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Dedication

 


To my friends and loyal readers who enjoy
whatever I write.


Chapter One

Callie Appleman watched as the last of her
belongings were loaded into the U-Haul truck. The house where she’d
grown up with her grandparents after her mother was killed in a car
accident had sold in less than a week and now, she was embarking on
a new adventure.

Like her mother, she was eighteen when she
got pregnant with her daughter, Lanie. Also, like her own father,
the guy who should have been Lanie’s father had disappeared before
her birth.

Callie’s mother, Karen, finished high school
and attended the local vocational school to become an
administrative assistant. The wedding plans were in motion when
Brent Martin announced he didn’t want to go through with the
wedding. His parents wanted him to do more with his life than get
married at an early age. They moved him out of state, never to be
heard of again.

At a time when Karen should have been the
happiest, she was devastated, but her parents, Joe and Anna Mae
Appleman, told her not to worry about the future. They would
support her decisions and help her raise her child.

Callie had been born two weeks early but was
extremely healthy. Never in her life had she wished for a
two-parent home. She loved her Nana and Poppy. They loved her in
return. Even when her mother was killed in a senseless car
accident, her grandparents kept her home life on an even keel.

It had been the night of her senior prom when
she and her steady boyfriend got carried away and soon learned that
in nine months, they would be parents. Like the mysterious Brent,
who Callie had never met, Tim Austin announced he wasn’t going to
be tied down with a wife and a child. He’d been accepted at MIT in
Boston and had no intention of playing daddy to some kid who might
or might not be his.

Again, Nana and Poppy Appleman stepped up to
the plate. They insisted Callie should go to college, even though
it would be delayed by a year.

Lanie was born on a cold February night, full
term and with the lungs to prove it. The following September,
Callie began her studies to become a nurse. It took five years of
hard work, but at last she became an RN and was hired at the local
hospital. If she thought she was done with studies, her immediate
supervisor had different ideas. She encouraged Callie to take night
courses in order to one day become a director of nursing.

Even though working days and studying nights
was grueling, her grandparents encouraged her every step of the
way. It took about two years, but at last the work was done. Callie
knew there would be no position waiting for her, but it didn’t
matter. For the first time since getting pregnant, she was
self-supporting.

When she mentioned moving out, it was Poppy
who insisted she stay with them and save her money. Her quest for
independence was put on the back burner when she came home to find
Nana lying on the kitchen floor. The nurse in her took over as she
tried to find a pulse. It was soon evident Nana was gone. How could
that be? How could she have died alone?

Moments later, Poppy came home from playing
Bingo at the Elks Club to the horrific scene of death. From that
day on, Callie could see Poppy’s health slowly deteriorating.

A year after Nana’s passing, Poppy met Callie
at the door when she came home from work. Lanie was playing with
her friends next door, so they were entirely alone.

“Callie girl, you know I love you and Lanie
more than anything else in this world,” he began. “It’s been a year
since your nana went to be with our Lord. I’ve made all the
arrangements and paid for everything for my funeral. I don’t want
you to be sad. I’m ready to be with my beloved Anna Mae.”

Tears flowed down Callie’s cheeks at the
prospect of not having Poppy in her life anymore. “I know what
you’re saying, but I will miss you terribly.”

“You know, Nana and I will never be far away
from you. Our spirits will always be with you. What I want to talk
about today is what will happen once I join her. This house is ours
free and clear. Several months ago, I put your name on the deed.
When the time comes, I want you to sell this old barn and move out
of this town. This place is a bear to heat in the winter and
without air conditioning it’s like a sweat lodge in the summer. As
for getting out of Minter, you know what it’s like in this small
town. Lanie’s grandparents on her father’s side live just three
blocks away and never make an effort to see her. Everyone here
knows about your past, present and future. It’s time to put your
education to use and start a new life. Between what we insisted you
save and what you will get for this house, even if you don’t have a
job right away, you’ll be okay.”

 


~ * ~

 


Callie brought her mind back to the present.
She’d kept only a few pieces of her grandparent’s furnishings. The
rest had been either sold at the estate sale or taken to the local
consignment store.

Yesterday she’d signed the papers for the
closing on the house and she knew as soon as she pulled away today
new people would be living in her childhood home. They told her of
the big plans they had for the house. They were going to put in a
completely new HVAC system and redecorate the five upstairs
bedrooms. They were planning to turn the old Victorian house into a
bed and breakfast.

“Oh Callie, I’m so glad we got here before
you left.”

Callie turned to see Phil and Lillian Austin
coming toward her. In the nine years since Lanie’s birth they’d
come to see her only two times. The first had been on the day she
was born and the second was at Lanie’s christening.

“You just caught me. My friends, Steven and
Marcie Olson, are getting ready to leave with the U-Haul. Lanie and
I will be following.”

To her surprise, Lanie took one look at her
paternal grandparents and turned away, getting into Callie’s
car.

“Why did she turn away from us?” Lillian
asked.

“Why do you think? She knows who you are, but
you haven’t been in her life. I honestly don’t know why you are
here now.”

“You’re being harsh,” Phil said. “You know
she’s our granddaughter and…”

“And nothing. Tim said it all when he walked
out on us before Lanie was born. From what I hear, he’s doing very
well working in the Twin Cities. Never once in the last nine years
has he ever sent one cent for Lanie’s support.”

“That’s what we want to talk to you about,”
Lillian said. “Ever since she was born, we’ve been putting aside
money for her education. There is a sizable amount in the account.
We’ve had a cashier’s check made out to you so you can put the
money into an account wherever it is you’re headed. All we ask is
when you’re settled, you will let us know where you’ve deposited
the money so we can continue to contribute to it.”

Callie didn’t know how to reply. These people
hadn’t seemed to be interested in her daughter and now they were
telling her how they’d been putting aside money for her
education.

“Thank you. Are you doing this for Tim’s
other kids?”

“There’s no need. We are in their lives and
Tim has already started college funds for them. It’s not right that
he won’t acknowledge Lanie. From everything we’ve seen and heard,
she’s a fantastic child. We were wrong not to be in her life. Now
we don’t even know where you’re moving.”

Callie softened a bit. “I’d rather not tell
you where we will be. What I can say is that I’ve been offered the
position of Director of Nursing at a good hospital. To be truthful,
I don’t have a place to live, but Lanie and I will be able to stay
at a motel until we find something we want to buy.”

She felt a bit guilty about not telling Tim’s
parents exactly where she was going. For some reason she didn’t
want the good people of Minter, Wisconsin to be able to easily find
her.

“How are you going to get along without your
grandparents there to take care of Lanie while you work?”

Callie wanted the conversation to end. What
did they care? They hadn’t been concerned until now, when she and
Lanie were going to be moving halfway across the country. “The
hospital has a wonderful daycare program for the kids of their
employees. Of course, she will be in school during the day and the
end of her day will coincide with the end of mine. We’ll be just
fine. As a matter of fact, Lanie is looking forward to moving. Over
the past year she’s been bullied because she doesn’t have a father
like all of the other kids in her class. It was good of you to come
and see us off and when I have established an account for this
check, I will let you know the account number. If you want to
continue contributing that will be appreciated, but don’t feel
obligated, since we will be so far away.”

The expressions on Phil and Lillian’s faces
told her they were relieved not to have to think about the
grandchild they didn’t want to acknowledge. The money they put away
for Lanie’s education was more guilt money than anything else.

She turned her back on the Austins and got
into the car. They lived three blocks away and hadn’t made any move
to get to know their granddaughter until the day they were set to
leave for Arizona.

“Why are you crying, Mom?” Lanie asked as
they pulled away from the house that had been their home for all of
their lives.

“It’s hard to leave.”

“I don’t think that’s the reason,” Lanie
said, sounding wise beyond her nine years of age. “It’s because of
the Austins, isn’t it?”

“What to do you know about them?”

“Jenny Marsden told me her mother said their
son, Tim, is my dad. She also said they were embarrassed to have me
as their granddaughter, because…”

“Because what?” Callie asked.

“I don’t want to say it but it was because
you were both so young when you got pregnant. She said it was your
fault I didn’t have a dad. I told her it was his fault. If he
wanted nothing to do with me, then I wanted nothing to do with him.
That shut her up, but it didn’t stop the other kids from calling
you and me nasty names.”

Callie ached for her daughter. She knew what
the names were; she’d been called a bastard all through school and
a slut when she got pregnant with Lanie. Poppy was right, she
needed to get out of this town and away from all the people who
thought they knew things they shouldn’t.

“That’s not going to happen again after
today. Once we get to Arizona, no one will know anything about our
past. The only thing they will know is what we are now and what we
will be in the future. Never think you are anything but a cherished
daughter and granddaughter. The Austins told me they’ve been
putting money away for your education. I took it for you, even
knowing it was guilt money. They promised once I have an account
established for you, they will continue to contribute to it. Never
feel bad about taking it. If they are willing to finance your
education, take it and be grateful to them. When we get to Arizona,
I think it would be nice to write them a thank-you note, if for no
other reason than to show them you are grateful and know the proper
way to do things.”

“I will, Mom. Do you think I’ll ever meet my
dad?”

Callie’s tears flowed harder. “I doubt it.
He’s been back to Minter many times since you were born and I’ve
never heard a word from him. I only heard he was in town from
others. He’s a very shallow man and we’re better off starting our
new life without him. If he should ever take the first step, I know
you will welcome him into your life and I won’t stop you.”

Lanie now wiped tears from her eyes. Callie
knew she wanted a father in her life, but after the first year of
no response from Tim, Callie decided to make the best life possible
for her daughter, just like her grandparents did for her.


Chapter Two

After three days on the road, they finally
pulled into Flagstaff. As soon as they arrived, they checked into
the two rooms they’d booked at the Day’s Inn. Once settled in their
rooms, Steve asked for directions to a reasonable storage unit.

It didn’t take long for the four of them to
unload the U-Haul and get everything into storage.

“What are you going to do when you find a
place to live?” Steve asked. “I won’t be here to help you haul all
this stuff out of here.”

“I’ve already contacted a moving company. It
will be costly, but I can afford it.”

“I feel bad we can’t be here to help you out,
but Steve only has a week off from work,” Marcie lamented. “When do
you have to report for work at the hospital?”

“Bright and early on Tuesday morning. On
Monday, I will be getting Lanie enrolled in school. For now, Lanie
and I are going to go apartment hunting after we take the two of
you to the airport.”

“Throughout the years, we’ve been impressed
at how independent you are, but never as much as I am today,” Steve
confessed. “We can’t believe you’re going to start a whole new life
away from Minter.”

Callie wished she was as certain about this
new step she was taking in life as were her friends. Through high
school, they’d all chummed around together; they were part of the
same clique. After she announced her pregnancy, Steve and Marcie
were the only ones of her friends who stuck by her side.

“You’ll never know how much I’m going to miss
the two of you,” Callie admitted.

“Don’t miss us too much,” Marcie said. “Steve
and I got to talking last night and the little we’ve seen of this
city, the more we’re considering moving down here, too.”

“What about your jobs?”

Marcie smiled slyly. “While Steve has been
working at the factory, I’ve been building my consulting business.
It’s all done online, so I can work from anywhere. I haven’t told
anyone yet, but I’m expecting. With Steve’s parents living in
Scottsdale, and my parents preparing to retire to somewhere in
Arizona, it’s the perfect time for us to make the move as well. As
soon as we make the official announcement, we’ll start looking for
properties for us to buy here in Flagstaff.”

“You have an open ticket,” Callie exclaimed.
“Why don’t you stay until Sunday? We can go house hunting together.
Who knows, we might find something in the same neighborhood.”

“Now you’re talking,” Steve agreed. “If the
folks go house hunting for us, they might find something that
doesn’t suit our needs.”

 


~ * ~

 


With the U-Haul returned to the rental
station, Callie picked up a local real estate flyer. After finding
a restaurant for lunch, they poured over the listings.

“Look at this one,” Marcie said, handing the
sheet she was looking at to Callie. “What are you planning to spend
for a house?”

“I don’t know, why?”

“This duplex looks like it’s perfect for us.
We have a good down payment saved and when we sell our house, we’ll
have a good equity in it. I think it’s the same with you. This
duplex will work well for both of us. Each side has two bedrooms
and, for the time being, that’s all we need. If we want to get into
something bigger down the line, we can use the duplex as a rental.
It will be the beginning of both of us investing in real
estate.”

“Hmmm, that does sound interesting. At least
we’d know our neighbors. Let’s call the realtor and see if we can
get a showing.”

They were able to see the place in two hours.
In Minter it would be unheard of, but the owner was willing to sell
and ready to move to Denver. It was also good that the rental side
was already empty.

“It needs some work,” Steve observed. “How
stuck are you on the asking price?”

“If you can move into it as it is, I can drop
the price by ten thousand dollars, but I can’t do any of the work
myself. My husband and I bought this place five years ago. He got
sick shortly after and passed away six months later. I just want
out from under it so I can move to Denver to be close to my
daughter. The amount of work this place needs has been a turn
off.”

“Can we talk about this?” Callie asked.

The owner agreed.

“She’s got this priced about one hundred and
fifty thousand dollars below what it should be. With her wanting to
take ten thousand off her asking price, I think between the two of
us we can afford it,” Steve said. “I can do most of the work and
I’m sure you two girls can handle the painting and decorating. I
think we can get everything wrapped up in Wisconsin and be back
down here within the next month. Do you think you can handle this
on your own before we can get here?”

“You know I can. I think we should strike
while the iron is hot. This place is in a good school district and
it’s not far from the hospital.”

Being Friday, Steve and Marcie were able to
contact their bank in Wisconsin about a loan. Since the bank had a
branch in Flagstaff, it didn’t take long for their loans to be
approved.

Considering the circumstances, the real
estate agent worked at what seemed to be warped speed. She arranged
for an immediate closing day. By the time Steve and Marcie were
ready to return to Wisconsin they officially purchased a home they
would all be comfortable living in. Thankfully, the original owner
was more than ready to have everything taken care of so she could
get to Denver to be with her family.

After signing the papers, Callie made
arrangements to move into the rental side of the duplex
immediately, eliminating the cost of staying at the motel any
longer than necessary.

Callie decided the owner of the storage unit
must have thought she’d lost her mind when she moved out of her
unit one day after moving in. When they learned she’d found a place
with immediate occupancy, they were more understanding and returned
the majority of what she’d paid for the entire month.


Chapter Three

Sunday morning Callie and Lanie took Steve
and Marcie to the airport after checking out of the hotel.

“I’m so excited about our new place,” Lannie
said.

“I am too. I know we’ll miss Steve and
Marcie, but hopefully they’ll be here soon. We’ll have to continue
camping out for a while until we can go shopping for bedroom
furniture sometime next week, but we’ll be fine.”

They pulled up in front of the duplex and
were met by the previous owner. “When do you think the Olsons will
be moving in?” she asked.

“It will take them a while to tie things up
in Wisconsin. Considering I sold my house there in less than a
week, they should be ready to move down here within the next
month.”

“Will you mind being here by yourself until
they get here? I told my daughter I sold the place and she wants me
to come to Denver as soon as possible. She and her husband are
coming down with a U-Haul next weekend. You don’t know how relieved
I am to be out from under this place.”

“I can’t believe how quickly everything went.
If it hadn’t been for Marcie and Steve, I wouldn’t have even
thought of buying a duplex. It’s perfect for the four, soon-to-be
five of us.”

“Don’t you have family back in Wisconsin who
will be missing you?”

“I only had my grandparents and they’ve both
passed away. As for Marcie and Steve, his parents already live in
Arizona and her parents are planning to move here just after the
beginning of next year. Since they’re expecting their first child,
it will be perfect.”

“What about Lanie’s father?”

Callie looked over her shoulder to see where
Lanie had gotten off to. Seeing her explore the spacious backyard,
she answered her neighbor. “He hasn’t ever been in the picture.
He’s never even seen her. His parents lived close to us, but didn’t
come over until the day we left Wisconsin. They have no interest in
her whatsoever and she’s okay with it. He has another family in
Minnesota and I doubt he’ll ever try to contact her, but you never
know with these things.”

When her neighbor told Callie she had some
furniture she wouldn’t be taking with her, Callie asked to see it.
All she’d brought with her was a desk, loveseat, and chair from the
living room and a small kitchen set. She remembered seeing the
beautiful bedroom set in the master bedroom as well as the set from
the guest bedroom. She prayed these were some of the pieces that
were for sale.

After a little negotiation, Callie assured
Lanie they would only be camping out in their sleeping bags for the
remainder of the week.

 


~ * ~

 


Monday morning, after enrolling Lanie in
school, they went out to explore their new city. Since school
wouldn’t be starting for another week, they went to the hospital to
check out the daycare program. Brenda Hawk greeted them warmly.
Callie recognized her from their Skype interview.

“You have to be Callie and this must be
Lanie. I’m so glad you were able to get here as quickly as you did.
Our last Director of Nursing moved to Alabama because of her
husband’s job. I’m sure you will be a great asset to our program. I
was hoping she’d still be here to help me with the training, but
they had to be in Alabama right away.”

“I’m sure we’ll do just fine. I wanted to
acquaint Lanie with the daycare program.”

“Of course, how inconsiderate of me. The
group is in session right now. When school starts, the older kids
are bussed to their respective schools and brought back here to go
home with their parents. Speaking of home, have you found a place
to live?”

“We certainly have,” Lanie said before Callie
could reply. “Mom’s friends, Steve and Marcie are moving down here.
We went house hunting with them before they flew back to Wisconsin.
Mom and I have already moved into one side of the duplex we
bought.”

The daycare at the hospital was located close
to the cafeteria. Callie was encouraged to see several other
children Lanie’s age. It took only a few minutes for her daughter
to make new friends. While she became acquainted, Brenda took
Callie on a tour of the hospital.

Like the daycare area, the hospital was
impressive. Back in Wisconsin, the office for the Director of
Nursing was in a corner of the basement. Here, it was on the first
floor with windows on two sides. It was a bright and cheerful
office space. Callie knew she would be happy working there.

“Will your husband be joining you?” Brenda
asked, breaking into Callie’s revelry over her new office.

“I’m a single mother. Lanie’s father isn’t in
the picture; his choice, not mine.”

“I’m sorry. I did something I shouldn’t have
done. I assumed. By meeting your daughter, I can see what a great
job you’ve done in raising her. I’m certain the daycare program
will be good for her. In a couple of years, she will be getting
training to help with the program when she ages out. It gives the
kids work experience as well as academic points for high school.
The program has been working well for several years.”

Callie smiled. She wished the hospital in
Wisconsin installed such a program. It would have taken a lot of
stress off her grandparents. Oh well, no use in crying over
spilt milk. I will be contacting my friends back there and letting
them know about this program.

 


~ * ~

 


On Tuesday morning, Lanie was as ready to
return to the daycare program as Callie was to start her new job.
Callie was surprised to find Lanie already up and starting the
coffee when she got out of the shower.

“You’re up early,” she greeted her
daughter.

“I met a lot of new friends yesterday and
we’re excited about the activity they have planned for today. We’re
going to go on a field trip. They said I wouldn’t have to pay,
since it was my first day.”

“How much are the other kids paying?”

Lanie looked as though she was trying to
figure out the cost. “I think it was ten dollars.”

“Good, I’ll talk to the people in charge and
pay whatever is necessary. Now, have you showered?”

“I was up at five and showered and dressed. I
didn’t want to be late.”

Callie smiled at her daughter’s statement.
Before yesterday’s visit to the hospital, she worried about how
Lanie would adjust to not only a new city and state but also a
whole new set of friends.

For the first time, she admitted Poppy was
right. She and Lanie did need a fresh start and Flagstaff was
exactly what she needed.

 


~ * ~

 


By Saturday, Lanie was completely settled in
the daycare routine and Callie was comfortable with her new
position at the hospital.

It was about nine when her neighbor’s
daughter and son-in-law arrived with the U-Haul to start packing
things up. When it came time to move the bedroom sets, the
son-in-law helped Callie to move them to her side of the
duplex.

“This certainly helps us out,” Callie
said.

“Not as much as it helps us. We’ve wanted to
get Mom up to Denver for the past couple of years, but she felt
obligated to her tenants. We were thrilled when they told her they
were moving out. We know she could have gotten more money for this
place, but with all the work it needs, we were glad for what she
was able to get.”

“We were the lucky ones. My friend and his
wife are both very handy. Steve has been sending me the plans
they’ve been drawing up for what they want to do with the place.
I’m excited to get started on all the projects. I do thank you for
helping me move the bedroom sets. I didn’t know if Lanie and I
could handle them on our own.”

“To be truthful, I didn’t know how we were
going to tell Mom we didn’t have room for all her stuff, especially
the bedroom furniture. We have a nice little mother-in-law’s
apartment at our place. We also were able to get a good deal on
some bedroom furniture for her to use when she moved in.”

Callie was glad she’d been able to get the
furniture at a good price. It would save her the time and money it
would take to go shopping for both of their rooms.

By two in the afternoon, they were waving
goodbye to their neighbor of
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