

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Book Description

Title Page

Free Fiction

U and ME In Summer

If You Liked…

About the Author

Copyright Page


Book Description

Janyca moved out of the city to find something cozier and landed right where she belonged. Nomi, her dog Ghirardelli, and her extended family welcome Janyca to town and into their hearts, bringing with them all the warm comfort of melted chocolate.
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U and ME In Summer

Janyca wiped her damp brow with the back of her hand and grimaced at the cool squish of half-dried paint. Despite her preparation attempts – overalls, a junky t-shirt, and her hair tangled back in a bun – she’d still managed to decorate herself with flecks of house paint in odd corners. Behind her ear? Really? The dots of off-white stood out against her dark skin, like a polka-dot pattern.

But for all her self-portrait tendencies, the house was done, and looking slick in a new coat of Mountain Air White from the local do-it-yourself store. Janyca had returned the sprayer yesterday and thought today would be a relaxing few hours of touching up the edges. It turned out the finishing touches took more time than the initial taping around windows and vents, but this was Janyca’s first house and she knew the devil was in the details. Even a fresh paint job would make a house slouch if she oversprayed the sliding doors.

She perched her sponge brush on the edge of the paint tray and took a step back. Without the blue outline of the painter’s tape, things were looking a lot closer to finished. The sprayer had been a good idea. It cut down the time, but it also let her lay down an even layer of paint. When she was up on her stool detailing the centimeters between the wall and the window it was easy to critique every swipe of the brush. But from here, Janyca had to admit this was looking good. She crossed her arms – spreading dots of white from one hand to her opposite bicep – and nodded with satisfaction. With the exterior paint taken care of, there were only a thousand and two things left on the list.

Janyca had known taking on an older house would require some elbow grease, and so far the little cottage-style three bedroom had lived up to her expectations. The foundation was solid, but everything up from there either needed repair, replacement, or a stern reprimand. Most of the guts had been stripped and replaced by the time she’d driven the truck halfway across the country. Thankfully. So it was just a matter of built in cabinets, repainting the kitchen, a new water heater, and about a hundred yards of new internet cable from room to room. A new start for an established property.

The parallel to her life was a little heavy handed, but Janyca saw the benefits. Starting new required a stripping out of the old, even if it hurt to dig into dark corners that hadn’t been dusted in ages. She’d dumped the job with the micromanaging boss and Becky from HR who couldn’t keep her nose out of the gossip pool. She’d left the big city and found something quaint in the midwest. She’d donated her entire apartment’s worth of furniture, decor, and all but a few clothing essentials. They held too many memories, and far too much expectation. The dark oak was more her father’s style anyway. She much preferred the birch-look pine she’d managed to salvage in cords off of the local give-and-take exchange. It scratched her save-the-planet itch and her need for light, open color schemes.

She was sleeping on an air mattress in the meantime, but it was inflated to max with sticking-it-to-the-haters and that made every minute worthwhile. A fresh start, a new life. It was a lot of weight to put on a new coat of house paint.

A jingle drew Janyca’s attention. Keys. Or a dog collar. She looked down her side yard and spotted a dark Labrador strolling alone down the sidewalk. All thoughts of house repair were immediately abandoned in favor of making friends with the local pets. Janyca scrubbed the remaining paint on her hands onto the thighs of her overalls as she rounded to the front of her house – covered front porch, old rocking chair left from the previous owner, mismatched bench, bare flowerbeds, unstable custom cement step stones – and made kissy sounds.

The dog stopped. He looked up at Janyca and cocked his head, but made no move to come closer, so Janyca went to him. She offered the back of her hand and crouched at his level. “Hey buddy, you a good boy?”

The dog gave her hand a cursory sniff, a half-hearted lick, then lifted his head to sniff at her face. Janyca tolerated the dog breath since he let her scratch at his chest a little and didn’t seem to mind when she slid her fingers up to his neck and found the collar that had jingled for her attention.

“You’re a good boy, yeah? Where’s your human?”

No answer from the dog, but the collar helped. Ghirardelli, it said, and underneath was a local phone number.

“Ghirardelli?” Janyca asked him, pleased to see his ears perk up. “You’re named for good chocolate, just like your brown color.” She scratched under his chin and the dog leaned closer. “I bet your human is looking for you.”

One handed, Janyca fished her cell phone out of her pocket and kept the dog close with the other, itching behind his ears and under his jaw. He was happy to lean against her leg as she typed in the number and sent a quick text.

Have your dog Ghirardelli, he walked by my place. When can you pick up?

Janyca tucked the phone away and addressed the dog. “Are you thirsty? Lets get some treats.”

She had little in the way of snacks for a dog, but a Labrador’s optimism was boundless and he happily trotted up the porch with her for the promise of snacks. She offered a bowl of water that he sniffed at, and a spoonful of peanut butter he thoroughly enjoyed before her phone buzzed with a reply.

Thanks, no need. He knows his neighborhood. Just tell him to Go Home. Sorry he bothered you.

Janyca hesitated to turn the dog out like that. She’d collected more than a few strays and escapees at her previous apartment, and owners were usually happy to pick up their wayward pets. But that was a bigger city in a bigger state. People were a little more friendly here. A little less rushed. Besides, there wasn’t an address on the tag and she wasn’t about to insist on holding the dog.

So she looked down at the dog and said. “Ghirardelli.” The dog’s ears came forward and he dropped his tongue out in a smile at her. “Go home.”

His head cocked and he closed his mouth, concentrating on her voice.

“Go home, boy.”

He snorted once and turned off the porch at a trot. He never looked back.

Hopefully he made it home safe. Janyca texted an update.

No bother. He’s on his way.

The response was swift.

Thank you!

Janyca sighed as she tucked her phone back in her pocket. Ok, that had been a nice little interlude but she was wasting the day. Time to get back to work. She rubbed her hands.

***

The following day, Janyca stepped out onto the porch with a bowl of stir fry for lunch only to find Ghirardelli had made himself comfortable in the sun on her rocking chair. The Lab barely fit, but he was curled up tight and sound asleep. The sight made her smile.

The water dish she had left out the day before was empty, and evidence of his drink had dripped across the porch to the chair.

There was no reason to disturb him, so Janyca took a seat on the bench instead. The afternoon sun was just turning around the largest pine tree in her front yard, and bathed the porch in a golden glow. The house was set off the road by a few yards, which gave Janyca some space to play with flowers or foliage. She’d never had a garden before and only knew the very basics of planting, but she wanted the front yard to be interesting to look at. Colorful. And welcoming.

A songbird landed briefly on the porch rail, then took off again in a heartbeat. Maybe she could set up a little birdbath to the side. Oh, and a feeder with seeds. Then she could sit out here and count all the different birds that lived in the local wood. Her previous apartment had the occasional dove visitor, and the crows called from the tops of the buildings, but nothing so delicate as a songbird. Yes, a feeder and a bath had to happen. And something green to climb one of the corners of the porch. Something with flowers.

Janyca daydreamed her front yard into a field of flowers by the time she finished her lunch. Ghirardelli was still fast asleep, so she refilled the water bowl for him. He wasn’t bothering anything out here, so Janyca left him to nap in the sun. She had plants to research.

***

The third time Ghirardelli came to visit, Janyca had spooled out a hose all over her front lawn and was visualizing the borders of her soon-to-be flower beds. The dog greeted her by bumping his nose into her elbow as she crouched in the grass. He then sniffed at the hose.

“Good afternoon, bubba. How are you?” Janyca scratched under his chin until he leaned into her and scrunched his nose with pleasure.

He sneezed suddenly and shook himself. Janyca laughed at the surprised look in his eyes. “Bless you.”

Ghirardelli huffed. He stepped up the porch, lapped at the refreshed water – should she go out and get a proper dog bowl? – and hopped into the rocking chair. He took a second to circle down, then yawned hugely and tucked his nose into his paws.

Janyca smiled and shook her head. Life was so hard being a dog.

Work on the house was progressing nicely. Her new mattress had been delivered that morning, which meant no more nights on the inflatable. She’d also assembled several furniture pieces, including the bookshelves that would become her built-in library along the wall of the living room. She had most of the basics in place, now, short of a side table or two.

Now that the exterior paint had dried completely, she wanted to touch up a spot on the back wall where the white
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