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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Alexandria Johnson

          

        

      

    

    
      Meeoow.

      I taxied the little Cessna airplane out to the private runway, part of Bush Intercontinental Airport, and prepared for takeoff.

      A big commercial jet took off in front of me, making an impressive image as it roared past with everything it had and left the ground. It circled around and headed west.

      While I waited for my turn, I pulled the address up on my iPad. Colorado Bend, Texas. That’s where I was headed.

      It was a beautiful day for a flight. A beautiful south Texas October day with a high of sixty-seven. Light winds out of the northwest.

      Waiting for clearance from the control tower, I prepared to join the puffy cumulus clouds drifting lazily in the air. That was how I felt when I was flying. Like a light, carefree cloud. The sky was the one place I could think without interruption.

      My mother, a psychologist, called flying a positive addiction. She would know if anyone did with both my daddy and my granddaddy being pilots.

      Momma said I got flying blood from both sides, so I didn’t stand a chance. She didn’t say it, but I knew I got my propensity to think deep thoughts, as they were, from Momma, with both her and my grandma being psychologists.

      Momma and Daddy had five children. Three of them, including me, were pilots. I’d heard her mumbling to herself on more than one occasion about what she’d done to deserve such torture. Apparently, she didn’t find it comforting to have so many of her loved ones in the air at any given time.

      Momma’s sister, my Aunt Ainsley, was a pilot, too. She was, in fact, the one I worked for.

      “Flight 222. Clear for takeoff.”

      “Here we go, guys,” I said to the cabin.

      I had two passengers today. Two silver Persian cats. Their names were Medley and Kit Kat.

      Meeoow.

      One or the other of them, not sure which one, was quite vocal and I was fairly certain he did not enjoy travel. From the sounds coming from the cabin, it just might be both of them.

      Since this was their first—and probably last—flight, the extent of their dislike remained to be seen. But they were safely secured in their little carriers. Since cat carriers didn’t come with seatbelts, I didn’t bother asking them to secure their seatbelts. Instead I turned off the intercom to the cabin so I wouldn’t be distracted by my little passengers.

      I took the Cessna into the air. A smooth takeoff. I always got a little shot of nerves when the airplane hit ground effect, held up by the air below it.

      Then I increased altitude heading slowly up to ten thousand feet.

      I was headed to a little town east of Dallas. A small town I had never heard of called Colorado Bend.

      My Aunt Ainsley flew dogs and cats, mostly dogs, to new owners around the country. She had started out with seeing eye dogs. Now she delivered all sorts of pets including comfort pets. That was my job today. Deliver two comfort pets to an elderly woman in Colorado Bend.

      Colorado Bend had a little airport, nothing more than a little runway, and I had to deliver the cats to her house. It was all part of the service Aunt Ainsley provided. Angel Pets. That was the name of her company.

      I would stay in Colorado Bend tonight, then fly back to Houston tomorrow.

      There was a bit of rain in tomorrow’s forecast, but it didn’t look like it was going to be enough to be any kind of problem.

      Reaching ten thousand feet, I turned on the autopilot and settled in for the rest of the flight.

      I turned on the intercom just to check in on my passengers.

      Silence. Nothing but silence.

      I didn’t know if this was a good thing or not. It was hard to know what cats were thinking, but since these two cats were supposed to be comfort cats, hopefully that meant they would have calm demeanors.

      I hadn’t actually seen them yet, so I couldn’t vouch for them one way or the other.

      It was just my job to deliver them.

      Colorado Bend. There was something familiar about that name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Daniel Foster

          

        

      

    

    
      Purple blooms on the crape myrtle trees shaded the sidewalk as I walked down Stardust Lane. As the premium residential street of Colorado Bend, Stardust Lane was lined with houses on either side that had been built in the mid-1800s.

      A picturesque street, it had been featured in several home and garden magazines over the years and, beckoning artists at all levels of talent. Many of the shops downtown displayed paintings and postcards featuring the tree lined street.

      The combination of the old houses and the purple blooming trees was the town’s claim to fame and truly the one thing it was known for.

      A big gangly black lab, safely behind an iron fence, barked at me as I walked by.

      A little private airplane, humming loudly, flew overhead, obviously coming in for a landing. The town’s little airport was no more than a runway and was only used on rare occasions. The airport was used mostly as a spot for teenagers who wanted to make out in their cars on Friday nights. It was almost a rite of passage for the high school students. I’d done my share back in the day.

      My arms loaded with bags full of groceries, I took the key from beneath the flowerpot and turned the lock. I knocked on the door as I pushed it open, knowing that my aunt Beatrice Green shouldn’t get up to answer the door.

      “Aunt Beatrice,” I called out, knowing that she would be in the guest room that had become her bedroom during her convalescence. “It’s me, Daniel.”

      “I’ll be right there,” she called. I heard her moving about.

      “Don’t get up,” I said, knowing that she was trying to do just that. “Just dropping off a few things.”

      I set the bags on the counter and by the time I had them emptied out, she was making her way toward me awkwardly maneuvering with crutches. I hurried to her and helped support her until she got to the nearest kitchen chair.

      After Aunt Beatrice fell down the stairs here in her house and broke her leg, the townspeople stepped in to help out. It’s what we did.

      At first her two granddaughters had come by every few days, splitting the responsibility with her grandson, but then, since all of them lived in Dallas and they had children of their own and jobs, they soon lost their enthusiasm and motivation to help out.

      Aunt Beatrice had lots of options. She could go to live with her daughter in Florida.

      She could go to live with either of her granddaughters in Dallas.

      Or she could go to a rehabilitation facility in Longview or even Dallas.

      She had chosen none of those options, choosing instead to stay at home. In her home in Colorado Bend.

      It was a big house. Old and stately. She and her husband had moved into this house with his parents after they got married and, inheriting it from his parents, had lived together in it for fifty-one years. Ideally, it should be passed on to one of her children or her grandchildren, but none of them showed any propensity toward living in Colorado Bend.

      Since her husband’s passing two years ago, Aunt Beatrice had struggled with living alone. Mr. Green, a beloved former mayor, had been a large presence in the town and he was sorely missed.

      The town, Colorado Bend, had been founded by his father’s grandfather. Maybe great grandfather. I didn’t know which.

      Someone, usually different volunteers from town, came in when they could to clean for her, even taking her laundry home to do. Basic things that she wasn’t able to do for herself.

      Aunt Beatrice had physical therapy three times a week.

      I brought her groceries and essentials every couple of days.

      The rest of the time, she was alone in the big, old house. And she couldn’t go upstairs.

      She was not happy about giving up her second-floor bedroom, but really, she had no choice. Doing the stairs was outside of her current safety zone.

      “You really don’t have to do all this for me,” she said.

      “I don’t mind,” I said. “It’s a ten-minute walk and it does me good to get out.”

      “You look just like your daddy,” she said.

      “Thank you.” The words were automatic, but the sting was still there. Eventually, I guess I would get used to people talking about my father.

      “Since you’re here,” she said. “Would you mind staying for a bit? My granddaughter just called. Said I should be getting a delivery of some sort.”

      “Melanie or Melissa?” I asked. Not that it mattered. They were equally flighty, or at least they had been in high school. I hadn’t seen either one of them since I moved back after my own father passed away.

      Seemed like all the old people in Colorado Bend were dying off and the young people were moving away. There just wasn’t anything in Colorado Bend to hold young people here other than it being a good place to raise a family. But even that wasn’t enough to hold people here these days.

      “Melanie,” she said. “You know that girl. You never can tell what she’s going to do next.”

      That was true enough. Melanie Green was infamous for being the homecoming queen who had tripped over the hem of her gown and was caught by the captain of the football team—not her date, but he was now her husband.

      I’d been back to Colorado Bend for four months now and I still didn’t know for sure what I was going to do. It didn’t seem like it had been four months. Time was just slipping through my fingers.

      I could sell the General Store or I could stay here and run it. Neither one seemed like a good option to me. I didn’t quite seem to have my path in life figured out. Every time I seemed to be getting my feet firmly grounded, something pulled the rug out from under me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Alexandria

          

        

      

    

    
      That was the thing about small towns. They didn’t have the conveniences of the city.

      I made a smooth landing onto the little Colorado Bend runway and taxied over to what looked something like a parking area. It was just a guess, though, since there were no other planes out here and no cars.

      There was a forest on one side of the runway and a field on the other. There were houses and a main street nearby. I had seen them as I flew over and went in for a landing.

      I didn’t have to turn on the intercom system to hear the cats putting up a fuss in their carriers.

      It was a good thing these cats weren’t going to be frequent flyers. From the sounds coming from the back, flying was definitely not their thing.

      I checked my messages to confirm. Yes, I was supposed to have a car waiting to take me into town.

      It wasn’t far. I could walk to town if I had to. I jogged five miles a day most days anyway. But I couldn’t leave the cats here and I certainly couldn’t carry them that far.

      I texted Aunt Ainsley. She would know what to do.

      ME: There’s no car here.

      AINSLEY: Let me check

      I turned off the motor and went through my post flight checklist.

      Just waiting now on the car, I went into the back to check on my passengers.

      Sitting down across from where their carriers were buckled onto the seats, I looked into the first cage.

      Big terrified aqua eyes stared back at me. The cat had wedged himself up against the back of the carrier.

      “Which one are you?” I asked, looking at the tag. “You’re Kit Kat. Hi Kit Kat.”

      The cat meowed and not in what I would call a friendly way.

      “Well,” I said, leaving Kit Kat alone and moving my attention to his brother’s carrier. “That means you must be Medley.”

      I looked into equally big eyes, these with more of a blue hue. Medley was noticeable smaller than his twin.

      The cat hissed at me.

      “Well,” I said, sitting back. “A bit upset, much?”

      Ainsley: Car will be there shortly.

      ME: Thanks.

      By the time I got back up to the cockpit to grab my purse and overnight bag, I heard the car coming in my direction.

      Looking up, though, I saw that it wasn’t a car at all, but it was a truck. An old light blue truck with little rust spots.

      Great. Just great.

      I’d visited small towns before and they never once failed to make me appreciate the city.

      I stood at the door, at the top of the stairs, and waited while the truck rumbled up and stopped next to the plane.

      While my driver got out, I went back inside and unhooked Kit Kat’s seat belt, then unhooked Medley’s.

      “Alright, boys,” I said. “You’re almost home.”

      I picked up Kit Kat’s carrier and turned.

      And I came face to face with Daniel Foster.

      “Hello Alexandria,” he said, smiling at me.
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            Daniel

          

        

      

    

    
      Since I was at her house when the call came through, I took Aunt Beatrice’s old rusted blue truck out to the airport.

      It was only a five-minute ride from her house, but the pilot needed a car. I decided to reserve judgement on that one since a person could have luggage in addition to whatever it was he had flown in for Aunt Beatrice.

      I still didn’t know what it was that Melanie had gotten for her grandmother. The fact that whatever it was had to be flown in by private jet told me that Melanie Green had more money than good sense.

      The grass in the field across from the airport waved in the wind, reminding me of a field of Kentucky bluegrass.

      It was blowing up a rain. I didn’t care what the weather forecasters said.

      I saw the pilot standing in the doorway as I drove up, but the store called and my attention was focused on that. Somebody wanted to return a bag of dog food that their dog wouldn’t eat.

      “Are they a good customer?” I asked.

      “Yes sir.”

      “Go ahead then.”

      By the time I disconnected the call, the pilot had gone back inside the plane.

      I heard someone talking, so I went up the steps to the door of the airplane.

      My best friend’s sister in college had been a pilot, so I was not unfamiliar with private planes.

      As I took off my shades and blinked, my eyes adjusting to the low light, the pilot turned.

      My heart got stuck somewhere in my throat.

      It wasn’t a pilot.

      It was Alexandria. A pilot, yes. But… Alexandria Johnson.

      It took what seemed like forever, but in reality, was only a fraction of a second for me to recover.

      “Hello Alexandria,” I said.

      “Daniel? What—”

      A hissing sound came from one of the carriers at her feet.

      I took a step back and that oddly enough made her smile.

      “Do you have a cat in there?” I asked. “I hope.”

      “Yes,” she said, holding the carrier out to me. “He doesn’t bite. At least I don’t think he does.” She shrugged.

      I took the carrier from her with some trepidation, only to learn that there were two of them.

      The other was quiet while the one in my hands caterwauled.

      “Is it in heat?” I asked, looking down at the carrier I held out at a safe distance.

      She laughed. “No. She’s a he. So. No.”

      “Tell me why you have cats.”

      “I’m just the delivery person. Someone ordered two comfort cats for a lady who lives here.”

      I looked at her blankly, then burst out laughing.

      “Comfort cats? Really?”

      “What’s wrong with that?” she asked, frowning at me.

      “Well,” I said, holding up the carrier so I could peek inside. “I don’t think these two are going to provide comfort for anyone. It’s more like they’re going to wreak havoc on someone.”

      “Well,” she said. “At any rate, we should get them delivered so they can have some water.”

      “Right,” I said. “Just leave that one here. I’ll come back for it.”

      She set the carrier down with obvious relief and carefully followed me down the stairs.

      After I loaded up the first cat, I went back up the stairs for the second one. I grabbed her couple of overnight bags, too.

      As I watched Alexandria lock up the plane, it occurred to me what she had just said and I put it all together.

      Good God.

      These cats were for Aunt Beatrice.

      I’d been so caught off-guard by seeing her that I hadn’t put the two together.

      She stood looking dubiously at the truck.

      “Is this yours?” she asked, looking at me with her big beautiful sea foam green eyes.

      “No.” I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “It belongs to Mrs. Green.”

      “Mrs. Green,” she said with obvious relief.

      I opened the passenger door and closed it behind her after she climbed inside. The door squawked and set off another wail from one of the cats I’d put in the middle of us on the bench seat.

      If I had known I was picking Alexandria up at the airport, I would have brought my own car. If I had known it was going to be her, I would have worn a different shirt, too, instead of the brown button-down shirt I
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