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Love At Cooper’s Creek

Successful but suffocated by the demands of her
corporate career, Shaw Daily walks out on it all. She returns to
her grandparents’ rural property in Cooper’s Creek, North Carolina,
with a plan to hide out and reboot her life to be simple and stress
free. But escapism eludes her when her attentions are captured by
small town beauty Kate Elkins.

Kate has spent almost her entire life in Cooper’s
Creek. For Kate, the bonds of small-town life are a source of
strength and comfort. When her aging mother weakens, Kate takes a
leave from teaching to care for her. Romance is the last thing on
her mind when she bumps into her unrequited teen crush Shaw Dailey
just back from California. Long-buried feelings resurface for Kate,
but all Shaw sees is a beautiful woman saddled with the
responsibilities she is finally free from.
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Chapter One

She was suspended in warmth and darkness. Floating.
The muscles in Shaw’s arms and shoulders relaxed. Then space opened
up. Everything dropped away. She was in a free fall. Shaw lurched,
flailed her arms, and hurled the bottle of water against the
console in the seatback in front of her. The half full plastic
bottle thumped loudly against the black video screen, then rolled
under her reclined sleeper and was lost in the darkened
compartment.

It had only been a dream.

Shaw Daily had been having the same dream off and on
for weeks, but she had no idea why or what it was supposed to mean.
Why couldn’t the subconscious speak plainly? It was probably a
stress dream. And every time it happened she was certain she was
falling. The dream always frightened her. She’d panic and thrash
herself awake, breathing hard, her heart drumming so fast it
threatened to break through her ribs.

The seat belt loosely fastened over the blanket held
fast as she tried to get up. She relaxed against the reclined seat
and unclipped the seat belt. Passengers around her had eye masks
and noise canceling headphones. The guy next to her snored softly,
completely unaware of the terror she’d suffered in the seat next to
him.

Surrounded by people yet utterly alone.

Shaw glanced at her watch, tilting it to catch soft
ambient light from the galley. They still had five hours of flight
time. She stood, braced her arm against the overhead luggage
compartment, and took deep, slow breaths. The lights in the cabin
were off so that passengers could sleep. It was always strange on
long international flights, easy to forget that you were in an
aircraft somewhere over the seemingly limitless sea. The blinds
were down for the comfort of sleeping passengers, blankets and
pillows strewn about. They could be anywhere. They could just as
easily be on a train, or in a submarine. But they weren’t. They
were at thirty thousand feet, somewhere over the northern Pacific
Ocean.

Shaw headed toward the faint light visible beneath
the galley curtain in search of something stronger than water.

She brushed the curtain aside to discover a flight
attendant reading in the jump seat. She was very pretty and Shaw
instinctively ran her fingers through her hair to smooth it down.
Short hair with a bit of product in it could get unruly if you
slept on it for too long or at the wrong angle. Which Shaw figured
had just happened. Sometimes her hair looked cavalier or carefree;
sometimes it just ended up looking like she’d fallen asleep and
forgot to check the mirror.

“Can I get you something, sir?” The crewman smiled
and set her book aside. She had blond hair that was neatly pulled
back into a clasp. Her uniform was a perfect fit, hugging every
curve, and her skirt showed just the right amount of shapely leg.
Shaw cleared her throat. As the attendant stood, her nametag
reflected the overhead reading light.

“Your name is Carmen?” Shaw was still recovering
from the falling scare so she was feeling a bit vulnerable and in
need of conversation.

“I’m sorry I called you sir.” It seemed Carmen had
realized Shaw wasn’t a man when she heard her voice. That happened
a lot. Shaw was used to it. It didn’t bother her. She figured it
had something to do with her height, broad shoulders, and short
hair. A preference for tailored men’s clothing probably added to
the gender confusion she frequently encountered, especially in
women’s restrooms.

“No worries.” Shaw didn’t want Carmen to feel
bad.

“I just glanced up and in the dark, well, I’m sorry.
What can I get you?”

“Bourbon and Coke?”

“Can’t sleep?”

Shaw shook her head. Carmen poured soda into a glass
and then held up a single serving bottle of bourbon as if silently
asking how much?

“You can just fill the glass with it.” Shaw peered
out the small window in the exit door. The surface of the water was
black and choppy, reflecting the moon in a stucco texture.

“Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Shaw took a few sips and again looked out
the window to see if she could spot the moon. When she turned back,
Carmen was casually studying her from a few feet away. Carmen
poured the rest of the soda into a glass and sipped it.

“How is it to work such a long flight?” asked
Shaw.

“It’s not so bad. It goes faster if you can sleep,
but I guess that’s not working for you.”

“I think I dozed off, but…bad dream.”

They were quiet for a moment. Shaw had probably said
too much. Acknowledging a bad dream was kind of a personal detail
and she’d known Carmen all of six minutes. She was about to return
to her seat when Carmen spoke.

“Is this your first trip to Japan?”

“No. I go at least twice a year.”

“Really? What sort of work do you do?”

“I’m in sales and marketing.” That sounded so
boring.

“I have a layover for twenty-four hours in
Tokyo.”

Was Carmen flirting with her? She didn’t really give
off a lesbian vibe, but the tilt of her head, the direct eye
contact as she regarded Shaw, definitely could be flirtation.

“You can do a lot in Tokyo with twenty-four hours.”
Shaw decided to play along. Bantering with Carmen was much better
than trying to decipher the dream.

“Really? Perhaps you could give me some ideas about
how to spend my time.” Maybe Carmen wasn’t flirting; maybe she
simply found Shaw more interesting than the thick-waisted suits,
snoring, in sock feet all around them. Working in the business
class compartment on an international flight had to be
tiresome.

“Sure, if you’ve got something to write on I can jot
some things down for you.”

Carmen handed her a napkin. “Why not start with your
phone number?”

* * *

A high-pitched clanging echoed through the dark
house. No, wait, it wasn’t completely dark. Kate Elkins leaned up
on one elbow and squinted toward the light seeping in from the
hallway. The distinctive sharp sound of metal pots banging against
each other was coming from the kitchen. The clock on her nightstand
read three a.m.

She tottered down the hallway in flannel pajama
pants and a T-shirt, rubbing her face; the wood floor was cool
against her bare feet. Blinking to chase the sleep from her eyes,
she paused to take in the scene. It looked as if her mother had
pulled every cooking pot in the house out of the cabinets and put
them on the tiled counter.

“Momma, what are you doing?” For a moment, Kate
wondered if her elderly mother was sleepwalking.

“I’ve gotta get the ham in the oven and then start
the biscuits.”

“It’s three in the morning, Momma. Who are you
cooking for?”

“Well, darlin’, it’s Christmas isn’t it?” The elder
Mrs. Elkins hoisted a large broiling pan onto the stovetop. Her
thin gray hair fluffed around her head like wisps of fine silver
feathers. Her nightgown and robe hung slightly askew. “I need to
have everything ready for when Ned gets home with the ham.”

The mention of her father’s name was like a punch in
the stomach. Her father had been gone for more than five years from
a massive heart attack. Kate swallowed the knot rising in her
throat as she watched her mother fuss with a large spoon for
basting.

“Momma, it’s not Christmas.” She put her arm around
her mother’s slightly stooped shoulders. “It’s the middle of the
night. Let’s get you back to bed.”

“It’s not Christmas?” Large doe eyes, innocent and
confused, darted to meet Kate’s.

“No, Momma, it’s almost summer.” She eased her
mother toward the bedroom and helped her back into bed.

“Where’s Ned?”

“Daddy’s gone, Momma.” Tears gathered at the edge of
her mother’s lashes. Kate pulled the covers up and tucked them
around her frail shoulders. “I’ll sit with you for a little while
if you want me to.” She sank onto the side of the bed and stroked
her mother’s hand.

“No, sugar, I’ll be fine. I’m sorry I woke you.” Her
mother’s mind seemed to be catching up with where they were in the
present. “I swear I don’t know what got into me. I must have been
dreaming.”

“It’s okay. You just try and get back to sleep.”
Kate switched off the bedside lamp and returned to the kitchen.
She’d deal with the pots in the morning. It would be too noisy to
restore order even though she was now wide-awake.

There was a small crocheted throw over the back of
the couch. She stopped mid reach as she glanced at the photograph
on the nearby lamp stand. She held the photo up and studied it. It
was a photo of her mother and father shortly after they’d married.
At this young age her mother looked more like Kate’s twin, with
shoulder-length brown hair, an oval face, and girlish figure. Kate
imagined her mother’s youthful hazel eyes dancing with hope for the
future that awaited her. She lightly traced the outline of her
mother’s face with her fingertip.

Kate replaced the photo and plucked the throw from
the couch. She draped it around her shoulders and walked out onto
the long porch across the front of the house. The whole world
seemed asleep. The wind stirred the treetops. She could hear the
rustling but couldn’t really see the movement because it was so
dark.

It was early summer, but the nights in the mountains
were still chilly, despite the warmth of the days. Misty fog
settled into the hollows and didn’t burn off until late morning,
softening the valleys between the rolling blue ridges.

Light from the kitchen extended a few feet past the
edge of the porch. Beyond that point was absolute darkness. Kate
stepped off the porch into the cushioned carpet of thick damp
grass. Looking up toward the crest of the ridge in front of the
house, she could see the faintest moonlit sky through the trees. In
the utter silence of the woods surrounding the house she heard the
distant sound of running water. It had rained two days earlier, and
Cooper’s Creek was running high as it wound its way down from
higher elevations.

The sounds, the smells, the soft crush of tender
grass under her feet and the dark outlines of the hardwoods, all of
these things were a comfort to her. All of these things felt like
home.

It was strange to be back home again with her
mother. Their roles had reversed and she was now the caretaker.
Caretaking had always been a part of her nature, whether she was
mothering a kitten, or heartbroken friends, or children in her
classroom, but mothering her mother was an entirely different
thing. The next few months would no doubt test her patience and
challenge her ability to deal with her mother’s accelerating
frailty. Not to mention that to do this for her mother meant
putting her entire life on hold.

But that’s what it meant to be a family. Her mother
needed her, so here she was.

She pulled the blanket up to her chin and let out a
long sigh. It wasn’t as if she had some huge thing in her life at
the moment aside from her job. It wasn’t as if she had a family of
her own or even a steady girlfriend. In general, her life wasn’t
where she’d thought it would be by now.

Kate started to head back in the house. She decided
to look for the moon one more time, but she couldn’t find it
through the thick smattering of broad leaves. She returned to the
house and settled back into bed. Her mother was getting worse and
that worried her. Worry would make it hard to sleep.


Chapter Two

Shaw scanned the empty hallway of the elegant hotel
that seemed to curve to infinity. Mahogany doors at regular
intervals paced away in both directions. The ornate pattern of the
carpet contrasted sharply with the serenely stark walls. This was
one of those moments when where you stood versus where you started
felt surreal. Twelve hours ago, she’d been in San Francisco; now
she was in Tokyo.

The door lock flashed green and clicked. Shaw leaned
into it with her shoulder, pulling the rolling bag along across the
threshold. Two sliding bamboo doors stood on either side of the
unadorned entryway. She left the bag and chose the door to the
right.

Should have gone left.

In Japan, things were always opposite of what you
expected them to be. Magazines were read back to front from a
Western perspective. Cars drove on the other side of the road.
Hotel rooms were organized differently as well.

The bath and shower were to the right. She circled
through the space walking counterclockwise through two more sliding
doors, one to the bedroom suite and the next to the sink area that
featured a complicated electric tea kettle, coffee accessories, and
bottled water.

Shaw chugged water for a full minute before she took
a breath. International flights made her incredibly thirsty.
Probably the dry air or too many roasted nuts during the flight.
Plus, the bourbon and Coke had taken the edge off but had just made
her thirstier. She took another long swig as she stood in front of
the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lights of the city.
Tokyo Tower skewered the sparkling skyline. She was on the
twenty-seventh floor, and from this vantage point the lights seemed
to reach all the way to the edge of the earth.

It might have been fun to show Carmen around Tokyo,
but Shaw had politely returned the napkin with a few tourist spots,
but without her phone number. She wasn’t sure why. The timing just
didn’t seem right, or her mood. Shaw wasn’t feeling quite herself
lately.

After finishing the bottle, she circled back to the
entry and retrieved her bag, tugging it into the bedroom. The dress
linen suit jacket she’d worn for twelve hours looked like she’d
slept in it. Shaw tossed it onto the bed and went into the small
room off the bath area where the toilet was tucked discreetly away
from the rest of the living space.

After relieving herself, she reached to flush the
toilet and was greeted with seven buttons labeled with Japanese
text. The eighth button on the far right was red. Her hand hovered
over the complex panel of functions as if waiting for her brain to
translate. Some she knew were discreet noisemakers, one was for the
bidet, but what were the others for? Did red mean flush? Shaw
pressed it and stood watching the toilet bowl. Nothing.

Within twenty seconds, there was a rapid knock at
the door.

Oh shit. Red doesn’t mean flush. Shaw moved
quickly to the door. A dark-haired woman with an anxious expression
on her face looked up at her when she opened the door.

“Ms. Shaw, is everything okay?” The nametag on her
dark, tailored jacket read Kyo.

“Sorry. Daijoubu.” Shaw used the Japanese word to
communicate that things were okay and bowed slightly at the
waist.

“May I assist you?” Kyo bowed back and gestured
toward the water closet. Shaw felt her cheeks warm as she
nodded.

Shaw stood next to Kyo in the small space feeling
even taller than she was at five feet ten inches. She towered over
Kyo, who couldn’t have been more than a little over four feet and
was extremely petite. Shaw always felt as if she stood out when she
visited Japan. She worried that her height intimidated Japanese
women and maybe even some of the men. She kept her hair short; that
detail alone was enough to make her stand out, but along with her
height and then paired with blue eyes and her preference for
masculine fashion, Shaw looked unmistakably foreign. In a culture
that tended to be racially homogenous and held to strict gender
norms, Shaw must have seemed like a strange anomaly. Yet as was
their custom, locals were incredibly polite and never made Shaw
feel unwelcome.

Kyo paused, smiled, and indicated the appropriate
button to push for flushing. Then she bowed several more times as
she backed toward the exit.

Apparently, the red button was for emergency
situations. The red button is not for flushing. Got it.

This was a different hotel than she usually stayed
in, and every hotel seemed to have their own system of buttons, in
different orders. A college degree combined with fifteen trips to
Asia and she still couldn’t figure out the toilet functions. Shaw
shook her head, walked to the bed, and tumbled facedown into the
heap of pillows. A shower, room service, hopefully a good night’s
sleep, and then she’d feel almost human again. She rolled over,
hugging one of the cushions against the front of her rumpled
shirt.

The ceiling fan stirred the air. It brushed across
her face lightly as she watched the blades slowly circle. Shaw
closed her eyes and exhaled. The hazy contours of the Blue Ridge
Mountains rose from her memory and flashed across her eyelids. If
she stilled her mind she could almost hear the birdcalls and smell
the damp air in the hollows.

Shaw opened her eyes and sat on the edge of the bed,
feeling suddenly homesick.

* * *

Kate stood at the front of the classroom waiting for
the chatter to subside. When it didn’t she clapped her hands.

“Eyes up!”

“Hands empty!” the children called back to her.

She gave them another minute to settle. Kate smiled
at the roomful of hopeful and excited faces. They were on the verge
of graduating from first grade and were about to leave her for the
summer.

“I still have a fire engine on my desk.” Jacob held
up his hand as he announced his circumstances to the room.

“Thank you for telling me, Jacob. Please put the
truck in the toy bin.” In first grade, children were old enough to
know the rules but young enough to turn themselves in for breaking
them. Kate was enchanted by their vulnerability and openness. If
only she could bottle that and share it with the world. She loved
working with children and hoped someday to have a few of her own.
That hadn’t happened yet, and given her current personal situation,
motherhood might not happen anytime in the near future.

She waited for Jacob to stow the toy and return to
his desk.

“Now, in a few minutes the bell will ring.” This was
the last day of class and only a half-day, prior to the beginning
of summer vacation. “I will miss all of you this summer. I hope you
take some time to practice your letters and the words you learned
this year. So that next year Mr. Garner will have the smartest
group of second graders he’s ever seen.”

Samantha, seated on the front row, grinned up at
Kate. Her two front teeth were missing. By the end of their first
year, several in Kate’s class had lost their front teeth, but she
was proud that most could now tie their own shoes. These small
instances of personal growth were huge milestones for kids and she
gladly celebrated with them.

The bell rang and the children scrambled to collect
their things and make tracks for the door.

“Walk, don’t run!” Kate felt a tug at her waist. She
looked down to see Samantha’s slender arms around her. She patted
Samantha’s back. “Thank you, sweetie.”

“I love you, Miss Elkins.” Samantha’s face was
buried in the folds of her dress.

“I love you too, Samantha. Have a great summer.”
Samantha clung to her for another moment and then trotted out the
door.

Kate was tidying up her desk when Hank Garner spoke
from the doorway.

“We’re going to Never Blue for lunch and drinks. Are
you coming?”

“Absolutely.”

“Do you want me to wait for you?” Hank had a hopeful
expression on his face.

“No, thanks. I’ll just meet you there.” Kate
collected a couple of spiral-bound notebooks and her desk calendar
and tucked them into her messenger bag.

Within ten minutes, Kate was easing her vintage
Honda into a space along Main Street. Never Blue was located in the
historic district of downtown Hendersonville, North Carolina. And
despite its moniker, featured a bar that was bright cobalt blue.
Obviously, the name referred to the mood of the establishment and
not the color.

Kate paused and searched the lunch crowd for her
friends. Emily waved from a spot in the corner. Hank stood as she
neared the table. Melanie, Roy, and Crystal were already seated.
Hank pulled out a chair. He was such a gentleman.

“I took the liberty of ordering you your first
drink.” Emily seemed happy. She’d clearly already taken several
sips of hers.

“Here’s to us.” Melanie held her glass aloft.
“Here’s to shaping young minds. We survived another year!”

Everyone touched glasses. Kate had a slight sinking
sensation as she sipped her drink. She hadn’t told her friends that
she was taking a leave from teaching. Well, she’d talked with Emily
about it, but she hadn’t let any of the other teachers know she’d
made her mind up for sure.

Emily shot her a look as if to say tell
them.

“I have some news to share.” Kate’s voice cracked.
She cleared her throat and tried again. “I have some news to
share.”

The chatter around the table subsided and everyone
looked at her.

“I’m taking next year off.” No one said anything.
They were all just watching her with surprise on their faces.

“Why—” Hank’s question was interrupted by a thump
under the table and a grimace. Emily had probably kicked him. “I
mean, congratulations.” His tone was sheepish.

“I’m taking time off to help my mom out.” Kate loved
her mother dearly. She thought back to when she’d been in grade
school and was upset because she’d fallen and skinned her chin. The
whole underside of her chin had a big red raspberry on it. Her
mother had allowed her to stay home, and they’d baked sugar cookies
and then eaten most of them hot right out of the oven, only waiting
long enough for the sprinkled sugar on top to melt.

Her mother needed her. If she didn’t take the time
to care for her now Kate knew she’d have regrets. “It’s just for a
little while. Then I’ll be back, shaping our country’s future
leaders. Or at least teaching them to read.”

“I think you’re doing the right thing.” Crystal
reached across the table and touched her hand.

“Thank you.” Kate hoped she was doing the right
thing. Good teaching positions were hard to come by. She’d arranged
to take a leave of absence for a year, but if her mother’s
condition required more care she worried she might not have a job
to return to. It didn’t matter. There was no money to hire
full-time care, and Kate and her sister had decided to try to keep
their mother at home for as long as possible.

“Can I take your order? Just let me know if you need
more time.” The waitress stood at the end of the table. No one
responded right away. “Or would you like another round of drinks
first?”

“Yes!” Emily jumped at the offer grinning over the
top of the cocktail list at Kate. “I’d like to order a Prickly
Bitch for myself, and my friend here will have a Fifty Shades of
Delicious.” She winked at Kate. “Or does Tiki Bar Romance sound
more up your alley?”

“Fifty Shades does sound delicious.” Kate smiled,
and just like that the mood shifted and the conversation around the
table switched to summer vacation plans.

Kate listened to the chatter, a little lost in her
own thoughts. Summer vacation was usually her time to get away,
take a trip to Pensacola for a week on the beach, basically, she’d
treat herself to a week somewhere warm and lazy to regroup after
the end of the hectic school year. This summer would be different.
She sipped her drink and tried to imagine how her life might change
in the coming weeks.


Chapter Three

Shaw skimmed the document Akari had circulated to
the meeting attendees.

“On the second page of the ideation brief you’ll
find the top line of key milestones and the expectations for each
milestone.” Akari was seated at the far end of the long conference
table in her tailored dark skirt suit and perfectly straight black
hair, trimmed to just brush her shoulders. The sterile windowless
off-white walls reminded Shaw of some scene in a futuristic science
fiction movie where the corporation was about to confront
the hero with their sinister plan for world domination.

In the narrative Shaw imagined, the villains would
bury their evil plot beneath jargon like ideation and
market activation. Strategic would actually be a code
word for the demise of civilization as we know it.

The screen at the other end of the conference room
came to life, and as if choreographed, the overhead lights
dimmed.

“I have some data to share. These are the dashboards
that illustrate where the brand is positioned in the market at the
moment.” Akari clicked through slides, each with a well-designed
pie chart and bar graph. “I think these numbers show that our
strategic planning is beginning to pay off.”

Wait for it. The next slide would be key dates for
market activation, which would be referred to as a holistic
approach, as if they were discussing organic vegetables or
something more meaningful like child development. Shaw had heard it
all before, hell, she’d said it all before, and at some point she’d
even thought there might be some truth to it. Before she realized
it was all empty, meaningless. They were simply selling things to
people, things that no one really needed. Her job was to sell a
lifestyle through product placement. Her job was to sell happiness.
She was good at it. And so was Akari Nakamura, her counterpart in
the Tokyo office.

But before Akari could reveal the next slide, alarms
began to sound on every cell phone in the room. There were ten
people in the room; all reached for their phones to silence them.
Ever since the tsunami hit Fukushima, cell phones now signaled in
advance of an earthquake. Shaw was from San Francisco, so she was
experienced with tremors, but every phone in the room ringing in
unison was completely unnerving.

The gentleman in the navy suit seated next to her
spoke in Japanese.

“He said an earthquake will hit in thirty seconds.”
Akari was kind enough to translate.

Thirty seconds? How was anyone supposed to prepare
in thirty seconds? Everyone was silent. Shaw sat stone-still in her
chair. Seconds later, the tremor rocked the floor, but only barely.
Water in the pitcher in the center of the table rippled like the
scene from Jurassic Park when the T. rex was moments away
from chasing that Jeep through the jungle. After another minute,
everyone seated around the table visibly relaxed, except for
Shaw.

She white-knuckled the arm of her chair and fought
the urge to rage at the room. Blood pounded in her ears. She
squeezed her eyes shut and tried to focus on breathing. In. Out.
In. Out. Heat seemed to radiate down her neck past her collar. Was
she having a heart attack? Or was this what a panic attack felt
like? Akari was talking about the slide on the screen but directed
a look of concern at Shaw as she excused herself quietly from the
meeting. Air was what she needed. Akari could handle the meeting
without her.

In the hallway, she concentrated on taking slow,
deep breaths as her long, deliberate strides took her farther away
from the conference room. What was the world coming to when
everyone sat calmly through an earthquake and then just carried on
with a meeting about a marketing strategy?

This particular office was a bit of a labyrinth of
nondescript hallways and unmarked doors. It took her a few minutes
to remember where the coffee machine was. The employee kitchen was
small but had a nice espresso machine.

As if on cue, a young office girl scurried into the
room and, using hand signals, offered to make Shaw a coffee. After
a moment, she delivered a perfectly fashioned cappuccino and then
bowed as she backed out of the small tidy kitchen space leaving
Shaw alone. Her heart rate had slowed while she’d waited for her
coffee. She didn’t want to make a scene or literally run from the
building. She just needed to be alone for a few moments and let her
mind wander to calm her nerves.

Shaw took tiny sips from the steaming cup while
studying employee forms posted on a corkboard. Of course she wasn’t
able to read them because all the text was in Japanese. But she
found the pictogram illustrations fascinating. They seemed to be
instructions for worker safety and were pretty fun to decipher,
especially the causes of various falling hazards.

“Did you get lost?” Shaw wasn’t sure how long she’d
been lingering in the kitchen when she heard Akari’s voice behind
her.

Maybe hiding was more accurate. “Uh, no, sorry.”

Akari rested her manicured fingers on her hips and
frowned. What she lacked in height she made up for in attitude.

“Well, don’t rush your coffee break. I can handle
the pitch alone.” Sarcasm was normally outside Akari’s comfort
zone. Clearly, she’d been practicing.

Shaw turned to face Akari as a moment of clarity
struck her. Life was short and she was wasting hers. That hadn’t
been a panic attack. It was a wake-up call sounding in her
head.

In that instant, Shaw knew exactly what she needed
to do. And she was going to do it right now. “I’m going home.”

* * *

Kate faced the glaring fluorescent-lit interior of
the storage space stacked with boxes. One of the lights flickered
on the left.

“This is the last one.” Her brother-in-law, Greg,
placed the box of random kitchenware on a small bit of open floor
space.

Without her teaching income, Kate had decided to
sublet her apartment, and that meant storing all her worldly
belongings while she stayed at her mother’s place. Greg had helped
her take a few personal things over to her mother’s, but everything
else was now in storage. That felt oddly unsettling. Kate liked her
things. She was a nester. She’d furnished her apartment for optimum
coziness, and now all of it was in boxes in this cold concrete
space.

A splash of blue and white caught her eye. She
lifted the lid of one of the boxes nearby. It was a box of
treasures from high school. A couple of yearbooks, her journal, and
the sweater she’d gotten when she’d lettered as a cheerleader. She
picked up the journal and thumbed through the pages before gently
stowing it on top of the folded sweater. Kate took one last look
around before joining Greg.

The retractable door screeched like fingernails on a
chalkboard as he tugged it down. Kate secured the padlock and
shoved the key in her pocket. Her sister, Miriam, had taken the
kids to Chuck E. Cheese while Greg helped her move.

“Can I buy you lunch at least?” Kate placed her hand
on Greg’s shoulder as he rolled the ropes they’d used to tie down
the mattresses and stowed them in the tool compartment right behind
the cabin of his pickup.

“I should probably get going.”

“Grass to mow and all that?” Kate smiled up at Greg.
Her sister had married well. Greg was a terrific guy, with
all-American good looks and a kind-hearted spirit.

“More like laundry to do.” They both laughed.

Miriam looked the part of the quintessential
Southern belle, but she expected equality at home. Greg was an
old-fashioned guy, doted on by three sisters, but he seemed to take
Miriam’s feminist streak in stride. Kate had even heard rumors that
during their ten years of marriage he’d learned to cook.

“Well, thank you again. I really appreciate it.”
Kate could have asked Hank to help. He had a truck and would have
been more than willing, but his assistance would further complicate
things since she already knew he had a terrible crush on her.

No matter how many times she reminded Hank that she
was a lesbian, he just didn’t seem to believe her. Maybe if she
dated more her lesbianism might be more convincing. She and Karen
were involved for three years and had broken up over a year ago. It
wasn’t that she hadn’t had opportunities to date women since the
breakup. It was just that she was…well, picky sounded so negative,
but she was. Sex just for the fun of it wasn’t really her thing.
And dating led to sex, so before she’d even gone on the first date
her mind would spin forward
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