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Chapter One
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Emma Thompson, a tall, serious-looking thirty-year-old brunette, turned the house key in the front door and stepped out of the cold of an early November morning and into the entryway of her childhood home in Pine Forest, Minnesota. She paused, looked around, and asked herself, “What was I thinking?”

It was the first time she was back in the house, since helping Lily clean it out after their parent’s funeral. With dismay, she noted that the living room wallpaper, which she remembered as cheerful, was stained, and peeling off the walls, where dampness had seeped into the plaster behind it during the years that the house was empty and unheated. Her parent’s familiar furniture was still in place, but the house had a damp smell and a feeling of abandonment.

Well, it was too late for second thoughts, now. Six months ago, Harry had announced that he wanted a divorce to “find himself” only to find himself, within days, back home with his mother. Emma had decided that the past decade spent with Harry had been a big mistake, and she felt an urgent need to start over.

They didn’t have children, so the divorce was quick and painless. She discovered that what she mostly felt about Harry leaving her was relief to be rid of him and his endless grousing. Nothing was ever good enough for him. According to him, his mother was a better cook. And, she didn’t keep house like his mother. Never mind that his mother didn’t have an outside job, but Emma did.

Harry and Emma had agreed to sell their house—their only major asset—and split the proceeds. That was when Emma began to think about moving back home. With her share of the profit, she could move into her parent’s old house, take a year off from work, and finally write her novel.

The only family still in her hometown was her sister, Lily, who had married her childhood sweetheart, Frank, and their kids. And, a few cousins who still lived in the area. Most of her childhood friends had left town for school, or to find work, and had never returned. Emma, herself, had only been back for the occasional holiday visit with Lily and her family.

When Emma’s parents had died in a car accident on icy winter roads, several years ago, she and Lily had inherited the family home. Lily had taken care of the house as best she could, but she didn’t have much time or money to put into it.

Frank worked at the lumber mill, which paid well enough. But there weren’t any jobs in town that paid enough for Lily to work, while also paying for childcare for their three kids, so they got by on Frank’s income.

Lily had often suggested selling the family home. And Emma knew it was because she needed the money, but Emma had resisted the idea. She just wasn’t ready to cut the tie to their childhood home, yet.

After Emma’s divorce, when Lily mentioned the possibility of selling the house, again, Emma offered to buy out her sister’s share and move home. That meant spending a big chunk of her nest egg, but it was only fair to Lily.

Lily had eagerly embraced the idea. She was thrilled that she would have her big sister living close by, again, and have some extra money. Lily had made sure that the electricity, water, and gas were turned on before Emma got there.

Now, as Emma walked through the rooms and noted the signs of a mouse invasion, the deteriorating carpeting and wallpaper, and the outdated appliances, she began to wonder how long the rest of her divorce settlement money would last.

Emma had deferred her dream of becoming a novelist while she was married. Harry had poo-pooed it as a pipe dream and insisted she do something practical. So, she had used her typing skills, honed while writing papers in college, to work in a series of offices, before settling back at her alma mater, in the office of the University of Minnesota’s maintenance department. The job was deadly dull, but it had paid the bills. Harry occasionally worked, but mostly drank beer and watched TV.  She was happy to give up that job along with Harry.

Emma was upstairs in her old bedroom, when a loud knocking on the front door, followed by laughter, voices, and footsteps, interrupted her train of thought.

“Hello, are you here?” Lily called out.

“I’m up here,” Emma called back.

Her sister, Lily, came bounding upstairs, as full of energy as ever, her blond curls bouncing, and her blue eyes sparkling. She was trailed by her three kids: Jenny, age six, with red hair, Tommy, age four, with blond hair and freckles; and Cindy, age two, with dark curls, like her dad.

“Aunty Emma,” shouted Tommy, the most outgoing of the three kids, “Are you going to live in Grandma and Grandpa’s house?”

“Yes, I am.” She beamed at him. All the other kids started dancing around, asking questions, and talking at once. Lily shooed them out of the room and Emma heard a thunder of little feet running down the stairs, followed by the plaintive cry of, “Wait for me.” In Cindy’s high-pitched baby voice. “Come on, then,” Jenny called to her.

“Thanks for getting everything ready for me, sis,” Emma said.

“No problem. There’s butter, milk, and eggs in the fridge, and a loaf of bread, some peanut butter, and coffee in the cupboard.  But tonight, I want you to come over for supper. Around six?”

“Thanks, Lily. That sounds lovely. Shall I bring something?”

“Just yourself. It’s going to be just hotdish, I’m afraid. That’s what the kids like.”

“Sounds good. Is it a tater-tot hot dish?”

“Yup, that used to be our favorite. Do you still like it?”

“Love it,” Emma said, wondering if she did. It had been years since she’d last had it.

“What do you think of the old place,” Lily asked.

Emma grimaced. “It needs some TLC. I guess I expected it to be like it was when Mom and Dad lived here. But, of course, it isn’t. It hasn’t been lived in for years. Has it?”

“No. It’s been about three years, now, since they passed away. Jenny kind of remembers her grandparents. I have pictures of them at home, so that helps. Tommy was too little, so he doesn’t remember them, and Cindy wasn’t even born, yet. But I always tell them, “That was Grandma and Grandpa’s house” whenever we pass by. Sorry, I didn’t do more with the place. I did what I could.”

“Oh, I know. Don’t worry about it. I could have come up more often, too. I’m sure I can get the place back in shape in no time. Maybe by Christmas time.”

“In less than two months?” Lily looked skeptical. “Things take longer up here than you think. The local hardware store only stocks the basics. Most repair jobs require a trip to Grand Rapids, and that’s a ninety-mile round trip.”

“Yeah, I know. This is my hometown, too. Things probably haven’t changed, too much.”

“No, not too much. Maybe not as much as they should have,” Lily said. “Are you bringing in your own furniture?”

“Eventually. It’s in storage, for now. I figured I’d do some painting and maybe get some new carpeting, and so on before I totally move in. And, we have to figure out what to do with the furniture that’s already here. You can take what you want, and maybe we’ll sell, or give away the rest. I just brought what I could get into the car. I stuffed in a futon, which is lucky. The mattress on my old bed seems kind of damp and mildewy. Can you and the kids help me haul it out and haul my stuff in?”

“Of course. Let’s go.”

Within a couple of hours, the car was unloaded, the futon was on the bed, and the old mattress was sitting out by the trash. After a peanut butter sandwich lunch, Lily and the kids went home for afternoon naps, and Emma sat down with a second cup of coffee while contemplating where to install her office, which consisted of only a computer, a printer, and a box of printer paper.

She decided the little room between the kitchen and the living room, that her mother had used as a sewing room, would do. After setting everything up, she decided that tomorrow she would start writing her novel. But, right now, she also needed an afternoon nap and a shower, before heading over to Lily’s house for supper.

There was a loud knock on the door. Emma opened it, thinking Lily had forgotten something, and was surprised to see a handsome stranger, a tall, dark-haired man, wearing jeans and a thick flannel shirt, on her doorstep.

“Hi, I’m Sam Mitchell,” he said. “I live next door. Maybe your sister mentioned me?”

Emma thought for a second. “Oh, yes, Sam. She did mention you. You’ve been keeping the driveway plowed out in the winter, and cutting the grass in the summer, these past few years. Thanks for that.”

Emma had imagined a much older man when Lily talked about him. Maybe a retired man, with time on his hands, not this strapping thirty-something-year-old, with such a nice smile.

“Come in, won’t you? I was just about to have a cup of coffee; won’t you join me?” she asked.

“Thanks, I don’t want to get in the way. I just stopped by to introduce myself and to ask if you want to continue the arrangement.”

“Oh, ahh...sure. Yeah, probably,” Emma stammered. “I think so. I guess.”

He laughed. “So, you’re sure about that?”

She laughed, too. “You just caught me off guard. I’m not sure what the arrangement is. But, if my sister thought it was okay, I’m sure it is. Are you sure you can’t come in for a cup of coffee?” Something about his smile made her want to continue their conversation. “By the way, my name is Emma Thompson.”

She held out her hand and he shook it. His hand was firm and his grip confident.

“Okay, if you’re sure I won’t be in the way.” He stepped inside and wiped his feet, carefully, on the doormat. He looked around. “The place hasn’t changed much since your parents lived here.”

“I suppose not,” Emma said, hesitantly. “It seems a little neglected, but I hope to get it back in shape, eventually.”

“Oh, so you’re planning to stay for a while?”

“Me? Yeah. At least for the time being,” Emma said. At least until the money runs out, she thought. “Let’s go into the kitchen for that coffee.”

Emma retrieved her cup from the end table next to the couch, led him into the kitchen, and poured each of them a cup of coffee. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any sugar, but I do have milk. Would you like some?”

“No, black is fine for me,” he said.

“Have you lived here in Pine Forest for long?” Emma asked. “You look kind of familiar. But I don’t think I went to school with you.”

“I’ve been here about five years, now. My folks used to have a cabin, down the road, he gestured east. So, you probably saw us around town. We were some of the summer people.”

“Oh, yeah. I bet that’s it.” A picture of a handsome young teenage boy, with dark, wavy hair hanging over his eyes, sitting on a bench outside of the local grocery store, with a can of pop in his hand, came to her mind. “Do your parents still own the cabin?”

“No, they sold it, years ago,” he said.

“So, what brought you back to Pine Forest?”

“Happy memories,” a shadow crossed his face. “We always had such great times, up here. How about you? What brings you back?”

“The same, I guess. And, the house, of course. My sister and I inherited it when my parents died.”

“I’m so sorry, about that. It was a tragic accident. They were such great people.”

“Thanks. Yeah, they were. And it was a shock—the accident.” She paused and stared into her coffee cup, then took a deep breath. “But life goes on. I’m sure they wouldn’t want Lily and me to dwell on it.”

“No, I’m sure not.” Sam studied the back of his hand. “Do you have a job up here?”

“No, I’m, um...going to try to write.” Emma was uncomfortable saying she was a writer until she had something published. Some of the advice she’d read advised against talking too much about the process.

“Really? That’s great.”

She studied his face, for a moment, trying to gauge his sincerity. “Yeah, I thought that the house should be lived in. And, I’d try to get started. I haven’t written much, yet.”

“Well, I wish you the best. It’s great to have a goal, beyond just living and paying the bills.” A shadow fell across his face, again. “Anyway, like I was saying, I take care of the snow removal and mowing. I used to invoice your sister twice a year in December and June. We can continue that arrangement. If that suits you.”

“Sure, no problem, just send the bills to me. Or, drop them by.”

Soon, the conversation turned to how soon it would snow, and then Sam declared he had to get going.

Emma saw him out and then sank onto the couch and closed her eyes, trying to get a short nap. But all she saw was the vision of Sam’s face. I shouldn’t even notice him. She scolded herself. The last thing I need is the distraction of a relationship.

The lamp on the side table flickered. She briefly opened her eyes and wondered, groggily, if it was just the light bulb or the electrical wires. As she recalled, her mother had said something about getting the house rewired, shortly before the accident. What would she do if she needed an electrician? Emma turned out the lamp and closed her eyes, again.

The sound of mice rustling around and squeaking startled her and she sat up, wide awake. What if they chewed through electrical wires? Would that short out her computer? She ran and unplugged it. First things, first, she decided, the nap would have to wait. She needed to make a trip to the hardware store for a surge protector and some mouse traps.
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