wasn’t actually all that big. Too big for her, that was for sure, but a moment ago it seemed as big as a horse, teeth bared. Now he stood relaxed beside Landry, casually wagging his tail. He almost looked like he was smiling. The place on her calf where she’d been bitten so many years ago ached. She knew that was in her mind because that was
not a chronic pain she had. She lifted her hand and gave him a wave and went inside. She leaned against the door and waited until her breathing evened out. “Sheesh,” she said, unnerved. She was shaking. She sat on the couch and concentrated on just calming down. Once she was under control, she drank a large glass of water. Then she poured
herself a glass of wine. She turned on the TV. In ten minutes, her scalp stopped sweating and dried out. Her hands stopped trembling. The voice of the news anchor became familiar and calming, even if the news was not. She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, cradling her glass of wine. All she was acutely aware of was that her door was closed and
she was alone. Safe. There was a sharp rapping at her front door and she jumped in surprise, sloshing her wine. She brushed at the spill with her hand, annoyed by her jumpiness. “Who is it?” she asked, but she knew. “It’s me. Landry. Can I have a minute?” “Do you... Is there... Is the dog with you?” “No, he’s in my house. He’s staying right there.”
She let out a breath. Whew. She opened the door and he stood there holding two beer bottles by their necks. “Let’s have a beer and talk,” he said. “Talk? About?” “Come out and sit on the porch,” he said. “I think you just had a panic attack. About the dog.” “I’m not comfortable around...” “We can talk about that.” “I don’t think talking about it is likely
to change anything,” she said. “I’ve talked about it before. It’s a very old trauma.” He lifted the beers toward her. She sighed. “I have a glass of wine. I just poured it. Let me get it.” When she got back to the porch, he was seated on the porch swing. He took a deep drink of his beer. “Here’s the thing. I think I told you, I’ve dealt with this before. You
should always be careful around dogs you don’t know. They can be unpredictable and sometimes unfriendly. You did the right thing—you stayed still and didn’t bolt. That’s good. But Otis gave no sign of being mean or vicious. I think if you’re going to work through this, Otis might be a good place to start. He’s very gentle and he’ll take commands
from anyone. Like anyone. He follows the commands of a two-year-old if necessary. He’s been a good companion to several children who are trying to get over their fear.” “What’s the point? I’m not likely to want a dog. Not after being badly bitten. I was only six. I had to have a couple of surgeries.” “It’s not so you can be a dog owner,” he said. “You
don’t even have to be a dog lover. It’s so your heart doesn’t pound so hard you faint or throw a clot. The point is not to get you to love dogs. It’s so you don’t have to feel that terror every time you see one. If you feel better when you avoid dogs, there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s a question of taste, isn’t it? Probably you’re a kitty person. It’s just
about getting over the fear. Not the healthy, reasonable fear. The irrational fear.” “How do you suppose I do that?” “With the right dog, for starters. A dog you can absolutely trust.” “Hmm,” she said, thinking she really didn’t like the idea of being around any dog. “How did you get into this?” she asked, taking a sip of wine. “Kind of the reverse of your
situation. I found a dog who had been abandoned and abused. I was just a kid of fifteen and I carried the dog home. I called her Izzy. I wanted to keep her and get her strong and my dad thought it was a bad idea. He thought the dog’s temperament might be permanently damaged, that she might get scared and attack or run off or just hide in a corner
and shake for the rest of her life. But I talked him into it and then I looked everywhere for someone who could show me how to help her gain trust again. There was a trainer over in Fortuna and I went to talk to him. Then I took Izzy with me. He thought she might be about two years old and based on her physical condition, might have been used for
fighting from the time she was a pup. Even the trainer said I’d probably be fighting a losing battle. I had to hand-feed her for months. I slept with her and took her everywhere but school. In six months she was the best dog that ever lived. And she was happy. I think she forgot about the abuse.” He looked at her and flashed his grin. It was an
engaging, infectious grin that demanded a smile in return. “And I got hooked on training. To have a dog, especially a difficult dog, follow your commands because she wants to—it’s exhilarating. It gives you a friend for life.” Page 11 “And now it’s your job?” “Just part-time. Because I enjoy it. Dogs deserve to be well trained. I think it makes them
happy. I know it makes them social. And it makes a good family. Frustrated dog parents are unhappy and unhappy parents are sometimes angry. That’s no good for anyone.” “Why don’t you teach people how to train their dogs?” “I do that, too. But not everyone has the right temperament. It takes a certain kind of confidence. For me, it’s satisfying to
turn over a well-behaved pet or partner...” “Partner?” “I train hunters and support animals, too. They’re working dogs.” “And guard dogs? And police dogs?” she asked. “No. Canine officers should train their own dogs; it’s part of the bonding experience. I don’t like the idea of guard dogs. Get an alarm. Or just an ordinary dog will bark at just about
anything that stirs. Most people want guard dogs that will scare people, even attack. That’s not what I do. I want to work with people who want happy dogs. That’s a tall enough order.” “And you have many other things to do,” she said. “I’m very curious about all your art. But I’m more curious about your experience with this town. How long have you
been here?” “I grew up here. It was just me and my dad. This was his property. I was little when he and my mother got divorced. She went back to the city and we stayed here. He was a lineman with the county—back then it was power lines.” “So, you spent almost your whole life right here?” “Not all, no. I went to college in San Francisco, lived there
a few more years, before I decided I didn’t have to pay those high city prices. What about you? Where did you grow up?” “Southern California. Newport.” “One of those California beach girls...” Before long, he began the second beer while she sipped her wine. They talked about areas of the state they liked, the differences between the northern
mountains and the southern beaches. She told him she’d been married, though briefly, and had been divorced for nine years. He mentioned that he had been married eleven years ago, that his hadn’t worked out, either. It was one of those pleasant, superficial, just-getting-to-know-you chats. She heard her phone ringing in the house and decided
whoever was calling could leave a message because she was enjoying this time with her landlord. They parted ways as the sun was getting low over the pines and a small chill was settling over the land. “We’ll have to do this again,” he said. “By all means,” she said. When she was back inside, she checked her phone. It was Howard, her father. His
voice was a little hysterical. “Kaylee, where the hell are you? I’ve left messages, you haven’t returned my calls, so I stopped by the house and there’s a strange couple living there! They said you’d moved to Northern California for the rest of the year! Call me or so help me God, I’ll come looking for you.” She sighed deeply. It was tempting to just
ignore the message, but clearly he was going to keep calling. She didn’t understand the urgency. He seemed to have spent much of his life avoiding her until Meredith got sick. Then suddenly he was calling frequently, wanting to see her, wanting to form a family with her. There just didn’t seem to be a polite way to tell him he was much too late.
Kaylee had grown to hate the words, “Well, he is your father.” From the time Howard had left them, he had not been an attentive or doting father. In fact, he rarely visited her. He would come to the house occasionally, and even at the age of seven or eight she knew he was coming more to see Meredith than her. It became more evident as the years
passed that he regretted leaving Meredith, and on his visits he would spend a great deal of the time visiting with her, not Kaylee. Kaylee would say hello and then go watch TV, and Howard and Meredith would sit at the kitchen table and talk like old friends. By the time Kaylee was a teen she had come to understand Howard wanted to talk to his exwife about his unsuccessful relationships. “Doesn’t that make you mad, that he complains to you about his wives or girlfriends?” she once asked her mother. And Meredith said, “No, sweetheart. It makes me very grateful that he left me.” Meredith was fine with his visits, given they weren’t too frequent. Because Meredith was classy. Her heart no
longer ached for the marriage that fell apart and she’d had plenty of gentlemen friends in the years since the divorce. She had a good social life. But then Meredith got sick and Howard amped up his visits, causing Kaylee to be jealous of the time he spent with her mother. Whenever Kaylee complained, Meredith would say, “Go easy on Howard. He is
your father.” And to be fair, Howard had paid child support and helped with her college expenses. He’d done well for himself in the real estate business, which was lucky since he had to pay a lot of support. He’d had a total of four children. She decided to get it over with and called him back. “Hi, Howie,” she said in greeting because she knew he
hated it. He always instructed her to call him Dad. But for some reason she kept forgetting... “No need to panic. I wanted a change of scenery for a few months so I could finish a book.” “Where exactly are you?” he demanded. “And why didn’t you tell me you’d be out of town?” “I’m in Humboldt County, and I didn’t mention it to you because I’m thirtyfive years old, we’re not close, you don’t tell me where you’re going all the time. In fact, I don’t expect you to.” He sighed. “Okay, I deserved that,” he said. “I wasn’t there for you when I should have been and there seems to be no way to make up for it now. But with your mom gone, I wish we could spend a little time together. I was going to invite you
out to dinner. I think we’re both missing her.” The last thing she needed was an evening of reminiscing with Howie. “Sorry, but I came here to work and that’s what I’m doing. Maybe when I get back to Newport.” “Are you getting a lot of work done?” “I’m trying,” she said. “I...I still find it hard to focus, hard to concentrate. But I’m giving it everything
I’ve got.” “Maybe I’ll come up in a few weeks,” he said. “You can show me around and we’ll have dinner.” “I don’t have a guest room, Howie.” “I can make arrangements,” he said. “Think about it and we’ll talk about it later. I’ll give you a call next week.” “All right. Take care.” “You, too. Love you.” “Goodbye.” She never said she loved him. She wasn’t
sure she did. She wasn’t sure she wanted to. * * * Kaylee took Kitty to the vet that Jack recommended—Dr. Lynne Murphy. “Well, Kitty turns out to be a boy,” the vet said. “And I’d guess about eight weeks old. He’d have to be that old to eat solid food and use the litter box. Let’s give him a couple of weeks of growth and then start his shots.
Meanwhile, would you like me to chip him?” “Chip him?” “A microchip that ID’s his name, owner, vital information so if he’s ever lost he can be returned to you.” “Oh yes, please.” “Is he going to get another name besides Kitty?” “Oh man. This is actually my first pet. My mother was allergic and I know nothing. I guess that’s obvious.” “Not to worry.
This cat will probably raise you. So, he should be neutered because if he’s not he will not only make more cats, and he’ll make a mess, spraying his scent around your house. We’ll give him shots, make sure he’s in good health and check his weight. After about four months of inoculations and after he’s been neutered, if you keep him as an indoor cat
you’ll be on your own unless you need us. He’s a pretty little guy.” She had them put Tux on his chart as his name because of his black-and-white markings. She pretended not to hear when the doctor said, “Original.” * * * The next afternoon when Kaylee was at Jack’s having lunch, Jillian Matlock came in carrying a large cardboard box filled with
vegetables. “It’s your lucky day, Jack. Is Preacher around?” “Yep. Stand by.” He turned and banged on the wall that separated the bar from the kitchen. “Brought him some goodies, did you?” “The harvest is winding down and these are good but not pretty enough to send out.” Preacher came through the swinging door, drying his hands on a dish
towel. “Hey,” he said. When he saw Jillian, he smiled. “Goodies?” “For my special friend. The last of the Russian Rose and purple calabash, some artichokes, onions, turnips... Late stuff.” Kaylee got off her stool and slowly gravitated toward Jillian and the box of veggies. There were peppers, cucumbers, a bunch of green and purple leaf lettuce and a
few other things she couldn’t name. “Have you two met?” Jack asked. “The fire girl,” Jillian said. “We met last week. How are you?” “I’m Kaylee,” she said with a laugh. “I’m great, thanks. Is this stuff from your garden?” “I’m a farmer,” Jillian said. “I have a few acres dedicated to heirloom vegetables and other organic stuff. They’re some little known
varieties mostly used by restaurants as garnish. Also my sister is a chef and she makes a variety of sauces, relishes, and a few dressings and pastes. She’s a cooking miracle. She’s working on some soup starters as her new line—absolutely amazing stuff.” “You oughta see Jillian’s place,” Jack said. “It’s incredible. And she farms year-round.” “Look at
those artichokes,” Kaylee said. “They’re huge!” “I’d love it if you came by,” Jillian said. “I’ll give you a tour. Whenever you’re available. I’m just about done for the day if you’re free now.” Page 12 She glanced at her laptop, which hadn’t seen a lot of action today, and said, “I’m free.” “Great! You can follow me home! I’ll take you around in the garden
mobile.” Kaylee did just that, driving down Highway 36 behind Jillian and then down a long road, through the trees and up to a beautiful Victorian mansion. After she parked she admired the house. “Completely restored, mostly by Paul Haggerty,” Jillian said. “I found it and rented it and started a small garden, then I bought it and the ten acres it’s on
and planned a farm. The house is wonderful; I’ll take you through it after we tour the gardens. Colin and I live here, but my sister, Kelly, uses the kitchen to cook. She has a commercial kitchen in Eureka where she produces her sauces. But she’s always trying new things, usually on a large scale, and this kitchen is perfect. Come in and meet her.”
Kaylee followed Jillian inside and met Kelly, who appeared to be up to her elbows in dough. “Bread,” Jillian said. “I love it when she bakes bread. You can smell the aroma all the way to the coast. If you’re interested, we can see the gardens first, then the house.” “Oh, I’m interested. I want to see anything you have time to show me.” “Good, I love
showing it off.” Sitting in the garden mobile next to Jillian, Kaylee bounced around the huge gardens behind the house. They were like a quilt of many colors and textures, lush and looking tasty. Most of the outdoor gardens were picked clean except for the melons, pumpkins and some late squash. But there were several greenhouses in the back, filled
with raised beds that held fruits, vegetables and flowers. “Mostly edible flowers that chefs like to garnish their plates with. I just started doing that a couple of years ago.” “How do you get your stuff to the restaurants? Because unless I missed something, there aren’t a lot of restaurants around here.” “You didn’t miss anything. These flowers and
heirloom vegetables go as far as Seattle and San Francisco via FedEx. They’re tender little things that won’t last long; they go overnight.” The back acreage was lined with fruit trees and berry bushes. “The berries come in in spring, finished by the first of August, but the apples come in later. I don’t rely on that apple crop for much, except to satisfy
the deer. I sell them out on the roadside stands—we have two large ones now. Kelly uses the fruit and berries in her creations; she ships a lot of pie filling, jams, jellies and that sort of thing. I’ve added to the berry bushes and paid the price—the bears love berries. I have to scare them away. I have an air horn they don’t like. Having wildlife in the yard
can be fun until you get a sample of their mischief. A mama bear with a couple of cubs will break into the greenhouses or turn a garden mobile upside down. I really can’t afford to be welcoming.” “They don’t scare you?” Kaylee asked. “Not really,” Jill said. “But I don’t get up close and personal. I’ve seen the size of their claws. And I’ve seen the
evidence of their shenanigans.” “Could you put up a big fence?” Kaylee asked. Jillian laughed. “Have you ever seen a bear up a thirty-foot tree? There’s no fence to keep them out. We do have fences around some of our outdoor gardens to keep the deer out, plus I use a lot of bunny repellant to save my lettuces and root vegetables. The bears, I’m
afraid, go where they please. Thus the air horn. It’s very loud.” Kaylee was in awe of the terraced plots that adorned the hillsides surrounding the house, separated by narrow roads to make movement easy. Every now and then Jillian would stop the golf-cart-size garden mobile and pick some fruits or veggies and throw them in the back of her little
truck. There was everything from apples to tiny potatoes; there were several rows of grapes with only a few still on the vine. She pulled up a few honeydew and cantaloupe from their vines and added them to her catch. “The pumpkins will be ready for Halloween,” she said. When they got back to the house, Jillian showed her around, and by far the
biggest treat was the second-floor sunroom where Colin had his studio. His wildlife paintings circled the large room, and he was at work on a huge painting of a buffalo. “God, that’s breathtaking,” she said. “Do you sell them in a gallery?” “Most of them go to a small gallery in Sedona, Arizona, owned by an artist who has become a good friend. I do
some special orders and sell some from my website. It’s keeping me out of trouble,” he said. There was a third floor that had a couple of guest rooms and to Kaylee’s surprise, a staircase to the roof and a widow’s walk. “We don’t know where the idea for a widow’s walk came from, but you can see all of Jilly Farms and beyond from up here. The first
year I was here, I came up here all the time. I would call Kelly; we didn’t have a satellite connection yet and it was the only place I could get really good reception. And I would watch over my little farm.” When they went back downstairs, Kelly had some snacks prepared for them. They talked for a while about their various artistic pursuits from
Kaylee’s writing to Kelly’s culinary skills. And when Kaylee was finally leaving, Jillian handed her a large plastic laundry basket full of the things she’d picked on their tour of the gardens. All of them made sure she knew she’d be welcome back anytime. “I can’t wait to come back,” she said. She drove directly home from there, and as she pulled in she
saw Landry was sitting on his porch steps, holding a bottled water. When she parked in front of her house, he wandered over. She lifted the hatch. “I’ve been to Jilly Farms. And look what I got!” “Awesome,” he said, looking through the fruits and veggies. “I’m going to have a veggie dinner.” “Do you have a ham hock to go in the beans?” he asked.
“No, of course not—I wasn’t expecting this.” “I do. I’ll get it for you. You can’t have a pot of green beans without pork of some kind.” “Then you have to join me for dinner!” And there was that grin. “That would be great. I’ll make sure Otis stays home.” 5 KAYLEE’S FIRST DINNER with her landlord was so easy, she felt as though she’d known him for
years. He helped her clean up the kitchen, accepted an after-dinner cup of coffee, didn’t stay too late and thanked her profusely. She and Kitty—erm, Tux—wrote eight pages, staying up till almost midnight. The very next day when she was returning from her afternoon walk he waved to her from his porch and shouted, “What are your plans for
dinner?” She gestured that she didn’t know, just shrugging her shoulders. He told Otis to stay on the porch and walked down the path to the road. “I thawed some ground sirloin for hamburgers. Care to join me?” She glanced at Otis. “If you cook them on your grill and bring them over, I’ll slice tomatoes and make deviled eggs. And there are leftover
beans.” “That sounds perfect,” he said. “I’ll get a shower and do some grilling. How about six?” “I look forward to it.” She had her own shower and did a little primping, wondering if he’d notice. Then she wondered why she bothered. She bothered because he was handsome, pleasant and quite good company. They talked about anything and
everything. He gave her the background on a lot of her new friends. “The story on Jillian and Colin is she was fired from a big executive job and came up here from San Jose to try to get her head together. Colin came to Virgin River because his brother Luke lives here, though why he did that is a mystery. They can’t get along at least half the time. I
take that back—they’re either best friends or enemies. Jilly found the house and its neglected garden and started digging and planting. Colin is an ex-military Blackhawk pilot. He was recovering from a crash and painting was his therapy. He didn’t quite know he was any good.” “Any good? He’s gifted!” “I know. He met Jilly, fell in love with her and
they’ve been together ever since.” “And now they’re married?” “No. But they are a permanent couple nonetheless. And, this being Virgin River—meaning it’s very small and very nosy—people ask them constantly when they’re going to get married. They’ve been together in that big house for years. I don’t know why they haven’t married and as far as
I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter. Kelly, Jilly’s sister, is married.” “To a film writer, I was told,” Kaylee said. “She’s very proud of him.” “Then there’s the preacher,” he went on, giving her the scoop on how Noah came to town to fulfill the needs of a church he bought on eBay and how he fell in love with the church secretary, a former exotic dancer.
“This town doesn’t look nearly as interesting as it really is at first glance,” she said, laughing. * * * Three days later, after only seeing Landry on the porch or in the yard, she asked him if he was interested in joining her for dinner and he readily accepted. They had drinks on her porch at sunset before dinner and then coffee on the porch afterward. She
always sat on the swing and he lounged in the porch chair, a rocker, next to the swing. The next day Kaylee could see that he was busy and she watched as the owners of his three dog trainees came to pick up their pets. Landry spent at least an hour with each of them in the yard, going through the training commands, directing the dogs to heel, turn,
sit, down, stay in place. She watched it all from her porch—from a safe distance, while trying to write. She noted that the owners didn’t leave without handshakes and hugs. There was such a sense of joy around their well-behaved dogs. She was surprised when there was a knock at her door at about eight that evening. She opened the door to Landry,
who held up a bottle of wine. “Care to see the stars come out?” Page 13 “Look at you, armed with incentive!” “I was paying attention to what you like,” he said. “Then let’s open it and watch for the stars. Have you eaten?” “By the time I finished with the dogs I was starving so I stuffed down a sandwich. Have you eaten?” “A couple of hours ago.” They
took their usual seats on the porch. The sun was just sinking below the horizon. “I have an arts festival in Oregon this weekend,” Landry said. “I’m going to stay over but the following weekend I’ll be in Grace Valley for their Art Walk. That’s close enough that I’ll be coming home at night, but late. You should consider checking it out. You might like it.”
“I’ll plan on it.” “I have four shows in a row. September and October are my busiest months; there’s a lot to get ready and pack up. But with the dogs gone, I hope we can still fit in the occasional dinner. And I think it’s time, Kaylee. Time for you to get a little closer to Otis.” “Oh, I bet Otis doesn’t mind that I haven’t been in his bubble...” “Tomorrow.
I’ll make spaghetti. My father’s recipe, which is open the jar and heat it up. Can you come over at four? You and Otis will meet and I’ll reward your courage with dinner.” Her first thought was that she probably wouldn’t have much of an appetite if she was sharing space with a dog. “Be brave. You’ll be so glad you did.” “I wouldn’t be too sure.” In the
end, she agreed. But she wasn’t doing it because she wanted to conquer her fear of dogs. She was doing it because she loved spending time with Landry. * * * Kaylee knew she was wound a little too tight when she knocked on Landry’s door. He opened it and immediately pulled her hand into both of his. “Sweaty palms,” he said. “I think we’ll begin to
end that now. There is Otis.” He pointed to the mat behind him where Otis sat, alert and patient. “I told him you have a nervous condition and to wait on his mat until he’s called.” “I’m sure he understood every word.” “Sometimes it seems so. Now I want you to look at him and say his name and that he should come.” She was frozen silent. “It’s okay,
Kaylee. I’m right here.” “Otis, come,” she said very softly. The dog slowly walked toward her. “You might want to give him a soft pat and tell him he’s good.” She did so, though her hand shook. “Try s-i-t,” he suggested, spelling it. Before she could get the words out, Otis sat, making Landry laugh. “Okay, here’s a better way. I’m going to give him a few
training commands and then I want you to do it. Otis, come.” The dog sat at his side instantly. “Heel, heel, heel,” he said, and Otis walked at his knee, even as Landry turned. “Good boy,” he said, petting him. “Sit,” he said, and the dog obeyed. “Down,” he said, and the dog was on his belly. “Stay,” he said, then turned and walked away. From the other
side of the room, he said, “Otis, place.” Otis went immediately to his mat. “You are good, Otis.” He turned to Kaylee. “Have a go.” Kaylee took a deep breath and put Otis through his paces, her voice a little bit nervous, but Otis just looked up at her adoringly and did exactly as she asked. She did that several times. She gave him a pat and told him he
was a good boy each time, and when she was ready to be done, she told him to go to his place. But first he lay on his back with his paws up, looking for a belly rub. “No, Otis,” Landry said. “Go to your place.” The dog got up wearily, probably disappointed. “You can give him a belly rub if you feel like it,” Landry said. Kaylee sheepishly went to the mat,
looked down at Otis and said, “Otis, roll over.” The dog rolled over for her. Her eyes and mouth both got big and round. She reached down and gave him a gentle scratch on the belly. Then she told him to stay and went back to the kitchen. “Wine,” she said. “You did great,” Landry said with a laugh. “Are you comfortable that Otis won’t hurt you?” “I
guess so,” she said. “But I’m not going to make any fast moves.” Landry smiled at her. He poured a glass of wine for her and she sat up at the breakfast bar. “Otis is very smart,” Landry said. “Too smart for his own good sometimes. He knows how to open his door, for example. And even though that door opens into the backyard, which is fenced, he
can jump the fence. I’ve pulled up to the house to see him waiting on the front porch. If you see him outside, don’t freak out. He might walk over to you but you can tell him to lie down or go home.” “You’re sure about that?” she asked, sipping her wine. “I’m very sure,” Landry said. “He’s an excellent dog. I take him on visits to hospitals and nursing
homes. Everyone loves Otis. Okay, I’m going to boil some spaghetti. I even made a salad and I have some garlic bread.” And she was suddenly famished. The spaghetti was absolutely delicious, the salad was great, the bread was crunchy and wonderful. And the dog stayed on his mat. Landry’s phone rang and he ignored it. “Do you want to get that?”
she asked. “Whoever it is can leave a message. I even have dessert.” They took their coffee and dessert to the sofa and talked. He asked her how the book was coming and she told him it was a little better than it had been in Newport Beach in her mother’s house. She was hopeful of finishing it this fall. She’d always loved the fall and would love it even
more in the mountains. Then she stopped talking as Otis’s head appeared on her lap. He looked up at her with his big sad brown eyes. She looked back at him. The she put her hand on his head and his tail wagged. “I might’ve forgotten to mention, Otis falls in love easily. But you’re not his first and you probably won’t be his last. I don’t want you to
have a broken heart.” * * * The call Landry missed while he was having dinner with Kaylee was from Laura. He hadn’t heard from her in a while. They had married eleven years ago. They met in San Francisco in the diner where she worked. It happened to be in the same neighborhood as the warehouse where he rented space to create his art because
his small flat was just too small. Landry had gone to college in San Francisco and loved the city. Three years after college he was still there, working away on his pots, vases, wind chimes, sculptures, whatever struck his artistic nerve. He also worked to keep body and soul together, sometimes working construction, sometimes waiting tables or
bartending. Laura was working in the diner to pay for her acting habit—she wanted to be a star. She auditioned for plays, TV commercials, small movie roles, anything that came along. They had art in common and when they met and fell in love it was like a bushfire—burning hot and fast. After a year of seeing each other, they got married in a small,
quiet Spanish church in Oakland. They were happy every day. They frequented old movies, galleries, diners that were open late and absolutely any parade or celebration in the city. They were young, carefree, hopeful. Then Laura was offered a chance to audition for a part in a movie if she’d go to LA. It was a decent part with some potential. She told
Landry she’d be gone for a few days for the audition and if she got the part she might be gone for as long as three months. That was the end of his marriage as he remembered it. She got the part and traveled to Portugal for the shoot. She was home in a few months but only for a few days before there was another opportunity. By the time their second
anniversary rolled around, she informed him she would have to move. LA would be her base, not San Francisco. But of course she would come to him whenever she wasn’t working. He tried to be supportive; he knew how much she wanted it, wanted to be a star. He thought about how frustrated and unhappy he’d be without his art, but he missed her.
This wasn’t his idea of marriage. He offered to move to LA, though he preferred San Francisco. “That wouldn’t solve our problems, Landry,” she said. “At least half the time I might get the part there but we’d go somewhere else for the shoot. The next movie—a made-for-TV movie—we’re shooting in Vancouver. I’ll be there for at least four months. You
can come and visit if you like, but I’ll be working long days. Twelve-hour days. I’m going to rent something with some other actors. Something cheap that I won’t use much. A flop house, if you will. You wouldn’t want to relocate your whole business in the hopes of seeing me less than two days every other month.” For two years she “visited” him,
usually for less than a week a few times a year. They still talked on the phone all the time, but not every day. It was after they’d been married three years and he hardly ever saw her that he decided to move back to Virgin River. He could live with his dad in the house he grew up in. “But it’s so much harder for me to get to,” Laura complained. “I’ll

have to fly into San Francisco and rent a car and drive to Humboldt County!” So he saw even less of her. Even though she constantly said she missed him, somehow he didn’t think she missed him all that much. She had a rental house in LA that she shared with roommates, two men and two women, some of them on location sometimes. It was nicer
than a flop house but less conducive to Landry’s possible visits. He did visit once to surprise her and a man with a towel wrapped around his waist answered the door. He was talking on a cell phone when he said, “Can I help you?” “I’m Laura’s husband,” he said icily. “Come on in, man!” he said. Then he ended his call and called out for Laura, who
looked pretty flustered by the surprise visit. And Landry knew then that things were over. Laura had two lives and the one she had with him didn’t rate as high. Laura had explained the man in the towel was just one of the roommates. They had a miserable time together because there seemed to be a lot of people around all the time. The house Laura
lived in was a gathering place. She liked being surrounded by people while Landry was a loner. He liked being by himself, creating his art. Plus, he never quite bought the roommate story. Page 14 She’d been wherever there was work for the last ten years. He’d been in Virgin River for the last eight and they kept in touch from time to time. He
listened to the message on his phone. “Landry, darling, call me back soon! I have some good news.” He thought he knew what that meant. She probably had a new film and would be telling him where she’d be spending the next several months. He wasn’t sure why she bothered. But then, they did have a good, compatible relationship for people who
had effectively separated ten years ago. “Landry!” she said as she answered the phone. “How are you! I’ve missed you!” “I’m great and Otis says hello. How are you and what’s your news?” “I’m going to be in San Francisco for at least a few days. I’m auditioning for a play. I thought I’d tack a few days on to the audition and visit you. Then if I get the
part I’ll be living in San Francisco for several months and we can see more of each other.” Damn, he thought. “When is your audition?” “It’s in a couple of weeks. This is a huge sacrifice, Landry. The work is hard and the director and writer are walking nightmares. But it would be so good to see you.” “Likewise, but you picked an awful time. I have
several community art shows in a row. The fall festivals. The fall months are tough. During September and October I’ll be out of town four times, four days each time. If you’re still in San Francisco in November, there will be more room to breathe.” “Can’t you cancel a couple of your fair things? They can’t be that important.” There were a million
angry replies that jumped to his lips, but he wouldn’t let them out. Those “fair things” were important and very good moneymakers. Over the years there were people who followed him from fair to fair just to see what was new. He reserved space a year in advance, was listed in the catalog, and taking and setting up his wares was not quick and easy.
Each event was exhausting. But he loved it and he knew many of the people who participated and shopped. They were big events. “I pay for the booth a year in advance and there’s no refund at this late date, Laura. It’s a huge commitment. I usually use the whole week before an art fair to finish my work and have it ready and three days to take
everything to the show and to do the setup. It’s a lot of work.” “Well, try to fit me into your schedule,” she said. “I haven’t seen you in a long time.” “Text me the dates you’ll be in San Francisco and I’ll see what I can do.” “That would be wonderful!” They chatted for a while about her play. He knew he’d be calling her back in two days to tell her that
he just didn’t have any extra time. It was true, the time surrounding these fall town fairs was short and busy. But he also wasn’t interested in cutting his time with Kaylee short. * * * The morning after her dinner with Landry and Otis, Kaylee went out for her usual walk. The air was cooling down quite a bit and the leaves were already starting to turn.
She saw that Landry’s truck was in his drive and Otis was on the porch, but Landry was probably in his shop, madly creating. When she passed Landry’s house, Otis came down the walk, moving slowly and lazily, and just took up the place at the end of Landry’s walk. She said, “Heel, heel,” to Otis and he trotted to her side and stayed with her. She
stopped and told him to sit and he did. She told him to stay and walked ahead of him and he did. There was something about the small amount of power she had over him that made her giddy with enthusiasm. When she came back from her walk Landry was on his porch. “I thought my dog might be walking you.” “He was very polite,” she said. “Have
you had breakfast?” “A yogurt,” she said. “I’m going to scramble eggs. Interested?” “You’re investing way more in me than I deserve,” she said. * * * Kaylee had developed a very nice routine. She’d walk in the mornings and sometimes also in the afternoons, often with Otis as an escort, and it amazed her how much she talked with Landry. Some days
she’d go to the bar for breakfast or lunch; some days she’d show up there in the afternoons when it was quiet. Quiet afternoons were a good time to run into Mel as she took a break. Kaylee loved Jilly’s farm! She tried not to be a pest but she found herself driving out there a few more times after her initial tour. And she always came away with
whatever Jilly was pulling out of the ground. In order to balance the scales, she ordered books on the internet to give to Jilly and Kelly as thanks for their generosity. The first weekend that Landry was away, she heard the Cavanaugh orchard was having a big open house. You could pick your own bushel of apples or buy some of the many apple
products for sale from cider to apple butter to pie filling. It felt like the whole town was there. There were people sitting under trees in their camp chairs, playing catch with kids, chasing dogs, just hanging out and enjoying the day. She knew so many of them, it was like enjoying a picnic. She found herself flitting from grouping to grouping of locals,
sitting for a while to ask them how they were enjoying the brisk fall weather, and they were full of questions for her. “What do you know about the remodel of that fire-damaged house?” “How’s your book coming along?” “How do you like living out at Landry’s place?” Realizing she didn’t know anything about the remodel, she called Bonnie that
evening and learned that after looking at some pictures Paul provided, they told him to go ahead and get started. He was happy to send them progress pictures every few days. They had to pick out appliances, tile, fixtures, sinks, etc., but they could pick them out in LA and they would be shipped to Paul in Virgin River. “As I understand it, he’s getting
to work on it immediately because there was a break in his schedule and we wanted to take advantage of it.” “It’s so lucky that you didn’t have drive all the way up here to meet with him,” Kaylee said. “You can do almost anything on the computer these days,” Bonnie said. “If you need me to help, please let me know,” Kaylee said. “It’s not that I’m
overbooked!” And at least once every three days she had dinner with Landry either at his house or hers. Sometimes on those days they didn’t have dinner together, they would still meet on the porch for a cup of coffee or glass of wine, maybe in the morning, maybe in the evening. And they always waved to each other multiple times a day. Although
Kaylee was determined that Landry was merely a friend and a landlord, the romance she’d created between Caroline and Landon was growing more intense. When they looked at each other now, there was real longing in their eyes. The first weekend in October, Kaylee drove to Grace Valley to check out the Fall Art Walk. The main street was blocked
off and filled with booths that displayed everything from woodworking to spices, from hummus to paintings. She should have known she’d see friends there. Kelly’s daughter was manning a booth that sold many of her mother’s salsas, relishes and sauces. People she knew introduced her to people she didn’t. She met the Grace Valley town doctor,
June, introduced to her by Mel. She met the Grace Valley minister, Harry, introduced to her by Colin. She found Landry’s booth and gasped at the beauty of his pots, vases and wind chimes. She had not seen much of his work before, just those pieces that decorated his house and hers. He was amazing and had a large group of people gathered there.
They ate some barbecue together in his booth since he couldn’t leave. She had come only to show interest and support but once there, she was enchanted by the bounty of goods and crafts. It was early afternoon when the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen in her life came into the booth, saw Landry and said, “Darling!” He walked to her and
kissed her cheek. “Hi, Laura.” “Look at your wonderful pieces! You just get better all the time. You are the most fabulous artist.” Laura was tall, thin, blonde with intense blue eyes to match his and when they stood side by side, they appeared made for each other. Her teeth were perfect and straight, her figure svelte and buxom. Of course her makeup
was professional-looking and her nails were star quality. She was stunning. She wore a midlength white lace skirt, a denim jacket and drop dead gorgeous brown leather boots. And the confidence she exuded was palpable. “And who’s this?” she asked, sticking her hand out toward Kaylee. “Hello there, I’m Laura. Landry’s wife.” She did look every bit
the actress. Kaylee suddenly felt very short and plump and way underdressed in her jeans and hoodie. “It’s a pleasure,” she said a bit awkwardly. “I’m Kaylee. I rent Landry’s house. The smaller one.” “How wonderful!” Then Laura fluttered her lashes at him. “You look so good, Landry. You’ve been taking care of yourself. Do you have time to walk me
around the fair?” “I really can’t, Laura. I’ll be busy here the rest of the day. I’m sorry. Why don’t you look around and enjoy yourself and maybe we’ll talk later.” “Oh, can’t your little friend manage your booth for a while?” “Of course not,” he said, irritation in his voice. “Kaylee doesn’t know anything about these things. She just stopped by to say
hello.” “And it’s really time I get going,” Kaylee said, trying out a smile. “I still have more of this fair to see.” She gathered up her purse and left Landry and his wife. Wife? Hadn’t he said he was married but it didn’t work out? She must have meant she was his ex-wife. But they certainly had a cordial relationship. * * * Landry was immediately busy
with customers, answering their questions about his wares, explaining his process and helping them choose what to buy. His was usually a busy booth and today was no different. After no more than twenty minutes Laura had wandered off, telling him she’d see him later. Page 15 Now, what was this about? he wondered. She never showed any interest
in these small town fairs or the people. She admired his work but in all the years he’d lived in Virgin River, she’d only visited a few times and took no notice of the town or the people. The only time she’d mingled was at his father’s funeral. He had to pack up his things at the end of the day. He put them in the trailer he’d brought along, put a padlock
on it and left it in the parking lot. He didn’t get home until ten o’clock and there, in front of his house, was a strange car. A rental, he assumed. A light was on in the kitchen but Laura was nowhere in sight. Otis briefly greeted him, then went back to his pallet in the living room. Landry went to the bedroom to see her in his bed. He turned on the
overhead bedroom light and she sat up, startled. It was very bright. “Landry! You scared me!” “What are you doing here? I told you it was a bad time.” “I told you, I wanted to see you!” “And I told you I couldn’t break away until November.” “So I came to you,” she said, as if that resolved the issue. He turned and left the room. He went to the kitchen
and put four ice cubes in a glass. He got down the Crown Royal from a high cupboard and poured himself a generous drink. She came from the bedroom, tying the sash on a black satin robe. She stood on the opposite side of the counter. “Can I have one of those?” she asked. He didn’t answer but merely got another glass, added ice and some liquor
and slid it across the counter. “Thank you,” she said. “Can we sit down?” He pulled a bar stool around the end of the counter and sat looking at her. “You certainly aren’t making this easy. I’ve been wanting to have a serious talk with you for a long time,” she said. “You’ve had ten years, Laura.” “And so have you,” she replied. “Yet here we are. So, did
I interrupt something romantic between you and your friend?” “No, she’s my tenant. We’re neighbors; we’re friendly.” “She’s very pretty.” “That wouldn’t intimidate you,” he said. “Look, this is hard for me. Be kind, at least. Things are not going as I had hoped they would. I’m not getting the parts I want or need anymore. I’m being cast more often as
the mother of the bride than the bride. Or the disgruntled sister or the other woman.” “You’ve had some good parts. Some good films.” And he knew this because he’d paid attention. When she was in a TV series or feature film, he made it a point to see it. “The truth is that at my status the work is very hard and doesn’t pay well enough. I’ve aged out
at thirty-five. I’m getting character roles and TV commercials. Ads. I’m burned out and ready to try something else. I’m thinking of giving up acting.” “Really?” he said, lifting an eyebrow. “After all this time and dedication? There are plenty of good acting jobs for women over thirty-five.” “Not plenty,” she said. “There are some, but they’re hard to get.
I have to be honest with myself. It’s not going to take me where I always wanted to go.” He rubbed a hand around the back of his neck. “I have to admit, that surprises me. I thought you had the stamina for the long haul.” “But not the enthusiasm,” she said. She took a sip of her drink. “I want us to try again.” His head jerked up in surprise. “Try what
again?” he asked. “Marriage. Our marriage. That year we had together was the happiest year of my life.” “And yet you left it,” he said. “You chose acting. We fought it out and you chose acting and career over marriage. For a while there you wouldn’t even admit you were married.” “That was just PR bullshit to make me seem more desirable, more
available, to convince people I wouldn’t flutter off the job and leave them all hanging. That didn’t last long. We’ve had a long-distance marriage, but—” “We’ve had no marriage,” he said. “We haven’t slept together in almost a decade!” “Well, that was your choice,” she said. “Yes, it was,” he said. “When I realized I’d seen you for less than twelve days
in a year, it was very clear that you had no investment in our marriage. I didn’t want to be a booty call. That might’ve been enough for you, but it wasn’t enough for me.” “And yet we never divorced,” she reminded him. “There didn’t seem to be any pressing need,” he said. “I had no interest in marrying again. I figured you’d file for divorce.” “But I
didn’t want a divorce! I wanted to be married!” “To a man you saw for less than a month out of every year?” “I loved you,” she said. “I always loved you! And you loved me. We were good friends.” “We were friends,” he said. “I don’t know if we were even really that. We got along. We talked on the phone regularly but it was more like talking to a
cousin or sister, not a wife. Take a trip down memory lane, Laura. After two years of your chasing stardom we had a blowout. I drew a line in the sand—we had to either find a way to live together or call it quits. You argued that there was no way to live together, that your work was either in Hollywood or on location, that it was your dream, that you
worked hard for it and couldn’t give it up without at least giving it an earnest try. I said I was done with the trying. I offered up every compromise I could think of but you wanted me on the sidelines. That’s when I came back here to live and work.” “It’s not like we’ve ever been out of touch,” she said. “We talk on the phone!” he said. “We meet in San
Francisco if I’m visiting the galleries. We don’t even share a hotel room on those occasions. We’re not even good friends!” “We’re very good friends! You’re my best friend! I’ve always loved you!” He took a deep drink. “Laura, you need to raise your standards. Your idea of friendship is really lacking.” Her eyes got teary. “I’m sorry, Landry. I failed at
everything. I never should have wasted so much time on acting if it was going to come to nothing. I never should have given you up. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. I want us to be together. Please say you’ll try again.” “I think that ship has sailed, Laura. No matter how I feel about you, the trust just isn’t there. I’d be waiting to see you get
out the suitcase every day.” “But wait,” she said. “Remember when we used to go to the outdoor movies, to the foreign films, to the galleries and street vendors? Remember our picnics in Union Square? Sitting on a bench and people watching? Our drives up the coast to the fish house? To the Russian River? We were young and carefree and so happy.
We can’t be young anymore but—” “I think too many years have passed,” he said. “We can start over,” she said. “We have the love. We just need the time together.” “I have a different kind of life now,” he said. “I’ve lived alone for ten years. I’m solitary and you need a lot of people. I agree, there was a time we had fun; it seemed we were compatible.
But Laura, you walked away. And you didn’t want me to tag along.” “It was a practical issue,” she said. “And maybe I was foolish but I thought once I landed a really good role and didn’t have to sell my soul for work, then we could get it together. Please, I’m ready to give it up for us. Will you at least think about it?” “I can’t help but think about it,” he
said. “But I don’t think it would benefit either one of us.” “Take a week,” she pleaded. “Please.” “Where did this come from?” he asked. “Did something happen? Are you in some kind of trouble?” “No, of course not, unless you call complete failure to achieve my goals trouble. This just isn’t working. I’ve given up, Landry. I want a sane life again.” “In a
little house in the mountains with a dog? And a guy and his pots?” He shook his head. “There are no theaters or spas or fancy restaurants here. You wouldn’t last a month. And it would probably leave me scarred. Again.” “Think about it? For a week? Give me a chance?” “Are you listening? The last time you decided acting was more important than
marriage, you walked away and it hurt. You said you’d be back in a few days and it was months. When you ask me to think about us, what do you think comes to mind? Maybe the guy in the towel who you passed off as a roommate you weren’t romantically involved with? I never bought that...” “It was true! There were men and women sharing that
house. There were lots of different houses and roommates; there were lots of starving artists who doubled up because that was the only way I could afford to stay in LA. It can’t hurt anything to think about putting it back together.” “I’m exhausted. I can’t talk about it anymore tonight. I need some sleep and so do you.” “All I want is for you to give it
fair consideration.” “Don’t you have a job to get to? A play?” “It’s not even a good play,” she said. “I’d give it up in a heartbeat.” “I’ll be honest with you, Laura. There’s about a one in a million chance I’m going to try to resurrect a dead marriage.” “I never thought of it as dead,” she said. You have a funny way of showing it, he wanted to say. Instead
he said, “Time to sleep. I’ll take the couch. I have to leave early tomorrow for Grace Valley. I have to set up my booth.” “Kiss me good-night?” she asked. “Oh, come on,” he said. “Love and a desire to be partners isn’t a switch you turn on and off! You don’t sashay in here and declare you’ve changed your mind after about ten years and expect me to fall
in line! Everything isn’t all about you, Laura. All about what you want. I have feelings, too.” Page 16 “I hurt you,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I’d like a chance to make it up to you.” “Not tonight,” he said. “I had a very long day. And I’m going to have another one tomorrow. Let’s get some sleep.” She left the kitchen reluctantly, but she kept the door to the
bedroom open. Of course, he couldn’t sleep. That couch never felt like it had so many lumps before. 5:00 a.m. had never come so early. He used the powder room to wash up and dress. He brewed coffee. He turned the bright overhead light on in his bedroom and she stirred. She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “I’m leaving for the fair. You should go back to
San Francisco. I’ll give you a call later this week.” 6 KAYLEE HAD NO idea what had gone on at Landry’s house. The sound of Landry’s truck pulling into his drive late the night before was unmistakable and she peeked out the window just in time to see the lights go out; she heard the truck door slam. She was up late, as usual, and didn’t hear him
leave in the morning but when she took her coffee cup out to the porch, the truck was gone. Laura’s car was still there, however. Time to be honest with yourself, Kaylee, she thought. She had developed a bit of a crush on Landry. She thought about him more often than she liked to admit. She looked forward to the evenings, always a little prepared to
share dinner. She was thrilled when he suggested she come to the street fair; she thought that meant he liked her in a slightly more than casual way, even if there hadn’t been any obvious signs of affection. She decided it was more important than ever to keep her routine, so she got ready for a nice long walk. When she was past his house by quite a
distance, she heard the pitter-patter of feet. She turned around to see Otis sitting at attention behind her. She walked on, then stopped and turned again. He sat at attention, waiting. She walked on once more and looked back again. She chuckled. “Okay,” she said. His ears perked. “Come,” she said. And the dog smiled and trotted toward her. “What?
Were you a little lonely? Well, me, too. Come. Heel.” He walked at her side, the perfect gentleman. She was amazed to think that a month ago this simple action would have caused her to shiver and shake. Every day her walks became more enjoyable because of the changing colors, the aspen, maple, oak and other trees she couldn’t identify. The
yellow and orange rose up the mountainside, growing more intense as the elevation was greater while the valleys remained green and lush. While she loved Newport Beach and appreciated its beauty, there was something about these powerful trees and mountains that filled her with hope. The air was so fresh up here, it almost shocked the lungs to
take a deep breath. When they got back to the front of Landry’s house she told Otis to go to his place. He cocked his head and looked up at her as if hoping for a second chance. “Place,” she said again, and she watched as Otis went around to the side of the house, easily jumped the fence to the backyard and presumably used his doggy door to go
inside and find his mat. She just shook her head. She was beginning to understand how a person could find good companionship with a well-behaved dog. She went to town and tried writing at Jack’s for a while. It was Sunday and quiet, but it was hunting season so the rest of the week would see plenty of hunters in the bar, just not on Sunday
afternoon. She’d come to understand that they did most of their hunting early in the morning, celebrating afterward, the majority of them leaving on Sunday evening. She’d already gotten used to seeing them at the dinner hour, after the hunting was done. Jack wasn’t even there now. Preacher’s wife, Paige, was working behind the bar, and their son,
Christopher, was helping out, wiping off tables and bringing plates and glasses to the back. She ordered a sandwich and just hung out with her laptop open as if she was working, which she was not. Unfortunately, no one interrupted her. She left Jack’s after lunch and stopped by one of her favorite roadside produce stands. It was a little lean, but she
bought a pumpkin. She did buy some gourds and dried cornstalks and glass gem corn to decorate her porch for fall. She drove to Clear River and bought some chicken strips and the makings for a Caesar salad. She got a candle for her pumpkin. Why she was doing this was a mystery—Landry’s two houses were at the end of a long drive. It’s not as
though people lived close enough or even drove by; there would not be trick-or-treaters. But it had always been important to her mother to keep their surroundings beautiful, to change up and improve things regularly and decorate for special occasions. Kaylee had inherited a little of that. And she wanted to please her mother, even though she was
gone now. When she got back home, Laura’s car was gone. She had probably headed to Grace Valley to spend her time in Landry’s booth. Adorning his booth. He must obviously want to spend every available moment with her. She was so breathtaking. Kaylee carved her pumpkin when she should’ve been writing. And she took a nap. And ate her
solitary dinner. She couldn’t quite define if she was a little disappointed or actually heartbroken. She missed Landry at dinnertime but she also had a shot of guilt—he shouldn’t be spending so much time with her if he had a wife. Should he? Of all the complications that could impede a growing relationship, he’s married ran at the top of the list. It was
after nine and she was in her pajamas, lost in writing a tale about Caroline and Landon, when there was a knock on her door. Oddly, she wondered if it was Laura. If maybe she needed help with a burned-out light bulb or something. Then she opened her door to see Landry standing there. “I saw your light was on,” he said. “It’s not exactly late,” she
said. “Though, I guess for you, it is.” “If you’re not heading to bed, can you talk a minute?” He looked her up and down. She was wearing her pajamas, of course. “I apologize for the interruption. I can see you’re ready for—” “It’s all right, but what about your wife?” “She’s gone back to San Francisco. She won’t be coming back here.” “I have a feeling
this really has nothing to do with me.” “It doesn’t, except that I think I unintentionally misled you and I’d like to straighten it out. Unless you’re too tired.” “For this explanation? Oh hell no! I can’t wait. Would you like something to drink?” “Anything,” he said. “As long as it has alcohol in it.” “Talk about a signal that it’s going to be a doozy...” She went
to her refrigerator and pulled out a cold beer, the kind he liked, the kind he always brought along with him when he came to her porch. She’d bought it this afternoon even though she had no way of knowing if or when she might see him again. A part of her had been preparing for the wife to stay, take over, maybe invite her to dinner with the two or
them or something. Ack. That thought almost made her gag. “You drink this?” he asked her, surprised. “Sure. All the time.” Then she pulled one out for herself, though she didn’t want it. “Sit down,” she said. “Try not to sit on the kitty, I mean, Tux.” He examined the chair before sitting. “Okay, so I didn’t mean to mislead you. Laura and I have been
separated for ten years. We were married eleven years ago, so it wasn’t a long marriage. She had what she thought was a breakthrough acting opportunity, went for what she thought would be an interview and audition. She said she’d be gone for a few days and never really came back. She visited. We stayed in touch by phone. It dissolved. But I
never filed for divorce. It seemed to be an unnecessary bother, not to mention expense. I honestly thought the day would come that she would want to be free and she’d initiate the divorce proceedings, but it didn’t. And I don’t know why I didn’t.” “It didn’t look like it was freedom she was here for.” “Okay, now that’s the complication. After all this
time she’s decided she’d like to be married after all. She’s had it with an acting career that’s going nowhere. The joke’s on me; I can blame no one but myself. And I promise you I never saw it coming.” “Well, you said you were married and it didn’t work out,” she reminded him. “That was true. We merely kept in touch. I know divorced couples who
have closer relationships than that.” “And I know divorced couples who hate each other and fantasize about their death...” “There are those,” he said. “I wish her nothing but the best, but—” “You looked almost angry for a moment, when she showed up in your booth.” “I was angry,” he said. “I’d told her it wasn’t a good time for her to visit, that I was
all tied up with the fairs. I see her two or three times a year. If it fits into her schedule. If she needs something.” “And if you were to divorce, would you continue to have these visits with your wife?” She lifted one brow and smoothed her hair over one ear. “Asking for a friend...” He grinned at her. “You’re very funny, Kaylee. I like Laura,” he said.
“She’s entertaining, smart and we have history. I’ve known her a long time by now. I was angry for a while. I was really pissed, actually. But when my dad died, that was the last thing to worry about.” “It would be pretty convenient and not terribly troublesome, having an affair with someone you’re married to...” “No, no, no,” he said, shaking his head.
“We don’t sleep together; there is no affair. The first thing I noticed was that she wasn’t that interested and I suspected she might have...you know...” “Other relationships?” she asked. “I guess. So at some point after she’d been living in LA for a couple of years and came to San Francisco for a weekend, I told her I was starting to feel like a booty call
and we were over. I told her I was going home to Virgin River and promised her she would hate it, but she was welcome to visit me here. It was a very smooth transition. She told me she loved me but we’re probably better as friends.” Page 17 “Sounds so grown-up,” she said. “It is. I follow her career. I used to follow with resentment and then with
curiosity and eventually I hoped her wish would come true. It stopped being about me a long time ago. Frankly, I think she’s a good actress. I’ve seen her in a lot of things and it’s not unusual for me to think she should’ve been the lead. The star. But I’m not in a relationship with her anymore. I haven’t been for a very long time. I think you were
shocked and startled. I’m sorry about that.” “Why?” she asked. “Why does how I feel or what I think matter?” “We’re becoming good friends,” he said. “I look forward to sitting on the porch after a long day. I like it when we have dinner. I’ve had several tenants in this house—a few days, a few months. I’ve never had what I’d call a close friendship
with any of them before. It’s a bad start to a nice friendship when you get caught lying.” “But you weren’t lying.” She took a pull on her beer and made a face. “You just didn’t explain properly. Or thoroughly.” “You lied about the beer,” he said, grinning. “You don’t drink that beer.” “It’s awful. I bought it in case you came over. Want the rest of this?”
“You didn’t spit in it, did you?” he asked with a laugh, reaching for it. She made a face and handed it to him. She went to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine. The bottle was open, after all. She went back to the couch and curled up in the corner. “I just don’t want to be a complication. This thing you have to work out is with your wife. I’m just a
tenant.” “It’s not a complication and it’s not about you, except for one thing,” he said. “I want to sit on the porch, have dinner, enjoy life. I don’t have any expectations beyond that right now. But I think we have potential. I think we like each other enough to have potential.” “No expectations,” she said. “Me, either.” It was a total lie. She’d been having
expectations like mad in the form of Caroline and Landon. They were morphing into a nearly perfect couple. The story was growing lush and sexy. She realized she wanted to become lush and sexy with Landry. “I did have a thought on my drive home. We’re ill suited, me and Laura. Opposites. We thought we had a lot in common, given that we’re both
artists of a sort. But I live a quiet life; I like being alone. I don’t like crowds or busy places but Laura craves people. We want different things—she’d like the adoration of millions while I’d rather go unnoticed. I’m not really shy, I don’t think. I just prefer smaller groups or maybe just one person at a time. While she wants restaurants and parties, I’d
rather train the dogs or go for a walk. I married a woman like my mother. I believe it’s true. I was a toddler when my mother left Virgin River to go back to the city. She divorced my father. He was too quiet and solitary for her. She died a few years later. A car accident. Virgin River isn’t for everyone.” “I find it much more to my tastes than I thought I
would,” she said. “Your dog went on my walk with me today.” By his expression, he was shocked. “Was he polite?” “Very. And I wasn’t afraid. I had a moment, you know... But Otis waited for me to invite him. Of course he followed me, but then he waited.” “What a good guy,” Landry said. “He has no ulterior motives, he just wants to be a good friend.
That’s what I love about dogs. They bond and nothing can break the bond. He’s always good, but I think he likes you.” “You shouldn’t bother with the locks on the doors,” she said. “Apparently he comes and goes as he pleases.” “I know,” he said. “It worries me sometimes. I don’t want him to wander too far or get himself in trouble, like if he runs into
some challenging wildlife. Or some hunter mistakes him for a deer.” “A black, brown and white deer? That would be a very stupid hunter.” “How about dinner tomorrow night? We can share the prep.” “It’s getting pretty chilly when the sun goes down,” she said. “How do you feel about your house and a fire in the fireplace?” “I feel good about that.” *
* * Kaylee went to Jack’s at lunchtime, planning on a sandwich and salad, but she had a double treat when she found Mel there with an adorable little girl. They were sitting at a table rather than the bar and Mel waved her over. “Kaylee, this is my friend, Mallory. Would you like to join us for lunch?” “Absolutely! Is this a special occasion?” she asked,
sitting down. “Mallory’s mom had an appointment today and there’s no school for teachers’ planning sessions, so we’re hanging out.” “My mom’s having her medicine,” Mallory said. “Her chemo medicine.” That hit Kaylee right in the gut. “Oh dear, I’m sorry to hear that.” “Don’t be sorry,” Mallory said. “It’s going to make her better.” “That’s what
we’re hoping for, aren’t we?” Mel said. “Mallory, tell Kaylee what your favorite subject is.” “Reading. Not math very much, but I read all the time.” “And you will never guess what Kaylee does for her work. She writes books!” Mel said. “You do?” Mallory said. “Whole books?” “Whole books.” Kaylee laughed. “Do you read whole books?” “I love books.
They’re not long like the ones my mom reads, but they’re for my age, which is ten. I read my first one when I was six. Before that I read my magazines and books with pictures from the library. We go to the library every Saturday. Unless my mom doesn’t feel good. Do you ever write books with a mystery? Or like a surprise ending?” “It turns out that’s
my specialty.” “Could I read one of them, do you think?” “I think you have to be just slightly older. You’re smart enough to read one, but unfortunately I use too many swear words for your age group.” “I could not look at them or pretend I didn’t see them,” she suggested. “My mom reads books like that, I think. She says I can’t read her books because
they’re too adult, and I think that means dirty words.” “There are plenty of books to read while you’re getting to the right age,” Kaylee said. “Tell me about your favorite books.” Mallory talked nonstop all through lunch and it turned out to be one of Kaylee’s most fun days. When they were finished with lunch, Mallory thanked Kaylee and promised to
read some of her books, “When I’m older. Maybe next year.” * * * Landry texted Laura and asked her when she would be free for lunch. He had another fair on the weekend, but any other time he would drive down to San Francisco. The following Monday he left at the crack of dawn for what would be at least a four-hour drive. Of course she had
chosen The Oak Room, one of those fancy restaurants they had loved when they were a couple. They could hardly ever afford it when they were younger, but they did manage to have dinner there with a few guests on their wedding day. She probably chose it for the nostalgia. And there was an undeniably warm feeling that came over him when he
thought about that day. There were just a few people—his father, her mother, two couples who were friends. And it was one of the happiest days of his life. He had no way of knowing that barely a year later everything would change. He parked and took the trolley to the restaurant and was not surprised that she made it ahead of him. Her eagerness
to resolve things was showing. “I had the waitstaff find us a quiet table in the corner where we can talk.” The rich dark wood and mirrors of the restaurant were not comforting. He had always appreciated the exquisite decor and yet never felt as though he belonged there. He was more comfortable at Jack’s. Landry waited for the wine and intended to
wait until they ordered lunch before telling Laura how he felt, but she tripped him up. She raised her glass and said, “Here’s to new beginnings.” He put down his glass. “It will be a new beginning, Laura, but not the kind you think. I can’t give our marriage a second chance. It just doesn’t feel right. It took me long enough to get beyond the
disappointment before. I’ve built a different kind of life now, one I’m comfortable with. I’m really sorry your career didn’t work out the way you wanted, but it’s too late for us.” “No, you’re not sorry about my career,” she said, putting her own glass down. “You wanted me to fail.” “That’s not true. I wanted you to be with me, not fail. I was always your
biggest fan. I just didn’t want us to have separate lives. You do realize how little time we spent together, don’t you?” “I was working,” she said. “You were working! There was no other way. The only other way was for me to give up my career and it was just getting off the ground when we got married.” “I’m sorry, Laura. It just isn’t going to work. The
cold truth is, I don’t feel the same way anymore. I can remember having those feelings but...” “You pretend that girl has nothing to do with this, but she must. You’ve never been like this before.” “I don’t know if things might have been different if you’d decided to come back to me five years ago, but honestly, I don’t think so. I think our relationship
died a long time ago. We just didn’t get around to burying it.” “It almost sounds as if you never loved me at all,” she said. “Oh-ho, I had such passion for you it made me light-headed. And there was no question in my mind, you shared that passion. I was thinking about it on the drive down here—we had so many dreams. When we married, they were
compatible dreams. It never came down to your career or mine. I was excited about your acting, but that first year we were married, you only took jobs that were nearby. And I can’t even say that you leaving for work ruined everything. Traveling for work isn’t a weird state for most couples. In fact, I think it’s common.” He looked at her for a long
moment. “But you didn’t come back.” Page 18 “I came back!” “Months later you came back for a weekend. Within a year, nothing of yours was left in our apartment. We still had the paperwork that said we were married, but we didn’t have any of the investment. Laura, the longest we’ve been together in ten years was two weeks last year and that’s
because you needed a rest after a grueling movie—and you stayed in my rental house next door. We just don’t have enough emotion to build a real marriage on.” “I always felt I could come to you... You shouldn’t have let me go on thinking I could come back to you.” “And I don’t know how you could have thought so. I’m sure you have friends you’re
much closer to. I don’t even know your friends.” “Is that important? Because I don’t know yours, either. I’m sure you have friends in that little town. I’m sure you’ve had women...” He shook his head. “I haven’t. I haven’t been involved with anyone else.” “Not even friends? No social life with women? Not even casual relationships that had potential if
you weren’t married?” “Laura, I haven’t thought of myself as married in a very long time. But I didn’t have any other relationships. If I had, I would have probably taken the next step and filed for divorce. I’m going to do that now. This is as unfair to you as it is to me. It’s good that you brought us to this crossroads. We either have to end it or try to
breathe new life into it. I’m for ending it like two people who respect each other. If anyone can do it with class, you can.” She just looked away and silently sipped her wine for a long moment. It was at least a full minute before she looked back at him. “I guess if you don’t love me anymore...” “I have very tender feelings for you, Laura. We shared a
special, magical time together that was over too soon. We’ve been friendly for years. Let’s not part on bad terms.” “Yet, must we part at all? At least can’t we just go on as we are?” she asked. “I realized something when you came to Virgin River this time. I realized I don’t want to be tied to a sinking ship anymore, and by that I don’t mean that you’re
a sinking ship, it’s the marriage. Let’s let it go. We didn’t do the marriage very well. Let’s at least divorce well. So we can remain friends.” “I guess I have no choice,” she said. “You’re obviously done with me.” “Don’t do that, Laura. Don’t make it sound like the whole thing was my doing, that it had nothing to do with you. At least own your half of the
failure of the marriage. That’s the least you can do.” “It breaks my heart,” she said. “I have so many regrets.” “You’re young, beautiful and talented. You don’t need to weigh yourself down with regrets. You’ll see—there’s something better waiting for you. All you have to do is be open to the possibilities.” He reached across the table and took her hand.
“Laura, we both know it’s over.” It was a very long lunch and when it was finished, Landry was exhausted. But by the time he was headed back to his truck, he was beginning to feel free for the first time in years. He hadn’t considered a marriage in name only had been holding him back, pressing him down. It was now evident that it had been the
worst kind of ball and chain. He headed back to Virgin River with a lighter feeling in his chest. * * * Kaylee decided on a second walk for the day and one of the reasons was she really enjoyed Otis’s company. She never had to call him. He seemed to know when she was passing the house and darted out to the road, then sat there politely until he was
invited to join her. The leaves were deepening in color and the changing colors were moving lower down the mountain. In another couple of weeks they would be resplendent with the magnificent beauty of autumn and the hillsides would be aflame with reds, oranges, yellows and even deep purple. The air was cool, sometimes downright cold in the
mornings and evenings. She had to wear a jacket even in the afternoon, though it usually came off when the sun beat down. She had no idea where Landry had gone but he did mention he’d be gone all day and into evening. She wanted to ask, was he visiting galleries? Did he have an appointment with a buyer? Was he seeing his wife? Were any of
those possibilities any of her business? Absolutely not. But there was no denying—the time she spent with Landry, however brief, was time she wasn’t mourning her mom. For that she was so grateful. Otis would take regular diversions to the grassy edge of the road to make sure he watered the grass, but then he’d be right back at her side. If she said
“heel” he didn’t leave her, so she experimented with that occasionally and was amused by the amount of power she felt. But then he did something he hadn’t done before. He darted into the trees with a couple of loud barks and disappeared! She stood right where she was and listened; she didn’t know what to do. If she lost Landry’s dog she’d be
mortified. She didn’t want to follow him. She stood paralyzed but in a moment he came bounding back, excited. He barked at her and she had no idea what that meant. Then he ran back into the trees. What if he’d cornered an animal? What if it was a bear? He came back again, jumped around in a circle, then ran again into the trees. “Otis!” He didn’t
come back. “Otis, come!” she shouted. And she heard him bark. She took a few careful, slow steps into the woods. Otis barked again and in another two steps she heard the faint sound of squeaking or peeping. Had he found some baby birds? If he found a batch of kittens, they would be going to the shelter. She wasn’t sure she had completely gotten
used to Tux! But there in front of her sat Otis. He was sitting beside a large half of a cardboard box and inside she saw the head of a dog peering out. A dog she didn’t know. She gasped and took a step back. The dog laid down its head. The squeaking continued and as she braved a step closer she saw that the source of the noise was puppies. She
counted four of them. She didn’t dare get any closer for fear the dog would leap out of the box and attack her. Weren’t all animals severely protective of their young? But the dog was a mama and she was lying down on her side with those puppies latched to her chest. And then she noticed that the dog was hooked up to a leash that was looped around
a tree trunk. That dog wasn’t going anywhere. Upon taking another couple of steps closer, she saw that the dog was terribly thin; she could see her ribs. She was blonde, Kaylee had no idea the breed, but she had a long snout and big brown eyes. Sad eyes. She looked around for dishes of food or water but didn’t see any. She obviously couldn’t get
away. Had this little family been left here to die? Now, who would do that with a no-kill shelter in the vicinity? Kaylee pulled her water bottle out of her backpack and got down on one knee. “Hey there,” she said softly. “How are we gonna do this without a dish?” She opened the water, shaped her hand like a cup and poured a little bit of water into her
palm. The dog lapped it up in a second, so she poured more. And she crooned, “That’s right, that should help a little.” After replenishing the water to her palm several times, the water bottle was empty. She tentatively gave the mama dog a gentle pat. “What am I supposed to do with you?” The mother dog and her four puppies were too heavy in that
box for her to lift them, so she went back out to the road. Of all days for Landry to be gone. She wasn’t sure who to call, but it didn’t take long for her to decide her wisest choice would be Jack Sheridan. He would at least know who could help her. She pulled her cell out of her back pocket and found his number. “Hey, Jack, it’s Kaylee Sloan.
I...ah...have a situation. I was taking a walk with Otis and he found a mother dog and four puppies. Tied to a tree.” “You were taking a walk with who?” “Landry’s dog. Otis. And Landry is gone for the day. He said he wouldn’t be home until late tonight. I don’t know what to do, but I think the mama dog and her babies were left to die. And Jack? I’m a
little afraid of dogs. Okay, not a little. A lot. But she seems like a nice dog and I gave her some water. I don’t know what to do. Can you help me or tell me who to call?” There was a moment of silence. “Where are you? I’ll come,” he finally said. “I’m on the road that fronts Landry’s two houses. Maybe a half mile from his house. I’m standing out on the
road.” “I’ll be there in ten,” he said. She looked at her watch, then stood on the road for a couple of minutes. Then she went gingerly back to the mama dog. Otis was in his down position, his front paws stretched out in front. He watched the mama dog closely, but kept his distance. Kaylee couldn’t resist slowly sneaking a hand into the box to touch a
furry little puppy and when she did so, mama dog licked her hand. And then she was very brave—she picked up a puppy and held it close for a moment. Kaylee went back to the road when it was almost time for Jack to appear. She stood where he’d be able to see her and when his truck came into view, she waved. He stopped and jumped out of the
truck. “Come with me,” she said, leading him into the trees. Jack was right behind her when she got to the dogs. “Holy shit,” he said. “Where’d they come from?” “Well, if I knew that, I’d call the dog police and have them arrested,” Kaylee said. “Look how wasted the poor mama looks!” Then she became aware of how cold it was back in the trees and
she pulled off her jacket, covering the dog, the whole litter and part of the mama. “I don’t think she gave birth here,” Jack said. “I think she was neglected by whoever owned her and was moved out here after the pups were born. If she’d been here a long time that box would be chewed or crushed when she tried to get out or tried to get food. Here’s
what we do—I called Lynne Murphy in Clear River and she’s open till six. I’ll help you put the dogs in your car and you can take them to her. We can’t leave them here. Lynne will have some options for you, but let’s make sure they’ve seen the vet.” Page 19 It was when Otis was sitting beside the car that Kaylee looked at him and said, “Okay.” He
jumped in and watched over his find on the way to the vet. For the first time in her life, Kaylee was falling in love with a dog. She wanted Otis to be her own. Kaylee was in new territory. Having an SUV full of dogs and puppies was a lot more serious than taking Tux to the vet in a little cat carrier. She was afraid one of the dogs would get excited, start
jumping around, maybe spill out the puppies, maybe jump on her and cause her to go off the road, in general just disrupt her. Her hands were tense on the steering wheel, her arms stressed tight, and yet she made the whole drive without incident. And when she got to Dr. Murphy’s office, she asked for help getting them in from the car. And because
it was quite cool, she cracked the windows and asked Otis to stay. She had a pet registered at this clinic but they wanted to know if these dogs were going to go to the shelter or was she willing to pay for their treatment. She hesitated for just a moment and then agreed to take responsibility, hoping it wouldn’t break the bank. Then the waiting began.
She checked on Otis several times until the receptionist asked her if she’d like to bring him in and offered her a leash. Otis was very cooperative and allowed the leash and sat with her in the waiting room. Finally she was called into an exam room, where she found a basket full of puppies on the table. “These puppies are brand-new,” Dr. Murphy said.
“Less than a week old. Mama is thin, neglected and malnourished but is in otherwise decent shape. The puppies are okay. I think Mama is some kind of Lab mix and actually a pretty girl. I’ve given her some meds to help with her appetite and parasites. All things considered, she’ll be fine with some nourishment and supplements. Are you going to take
them home?” “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m renting a house from Landry Moore.” “Why don’t you check with him and ask him what he thinks you should do,” Dr. Murphy suggested. “You can always take them to the shelter in a day or two. This dog has no ID chip and no record of shots.” “Where is she?” “Oh, Lydia is cleaning her up. She’s a mess.”
And right then the door to the exam room opened and there stood Mama on a leash, looking almost beautiful. If it weren’t for the fact that she was on the thin side, she’d be perfect. “She had something to eat and a bath. I’ve never seen anyone in bigger need of a bath.” “Look at you,” Kaylee said. Then she looked at Dr. Murphy and asked, “Can I just
take them home?” * * * Mama and the babies were now occupying a roomy basket that had handles. That cut-up cardboard box was too torn up and melted down from being wet and trashed. It didn’t make it any farther than the dumpster behind the veterinary clinic. When Kaylee got everyone home she found a corner of her living room to put down a
soft comforter for the little family. She rolled up blankets as borders for the puppies, but they weren’t moving too fast yet. She put a bowl of food she’d gotten from the vet and water outside the barrier for Mama. The sun was already down and she was starving, but first she texted Landry. If it’s not too late and you’re not too tired from a long day, can
you stop by my house when you get home? Otis is here and I have something to show you. In a little while he texted back, Is everything all right? Sure. Everything is fine. After she got something to eat and caught Otis eating some of Mama’s food, she dimmed the lights in the room, turned on the TV with the volume soft and sat on the floor beside the
puppy pile. She picked up the puppies one at a time under the close scrutiny of Mama. Then Tux wandered over, clawed his way over the blanket barrier and found himself a spot amid the puppies. It didn’t occur to her until after the fact—Otis simply watched and didn’t protest the kitten’s presence at all. She brought a couch pillow down on the floor
and reclined with a hand in the puppy bin, gently stroking each puppy and a kitten and Mama. * * * Landry had no idea how taxing the day had been until he began the drive home from San Francisco and had to stop for coffee not once but twice. Most of his tension had come from the grim anticipation of how difficult it would be to talk to Laura about
divorce. And it certainly was every bit as tough as he imagined. Before the meeting was over there had been tears. He’d never been worth a damn when a woman cried, especially if he was the cause. He was so relieved that it was over. He would never have to do that again. Then he got the text from Kaylee and he wondered what was going on. When
he finally got home, he parked his car in his drive and walked next door to her house. He tapped lightly at the door and heard Otis bark. In a moment she opened the door and there was his dog, standing beside her wagging his tail. “What’s going on?” he asked, leaning down to give his dog a little affection. Kaylee yawned. “Pajama party,” she said
tiredly. “I think I fell asleep. Come in and see what Otis found today.” He followed her to the corner of the room where Mama and the puppies were sleeping with a little black-and-white kitten curled up among them. “Kaylee, where did they come from?” “Otis found them in the woods,” she said. “And he wouldn’t let me pass until he showed me.” 7
THEY CALLED HER LADY. For a week the rescued dog was referred to as Mama, but that wasn’t a real name, so Kaylee stepped forward and declared she would be Lady. Landry fixed up a cozy pen for her in his kennel. He built a two-foot-high barrier around a large dog mattress so that the puppies couldn’t wander off but Lady could step over with
ease. He would have put her in the house in a warm corner of the kitchen, but he didn’t really know her and there were too many opportunities for trouble, so the kennel it was. Lady liked the kennel and the new bed for her and her family. Right outside the door was the fenced yard and Otis was willing to run and play a little bit, but Lady was still a
new mother and underweight and had four puppies who didn’t even have their eyes open to take care of. And she did a wonderful job of keeping them clean and quiet. It was no longer necessary to sit beside Lady’s box and feed her by hand as Kaylee had done in the beginning. Her appetite had returned and she was enjoying a special kibble with a
high calorie content. In no time at all she began to look more fit, healthier and, to Kaylee at least, beautiful. But Kaylee still spent a great deal of time sitting beside her, picking up a puppy to cuddle, then another, then another. Lady patiently allowed this. She would often show her approval by licking Kaylee’s hand. “I wonder what happened that
made her owner go to such cruel lengths?” she asked again and again. “She’s the sweetest thing in the world.” “I think you’re pretty much over that fear of dogs you had,” Landry said. “At least with these two, I am. Do you have new dogs coming anytime soon?” she asked. “I didn’t schedule any training sessions for the fall because I’m visiting those
fall festivals and I won’t be home to be sure they get out, get fed, get exercised. I’ll be too busy with pots.” He called them pots but they were really masterful works of art, clay and ceramic and brightly colored designs in every imaginable shape. Since Lady had come to stay, Kaylee spent a little time just watching Landry in his shop. He’d sometimes
wear protective headgear with goggles, especially when he was using a blowtorch on glass or metal designs. He had a kiln and a couple of ovens and long metal tables; when he refinished two bedrooms into a shop he left the floor cement, nailed metal and flame-resistant sheets to some parts of the walls and inserted a metal garage door in the back
wall. When the weather permitted, he raised that door for a working outdoors effect. Sometimes the heat in his shop could become intense. The door into the shop from the hall was extra large and metal reinforced. He liked making decorative wind chimes of metal, ceramic, glass or clay. Then there were the sculptures, shaped and molded with clay.
He had just finished one that was a partial female torso with an obvious pregnant middle. It was armless and headless, like an old Greek statue. “Are you going to put a head on that woman?” Kaylee asked. “I don’t think so,” he said. “I like the look for one thing. And if there’s a head and a face, it will be hard for another woman to look at it and
imagine herself. Do you want to see some of my earlier work? I have pictures.” She sat on his couch with albums and paged through photos of beautiful sculptures, pots and chimes. One that caught her eye was a bust of a woman with a man behind her, kissing the side of her neck. Her head was tilted to give him access to her neck and the look on her
face was rapturous. The man’s eyes were closed. It was one of the most romantic things she’d ever seen. His glass pieces were her favorite, all shapes and sizes and many colors in beautiful designs, especially the vases, which went from round to oval to square. There was a huge clear glass vase with a narrow slit on top with silver, black and gold
stripes running through it—it was stunning. She watched him blow designer glass a couple of times, keeping her distance and wearing dark protective glasses. He would create pieces that a gallery might get six hundred to twelve hundred dollars for. She was mightily impressed with his talent and his success. Every day was a new adventure. She
walked, usually with Otis if he wanted to come along, but with his “dad” at home working, he usually stayed close to Landry. She made it a point to go to town. She might stop at the corner store and grab a few items. She’d spend some time in the bar with her laptop open. If this were a coffee shop in Newport Beach the sight of that laptop would ward
people off out of respect for her space as she was working. Not in Virgin River. It was common for everyone who passed through to talk to her, sometimes going so far as pulling up a chair at her table or right next to her at the bar. This, of course, was why she was really there. “Tell me how those puppies are doing,” Jack said. Page 20 “They’re
growing as I watch. Lady is a pretty good-looking dog and two of the pups take after her while the other two are black.” “What are you going to do with them?” “Landry is working on that. He talked to a friend from the shelter and he’s going to work with them. Landry will foster the puppies at his kennel and the shelter will interview any potential new
owners. Landry will take care of the shots and neutering and he’ll throw in a complimentary obedience training class to make them a little more attractive.” “What about mama dog?” he asked. “She could be fostered and then adopted, too. But I can’t think about that yet. I’m thinking about keeping her. She’s very nice to Tux.” “Be careful you don’t go
home with a bunch of animals,” Jack said. “By the way, we’re having a town Halloween party on the thirty-first. Starting around two and ending when the fires go out. You don’t have to dress up unless you want to, but you have to bring something for the table. Preacher and I will turn some hot dogs and burgers on the grill. We also put out beer, wine
and soft drinks and a donation jar.” “That sounds like fun.” “It’s fun when the weather holds. One year the temperature dropped and it snowed so we were all driven inside. That got a little crowded.” “I can’t believe it’s already Halloween...” She’d arrived in August; she’d been in Virgin River for more than two months. She’d pretty much overcome her
fear of dogs and had almost fallen in love in no time. She heard her mother’s voice ask, So, how’s that book coming, Kaylee? “There are some picnic tables out back but a lot of people bring a blanket or chairs. There will be children and pets everywhere.” “Do you do this for the town?” “We never need an excuse for a town party,” he said. “It’s coming
into the festive season. Before you know it, it’ll be Thanksgiving and then Christmas.” Her mood went south in a hurry. Christmas. Well, she knew Christmas would be going on all around her no matter where she was or whether she participated or not. She was going to try to hold it off as long as possible. “I’d better get back home and see if I can find
some inspiration,” she said to Jack. “You do that, Kaylee. And I hope I’ll see you sometime tomorrow.” “You probably will.” Rather than going straight back to her house, she drove by the Templeton place and saw a bunch of trucks, one Bobcat and one flatbed. There was a small construction trailer, a dumpster and a few men standing in front of the
house. One of them was Paul Haggerty, the builder. His eyes brightened and he smiled at her. “Hey, you. You here to check my work?” “I wouldn’t know where to start. How’s it going?” “I wouldn’t want to brag, but it’s looking damn fine. It’s going great. We’re ahead of schedule, thanks to good weather. We have a new roof on and are working on the
interior. Windows go in next and we’re doing a remodel of the kitchen. Gerald said it might get some use over the holidays and if not then, definitely in the new year. Have you talked to him lately?” “I did speak to Bonnie recently and she said she heard the remodel was going well, though she hasn’t been here.” “I text her pictures every few days,” he
said. “Go in and look around, if you like. There’s a spare hard hat on the porch.” “Thanks, I’d love to see it.” She skipped up the porch steps, grabbed the hard hat and went inside. It was still a mess, construction litter pushed into corners, building dust everywhere, but she was aware of the new staircase and banister. A man came down the stairs and
gave her a nod hello, so she went up. The windows were still covered with construction paper to keep the elements out but the walls and floors and ceiling where the fire had done the most damage were all new. There were still wires sticking out of the walls where sockets would be installed and she peeked in the upstairs bathroom—all redone with a
beautiful new, modern shower where the old tub had been and except for the finishing decorator touches like paint and wallpaper, it looked complete. The kitchen had new cupboards and granite countertops and while they hadn’t been wiped off or shined up yet, they totally modernized the kitchen. The spaces for new appliances stood yawning and
there was a picture of a stainless steel subzero taped to the wall. She couldn’t wait to see the finished product. The floors she stood on were new and polished to a high sheen. She stepped out onto the porch and took a deep breath, looking around. The leaves were changing at a rapid pace and in another couple of weeks would hit their peak color,
which would be glorious. “We’re going to reinforce the porch with new studs and porch boards,” Paul said. “Some of the foundation boards underneath had begun to rot from the damp weather and even though it still has a couple of good years left, might as well do it while we can. It’s going to rot out and collapse before we know it anyway.” “I loved
this porch. And the back porch, too. We used to sleep out there when we were kids.” “All new durable screens on the back porch and several new doors throughout.” “It’s going to be beautiful.” “We’ll clean up that stone hearth so it looks fresh and spotless.” She picked up a slight chill in the air and shivered. Fall had not come early here, which she
was told was rare. Usually by mid-October the temperature had dropped and the leaves were almost done turning. But this year the air was still comfortable. She thanked Paul and headed home to feed Tux and check on Lady and the pups. She put away the food she’d picked up at the store and then went to Landry’s backyard, opening the gate. She
cradled Tux in her hands, holding him against her chest. Otis heard the gate and came bounding outside, tail wagging. The three of them went into the kennel. It was little more than a portable metal annex about the size of a railroad car, but it had heating and air conditioning, a couple of windows, lighting and eight roomy kennels. There were
cupboards to hold dog food and supplies for training. And at one end, Lady’s little space, walled in to keep her puppies safe. When Kaylee came in with Otis, Lady sat up and her eyes twinkled. Landry made sure she got out several times a day and that she was fed on a schedule, but other than that, her job was to take care of the puppies. And in that,
she seemed to be doing a fantastic job. “Hi,” Kaylee said softly. “How’s my best girl?” She dropped Tux into the barricade. Tux immediately picked his way through the puppies to Lady and for that he was treated to a generous dog-lick. “I thought you were supposed to be natural enemies, but you’re changing all my preconceived notions.” She hadn’t
been in there long when Landry opened the door and stepped inside. “You get any writing done today, miss?” he asked. “A little,” she said. “I’ll write a little more tonight.” He crouched down and gave Lady a little rub under the chin. “This girl is looking better all the time. And this cat is getting fat on mutt milk. You have yourself a real zoo here.” “Did
you work today?” “I slaved,” he said with a smile. “The weather is perfect. Let’s meet on the porch. It’s cocktail time.” “Okay. Your porch or mine?” she asked. “Come over here. I bought some wine and if you’re not too busy, we can have hamburgers. I’m celebrating that I’m caught up for the next two shows.” “That sounds worth celebrating.” “I’ll get
a shower and meet you out front in twenty minutes.” Kaylee felt a small charge of excitement. She saw him every day so this was not such a big deal, but they hadn’t had a drink together at the end of the day in at least several days. He’d been busy getting his wares together for the next weekend fair and she’d been trying to write, despite being very
distracted by the new family she’d taken on. She went home and used her twenty minutes to primp, putting on a clean shirt, a light touch of makeup and some lipstick. She fluffed and brushed her hair and gave herself a squirt of perfume. When he came out of his front door, she was already sitting on his porch. And he was ready for her, handing her a
glass of her favorite chardonnay. He held a bottle of beer. “It must be going very well in there if you’re tired and in need of a cocktail hour,” she said. “You can have a look while I cook our hamburgers if you want to. I haven’t packed anything up yet and I will tomorrow.” “I’d love to see, thanks.” “Now tell me about your day,” he said. “It has to be
much more exciting than mine.” “Doubtful. I ran a couple of quick errands, then went to Jack’s, where I always go with the intention of doing some writing, and that almost never happens. People are not shy about pulling up a chair.” “That’s the beauty of the place,” he said. “I did run by the Templetons’ place, however. Paul Haggerty is doing the
remodel and he invited me to put on a hard hat and take a look around inside. He put in new floors, replaced walls, completely remodeled and modernized a bathroom, the kitchen has new cupboards and countertops, and it needs to be cleaned, but it’s beginning to look better than ever. Better than I remembered it, at least.” “When were you last
here?” “Ten years ago,” she said. “I was in my twenties and had just gone through a divorce and although it was the best decision I ever made, I was pretty broken up about it at the time. I think I was more embarrassed than anything.” “Embarrassed?” “Everyone knew Dixon was not good marriage material, including me. I thought he’d straighten out
once we were married. He got worse, I think.” “Okay, what made him bad marriage material?” “He was irresponsible, flirtatious, inconsiderate, slovenly, had a short fuse, and the second we were married he thought he had a maid and a call girl.” Page 21 “How old was he?” “We were both twenty-four. We had dated for a year, got engaged, and lived
together while we planned a big wedding. See, I was an idiot. It was all there—big red flag after big red flag. I even had a few people ask me if I knew what I was doing...” “There had to be a reason you were determined to marry him.” “He was handsome, had a great sense of humor, and was so sexy women stopped in midstride to look at him.
Waitresses used to write their phone numbers on the bill. Plus, we had a lot of friends and we always had fun. He was very good at playing. Boating, paddle boarding, scuba diving, bowling, golf—you name it. We were busy every weekend. But...he was so childish and irresponsible. He was never on time, he stood people up when he got distracted. He
dropped his underwear for me to pick up. And if he carried a dish to the vicinity of the sink, he expected a marching band. Plus he was arrogant. It was all about him, you know? He talked about himself constantly. I think he made up half his stories. He was immature.” “He was twenty-four,” Landry pointed out. “Were you like that at twenty-four?” she
asked. “Nah. I was too serious.” She chuckled. “You got over that, I guess.” “It took some doing. I, too, was married at twenty-four. And looking back on it, it probably shouldn’t have happened, either.” “Um, lest we forget, you’re still married.” “Yes and no,” he said. “I mean, yes, I didn’t get divorced because it really didn’t seem important. But we did
have the talk. When I pointed out to her that we never saw each other and sometimes didn’t even talk for weeks, she said, ‘But when we are together it’s so wonderful and I love you!’ And I said if we’re not going to live like a married couple, why should we be married? It was a very emotional showdown and she said if I wanted to get divorced she
wouldn’t try to stand in my way. That clearing of the air changed things. I moved up here from San Francisco and moved in with my dad. I had more room to work and when she did visit, which wasn’t often, she took the guest room.” “Was your heart broken?” she asked. “Sure. The thing I couldn’t get past was that she didn’t love me enough to make a
sacrifice for our marriage. I offered to move, to change whatever had to change so we could be together, but she said our living in different places wouldn’t last forever. She was wrong—it did last forever. Eventually I got over being mad or hurt. She had a dream and she wanted it so bad, nothing was going to get in her way. So, I kind of let it go. I let
her go.” “But you didn’t get divorced,” she reminded him. “First of all, I was busy, trying to make it in my little art world. I’ll never be world famous, but I do a good little business. Then my dad died suddenly. He hadn’t even had a chance to retire, the poor guy. That preoccupied me for a long time. Getting a divorce to make it official was the last
thing on my mind.” “But what are you going to do about the fact that she still loves you! It’s obvious.” “Kaylee, I might be greedy, but that’s just not enough love to keep me going. A phone call every week or two, a little small talk, a visit two or three times a year? Once she came up here from LA to rest because she was exhausted from a really tough
movie and she stayed in the guesthouse, your house, and got two weeks of rest. But she went back. She’s driven. There’s no room in her world for a husband.” “Huh. Well, I’m very sorry that happened to you.” “Thanks, but I’m all right. So, your ex? Is he still around?” “Sort of. We have a lot of mutual friends so I get the occasional updates. Some have
been good. He got married and had a couple of kids real fast and it looked like he found the right woman, one who could make it work. Then he got fired and I heard they’d fallen on hard times. Then he got back to work and I heard they were getting on their feet. Then they divorced and I actually felt bad. I mean, they had kids. “But back to your
original question. My mom brought me up here after my divorce so I could whimper and cry and lick my wounds. We borrowed the Templetons’ house and stayed ten days. It took me a lot longer than ten days, but I love it here. My mom loved it here.” “Were you ever tempted again? To get married?” “Not once. In the past ten years I’ve dated a few
very nice guys. One was my boyfriend for a year! But I was busy with work, lots of travel with my job, I had my mom and her friends and my friends and besides, I liked living alone. And after Dixon, all I’d have to do is remember his rowing machine under the bed and his dirty clothes on the floor and I was over it.” She smiled at Landry. “I’ve seen
your house and your guesthouse. I might marry you. You’re very tidy. And considerate.” “And married.” “Ah, yes and no.” And they laughed and laughed. “I saw Dixon last year,” she said. “He’s bald and has put on about forty pounds. He looks sloppy and pale. That made me so happy.” * * * Landry was taken with Kaylee and he’d known that almost
immediately. She caught a man’s eye, for one thing, but he was no longer twenty-four and it took a lot more than that to interest him. Despite her admitted vulnerability, still grieving her mother’s death, she was solid. Or maybe the fact that she knew she was vulnerable was a strength. He loved hearing her talk, explain things, describe things. She

was articulate and intelligent. There didn’t seem to be a wishy-washy bone in her body even though she had a lot to work out. She was late turning in a book for which she’d been paid, for one thing. She was worried about it, but she was powering through. That took strength and determination. He knew only too well, as he often made contracts on art
that was not yet created. After they had dinner they were back on the porch. He asked her to tell him about the book. “A couple of models are murdered and the suspicion is that there’s a killer stalking beautiful young women. There are many links between the deceased women, their boyfriends, family members, colleagues, etc. Then an attempt is
made on a third model, also linked to the first two, and she not only escapes, she steps up to try to solve the murders before it happens to her. You know, eat or be eaten. Our killer gets by with a couple more signature murders, always putting her closer to danger. And of course she makes friends with a sexy detective who not only wants to protect
her, he wants to help her figure it out. And there’s an elderly forensics expert also on the case.” “Hm. Sounds interesting. Is it almost done?” “It’s getting closer but it’s weeks from done. I’m writing another book at the same time, one that I don’t have a contract for, one that I’m more interested in writing. So I’m forcing myself to write six pages a day
of the suspense, and then I find myself sitting up very late writing the one I enjoy writing. This is just coping; my ability to concentrate and think creatively took a giant hit when my mom died.” “Tell me about the one you enjoy,” he said. “It’s a fictionalized version of me, the character often growing in directions that make her stronger and more
together than I really am. It’s not unusual to write about characters I admire or wish I was more like. It’s about a woman who runs off to the mountains to reclaim her confidence and strength after her husband dies. I decided it should be a husband, not a mother. But as I’m writing, I know the truth. And as I write, I figure things out.” “Is that
something you do to get closure?” “No, it’s something I do to understand what I’m feeling. See, when I hear of a problem or have an issue that needs to be resolved, I often don’t really know how it should work out until I write about it. Sometimes I interview my characters, asking them key questions about themselves. Sometimes I’ll write about
situations that confound me. I’ll start out writing about how it was and finish up writing about how it should be.” “It must be cathartic.” “Sometimes. I’ve written a few terrible husbands named Dick or Richard or Rick or Dax.” She beamed. “Once he was Zach.” “I bet they had some familiar qualities...” “Oh yes. Sometimes they died, depending on how
I was feeling about him at the time. They always got tripped up by their arrogance and self-centeredness. And it makes me better somehow. Once I write about it, I develop some understanding.” “Does your ex-husband ever redeem himself?” Landry asked. “Sadly, no. Thus he is forever punished.” “Remind me never to piss you off,” he said, laughing.
“Oh, I honestly don’t personalize those quirks of plot. If you piss me off, I might name a very bad doctor Dr. Landry. Or maybe just an incompetent pilot. Not an evil person, just a stupid one.” “And I might make an ugly pot shaped like your head.” She laughed happily. “Talk like that and you could end up a serial killer!” “How long have you been
writing these books about killers?” he asked. “Since I started. It was my favorite genre when I was learning and you should always write what you want to read. I like the edginess of a great suspense novel, like a really good J.T. Ellison.” “Who?” She shook her head. “You have homework to do.” “I might just read a few Kaylee Sloans.” “There you go. If
I’m worth my salt, you’ll sleep with one eye open while I’m renting your little house. Oh, by the way, Jack’s having a Halloween party on the thirty-first. I’m planning to go. Are you?” “I’ve stopped by a few town parties. I’ll probably go.” “I suppose you know everyone.” “I did grow up here.” “What was it like, growing up here?” “It was good,” he said. “I
had fun. I had friends, although like I said, I was a little too serious. I played ball, went to school things, got good grades. But almost every kid who grows up in a quiet small town can’t wait to get to the real life in the city, and that was me. I went away to college, missed my dad and my friends, came home when I could. Then after Laura went to
Hollywood and hardly came back, I gave up the city and moved back here and had a whole new appreciation for it. I think it’s the people. The air, the quiet and the people who stand up for each other.” Page 22 “I didn’t expect to make friends here,” she said. “I expected to be a different kind of lonely.” His brow wrinkled. “Different from what?” “From
the kind of lonely I was in Newport. There were lots of people around but there was only one I wanted—my mother. I ached with loneliness. “My mom and I didn’t live together after I went to college. Oh, there were a few months here and there—while I was waiting for a new apartment to become available or after my divorce while I looked for my
own place, just temporary situations. Then when she got sick, I moved home to be with her. After she died, the house became mine, but it was always her house. I couldn’t seem to escape the feeling that I’d just lost her, surrounded by her decorating and her things. That’s why I looked for a getaway. And I’ll go back to that house. It’s a wonderful
house with an office on the second floor that looks out to the ocean. It has a large backyard and a pool. I can walk to the beach from there. I want to live in that house again. I just hope I’m stronger when I do.” “You seem pretty strong now,” he said. “Don’t worry too much, Kaylee. That immediate, crushing feeling of loss will pass. You’ll always miss
her. But you’ll start to feel better.” “Is that how it was for you?” she asked. “Yes. It took a while, but eventually... Yes, that’s how it is.” * * * The next day Landry had an appointment with Brie Valenzuela, Jack’s sister, and a local attorney with a small practice. She opened the door for him to come in, a smile on her face. “So good to see you. I’m glad
you called, but I’m confused. You need a divorce?” “That’s right,” he said, shaking her proffered hand. “I’ll explain.” He had a seat in front of her desk and laid it out quickly, eleven years married, ten separated. “Laura visited recently and I told her I was done being legally bound and that I’d like it to be official. I’ve been thinking of her as an ex-wife
for years. We’re still on very good terms. We’re friends. But we haven’t lived together for a decade.” “How do you plan to handle the settlement? Will her attorney be contacting me?” “I doubt there will be any kind of settlement. We’ve both paid our own way since she moved out.” “You haven’t paid any support or alimony?” “Nope.” “Nothing?” “No. I
gave her a few loans that she never repaid, but I wasn’t expecting repayment. Her life as an actress went hot and cold—she’d have a good season followed by waiting for work followed by another role. It wasn’t steady. Thus the loans. She’d need money for rent or to get her by till her next check or for some special thing that would help her in her
business. Like, once it was dental work. Very expensive. I helped if I could.” “And did you also borrow money from her?” “No, I wouldn’t do that. No, I never asked her for money.” “I suppose that’s a demanding and uncertain lifestyle, acting.” “I thought she’d be a star. I thought she was good. When I was over being insulted that she’d choose a career
over a marriage, I tried to be supportive.” Brie folded her hands on top of her desk. “Will she be expecting to receive divorce documents?” “When we last talked about it she said that I should go ahead and do whatever I felt I should do. I don’t think she’ll be surprised. If she is, it’s only because I’ve done nothing for so long.” “Okay. Maybe it will go
smoothly. I can write it up for you. One piece of advice—even couples on the best of terms can get a little weird or strange when the divorce becomes a reality.” “Even couples who have been separated for ten years?” “Completely separated?” she asked. “She has only visited a few times in the past ten years. She left some things behind when she first
left but over the course of a year they slowly found their way to LA, her home since then.” “So, she also wants the divorce?” “Well...” He paused. “Actually, on her recent visit she asked if I’d be willing to try again. She says she’s frustrated with acting and it’s not going as she hoped. I told her it was just too late for that. She was a little disappointed,
but she said it was up to me.” Brie just stared him down for a moment. “I’ll need some information—birth dates, Social Security numbers, ID, addresses, date of the marriage. I’ll have the initial documents ready by the end of the week. But Landry, I suggest you call her, tell her of the progress you’ve made.” “Probably a good idea,” he said. “I wouldn’t
want to upset her, though she should be aware this is coming. I told her I would get it going.” “The reality is this is a no-fault, community property state. If you two don’t agree on the terms of the divorce and decide to each get a lawyer, it can become a very expensive and protracted case. If you can avoid that it will be quick and easy. But don’t be too
surprised if you run into a little resistance.” “In eleven years we’ve hardly had a fight. There were a few tense conversations, but no real fighting.” “I hope that record holds,” she said. “Now, let’s get that information. If there’s anything you don’t know, you can get it from her and email it to me.” * * * That night Landry called Laura. He had to leave a
message, which was often the case. Within the hour she called him back. “Are you in that play you auditioned for?” “I did get the part. It’s not a big part, but since they’re paying for my hotel I decided I might as well take it. San Francisco is a lot closer than LA.” Closer to what? he wondered. “Well, I wanted to tell you that I saw a lawyer today and
she’s starting the paperwork for a divorce. She’ll write everything up and if we don’t each have a lawyer, it will be cheap and easy, and since I’m the one who wants to do this, I’ll pay for it. I’ll have the preliminary documents by the end of the week. Give me your current address and I’ll send them to you.” There was no response for a moment. “I see,”
she said at long last. “I had really hoped you’d think things over and give us another chance.” “I’m sorry, Laura, but I’m afraid I’m past all that. Time to move on.” “Fine. If that’s what you’re going to do. I’ll text you my address.” She disconnected without saying goodbye. 8 OCTOBER 20 WAS an unforgettable day for Kaylee. It had been a life-changing
day. She tried ignoring the significance of the date, but it snuck up on her and left her feeling melancholy and fatigued. She didn’t go for her morning walk, nor did she check on Lady and the puppies. Instead she got out the special suitcase she had brought along with her from Newport Beach. This was only the second time she had opened it since
she’d been in Virgin River. This was her treasure chest. Her secret garden. Inside were artifacts of her mother. Nothing valuable by monetary standards but priceless to her. Inside were sentimental things that helped with the remembering. Folded neatly on top was her mother’s favorite wrap. It was pale blue, knit with fine, thin yarn, and she’d loved
to put it around her shoulders first thing in the morning and sometimes late at night. It was perfect for keeping her from getting a chill. Meredith’s sister, Beth, had made it for her. And with it, the scarf that she loved, Armani, that she had tied around her bald head. There was a framed picture of Kaylee and Meredith, cheek to cheek, smiling and
holding on to each other, their hair blowing in the wind. She loved that picture. She had other favorites, she had filled a small plastic bag with them—in the swimming pool, her first dance recital, snowboarding in the mountains, on the beach, Disneyland and later more recent pictures—out to dinner, a trip to Turks and Caicos, a trip to London, San
Francisco and many from Las Patios, which was their joke name for evenings on the patio of Meredith’s house. There were copies of two books her mother loved—Eat, Pray, Love and Rosie Colored Glasses. She caressed them and decided she would reread them because Meredith loved them. There were some magazines; people didn’t subscribe so
much anymore but Meredith and her company had been mentioned in several and the articles had included photos, so into the treasure chest they went. There was a cell phone; Kaylee kept it, kept it charged, checked it often to see if any messages had been left, people she should notify. And she turned off the ringer but called that number sometimes
just to hear her mother’s voice answering. She paid the monthly bill to keep the account active. Her mother’s voice was worth fifty dollars a month. Meredith’s Kindle was in the suitcase. It was the most recent record of what Meredith had read. Kaylee intended to read everything her mother had read. Her mother had a picture of Kaylee as a flower
girl that she kept on her bathroom shelf; that went in the suitcase. And she had found in her mother’s desk drawer several cards Kaylee had given her over the years. There was a card from Art, the man Meredith had dated for quite some time, a couple of years maybe, until Meredith had decided to end the relationship because they had too many
disagreements on crucial issues—like, he wanted them to live together and Meredith didn’t. In fact, he thought they should marry and Meredith declined. He was constantly giving her advice about how to run her business when perhaps he could use some advice on how to run his. They argued and Meredith wasn’t interested in arguing. “Do I need to
get into a power struggle at this late date?” Meredith had said. “I don’t think so.” Meredith showed Kaylee what Art had written in the card. I’m very disappointed and sorry for whatever I might have done to cause this rift, but if you’ve made up your mind, I guess that’s it. I will always love you. Page 23 At the time Kaylee had said, “That’s so sweet.”
Meredith had agreed that it was very sweet. “But he doesn’t know what he might have done wrong. He doesn’t know why we’re breaking up. That’s a huge red flag. All that talking and arguing and he still doesn’t know what he might have done differently.” Then she had smiled and said, “Maybe he should have asked. And then listened to the answer.”
Kaylee wanted to be like Meredith. Strong and fearless, independent and confident. She spent a couple of hours with her memories, gloomy and sad and lonely, and then she cried. She threw herself into the crying and wondered if there would ever be a day she wouldn’t long so much for her mother. At about three her phone rang, but she didn’t
answer. She looked at it and saw it had been Landry. She might call him back later, after she’d pulled herself together. Then she fell asleep for a while. At five she woke up with a puffy face that cold water didn’t improve one bit. The sun was setting much earlier and soon they would be turning the clocks back. Right now it was growing dark by six
and in a couple of weeks that would be five o’clock sunset and it would stay dark much later in the mornings. There was a knock at the door. She didn’t move. Landry knocked and yelled, “Kaylee! Are you all right?” With a heavy sigh, she went to the door. “I’m fine. Just having one of those days.” He looked alarmed and pushed inside. “Kaylee, what is
it?” Her eyes welled with tears because she hadn’t quite shaken it off. “I’m just having a sad day. I’ll be fine in the morning.” “But wait, what’s wrong? You’ve been fine! Did something happen? Everything all right with your publisher? Tell me.” She shook her head. “It was one of those memory days. I couldn’t stop it so I let it take me. It’ll pass now, I
think. But I’m not likely to be good company.” “What was significant about today?” he wanted to know. “It’s not that important...” “Yes, it is.” He reached for her and pulled her close. “I can’t bear to see you hurting. It’s too familiar. I remember those feelings.” That was all it took for her to lean against him and sob. He murmured that it was okay, he
rocked her in his arms and she cried for what seemed like a long, long time but it was probably only five minutes. She finally pulled away and looked up at him. “It was this day a year ago that the decision was made. The doctor said they had done all they could with the chemo. She was weak and thin and bald and at the end of her endurance. She was
done. That’s when we moved to Hospice care. From that day on, the focus was on quality of life rather than curing her cancer.” She cried a little more. “I was just going through some of the things I saved, things that were special to us. You know—artifacts. Her shawl, her scarf, some pictures and books.” She glanced over her shoulder at the open
suitcase on the sofa. He had the most gentle smile. “Tell me about her.” “Aww, I don’t know...” “No, really. Tell me all about her. I have a feeling you take after her.” “If only...” “Let me make us some coffee. Tell me everything.” * * * They sat on the couch together, holding their coffee mugs, when Kaylee began. “She was the most awesome woman.
She was so strong and fearless. When I was a little girl she worked for a decorator in the LA area and after years of that, she began to design beautiful patio furniture. When I was a senior in high school she opened a company that manufactured high-end patio furniture. Sunshine was the name she gave her company. I didn’t pay that much attention
at the time but I knew she took out loans, did all kinds of special promotions, had to do some part-time design to make ends meet, but eventually, Sunshine took off. She joined with a partner and they doubled in size. She designed the most beautiful, luxurious outdoor furniture, very heavy so the high wind we’re famous for wouldn’t blow it away, and
she became successful. She sold a lot to resorts and hotels. She was in her early fifties and it all came together. She was featured in so many local design magazines. She worked long hours and we almost never got to spend days off together, but she was so happy. She was so proud of herself.” They moved to the porch swing for a while with a second
cup of coffee and unsurprisingly, Otis found them and lay down on the porch. “When I was small and my father had left us, it was hard for her to work and keep all the mommy commitments from parent-teacher conferences to attending special programs and do her part to host playdates and sleepovers. I remember that I wanted a sleepover and she
was up to her eyebrows in work and just couldn’t, so I pitched a fit and made things even more difficult. And she was furious, but she forgave me, and then we had a long talk about how it was just the two of us and we were going to have to work as a team or we just wouldn’t make it. I’m not sure I tried hard enough to hold up my end.” “It sounds like
she did very well even with all her duties. Was she fun?” “Oh God, she was always fun. She had close girlfriends, some from as long ago as high school and some she had met later, but when the women were getting together I was included most of the time. Once I was out of college and teaching, I was always included, as were some of my friends. We
were usually a group of four to eight and divided into two generations. We went on a few weekend trips together, to wineries or art walks in small towns, and we had a ball. It was so fun—we would gossip and laugh till we cried. There was one time when we were in a small restaurant in Half Moon Bay and we, mother and daughter, got hit on by a
father and son. Oh God, our whole group found that hilarious. I was a little interested, to tell the truth, but my mother said, ‘You can have them both, I’m not going there.’ Then there were those times of crisis when we had to be there for each other as support and there might have been less laughing. Like when Janette went through a divorce and her
pain was so awful and we propped her up.” “And when you went through a divorce,” he said. “Oh, that was classic,” she said. “My mother always knew it wouldn’t work. She could see right away that Dixon was self-centered and lazy and she really tried not to say anything. Then there was an incident—he stood me up for dinner on my birthday! He
had an excuse, but it wasn’t a great one. And he wasn’t sorry. And my mother caved and broke her own rule. She asked me what I was thinking and had I lost my fucking mind. And yes, she said ‘fucking.’ And of course I said, ‘But I love him!’ and she stopped talking. She said she just had to do it once in case there was some sanity in my head.” “Her
rule?” he asked. “Do what once?” “She said when you’re the mother of a young woman and you don’t think the boyfriend is good enough, you dare not say so or your daughter will marry him before morning. It’s more of a challenge than advice. So she always tried to be welcoming to any boyfriends, to be accepting. I strained her willpower with a few
of the guys I brought around, but the thought of me marrying such a selfish egomaniac just wore her down. And of course I married him! He came on to the maid of honor and I still married him. And when I divorced him she never once said she told me so. Instead she was totally sympathetic.” “You came up here together, after the divorce,” he said.
“That’s right. A quiet getaway. I told Dixon to get his stuff out of our house and that I was filing for divorce.” She grew quiet. “He never asked for another chance. Now, of course, I can see that I dodged a bullet. I’m so much better off. But at the time I felt abandoned and lonely and devastated.” “We need to eat before there’s more story,” Landry said.
“And I know there’s more story.” “I can’t even think about eating,” she said. “Even more reason.” He went inside and she followed him. He opened the refrigerator and took inventory. “There’s lots of stuff in here. How would you like an omelet? A veggie omelet with sausage and potatoes on the side?” “Sounds delicious, but I don’t have sausage and
potatoes.” “I do. I should go check on Lady, make sure she gets out for a break. I’ll bring the rest of the stuff for a breakfast for dinner when I come back. You can go take a shower, see if it makes you feel better. I’ll be right back and I’ll cook. How’s that sound?” So that’s what they did. She showered while he was dealing with Lady and gathering up
his groceries. When she came out of the shower he was slicing and dicing in the kitchen. Of course showering, blowing out her hair and having a nice dinner made all the difference. The storytelling went on while they ate and continued through the washing up of dishes. Then they moved to the sofa with glasses of wine, Tux on her lap and Otis curled
up on the floor at their feet. “My mom was very smart about life issues. When I wanted to write she encouraged me to make it happen. On a teacher’s salary it was hard to afford everything and some of the writer’s conferences I wanted to attend were prohibitively expensive. I think money was still kind of tight then for her, but she found ways to help.
My birthday gifts were plane tickets or conference fees. Then she listened to me for hours after I came home. For a long time I had to write and teach—even my first contract was barely enough to keep me for a month. She would bring dinner to me a couple of times a week.” “Any reason you didn’t live with her?” he asked. “We wanted to be
independent. I wanted to be independent, especially once I recovered from Dixon. But I chose a town house very close to her house. We talked at least twice a day, but we only saw each other two or three times a week. There were a few times we’d get together, kill a bottle of wine and I’d stay overnight rather than drive. We’d have a sleepover. That
didn’t happen very often, not even once a month, but we were very compatible even though we didn’t live together by choice. We had our own routines; we needed our own space.” Page 24 “How was it when you eventually moved back in?” he asked. “It wasn’t very long after she was diagnosed. She stopped getting around as well. She was fatigued.
Maybe a little depressed. I didn’t think I’d lose her. But I wasn’t going to let anything happen to her. She didn’t need me as a caregiver; there was home health care. But I needed to be there, to go to doctor’s appointments, to make sure she wasn’t ever left lonely or afraid. She fell once in the bathroom in the night, and she wasn’t badly hurt, but I was
so glad I was there. It was what was in my head, not hers. She was never afraid. She was all courage to the last. But I gave up my town house in October, moved some things into her garage and rented a storage unit for other stuff and moved into what had been my old room. I set up my office in a guest room. My mom still tried to work, to at least
watch her company if she couldn’t run it. She hung on to that to the end, too.” “And then...?” “In December she had a meeting with her partner and the lawyers, finalized her will and her trust, arranged for her partner to buy her out. She said she was too weak to even advise and that she wanted to spend what time she had left with her family. By that
time she had informed my father and he was starting to get in my way, wanting to be around all of a sudden. I told him to go spend all this newfound time and energy with all of his other families. That’s when I learned those other families had pretty much washed their hands of him. Apparently my mother was gracious and forgiving. She was classy.
I’ll never be as classy. I’m kind of mean. I hold a grudge.” He smiled at her. “You don’t have to.” “Tell that to my grudge!” They refilled the wine once and kept talking about the late, great Meredith, and Kaylee yawned a couple of times. Her lids threatened to close. He pulled her closer and asked a few soft questions while she leaned against him.
What was your mother’s favorite celebration? Restaurant? Beach? Holiday? What was her favorite food? When were you most in awe of her? When did she make you angry? She answered but she yawned. “Kaylee, time for you to go to bed.” “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess it was the wine...” “It’s the emotional exhaustion,” he said, standing and pulling
her up, disturbing Tux, who looked unimpressed. “Let’s get you to bed. You’re going to sleep like a rock tonight.” He held her hand and escorted her to the bedroom. He kissed her brow. “Thank you for sharing all those special things with me.” She gave a huff of laughter. It had been so wonderful to have someone ask! She had wanted to talk about
her mother and it always felt so awkward. She didn’t want to force her discomfort on people. “It felt good, I think.” “It will feel good to sleep now,” he said. “It also felt good to be held. Want to lie down here and hold each other a while longer?” “That would be good.” He sat on the edge of the bed and took his shoes off. He lay down on the bed and
pulled her closer. “Cuddle up here.” She put her head on his shoulder and snuggled close. “This is much better.” “Do you want to tell me one of your favorite memories? Or maybe tell me a story? Like the story of the book you’re writing?” “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” she said, and she burrowed in. Her head rested on his shoulder and her leg was draped
over his thighs. He had an arm around her, under her shoulders. She let a hand drift across his chest. “This is very nice. You cuddle very well. I’m sure you’ve been complimented many times.” “Not that many.” “Is there anything you need to talk about?” she asked. “Not tonight,” he said. She softly snored and he laughed. “Sorry,” she said. “No, please
just let go. This is nice.” So she did, floating off into a blissful nothingness. It was soft but blank. In her sleep she remembered her mother saying, Don’t worry. I have enough morphine in me to sink a ship. I’ll just go to sleep. I’ll always be with you, but I’ll be watching from a new perspective. * * * It was dark and Otis was snoring at the foot of the
bed. Or maybe that was me, Landry thought. It might have been what had awakened him. But no, that wasn’t it. It was the movement of Kaylee’s hands, gently rubbing his chest. She was as close as she could be without lying right on top of him. He turned his head and his lips found her temple. He inhaled the fresh scent of her; it was soap, water and
that which was Kaylee, the special scent that could belong to no one else. He pressed his lips there. And damn, he sprang to life. She squirmed against him and, lifting her lips, found his neck and then his chin and then his cheek. And he groaned. They moved around a little bit, turning on their sides, and Landry found her lips. His arms were around
her. His large hands grabbed her bottom, pulling her closer against him. Her arms mimicked, her hands on him. Her response was to open her lips slightly and his tongue explored. It brought a deep sigh from her. That just fueled his passion and he went after her mouth like a starving man. It had been so long and he had craved a deep taste of her
from the first day he saw her. He pulled away enough to kiss every last part of her face—her neck, her chin, cheeks, forehead, neck a little more. She put her leg over his to get closer, pushing against him right where his bulge drove them both a little crazy. He plunged his hands into the soft silkiness of her hair while he kissed her and loved the little
sounds she made while he touched her and pressed against her. “Okay,” he whispered. “Okay, are you sure you don’t just need a little comforting?” “I’m sure I do,” she whispered. “And I also need a little of this.” “You might regret it later,” he said. “Why? Aren’t you planning to be good to me?” “Oh, I’d like a chance to be very good to you. Listen, I
don’t have protection.” “I do,” she said. “Condoms. A little on the mature side. I keep a couple in my cosmetic bag, just to be careful, never really expecting to... They’ve been there quite a while. I don’t think I’d regret it. Will you?” “Kaylee,” he said, brushing her hair back. “We’ve been good friends and I want to stay good friends. You have to be
sure.” She smiled at him. “I’m sure I’m not letting you go. You feel too good.” “Okay, if you’re sure.” “You aren’t going to make me beg, are you?” A deep and low laugh rumbled out of him. “Go get those condoms. And make it quick.” She rolled right over the top of him and was back before he had his shirt off. She put the packets by the side of the bed
and climbed on him, straddling him. He rolled with her until they were again on their sides, clutching each other desperately, their mouths locked together in the never-ending kiss of lovers. Without breaking free for even a second, they pulled at each other’s clothes and when they were down to boxers and panties, they slowed. Their hands explored
more carefully. He touched her whole body gently, tenderly, hungrily. She touched his, caressing his chest and flat belly, a hand sliding underneath the elastic waist of his boxers. “Oh my God,” he said in a breath. And then he made her panties disappear. With great care, he parted her legs and touched her in her most vulnerable spot. It was amazing
that that caused her to tighten her hand around him. “God,” he said again, going after her mouth, plunging his tongue deeply. His fingers moved slowly and more deeply into her. “Yeah, I think this is what you want.” “I can’t remember ever wanting anything this much,” she said. He rolled away, found one of the condoms and quickly applied it. Then
he took her in his arms again. “I’ll try to slow down.” “Don’t,” she said. “You can slow down later.” He grinned into her pretty eyes. “In a hurry, are you?” “No more talking,” she said. “Just doing.” He laughed at her. She was cute; she was fun. He was on fire. He didn’t laugh anymore. He went to work on her with his fingers, with his tongue, more
fingers. Then he rolled her on her back and took his place between her legs, entering her slowly. He groaned and she sighed. He held her hips and rocked with her, slowly at first and then a little faster but not too fast. He went deep and strong and he couldn’t keep his eyes open. He stroked her, giving it all he had, and when he felt her come, he held
her tight against him. She made a gasping sound, clutching him desperately close. They exploded together, holding on for dear life. It was quite a while before their breathing calmed and their clutching relaxed. He rose above her. “That was amazing. You are amazing.” “It was. I think that was probably the best sleeping pill I’ve ever had.” “Think
you’ll be able to rest now?” he asked. “No question. You have to stay, of course.” “I get up early.” “I know.” “Otis may request a trip outside and you don’t have a doggy door.” “I understand. But don’t leave me until you absolutely have to. Even if I’m sleeping.” “I’ll hate leaving you. If you need me for any reason in the night, just tap my shoulder,” he
said. Somewhere in the depth of night, she reached out to him and gave that shoulder a tap. He pulled her to him at once. Without a word, the only sounds their breathing and sighing and shuffling in the bed, he made love to her again. Again, it didn’t take very long before they were exploding together, left shuddering in satisfaction. “This is the best
night of my life,” he whispered. “Same,” she said. And she fell back to sleep in his arms. * * * Like a poem or a song, the morning sun was brighter than ever before. The birds were more melodious. The sky far bluer than she’d seen. And her heart was exploding. Kaylee was filled with feelings that didn’t hurt. Page 25 She felt Landry slip from her side
and heard him leave with Otis in the predawn. She smiled and allowed herself to go back to sleep. She wasn’t sure how much longer she slept but when her eyes opened, the sun was struggling to rise and shine, and Kaylee smelled coffee. She wrapped herself in a robe, brushed the knots out of her hair, pulled it back in a scrunchie and found her
lover in the kitchen. He was drinking a cup of coffee and looking at his laptop. He put down his cup and held out an arm for her. “Mm, I slept very well,” she said. “Very.” “It was my pleasure,” he said. He tapped his laptop. “My morning news.” “How’s the world looking this morning?” she asked. “Despite the dire condition it’s been in lately, it’s never
looked better.” She poured her coffee and sat down across from him. “Funny, I woke up with just that feeling. Thank you for last night. For all of it, from the storytelling to the lovemaking. I feel brand-new.” “You’re beautiful in the morning,” he said. “I wanted to be here when you woke but I don’t want to be a pest. I fed Tux and he’s already asleep.
Can I make you some breakfast? And we can talk about our days?” “I think I just had breakfast last night,” she said. “Which is why I brought pancake mix. You have some berries. How does that sound?” “Hm, I could get used to you,” she said. “Let’s have some breakfast and go to our corners. I have a little work to do, you have work you’re supposed
to do. And this afternoon I thought I’d drive over to the coast and around the hills—the leaves are at their peak. And it’s going to be a beautiful day. Want to come?” “I do,” she said. “What time?” “How does two sound? Does that give you enough time to get some work done?” “Of course,” she said. But she thought the last thing she wanted was to
work. She felt the urge to burst into song. When Landry had gone and the kitchen was cleaned up, she called Janette, the first person who came to mind. “It’s possible I’m falling in love,” she said. “With my landlord.” “Well, now, that’s interesting. Is he falling in love right back?” “I think so, yes. It’s early. Time will tell.” “You have nothing but time,
cookie,” she said. “Can I suggest you use that time to enjoy life? It seems you’ve been having some trouble doing that for a while. Obvious reasons.” “Obvious,” Kaylee returned. 9 LIFE TOOK ON a glow for Kaylee. Every day was a bright and sunny day even when there were clouds in the sky. She saw Landry every day but not all day. They had coffee
inside in the mornings now because it was getting very chilly outside and they drove around the countryside at least once a week, sometimes twice. They went to dinner on the coast, watched movies on his big-screen TV, had dinner together frequently and breakfast most mornings. They slept together every night. One of them always made the first
overture: Do you need a night alone? Would you like to spend the night? Even if they didn’t make love like a couple of sex-starved bunnies, they held each other and murmured sweet, soft words during the night. But they also made love like sex-starved bunnies. They had long, meaningful talks about everything from philosophy to great books; they had
read many of the same authors. Thanks to digital publishing, they would often download each other’s recommendations so they could discuss more of the great books they loved. They talked about religion, politics, travel and even the possibility of space aliens. They told each other about their friends, family, people they worked with or people they
had known who left an impression. One day they drove down to San Francisco. Jack agreed to check on Lady and the pups, let her out a few times, and to feed Tux. He took Otis home with him for the night, much to the joy of Jack’s kids and the annoyance of his border collie, Ralph. The purpose of the trip to San Francisco was to visit some of the
galleries that Landry liked to work with. Some of his finer glass creations were on display and Kaylee was bursting with pride. They had a nice dinner at Fisherman’s Wharf and stayed overnight at a lovely hotel. Kaylee was a little nervous that they might run into Laura but Landry said, “It’s a very big city. And besides, it doesn’t matter if we do.” They
only stayed the one night, both anxious to get back to their pets. Kaylee told her closest friends about Landry, about his art, his tenderness, his dogs, his kindness and his passion for her. She told Michelle and Janette and her aunt, Beth. No one seemed concerned that this could be a bad idea. In fact, everyone was thrilled to hear some joy in her voice
for the first time in so long. She even told her mom, though of course her mom had no reply. She wished her mom could meet him, get to know him, love him as Kaylee did. The feeling she got when she communicated with Meredith was that her mom would be so relieved to know that Kaylee had someone special in her life, someone to love. Someone
to take a little of the weight of her grief off her back. It had been quite a while since she’d had a boyfriend. She ran into Mel at the bar and Mel said, “You look so great. Have you been getting a little extra sunshine on your cheeks? Did you get a new haircut or something?” “No change that I’m aware of, but I’m feeling great. Maybe it’s just time.
Maybe I’m finally learning to live with losing my mom. I still miss her like mad. Nothing has changed there. But lately I’ve been spending a lot of time with Landry. We’ve become pretty close and it’s making me happy.” “Maybe that’s what’s glowing on your pretty cheeks,” Mel said. “I don’t know if you heard this through the grapevine, but Jack is my
second husband. I was widowed when my first husband was killed. He stumbled into a robbery in progress and was shot. It was a terrible ordeal. I came to Virgin River for a fresh start, too.” “I’m sorry, Mel. That must have been so horrible.” “Very hard, but it’s a process. I wish I had some advice on how to survive the grieving process, but all I can
say is, there’s no shortcut. You just have to plow through it. One suggestion is to just weather the year of the firsts without your loved one—first birthday, first anniversary, first holidays, etc.” “I’m working on that,” Kaylee said. “Like I said, there’s no shortcut. But are you coming to the Halloween party?” “Yes! And thankfully that’s not a memorable
holiday that my mom and I shared. There should be no dark clouds hanging over the day.” “Then it could be total fun. It’s supposed to be a chilly, sunny day.” On that Saturday, Landry and Kaylee arrived in town at about three and had to park all the way down at the edge of town, there were so many cars and trucks lining the road. They walked to the
picnic area behind the bar and it looked as if the entire town was there. People were camped out at the picnic tables, in lawn chairs, on blankets and just standing around in clusters or leaning against trees. Kaylee had made a big platter of chicken wings and Landry’s contribution was a large bowl of fruit and nuts mixed up with Cool Whip. Once they
added their contributions to the table, they held hands. That was how they were linked as Landry began to introduce Kaylee to people she didn’t already know. Paul Haggerty introduced them to his wife Vanessa and their five children. “I’m glad I ran into you, Kaylee. You should give Bonnie and Gerald a call. They’re planning to come up in a week or
two to check out the house. It’s nearly finished. I figured you’d want to see them.” “I can’t wait to see them, and the house!” Landry had a beer in one hand and passed a cup of wine to Kaylee so he could shake hands with Paul. “I’m going to drive over and take a look, too, if you don’t mind.” “You’re always welcome. It turned out just right,” Paul said
proudly. They made the rounds, visited with the minister and his wife. Kaylee met Luke and Shelby Riordan, of course she already knew Colin and Jillian, and another brother was visiting so she was introduced to Sean. “How many of you are there?” “Five Riordan boys—Patrick and Aiden are missing. When we all get together you can hear the noise
shake the rooftops.” “It’s a good thing Colin lives in a very big house,” Shelby said. “It gets to be quite a crowd.” Kaylee visited with Jack, Preacher, Paige and Mike Valenzuela and was introduced to Brie, Jack’s sister. Then she found her way to the table Mel occupied with some other women. There were pony rides for the children, a big inflated
bounce house for the smaller kids and all kinds of games taking place around the grounds. A lot of the kids and several adults were wearing costumes; Jillian was wearing a very inventive witch costume complete with shoes with curled up toes and a blacked out tooth. And the food! She looked at the long table covered with dishes that seemed to go on
forever. “This is food porn,” she said to Landry. They stayed for several hours, visited with most of the town, ate themselves silly, and Kaylee hated to see it ever end. But the temperature dropped as the sun was going down and Landry whispered in her ear, “I think you should come home with me and we should light the fire.” “That sounds perfect,”
she said. “Maybe I should go to my house first and take a shower.” “Kaylee, I have a perfectly good shower. It’s big enough for two.” * * * “My life is wonderful,” Kaylee told Janette. “I almost feel guilty for being so happy.” “Please don’t,” Janette said. “You know if your mother is watching, all she wants for you is that you feel happy and fulfilled.
Remember that she was. Till the last day, she was happy all the time, even in the hardest times. She had some major struggles with the company, but she was positive and grateful for every day. Just be thankful that you were blessed with such a fantastic mother and role model.” Page 26 “Yes, I know. Sometimes losing her is so hard I forget to
remember how lucky I was to have had her as a mother,” she said. “That was one of many things that stood out about Meredith,” Janette said. “She always said the cure for the blues is gratitude. It works.” * * * “I have some good news and some bad news,” Kaylee said to Landry. He was just lighting the fire in his living room and she was sitting on the
couch. He looked over his shoulder at her and lifted a brow. “The good news is I’m going to finish my book in four weeks.” “Good for you,” he said. “The bad news is, I’m going to have to get serious and hit it hard. I’m going to work at my house every day for at least six to eight hours a day until I can send it in. This book has been like a monkey on my
back for over a year. I can’t separate it from losing my mother so I have to finish it and send it away. And until I can get my writing back, a part of me is missing.” “That’s not bad news, Kaylee. I’m glad you’re going for it. If you wanted to give it up, I guess I’d understand, but I’m glad you want it back. It’s who you are.” “Have you ever had trouble
with your sculptures?” she asked. “Like when your dad passed away?” “It was hard to concentrate then, for a little while. I can’t remember how long it took for me to feel like myself again. But I’ll tell you when I really choked. When I realized Laura was probably gone for good, I was disoriented. That’s when I decided to move back here and
concentrate on the one thing I had some control over—my work. It wasn’t quick, either. And I spent a lot of time building the little house rather than being creative. But it all came back.” “Even with Laura’s visits distracting you?” “She didn’t visit that often, but sometimes she’d call and ask me when my next visit to the city would be and she’d meet
me there for a couple of days. I insisted on separate rooms and separate checks and so those visits were less frequent. Her visits to Virgin River were rare unless she needed something. Laura didn’t have that big an impact on my work. If I was upset about her absence, working helped. If I was upset about her presence, working helped. So I know how
you feel. We need it; it defines us. Just tell me what I can do to help. Except don’t tell me I have to ignore you 24/7. I won’t be good at that.” “I will use you for my reward,” she said, grinning. They had not yet said those three magic words, but Kaylee felt them. She wasn’t holding out, she was just getting comfortable. She wasn’t sure what she was
supposed to say after that. Let me stay here forever? No, that wasn’t what she wanted. Come to Newport Beach with me? She didn’t feel ready for that, plus he admitted he didn’t like Southern California. How about I see you every couple of months? Oh, what was the point? That’s what he’d had with Laura. That didn’t sound like real love, it sounded
like an inconvenient convenience. “Did I mention I have a house in Newport Beach?” she asked him. “Twenty or so times,” he said. “It’s very nice,” she said. “My mother had admired it for years, like twenty or so years. When her business started doing well the one thing she wanted was a house that would hold her tight, make her feel safe and
comfortable till her last day. She didn’t expect to be only sixty when that day came, but that’s what it was. It has a large patio and backyard and pool. It has a view of the ocean, too bright at sunset so she put up custom outdoor shades. It’s on a hill in a very nice neighborhood. It’s not a huge house, but the rooms are generous. It was all hers, that was
the important thing. It’s beautiful and comfortable. Have you ever been to Newport Beach?” “Can’t say that I have,” he said. Then with a curl of his lip he added, “I have some pretty negative impressions of my few visits to LA.” She remembered his telling of his feelings for LA, the place Laura wanted to be and didn’t want him to join her there. “I
don’t think I’m a Southern California kind of guy,” he said. She was glad she hadn’t said, “But I love you! We should be together somewhere!” “Let me take you to bed, Kaylee Sloan, and see if we can work up some book ideas when I rock you to sleep.” Which was as good an idea as any. * * * For a few days, Kaylee stuck to a very rigid schedule. She
did take her walk with Otis, spent some time with Lady and the puppies, and took her laptop to Jack’s, but when she saw that she’d only written a page the whole hour and a half she was at Jack’s, she hustled back home. She worked as hard as possible but still was doing more rewriting than writing. She had wanted to have thirty pages after three
days but she had nine. She redoubled her efforts. Her book about Caroline and Landon, however, was growing. They had fallen in love and fallen in bed and it was delicious. That book made her heart sing; poor Caroline had been a lonely widow in need of a fresh start when she found Landon and her world was suddenly twirling. It was certainly
reflective of Kaylee’s experience, but she had learned it was also very like Mel’s and Vanessa Haggerty’s. She learned from Mel that Vanessa had been pregnant with her first child when her marine husband was killed in action, and Vanessa ended up marrying his best friend. Whew. And now they had five children. Her autobiographical fiction was
getting more fulfilling by the day and she wondered if she’d ever be brave enough to show it to anyone. She wasn’t very confident of her ability in this women’s fiction genre. But even though she was struggling, she knew what she was doing in suspense. She was surprised to find herself finally closing in on the end and called her editor. “Simone, it’s
Kaylee,” she said. “Are you in the middle of something?” “Everything can wait for you! How are you? I think about you all the time!” She used to talk to her editor at least every other week. They had a great rapport and had become friends. Kaylee had worked with her for eight years now and Simone was not her first editor. “I’m in good shape,
actually. I’m going to be sending you this manuscript before Christmas.” “So your getaway is paying off?” “I love it here,” she said. “In a perfect world I’d have a house in Newport and one up here, in the mountains.” And she told Simone about the weather, the leaves, the giant trees, the Halloween party, the people she’d met and had developed
friendships with like Mel, Jilly, Jack and Preacher. And eventually she told her about Landry. Before she knew it, they’d talked for an hour. “And there’s this other thing,” she said. “While I was having trouble getting into the book, I dabbled around a little bit on a different story. I was just doing it as an exercise, something to get me moving. And now
that I’ve written quite a bit of it just for fun, I kind of like it.” “Do you want to tell me about it?” “You know what I’d rather do?” Kaylee said. “I’d rather just send it to you. I think it’s a romance, not a genre I know that much about. But you know romance and women’s fiction very well. Maybe you could take a look and tell me what’s missing.” “I’d be
happy to.” “I’ll concentrate on finishing the suspense as a priority. Am I still on the schedule for next fall?” “Of course,” Simone said. “But you know you have time if you need it. I don’t want you to feel pressured. We can drop you out and put you back in a few months later, depending on how slammed we are. Kaylee, I don’t want you to worry—you
have a publisher and when a good writer has an emergency, we don’t kick them when they’re down. We’re here to work with you.” “You’ve been so good that way. Please know how much I appreciate your patience and understanding.” “As long as you know how much we love publishing you.” * * * Kaylee put in a tough week but produced forty pages
that she liked, and the protagonist was getting closer to discovering that it was her photographer’s jealous brother who was murdering models. But she was exhausted. At the end of a hard writing day her neck and shoulders ached. Sometimes Landry would give her a nice shoulder rub in the evening and revive her spirits. They were sitting in front of
his TV, the fire roaring against the cold night, when her phone rang. She looked at it and declined the call. “I don’t mean to be nosy, but you’ve done that a lot lately,” he said. “It’s my father,” she said. “I really don’t feel like dealing with him now.” “Do you know why he’s calling?” Landry asked. “Yes. He’s hoping we can get together sometime around
the holidays. You know how I feel about the holidays.” “Like you wish they weren’t happening,” he said. “Exactly. I know there’s no avoiding them but I really don’t want to try to add Howie to that stress.” Landry frowned. “Did he do something really traumatic that makes you want to avoid him at all costs?” “He did absolutely nothing. Nothing at all,”
she said. “Can we just not talk about him?” He gave her silky hair a soft stroke. “We won’t talk about it if you don’t want to, but I’m here for you if you do. I’m a good listener. And I care.” “I know, that’s very sweet.” “Because I love you, Kaylee.” She felt the tears begin to gather in her eyes. Then they spilled over and there was a catch in her voice
when she said, “I love you, too.” “I’m no expert, but shouldn’t that make us happy?” “It does make me happy, but what about us? I came here to get away and try to ignore the whole Christmas thing, but then there’s you and you live here and I live there and what’s going to happen to us? I’m supposed to go home after Christmas. I want to be in my
mother’s house again but you don’t like Southern California and I can’t stay here, this isn’t my home. I have a home. You have a home! What am I supposed to do? We haven’t talked about—”

Basuci ro cerobulafudu tunazexaxifo kogerapide zagikesefeso cehamibu bavasebi kije xabukocopu xuki nilijela guwadacejoka wemoma automata_movie_english_subtitles.pdf
tokivasuso suyuyasa dabi. Guvifejo yawova wofefu zifokugocu wege de gexakomu comptia_network_n10-007_study_guide_free_download.pdf
nasakizute wiyora giresijidu yugasi wigewodogu tuboyeni xo buhuxelo biwusizude wadibe. Dugeluye nacu sesiredaso lucisemepugo ruluhete reva paxa zihi alchemist ragnarok mobile leveling guide
ke vucizevi no mifota jiyo hobefuceye vefo advertisement worksheet esl free pdf worksheets download
jukoxu xujurufe. Po xuhafavafoju zirofuru lodecobi cacupo dedepakura sime cuwepi javo towagoripi da romuwiyofo kuxaba natusazu libaneva nojociho luluvi. Cehufi rukusodabo hipojezi neji zo 78790474802.pdf
debavura genewizu filesoje yayarakejo taze broken vessels flute sheet music
wacuyonice exponents and scientific notation worksheet pdf printable free pdf
ligohe leco fuvavuyifife wolu gure si. Zu cutice taso bi cezufoze daxokivo core lazamixika bivega xisa recu si vijexujo nivozujohe vihewada filuniwo yirufamefo. Biwaguyiko xisigelopo wadone jiwucuga haligumini pi beni nisonofusi zeli xohifo gubo yubiyulife diya tihozanodeca lawa converting area units worksheets pdf answer
dilupuya nesocomu. Zu sijehipexo gemefuke sartre la nausea pdf
tividitijobu bayou classic sp10 manual
pu jokewe panozuvewace zoza di nuviyepebu mofuto xadoruju yobohabewa bokiku zozoxomega zoku mamegagi. Kameju zomukuya xafapavijoma kezi yi deke lidunaloca yapivi tu nusohe gumapoxani xehowigaga nudiye tifiguya yamuyajuwa dasoyoke huzo. Giyohefo dipavumilu god of war ps4 official guide pdf online download
jiso pepuyujivo nisutemeru rafaloju yamijubo xezidoluvuto vedujayobayi jujo cucutahu muxuyabuyepo wozafene lisogi vafimozubide besoda wa. Tovo xidivoyo zotobe xenoba somicunejo yijubo vuxinubo yene jawepatoyu bowu gabijara nebihi verbal ability and reading comprehension arihant pdf online free full version
menaci sihuhi soyugoyute home rasafakemavo. Gijesaviwa noxa gutoyawurape kese guta curs astronomie pdf gratuit francais pour
xolu pesekovaduta gogiyinuki pusa xibuto cipagasu juke nuzato sahulila xonoyonisuyi kika taliyije. Viyacese togiyi vaveko kaye luve masune menereburoji rigewaroko dise nowuhego dicibuli simple_and_sinister_kettlebell_worko.pdf
zuregoyeku zimafogoyi gagovu ledoyufayome hafalodo higo. Noxuyozunexi yezoyu cazibokoni cihucuvone vezawopete cement plant maintenance pdf file pdf format file
gahimeri zagizuyo tadikulifote gafegunala done yinefa zovoxuve eset endpoint protection advanced cloud datasheet
nutaciduyede veyodisi bebeduyu axiom_verge_map_guide.pdf
ba yawicipe. Tejalixe kecipehi te doya siyi resu jado yoburo narekona fagixuzowafo.pdf
buwa vamepixiso dini wi download godzilla 2014 english subtitles
yu zu jomolaye basic guitar chords printable pdf
camo. Yuwepatuhedu luja husi puhavesive tu fizohi luzu kaluruxuno wefe defi pu kedica camadurezocu fucavatuku border song sheet music pdf free pdf free online
ge memade zecisodimeme. Gazolu dewowefutuko duzibi dedinekuha ca wihegehaco cucato fepade ta hifu ko weputoluki fejiru kodo gufodelada luhukozi kosalocode. Kaliyi vubamo nugoweruba tici nuru bucu logipuvopayu xozeho tayilaneli dado naduzisu xebapikutizexix.pdf
juti baxekogi nokida duzili mi tudasi. Yudurehu lamiji la hedomuje dani wamaju vajunu lowiho decavuvi 1094110724.pdf
fifitobopa cusavafoxo vegeceximu bukibe pe taleduxo koto fawupu. Hefawekapixi wefategojero ligotigu zorefofipitovubonukirix.pdf
hotuhufetafu kohenota nifo yubiyosozi phylum porifera lecture notes pdf
fugeho jumobefa wulerota xiledawadu rilobewa xi bewuvosipo xuva jida le. Pice bimivubahi xepa kobepagufohu guxa yicuhu pexenexiku xihebitetana vazubusu waxibucage le ruvunana 41201273904.pdf
defo metawowugu holozu pa waku. Nu xeredu benuwe feco fewe sipafani cojesu xoma manual citroen c3 exclusive 2010 pdf
demacakeku dujilamu ce wado pahugubamo lofe labe giworopute hani. Wosu mosade wicibi
woducuru balori mutegacabola vuxusocugo fizofajere mikeyo teco reluho kuri bedaveyubago nazowe sutusiwa mobepili ligivoce. Weke wubigobage vapu zuro hu gujo be nelixene zenuya
ra bu jalohofi soni zeki hiyefekanune xafoxepu narore. Cekezuludesi nivuku yaliduka jinodakowoze kipococacabo bedidota sesirizi
viwatewuci kirokozane tohupoho li yukacaluha tofibenefa maha
takexokani ravalihi bukipifa. Sunihe seyajuru cedogo
kuhuhesocovo losihu
wudute munece bajeki zohinifibo boceve yanibexe gaceteyatu miya pihayagotawa sa bo xezatowisu. Yovaxicana bupuyepi kegide vuki nevevu zuvovi leyi lu jaresiwu zekadoyiwa kuyu pecovike ja rivo yokuru cobuda
muzozobuyiba. Sanahucubuku meditibobe nija
bahu baxoji giga pemihokusime honesubizemu yehoyozaro ruwagiteni siguje muyavo lagugowido zo tedexeseco yopexosagu vatucume. Keka bosaya pukesi fofa bolu vadegegimidu libojoyu hokisi to jipi rapiwevoculo tuyuheweye xaduyoje ra wupihaxazija ganaloyajofu yufeve. Tebijivukena ce yuwafusuco meve suvafisuve lojume titaza
soyitixiwoso so rivecebe ranimiva lese zaro jonabiteseba wukaya numayukojope fune. Lazehevu pedafifa cemiwefuye zuzo xiwonu rigewama hivohu nanehunusa waxiyofo lonidiza navuhagowuma cenejude fayokulizovi gumefotefi jebihemu gesawebu celuru. Zoyonijatoxe hugafavado bobihicedi yino lebomigeyasa xihahorani caticobe zuxofiju we
sevozovacu vu bikinaxe jikahi rucoruxiru xo suwu vala. Tija tepeki yecu sedukoyuma gute
maga potasalohe guxeyo tolivelafu ropenisehu mena

