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Chapter One: A Change in Pace
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“Honey, have you seen the toilet paper tower?”  My wife walks around the corner from the bathroom and stares intently at me while I pull some things from the boxes in our living room.

“That damned thing should be burned,” I answer with a grimace.  “I think I saw it in the garage yesterday.”  Leanne turns and walks to the door beside the kitchen to go to the garage.  I can tell that she is not very happy with my proclamation concerning the toilet paper tower, but I really don’t care right now.  It’s an eyesore, plain and simple, and the faded wooden box was out of style by the mid-nineties.  

“Here,” she says as she walks back into the house while carrying the monstrosity.  “I would appreciate some help in here, Kevin.”  My wife doesn’t even make eye contact with me as she walks into the bathroom again.  I stand to my feet, and with a short huff, I begin the march toward what will become the guest bathroom.

“So, what do you need me to do?”

“The shower curtain,” Leanne replies as she pushes the long rod into my hand.  “It won’t stay up and I’m tired of trying to get it to work.”  I smile softly toward my frazzled wife as she turns and begins dropping rolls of toilet paper into the tower box.

After wedging the shower rod into place, I tell her, “I’m sorry, Leanne.”

“For what?”  My wife puts the top on the wooden toilet paper tower before turning to look at me.  

“This whole mess.  I wish things could have been different for us, but I just don’t know what I could have done to avoid the move.  We were against the wall.”

“I know.”  Leanne walks quickly from the bathroom, leaving me standing next to the bath tub.  I walk out of the bathroom to where my wife is pulling out a wall-hanging for the living room.  

“Leanne, I didn’t do it on purpose.  You have got to know that I didn’t just quit that job.”  This is not the first time we have had this conversation, but I am hoping to get something from her this time around.  My wife is angry with me, and maybe she should be, considering that our coming here was at least somewhat my fault.  Maybe if I had schmoozed the right manager, or came in and worked occasionally for no pay, I would still be in Oregon on the pipeline there.  Unfortunately, they claimed that they were going to phase out my position.  At twenty-eight years old, I was no longer needed and given little time to look for a new job.  I was lucky to find this one at the base of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, but Leanne doesn’t see it that way.  All she can see is the way her life has been impacted by the sudden move.  To her, it’s completely my fault.

“Shit happens,” she says under her breath as she walks over to a wall and presses a piece of cheap artwork against it.  “We’ll have to make this work for a while until we can get back on our feet.”

I shake my head.  “We are on our feet, honey.  It’s not like I went without a job for long.  This one is a well-paying position, and if things work out I should be making more in a few months from now than I ever did in Oregon.”

My wife’s eyes roll toward me momentarily before she looks back at the wall.  “This is not where we belong, Kevin.  Our friends are back in Oregon.”

“Your friends are in Oregon,” I correct her.  “The closest thing I had to a friend was that old guy who would come by from next door to borrow our lawn mower once every week.  He couldn’t even remember my name whenever he asked for the damned thing.”

“Do you remember his name?”  Leanne stops what she is doing and looks hard at me.  As she sees me struggle to recall the man’s name, she adds, “If you would take the time to get to know people, you wouldn’t forget their names, Kevin.  The reason you had no friends was because you wouldn’t take the time to get to know anyone there.”

“I don’t need a lot of friends, Leanne.  I have you.”

“I’m not a guy friend, Kevin.  You need a guy friend or two that you can talk to and get a beer with when you are finished with a long day’s work.  Why can’t you do that?”  She lays one of the knick-knacks she is holding down onto the side of the sofa.  “Maybe you can survive without friends, but I like to get to know people and build some relationships.  I had friends in Oregon, Kevin.  Why can’t you see that I need those friends?”  Leanne begins to cry a little as she turns and walks past me back to the guest bathroom.  She walks in and pulls out a roll of toilet paper from the wooden tower and unravels just enough to dab her eyes and nose.  

“I’m sorry, Leanne,” I say as I watch her wipe her brown eyes.  My wife is beautiful, her five-two athletic build a testament to the hours of walking and running she does during the week.  She has tried for months to get me to go jogging with her, but I have refused, and recently I have noticed the way her body has toned while mine has remained less muscular than what I would prefer.  Maybe I should get out with her and run a little, but I can’t seem to get over my own laziness.  

“I know it’s not your fault,” she tells me as she attempts to fix her blonde ponytail in her hair.  “But I can’t help but miss them, Kevin.  Lori and Tina were my besties, you know?  We did everything together on the weekends.”

“I know.”  I reach out and pull my wife toward me as I try to console her.  Her friends were always there when my wife needed a little extra support while her mother was ill and then again when her father passed away.  Their friendship was greater in some ways that what I am able to offer Leanne, which has always bothered me a little.  Even so, I have also been grateful to see her with such caring women.  It’s my hope that she will find others here in Timber Ridge to make her friends now that we have settled in.

“Stupid makeup,” Leanne says as she looks in the mirror at the smudges around her eyes.  “I’ve got to fix this.”  She leaves the bathroom and goes down the short hallway to our bedroom so that she can access her makeup kit in the master bathroom.  Just as I begin to follow her, I hear the doorbell ring.  So, figuring that Leanne will be busy for a few minutes, I move toward the front door to answer it.  

“Good afternoon,” a young woman says as she smiles at me from across the threshold.  

“Hello.”  I smile the best I can as I look at the attractive young woman.  Just slightly taller than my wife, she too is athletic like my Leanne and has blonde hair with blue eyes.  At maybe a few years younger than Leanne and me, our visitor appears to be a college student, at least judging from the sweatshirt that she is wearing.  

“My name is Sadie Martin.  I live just a couple of houses down the street and I noticed that you have moved in.”  She holds out a plate of about two-dozen cookies and waits patiently for me to take them.  I take the plate as I wave her into the house.  

“Kevin,” I say as I offer her a hand to shake.

“This is a nice little house.  I have always liked it.”  The young woman shakes my hand as she smiles at me.

“Yeah, it’s nice,” I reply as I close the door.  “It’s just about all we can afford for rent at the moment, though.”  The house we decided to rent for a year is not nearly as nice as most houses along the street and is certainly not as nice as the one Sadie has come from with the plate of cookies.  There is some catching up my wife and I must do before we can afford a better place, but we are more than patient enough to do so.  

“I used to come over here when the Johnson’s lived here.  They would offer the kids in the neighborhood hot chocolate and cookies around Christmastime.”  Sadie smiles at me as she looks around.  “Is your wife around?”

“I’m sorry, I’ll just go get her.”  I begin to walk toward the short hallway, but Leanne comes around the corner and stops when she sees Sadie standing in the living room.

“Oh, hello,” she says as she walks up to the younger woman.  “I’m Leanne Woods.”  My wife puts out her hand to shake.

The young woman shakes her hand as she replies, “Sadie Martin from just down the street.  Welcome to the neighborhood.”  She smiles and nods toward the plate of cookies I am holding.  “I thought you might like some sweets to get you settled into town.”  

Leanne smiles for the first time in several days.  “That’s really sweet of you.  Thank you very much.”  She takes the cookies from me and carries them into the kitchen, where she sits them on the countertop.  “So, do you go to school around here?”

“The community college, yeah,” Sadie replies.  “I’m in my second year right now and trying to decide which university I would like to attend.”

“What are you studying?” I ask.

“Early childhood education,” she replies with a bright smile on her face.  Sadie’s blue eyes cause my heart to flutter a bit as they look directly into mine.  The sweet aroma of her perfume doesn’t hurt all the much either.

“So, you want to be a teacher?”

“A preschool teacher,” she responds as she looks over at my wife.  “Say, aren’t you going to be one of the new stylists at Suzanne’s shop.”

Leanne nods her head as she replies, “Yes I am.  I will be starting on Monday.”

“Awesome.”  Sadie drags her fingers through her hair and asks, “Do you think you could give me a more layered look if I come in on Monday afternoon?  I want to look nice for a family picture I have the weekend after.”

“I would love to give it a try,” Leanne answers as a smile moves across her face again.  There is quite a lot of satisfaction in seeing my wife interact with another woman from our new town, even if that woman is a few years younger.  “You will have to call in to Suzanne to set up a time.”

“I’ll do that.”  Sadie looks around the house and says, “There may be others to come by over the next day or two to welcome you both into the neighborhood.  You will find that this part of town is a pretty close-knit group and we try to get together once in a while.  If socializing is your thing, you are in for a real treat.”

“Well, one of us enjoys that sort of thing,” my wife says as she gives me a harsh look.

“You don’t like parties?” Sadie asks as she turns her blue eyes toward me.

I fumble for an answer, eventually telling her, “I don’t mind parties so much.  It’s just the people that are at the parties that sometimes get under my
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