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Synopsis

Rigid and predictable. Sarah Buchanan would never in
a million years have used those words to describe herself. Never.
But it’s been almost a year since her longtime girlfriend left her
for a man, and she’s suddenly realized that those words now
describe her with frightening accuracy, along with one more:
boring. Deciding it’s time to escape her disaster of a life, at
least long enough to turn it around, she takes a temporary position
with her company overseas. The hardest part is leaving her
blue-eyed dog, Bentley, behind. But at least he’s in the capable
hands of her family. She thinks. Natalie Fox is the exact opposite
of Sarah. She’s flighty, spontaneous, and lives in The Now. It’s
how she's always been, and for better or for worse, Natalie loves
her carefree life. When she finds a stray, skinny, terrified dog
with blue eyes outside the coffee shop where she works and decides
to adopt him as her own, things seem just about perfect to her.
Take two stubborn, polar opposites with an attraction for one
another they’re trying desperately to ignore; throw in a couple of
wise Italians, a handful of quirky friends, some homemade cannoli,
and a far-too-observant dog; stir vigorously, then sit back, relax,
and enjoy…
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Chapter One

Drunk-dialing was never a good idea. Ever. Any woman
in her right mind knew that. Unfortunately for Sarah Buchanan, she
had too many gin and tonics in her system to be in her right mind,
so she went right on dialing, taking three tries before she hit the
right choice from the selections in her cell phone and ignoring the
seemingly faraway voice screaming for her to hang up, for God’s
sake, before it was too late.

Her dog, Bentley, sat on the floor, staring at her
as she flopped backward onto the couch from the arm where she had
been perched, and she was almost certain his blue eyes showed
genuine concern for her. Or was it disapproval? Somehow, she
couldn’t be sure. Then the room tilted sickeningly and began to
spin. Sarah slammed one foot to the ground, an old trick her father
told her he used in college, referring to the spinning as “the
BTs,” or “the black twirlies.” It didn’t work this time, and she
tried to push her foot down harder as her call went through and the
phone began to ring. Once. Twice. Three times.

“Hello?” It was picked up on the fourth ring, the
groggy voice on the other end hitting Sarah like a battering ram
with its soft familiarity.

“Happy Valentine’s Day.” Emotion made an unexpected
appearance, and Sarah tried to maintain a steady voice. She reached
out to scratch Bentley’s head, using him as a touchstone to keep
her calm.

“Sarah? Is that you?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Hi.”

“Do you know what time it is?”

Sarah squinted at the antique clock mounted on the
wall, but her eyes couldn’t—or wouldn’t—focus on the hands. “No
idea.”

“It’s after midnight.”

“Oh. Oops. I guess I’m a little late, then. My bad.
But you know what they say. Better late than never, right?”

The frustrated breath Karen blew out on the other
end of the phone was also familiar to Sarah, and she winced when
she heard it. It had been a far too common sound during their last
few weeks together, as if Karen’s repeated attempts at an
explanation for why she’d chosen Derek over her had been endlessly
falling on deaf ears.

“What are you doing?” Karen’s voice held the
gentlest of reproaches. Maybe she’d been expecting this, especially
today.

“I’m sprawled out on the couch,” Sarah answered.

“No, Sarah, I mean what are you doing? We talked
about this. Why are you calling me?”

The tears sprang up so fast, they surprised her.
First she was dry-eyed, then she wasn’t, just like that. “It’s
Valentine’s Day. And I miss you.”

“Sarah…”

“Don’t. Don’t do that.”

“Don’t do what?”

“Say my name with such pity.” Sarah sat up, her
unreasonably quick change of mood lost on her, her sudden movement
startling Bentley to his feet. “Like you feel sorry for me.”

“Have you been drinking?” Karen’s tone remained
steady, calm, rational. Damn her.

“Like a fish.”

“I’m hanging up now.”

“No, wait. Wait…please?”

Karen’s end was silent, but Sarah could hear her
breathing, knew she was still there.

“I just called to tell you I miss you,” Sarah tried
again. “I don’t see anything wrong with that.”

“And what do you want me to say, Sarah? What exactly
do you expect me to say to that?”

Sarah could picture her ex, her reddish brown hair
all sleep tousled, her brown eyes bleary, freckles sprinkled across
her nose. Karen never woke up easily. She was like a kid that way.
She loved her slumber and she was always adorable the way she
looked forward to snuggling under the covers. Sarah smiled as she
thought about how Karen was most likely wearing boxers and a
tight-fitting tank top, her usual sleeping attire. That smile
slipped, though, when it occurred to her that they were probably
his boxers… Bile rose in her throat, but she choked it back
down.

“Is he there?”

“Sarah.” Warning was etched all over that one
word.

“Are you with him right now?” Sarah couldn’t help
herself, the anger building too rapidly for her alcohol-addled
brain to filter it out.

“Why do you have to do this?”

“Is he lying next to you?”

“I’m definitely hanging up now.” As it always had
been, the larger Sarah’s anger became, the calmer Karen sounded,
and it was obvious that this behavior wasn’t new or unexpected. She
sighed heavily. “Drink some water, take some Advil, and sleep it
off. You’re going to be hurting in the morning. Good night,
Sarah.”

The click seemed to reverberate through her head,
and Sarah whimpered at the sound of it, feeling so utterly helpless
and alone she didn’t know if she could bear it. As if it were some
foreign and unidentifiable object resting in her hand, she gaped at
her cell phone. “God, what the fuck was I thinking?” She snapped it
closed and tossed it none too gently onto the end table next to
her.

There was no fighting it. She knew that. The second
she threw her arm over her eyes, the tears came. Her crying jags
were nothing new to her, nor to Bentley. She felt his wet nose
nudge against her hand and she patted him absently on the head but
made no move to get up. It wouldn’t be the first time she slept on
the couch, the combination of her screwed-up emotions and too much
gin sapping her of any energy or the desire to get up and go to her
bedroom. God, she used to have such control of her life, such a
tight handle on everything. Of course, that was part of the
problem, according to Karen. Why are you such a control freak?
Loosen up, for Christ’s sake. You don’t have to orchestrate every
aspect of your life, you know.

Sarah snorted. “If she could see me now,” she
whispered.

She felt Bentley move closer, his soft tongue
darting out to clean the tears off her cheeks. He was worried about
her and she knew it. It was his job, after all, to look out for his
herd and to make sure each member was okay. She dug her fingers
into his fur and murmured reassurances to him, telling him she was
fine, not to worry. He lay down on the floor with a sigh.
Apparently, he too understood they’d be sleeping in the living room
again.

 


*

 


“Oh, Christ.”

Sarah felt like a freight train was blasting through
her head at full speed. Squeezing her eyes shut against the
overwhelming brightness of the bathroom lights, she braced herself
against the vanity with both hands and tried hard to regulate her
breathing and stave off a second bout of vomiting.

Nice and easy…

In…

Out…

In…

Out…

Slowly and carefully, she opened her eyes and
attempted to focus on her reflection in the mirror. That proved to
be a very large mistake.

“Oh, Christ,” she said again, pulling the
medicine cabinet open so she wouldn’t be forced to look anymore.
Fumbling for the bottle of ibuprofen, she turned on the water and
filled a glass. After popping three pills, she closed the door of
the cabinet and tried again. “Consider it your punishment for last
night,” she mumbled at herself in disgust.

The woman who looked back at her was a disaster of
epic proportions. Her normally sleek and shiny dark hair, which had
its own little zip of curl to it, hung limp and lifeless, not to
mention tangled and matted, just past her shoulders. She had a
normally creamy complexion that many admired, but that certainly
wouldn’t be happening today, not with the sallow gray shade of it
and the purplish black circles underneath her eyes. Speaking of her
eyes—which were definitely her best feature on any given day—Sarah
hardly recognized them. Their usual cheerful blue was dull, and
“bloodshot” didn’t begin to describe the redness.

“God, what the hell is the matter with me?” The
question was no more than a whisper, but Bentley lifted his head
from the bathroom floor to look at her. “And you,” she said,
glaring down at him in mock anger. “How could you let me call her?”
She squatted and dug her fingers into the impossible silkiness of
his tricolored fur, scratching around the thick coat on his neck
the way he liked it. “Hmm? How could you let me be that
stupid?”

He was such a good dog. She couldn’t have created a
better one from scratch. She’d gotten that lucky with him. Bentley
was a miniature Australian shepherd—a mini Aussie—and she would
never have another breed as long as she continued to own dogs. He
was smart, loyal, loving, and gorgeous, and he was really the only
thing that would make what she’d decided to do today difficult. But
it would be okay. She was sure of it. She just needed some
time.

Showering and getting dressed were not easy tasks in
her state. Despite the handful of drugs, her head continued to
pound, and the idea of putting anything other than coffee into her
stomach started it churning in revolt. Too uncomfortable to put
much effort into her appearance, she twisted her hair back behind
her head and chose the pantsuit that needed the least amount of
preparation for wearing—the black rayon combination. Deciding on
the usual simple royal blue silk shell for underneath it, she hoped
it didn’t accent her eyes too much this morning. Her makeup was
doing next to nothing to cover the evidence of her rough night, and
she didn’t need everybody and their brother asking her if she was
feeling all right. The truth was, she was not feeling all
right, mentally or physically, and she hadn’t been for a very long
time. That didn’t mean she felt the need to discuss it with
anybody.

Self-deprecation was apparently going to be her
close, personal friend for the day, as it followed her all around
the house that morning, tossing out whatever snippets she could
remember from her conversation with Karen the previous night,
making her cringe at her own desperation. She still couldn’t
believe she’d called, although she had a vague memory of
entertaining the idea as she sipped from her fifth gin and tonic.
This was the fourth morning in less than six weeks that punished
her with a brutal hangover, and she absently wondered if she should
be worried about herself. She’d always enjoyed an occasional
cocktail, but she never used to get toasted like she did last
night. Drunk was unattractive. It was embarrassing. It meant no
control, no filters. She was dreading the idea of hearing what
stupidly personal things she’d spouted at the bar, though she was
sure Patti Schmidt, her administrative assistant, would tell her.
Patti always told her. Patti meant well but had no clue what it
meant to keep business and personal separate, and Sarah certainly
didn’t help matters by going out and getting obliterated around
somebody from work. Patti was too naïve to realize that this wasn’t
exactly appropriate behavior. Sarah made a mental note to have a
little talk with her admin, one that included an apology.

When will I learn my lesson? She scolded
herself as she maneuvered her car into a spot around the corner
from Valenti’s. All she’d hear about all day was how much fun Patti
had last night. And while she brought Sarah water and asked her how
she was feeling and was her usual concerned and nurturing self,
Sarah’s skin would crawl with embarrassment. God, she should know
better. She did know better. She felt like kicking herself.
The car door took the brunt of her frustration as she slammed it
with more force than necessary.

Valenti’s was a bakery and coffee shop in the more
eclectic section of Monroe Avenue that had evolved with the times.
Sarah knew this because she’d been coming to it for nearly ten
years—at lunchtime when it had been an Italian deli, and for the
last three years, in the morning, since it had moved its focus to
baked goods and coffee. As the neighborhood had become younger and
younger, centered more and more on recent college graduates, the
deli business had tapered off considerably. Sarah had noticed fewer
people each time she stopped by and worried about the survival of
such a traditional place. One Monday about three years ago, there
was a sign on the door that said simply, “Closed for Renovations.
Will Re-open Soon.” Less than a month later, Sarah’s favorite
coffee shop was unveiled, and the coffee and homemade baked goods
were so wonderful, she never even missed the deli for a second.

It had been a very smart move for the owners. Each
morning, it was packed with a steady stream of yuppies and tech
geeks ready for their first jolt of caffeine and a blast of sugar
from the homemade confections that lined the glass case. Sarah
would swear on a stack of Bibles that Valenti’s had the best latte
she’d ever tasted. It was a very rare morning that she didn’t make
it in for one. And today, she needed it more than ever.

Waiting patiently in line and trying hard to ignore
the pounding of her head, Sarah focused on the woman behind the
counter. Woman? Girl? She looked young but had an air of
professionalism and poise that told Sarah she might be older than
she seemed. She was adorable, sexy even, Sarah had always thought,
with her small build and energetic smile. She was terrific with the
customers, always quick with a wink or a laugh, a little flirty,
but not obnoxiously so. Her eyes were either a light hazel or a
dark green, Sarah wasn’t quite sure, and her hair color changed on
a regular basis. Last summer, it had been short, spiky, and
bleached blond with a bright pink streak in the front. Then she’d
let it grow out and went nearly jet black, still with the pink
streak. Now it was almost a bob, the ends skimming the tops of her
shoulders in a warm chestnut brown, and Sarah speculated whether
this was the closest to her natural color she’d been in a while. It
seemed to suit her. She still had the pink streak that fell
casually across her forehead and over her right eye, and Sarah felt
the sudden urge to brush it out of the way. Clenching her hands
into fists, she glanced toward the homemade cannoli. On any other
day, she’d be tempted, knowing from experience how decadently
delicious they were, but today she swallowed down the sudden urge
to retch.

“Hi there,” the girl said, flashing her usual flirty
smile as Sarah reached the counter. At least, Sarah always thought
of it as flirty. An extra-large latte was set in front of her
before she even had the chance to respond to the greeting. She
blinked at it in surprise.

“I usually just get the medium,” she said finally,
lamely, as she looked up to meet eyes that were definitely light
hazel. They glittered back at her in what appeared to be friendly
sympathy.

“I know.” The girl blew the colored lock of hair out
of her eye, then lowered her voice and leaned slightly forward.
“You look like you could use a little extra help this morning.”

Sarah grimaced, torn between being flattered that
the girl knew her order by heart and embarrassed that her
appearance apparently screamed “hungover.” Not that she was
surprised. She certainly felt like shit. Why wouldn’t she look like
it as well?

“Ugh.” It was all she could manage to say as she
nodded.

“It happens to the best of us,” the girl said,
winking and waving away Sarah’s money. “This one’s on me. I hope
your day gets better.”

“Thanks.” Sarah took her latte and kept her eyes
cast downward as she exited the shop, hoping nobody had been privy
to that little exchange. She beelined to her car and drove to the
office feeling like a gray cloud of shame hung over her as she
raced along the road.

Her extra-large latte, however, was perfect.


Chapter Two

“Yikes. Hot Business Exec is late today. And I’m
betting she had a rough night.” Andrea Tisdale watched over the rim
of her coffee cup as the tall, attractive—and obviously sick,
hungover, depressed, or all three—brunette headed for the door of
the bakery.

“I think you’re right,” Natalie Fox tossed over her
shoulder in response to her best friend’s comment. Then she smiled
at the man at the counter and gave him his change.

“Doesn’t take away her hotness, though.”

“Don’t you have to get to work?”

“I took a personal day.”

“What for?”

“Shh. I’m enjoying the view.”

Natalie shook her head. “You’ve got a one-track
mind.”

“You can’t tell me you don’t find her drool-worthy.
I happen to know you do.”

“I didn’t say that. I said you have a one-track
mind.”

“That’s what happens when you go for six months with
no sex.” Andrea bit into a jelly doughnut, the raspberry filling
sticking to the corners of her mouth, her lips white with powdered
sugar. “God, these damn things are sinful.” As a petite older woman
in a blue apron bustled over, Andrea asked, “What do you put in
these, Mrs. V.? Some kind of drug to keep us all addicted?”

Mrs. Valenti tapped Natalie on the hip, signaling
that she should take her break now. “Oh, I not tell you or I have
to kill you,” she said in an endearing Italian accent. She winked
at Andrea before fishing three cream puffs out of the glass case
for the next customer and then shooing the girls out of her way.
“Go. Go. Sit.”

Andrea followed Natalie through the kitchen to the
break room, where they sat at a small, nondescript table. Natalie
positioned herself so she had a clear line of sight to the front
counter. As with every weekday morning at this time, the crowd was
beginning to die down. Natalie wouldn’t have let Mrs. Valenti take
over the counter if it had still been busy. The woman was an
always-moving bundle of energy, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t in
her seventies. Natalie was careful to watch her and make sure to
relieve her if it looked like she was getting tired, because the
elderly woman would never admit it and ask for help. It was a
quality that was as engaging as it was infuriating, and Mr. Valenti
was just as bad. They were like family to Natalie, like her own
grandparents, and she was always looking out for them, whether or
not they realized it. Which she was pretty sure they did.

“So?” She turned her attention to Andrea, who was
polishing off the last bite of her doughnut. “What’s the scoop? Are
you going to meet her?”

Andrea stared into her now-empty paper cup for
several long seconds. When she looked back up at Natalie, all mirth
and humor had fled from her brown eyes. She ran a hand through her
short, dark hair and her cheeks puffed with the exhalation of a
long breath. “Yeah, I think I am.”

“That’s great!” Natalie clapped her hands together
in enthusiasm.

“I’m nervous, Natty.”

“I know.” Natalie reached across the table and
flicked some powdered sugar from Andrea’s cheek. “I know you are.
But I’m proud of you. This is a big step. And you practically know
the woman, right?”

“I guess so.”

“What do you mean, you guess so? You’ve e-mailed
with her for weeks. You’ve talked on the phone. You’ve exchanged
pictures. You’re attracted to her. She’s attracted to you.”

“As attracted as you can be to a photograph. What if
there’s no chemistry?”

Natalie shrugged. “Then there’s no chemistry and
you’ve got a new friend. You can never have too many of those,
right?”

“You’re always so damned logical.” Andrea threw an
affectionate grin at her.

“Hey, I’ve got to be good at something. My point is
you know what to expect. This wouldn’t exactly be a blind date.
You’ve seen one another’s pictures. You know you have things in
common to talk about. You’ll know what to expect.”

“She’s going to expect a woman with two
breasts.”

Natalie chewed on the inside of her cheek. She
hadn’t agreed with Andrea’s decision to not be completely up-front
about her breast cancer. She thought it was better to get the facts
out on the table and weed out the potential pain causers, but it
wasn’t Natalie’s choice to make, and Andrea was still too sensitive
about the subject to lead with it. Having a mastectomy at such a
young age had really messed with her self-esteem and body image,
and even thinking about dating was a huge step for her.
Natalie was proud. She loved Andrea and so supported her any way
she could, even if she thought she might have made the wrong
choice.

“So you cross that bridge when you come to it,
right?”

“Right.” Changing the subject, Andrea reached across
the table, caught a lock of Natalie’s hair on her finger, and
tugged gently. “Your pink is fading.”

“I know. I’ve got an appointment next week for a
trim. I’ll have Jocelyn re-dye it for me.”

The warm, comforting smell of cinnamon suddenly
blanketed the air and both women lifted their heads slightly,
taking in the scent almost unintentionally.

“Cinnamon rolls are done,” Andrea said
needlessly.

“God, I never get tired of that smell.”

“So, what about you, Natty?”

Natalie propped her chin in her hand. “What about
me?”

“When are you going to do some dating? It’s really
not fair for me to be the only one going through the torture, you
know.”

“Solidarity, huh?”

“Absolutely. Tommy and Jenny have somebody they want
to set you up with.”

“I know.” They were teachers at the school where
Andrea taught…the school where Natalie used to teach until she’d
had enough of the political bullshit and threw in the towel.

“And?”

“God, you’re pushy.”

Andrea winked. “Some say it’s one of my better
qualities.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not one of those people.” Natalie
couldn’t help but grin, though. She and Andrea had been best
friends since high school and knew each other better than anybody
else. Deep down, she knew Andrea was simply worried that Natalie
was lonely.

“Are you at least thinking about it? Tommy says
she’s a hottie. And you know how picky Tommy is.”

“Yes, Andrea, I’m thinking about it.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.” Natalie recalled the voicemail message
Tommy had left her a couple of weeks ago, his voice plotting and
the tiniest bit seductive as he rambled on about his cousin’s
lesbian and single friend and how good-looking she was. Natalie had
to admit, he made her sound extremely desirable, and she was
actually leaning toward taking him up on the offer, despite the
fact that even the idea of a blind date made her nervous and
jerky.

“Good.” The scraping of Andrea’s chair on the
linoleum floor was loud as she stood up. “I’ve got to run.”

Natalie teased, “Personal things to do on your
personal day?”

“Always.” At that moment, Mr. Valenti walked past
them carrying a tray of half-moon cookies and Andrea waved at him.
“Bye, Leo, you sexy beast.”

A blush crept over his stubbly cheeks and he rolled
his eyes good-naturedly. “You a bad, bad girl, Andrea.”

“You wouldn’t have me any other way.”

She bade her good-byes and was gone like a
whirlwind, as always.

Not one to be able to just sit, even on her break,
Natalie got up and began pulling the trash cans that were on wheels
toward the back door. She knew it would help Mr. Valenti if she
emptied the morning’s garbage so he didn’t have to worry about it
later. It was damn cold out and the chill of the air hit her like a
slap in the face as she opened the door to the back of the shop and
pulled the cans toward the small Dumpster, her mind wandering.

She wouldn’t really consider herself lonely. Sure,
there were times she wished she had the company of a lover,
somebody to talk to over the first coffee of the day, somebody to
snuggle up with in the crisp frostiness of the winter nights. That
didn’t mean she was lonely, or that she even wanted a partner. She
was pretty happy with her life as it was. Some would scoff at that
statement, she knew. How could she be happy? She had a job that
paid her barely more than minimum wage. She lived in a tiny
apartment above the bakery. She was single. What was there to be
happy with about her life? She grinned then, because she’d had this
exact argument with her father the last time she went home for a
visit. He wanted her to “make something” of herself instead of
slinging coffee and doughnuts to ingrates. Responses to all his
points seemed to come unbidden and she knew then that she was in a
good place in her life.

No, she didn’t make a lot of money, but she was good
at planning and investing and shopping, and she was careful. She
didn’t overextend herself; she didn’t live above her means, so she
had enough, even a modest amount of savings. And the reality was,
one day the Valentis would want to retire. Somebody who knew the
business might want to take over. It was a tidbit that sat in the
back of Natalie’s mind at all times.

Yes, her apartment was small, but she loved it, and
it was actually bigger than it looked. The second floor above the
bakery was hers, and the Valentis owned the building, so her rent
was very reasonable because they trusted her and were happy to have
her there. Plus, living above a bakery meant heavenly scents
drifted up all the time. She’d told her father at least she didn’t
live above a bar.

Yes, she was single. She didn’t plan on remaining
that way for the remainder of her natural-born life, but she was
okay without somebody. When her partner was ready to show up, she
would. Natalie firmly believed that. Her father had rolled his
eyes.

She hadn’t been angry at him. After all, he just
wanted what was best for her and he was concerned. She knew that.
She was thirty-one years old, and he probably had expected she’d be
more settled by now, more rooted, have a house, a partner, and
two-point-five kids. But she realized as she defended her life to
him that she was happy, which was all most parents wanted for their
children, wasn’t it? And when it was time to be happier, she’d be
ready for it. Simple, maybe, but there it was, and she didn’t
second-guess it.

Blowing on her hands to warm them, she decided she’d
better get her overfull brain out of the cold before Mrs. Valenti
came looking for her and scolded her for not putting on a jacket
first. She dragged the cans back into the bakery, the scents of
homemade bread, cookies, and coffee wrapping around her as she
entered, coating her gently with the warmth and aromas of what home
felt like to her.

 


*

 


“Are you absolutely sure?” Mary Buchanan asked. She
brushed her graying hair back from her face with a slightly
trembling hand. Her eyes were clouded. She was trying hard to
disguise her worry. Sarah could tell. It was something she had done
as long as Sarah could remember, and she’d always been bad at
it.

“It’s okay, Mom.” Sarah reached across the kitchen
table and laid a warm hand over her mother’s. “It really is. It’ll
be fine.”

“But…it’s so long.”

“It’s three months. It’ll fly by and I’ll be back
before you know it.”

“And…it’s so far away.”

“It is.”

They sat in silence for several minutes, and Sarah
was almost certain she could hear the processing going on in her
parents’ heads. Her mother tapped her finger lightly on her coffee
mug, her wedding band making a soft pinging sound that seemed
inordinately loud in the quiet of the kitchen. Her father was
chewing on the inside of his bottom lip, a habit he always took up
when he was thinking hard.

“Dad?”

Richard Buchanan took a deep breath, very slowly,
puffing up his big chest. Then he let it out just as slowly as he
gathered his thoughts. “You’re a big girl,” he said finally. “You
have to make your own decisions, and if this is what you think is
right for you, we’ll support you in any way we can.” His expression
softened as he added, “Plus, I have to believe this is a good
opportunity for you at work or you wouldn’t even be considering
it.”

“It is.” Sarah flashed a small smile of relief his
way, seeing her mother’s slight nod of agreement out of the corner
of her eye. “And I need to get away.” She studied the burgundy
fabric place mat on the table in front of her, toyed with a thread
hanging from the corner. “I was hoping things would be a lot better
by now, but they’re not.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, honey,” her mother
admonished. “You and Karen were together for a long time. That
doesn’t just go away in a few months. Recovering from a breakup can
take a long time.”

“It’s been almost a year, Mom.”

“Still.”

“I just need to get away from here for a while.”

“Well,” her father said. “You can’t get much farther
away than New Zealand. That’s the other side of the planet.
Literally.”

Her mother grimaced with distaste at the
specifics.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” Sarah said a
second time, hoping to wipe away the expression of concern on her
mother’s face. “And I need you to look after Bentley for me. I’d
really love to take him with me, but there’s no way I’m putting him
on a plane. I’ve heard too many horror stories.”

“I don’t blame you,” her mother said, reaching down
to ruffle the fur on the dog lying at her feet. “I’ll be more than
happy to take care of my grand-doggie.”

“Try not to spoil him too much, all right?” Sarah
sent a grin knowingly at her mother.

Putting a hand to her chest, her mother feigned
insult. “Whatever do you
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