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      Sometimes the ones we love the most hurt us the worst.

      

      At least, that’s how things have been for Kari Smith and John Worth when it comes to family. Both are at a crossroads in life when they discover they are neighbors in Maple Grove, a small town in Wisconsin. Will their choices pave the way to a bright new future together or thrust them back into a pattern of destructive relationships?

      

      As a private duty nurse, Kari Smith has spent eight years traveling across the country from one assignment to the next. Following the sudden death of her mother, a well-known artist who cared more about her paintings than her children, Kari finds herself longing to return home. She must complete one final assignment before heading back to Maple Grove, Wisconsin, but Lester Worthington and his wife Bessie, who is in the final stages of heart failure, turn her life upside down in more ways than one.

      

      Bessie, a watercolor painter, recognizes the raw talent in Kari’s simple pencil sketches. With her client’s patient encouragement and Lester’s fatherly wisdom, Kari agrees to have a renowned art teacher evaluate her drawings. When he seconds Bessie’s opinion that Kari has what it takes to become a real artist, she is both thrilled and conflicted, fearful that treading the same path her mother walked will lead to nothing but obsession and loneliness. Despite her reservations, Kari returns to her hometown and settles into the house she inherited, determined to make a place for herself in the tight-knit community while focusing on her artwork.

      

      After a tumultuous divorce and fierce custody battle, John Worth has fled the big city in hopes of building a life for himself and his six-year-old son in a small Midwestern town. Maple Grove is everything he hoped for, but John is still struggling to find his footing as a single parent. Estranged from his own parents, he readily embraces the warmth extended by his new neighbors. While his son quickly finds friendship, his own attempts to open up and connect with Kari Smith, his attractive landlord, aren’t as successful.

      

      As the seasons pass in Maple Grove, John and Kari develop a tenuous friendship. Something deeper simmers between them, but decades-old secrets and painful legacies keep them rooted in place. Unable to let go of the past and unwilling to repeat the mistakes that already haunt them, they face an uncertain future.

      

      Until they are both willing to open themselves up to being hurt again, Kari and John—and those most precious to them—don’t stand a chance at finding love, family, and a happy ever after.
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      To the artists of the world.

      You make us smile,

      You make us cry,

      You open our hearts.
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      Welcome to the fictional small town of Maple Grove, located in Wisconsin a few miles north of Green Bay.  One autumn, in a grove of trees with red, yellow, rust, and green leaves covering the ground, David Smith and Dorothy Vogel were married. Soon a son, Toby, and later, a daughter, Karen, known as Kari, were added to the family.

      David, the father, died of a heart attack shortly after Kari graduated from nursing school. Nearing eighteen years later, Dorothy, the mother, has been gone for three months, leaving a legacy of nationally recognized acrylic painted landscapes.

      Kari is now a traveling nurse on her latest assignment in Minnesota, working the night shift for Bessie Worthington, wife of Lester Worthington, owner of Worthington Electronics which manufactures medical electronic equipment for clinics and hospitals. Although Bessie is in the final stages of heart failure, she is still able to interact with those around her.

      During quiet nights, Kari draws pencil sketches for relaxation and to help pass the hours. She remembers her mother as being the family artist and, at times, believed that Dorothy thought more of her art than her family which brought hardships for Kari and her older brother. Kari has been reluctant to pursue her natural talent, but Bessie, a hobby watercolor painter, encourages her to break through her fears to develop her talent, going so far as to ask a renowned art teacher to evaluate Kari's sketches and drawings.

      When Kari's assignment with Bessie ends and her vacation begins, she returns to Maple Grove and the family home she’s inherited. She is at a crossroads, planning the next part of her life while seriously pursuing her artistic interests. In addition to embracing the talent inherited from her mother, she’s quickly drawn into the activities of the small town and to the tenants renting the second house on her property.

      Contract engineer and struggling single parent John Worth has brought his son, Linc, to Maple Grove in hopes of creating a home and connecting with a community. John's estrangement from his parents, in addition to a tumultuous divorce, have left him feeling lonely and isolated. He never expects to have feelings for another woman after the bitter divorce from his ex-wife, but Kari soon challenges that assumption.

      With her artist's eye, Kari begins to see a resemblance between John Worth and Lester Worthington, the husband of her last client. As the mystery of her renter unfolds, will Kari and John have the courage to face their fears and find the love they deserve?

      I do hope you enjoy your visit to Maple Grove. Please stay in touch – you can find me online at https://giniathey.com/, Facebook, BookBub, and Goodreads.
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        Let go of the past and go for the future.

        Go confidently in the direction of your dreams.

        Live the life you imagined.

        —Henry David Thoreau
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      I was driving east on Interstate 90, rocking my body to the beat of the country music on the radio, fingers tapping on the steering wheel. The speed limit wasn't fast enough for me. I wanted Billings, Montana, as far and as fast in the rearview mirror as I could manage without breaking the law.

      As a traveling private nurse, my clients didn't usually include Hollywood’s brightest young stars, but somehow Bryton Weber had requested me. Yes, I could have refused, but I needed money to pay for my new SUV. Being on his ranch, in the middle of a thousand acres, with every luxury that kind of money could afford, those eight weeks had seemed like a lifetime. The constant comings and goings of his friends left little time for him to rest and heal. The only break from demands were my days off when I went into Billings to wander through the art galleries. The portraits of the rugged men and women stayed in my mind. After a couple of weeks, Bryton Weber became irritable and testy. I finally gave him a choice: me or his friends.

      I noticed the traffic slowing, and within a few minutes I was one of many vehicles bumper to bumper at a complete stop. The line of red brake lights gave me the idea I'd be waiting for more than a few minutes, so I turned off the radio, shifted into PARK, lowered the driver's window, leaned back, and closed my eyes.

      My break was short-lived when my phone buzzed. The caller was Nancy Collins, my placement coordinator from Nurses, Inc.

      “Hi, Kari. Having a good day?” There was a lightness to her question that made me suspicious.

      “No, no, no. Whatever the question, Nancy, the answer is no. I haven't had a vacation in years and working for an arrogant, rich, Hollywood crush with broken legs isn't the best use of my skills. Juggle a few years and I'd be old enough to be his mother.”

      Nancy wasn't drawn into my whining. “Not even close. You're still two years away from the big 4-0. Anyway, Alice wants you to call her.”

      I grabbed the steering wheel and sat up. “Alice? Is she okay?”

      “Just call her, Kari.” She disconnected with the abruptness I'd come to realize was her style, not her lack of caring.

      Alice Trenton was another traveling private nurse working through Nurses, Inc. Our paths had crossed during my years with the company, and we'd swapped assignments a few times when our family responsibilities needed our attention.

      My call went to voice mail, so I put the phone down when the traffic began to inch ahead. I passed three large pieces of earthmoving equipment, which must have been the reason for the stoppage. I'd check for messages when I took a break for lunch.

      The more I thought about Alice having Nancy forward her message, the more curious I got—and a little anxious. Social calls between us never involved the scheduling office. It wasn't lunchtime, nor did I need gas, but at the next interchange I took the off-ramp and pulled into the parking lot of one restaurant in a cluster of choices.  Hamburgers, tacos, ice cream, even a specialty coffee drive-through were there for the choosing. My rush to leave Montana that morning hadn't included breakfast, so when I smelled food my stomach growled.

      Right then Alice called. “Hey, Kari, where are you?”

      I laughed. “I'm in a parking lot about to call you. I think I'm still in Montana, but I want to get to Rapid City before I stop for the day.” Driving between assignments gave me a chance to see different parts of the country, and when I had a day off I could visit the towns close to my assignment.

      “Good.” She paused, prompting me to straighten and lean forward in the driver’s seat. “Nancy said you were taking a month off. Is there any chance you'd delay your vacation to help me?”

      “We've helped each other before. What's up?”

      “My daughter. You remember Diane?”

      I grinned, despite still being on edge. Every conversation I had with Alice included an update on Diane—from high school, through college, and most recently, a beautiful spring wedding. When Alice told me Diane was pregnant with twins, I thought she’d park on Diane's doorstep.

      “No, not at all,” I deadpanned.

      Alice stumbled. “Well, um...she's having complications, and the doctors want her on complete bed rest until the babies are born. They're planning a C-section, but hopefully it'll be closer to her due date. They’re monitoring her closely, and it could be any day now.”

      “And you want to be with her.”

      “Yeah, I do. But I'm...” She let her words hang.

      “How can I help?” I quickly offered. Although I was overdue for a vacation, I was willing to pitch in for a friend, especially when the circumstances were critical.

      Alice described her current contract in nursing shorthand. Mrs. Worthington was suffering heart failure and was being given 24-hour care. I would be covering the twelve-hour night shift. When she finished, it sounded like a dream job with top-level compensation. On the other hand, I was worn out from the Montana assignment…and the one before that and as far back as I cared to recall. I’d finally faced the fact that I needed time off. But even those thoughts didn’t add up to hesitation. Alice had shortened her vacation to cover for me when Mom died.

      “Sure, I can cover for you,” I blurted.

      “They're good people, Kari. I'm telling you, this assignment could change your life.” The relief in Alice’s voice carried across the miles.

      “Anything would be better than the macho man from Hollywood.”

      “You'll have to tell me about him sometime.” She exhaled loudly, already sounding calmer. “Gotta run. I'll call early tomorrow and let you know what the family says about the switch.”

      “You'll clear it all with Nancy?”

      “I'll have her call you so it’s official. Drive safe. And...and…thank you,” Alice said.

      My stomach growled again. Deciding on a sit-down restaurant, I found a table next to a window with a view of the surrounding landscape. Rolling hills and random clumps of trees made the area look intriguing, almost exotic. Far different from my hometown of Maple Grove, Wisconsin, with so many trees they blocked the contours of the land.

      Three months ago I'd lobbied for a full month of vacation time. Nancy agreed and asked what I would do with my time off. I'd settled on two projects to complete during a visit back home.

      My mother had passed away three months before my Montana job. I thought being on the ranch with a client who had two broken legs and three cracked ribs would keep me busy and hold the grief at bay. I was right.

      Bryton’d wanted my constant attention and reassurance that he would be able to return to Hollywood and his career as superhero, Alpha Wolf. Wolf was a modern-day Robin Hood, of sorts. He helped families in need by getting other families to help them. We'd watched each of his movies at least twice during my stay. Bryton asked for my opinion on the acting and the message he wanted the audience to walk away with. Surprisingly, the overall acting was better than I expected—at least Bryton’s acting. But if Bryton
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