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  Chapter 1

Savannah


“There’s an amazing view from the restaurant roof top.” 
Rick’s treating me to Sunday dinner at a fancy restaurant on our third date. And it’s the first hint he’s interested in something besides himself. I push back my chair. “Let’s go.”
Well-lit stairs lead to the roof. Railings surround the open space. When I look to the north, the Denver city lights twinkle as brightly as the stars. “This is cool.”
Behind me, Rick pushes back the sleeves of his sweater. His right hand rests on my stomach and his fingers travel upwards. I’m not a dating expert, but it’s clear what he has in mind. When I try to remove his hand, he laughs and pulls me closer. Alarm bells go off in my head.
I dislike conflict more than cats detest water, but I show him my well-manicured nails. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to rake these down your arm.”
He takes a step back. “Savannah, you’re not very nice.”
That kind of comment usually makes my gut ache, but not tonight. I point my finger at him. “Neither are you. Don’t call me again.”
He holds up his phone and deletes my contact information. “I’ll take you home.”
“No thanks. I’ll find a ride.” Who knows what he might try alone in his car? I call two coworkers but no one answers. I order a ride share and head for the bar. What if Rick’s in the restaurant watching me?
The man behind the bar finally notices me. “What would you like?”
Leaning forward, I explain. “Problem date. I’m nervous waiting for my ride.”
He nods and calls a guy from the back. “Boomer will help you. No one messes with him.”
The man is enormous. “Heard you had some trouble tonight.”
I smile because his gentle tone doesn’t fit his size. “A guy with too many hands.”
“We’ll stand outside together until your ride gets here. No one will bother you.”
I show him my phone. “This is the car they are sending.”
He studies the photo for a moment. When the car arrives, he pokes his head in the front window and asks for the driver’s paperwork. Then he opens the back door for me. “Have a safe evening.”
I pay the Uber driver and hurry into my apartment building. My senses are on high alert, and tomorrow is Monday. Is there any chance I’ll sleep tonight?

      [image: ]The next day, my cranky boss rants at everyone. Why did Oscar have to be part of my recent promotion?
“Do you plan to work sometime today, Savannah?”
“I’m here.” After a restless night, I don’t have the energy to deal with him.
“Perhaps if you spent less time with your makeup, you might arrive early to get a head start on things.”
Does Oscar sense that I’m exhausted and in no shape to handle his sarcastic remarks? Or is fate dumping on me twice in twelve hours? As for the makeup, it’s my attempt to cover the dark circles under my eyes. And I had slid into my desk chair five minutes early.
Morning break, I take a walk in search of silence. It’s difficult to relax in the lunchroom. The downstairs hall passes the business management office. The door is ajar, and I can’t believe my eyes. Rita is sitting in her desk chair while Rick buries his head in her hair. His left hand rests on her shoulder, and the other one disappears down her shirt.
I hold my breath and turn back toward the elevator, hoping they didn’t see me. No matter how hard I try to unsee that image, it’s stuck in my brain and making me nauseous. What a bold man, getting intimate with women in public places. If I hadn’t stopped him last night, what would he have tried? It feels like I’ve stumbled into another dimension, my own private Twilight Zone.
Instead of grabbing lunch, I walk down an empty hall, needing a quiet place to relax. The offices are empty, reserved for future expansion and visiting remote employees. Voices? I tip my head, assuming it’s my imagination. I peek around the corner to find my coworker, Kim, with Rick…they should have booked a hotel room.
To avoid attracting attention, I quietly back up and walk to the breakroom. I need a Dr. Pepper and a Snickers bar to make it through this day. For dinner, I’ll pick up a fast-food chicken sandwich. I have much to consider and need protein to feed my brain.
At home, I grab a plate from the cupboard to eat my sandwich and fries in style. I added fries, because I’m feeling sorry for myself.
What a slime. Rick went from one woman to the next in a few hours—in the office! The inflated ego of a man dating three women at once, me being the short-termed third one. He works on another floor of our office building, and I don’t want to bump into him at the parking lot or an elevator.
After some small talk in the building cafeteria, he had invited me to a movie. It sounded safe for a first date, but I did not know about his reputation. Rick is the type of person my brother Jeremy cautioned me to avoid. I should have known better. Romance never ends well for me.
Is it time to leave Colorado and move back home? I’d applied for a scholarship out of state. Far from another guy who had messed with my mind. But I never planned to stay away permanently until the biggest company in town offered me a job. 
There’s a bigger question. Will my family welcome me home? A week after graduation, I got the unbelievable job offer. It would pay off my remaining student loan in a few years. My parents understood I spent summers in Colorado because of the better-paying jobs. Along with the scholarship, the money I earned went toward my tuition.
Staying after graduation upset my parents. Mom called, crying that I should come home. I heard from Dad two days later. He couldn’t believe I’d break my mother’s heart. My reply—I’m not proud of what I said. And I’ve purged that comment from my memory.
I make quick calls on holidays and birthdays. And send emails to share promotion news. That doesn’t mean my old bedroom is waiting for me. Before I quit my job and hit the road, it’s time to call home.
I take a deep breath and dial my mom’s number.
Mom answers. “Savannah? Let me get your father on the line, too.”
As he approaches, I hear them wondering why I’m calling.
“Are you all right?” my father asks. I imagine Mom holding her cell phone between them.
“Why do you suspect something’s wrong?”
She says, “You usually only call on birthdays and holidays.”
The unscheduled call worries them. “I would like to come home. If I’m welcome.”
“When?” I hear the excitement in her voice.
“A week from Friday. I have to tie up some loose ends.”
There’s silence for a moment. I bet mom is fanning herself to stay calm. “Your father and I can’t wait to see you.”
My heart is full of gratitude. “Thanks.”
“Drive safely, sweetheart.” Dad’s voice is gruff. He keeps his emotions in check.
I try to relax on my couch and make plans. I’m not used to driving long distance, so I’ll take two days. My parents will expect an explanation. I can’t picture facing my mother as I tell her about Rick. They might judge my decision to leave a well-paying job that could have guaranteed my future. A job I valued so highly that I haven’t been home since Christmas break my senior year of college, more than five years ago. The thought of sharing the unpleasant specifics with them is stressful. How long can I keep the details private?
Tomorrow, I can’t use a bad dating experience as a reason to quit my job. Then it hits me, an excuse that my boss—who I call Oscar the Grouch in private—can’t deny.
A car accident seriously injured a coworker’s sister. The supervisor insisted she finish a team project before traveling home. Her sister died before the project ended. No chance to say goodbye. Now she’s distraught and using personal leave time. If I mention my family, he can’t say anything snarky.
The next morning, I take a deep breath and knock on his open door.
“Come in.” He sounds as welcoming as the thorny hedge at my apartment complex.
I stand in the doorway. His office is as dreary as usual, his window blinds closed.
He frowns. “Happy Tuesday.”
“My family needs me at home.”
He stares at me. “If there’s a family problem, I can’t stop you from leaving. But I won’t promise your job will be here when you return.”
Do I matter so little that he doesn’t care? I shrug my shoulders. “Then I quit.”
I dig into my purse and find the collapsible grocery bag. The few items on my desk fit inside.
A guy I’ve known since my first day in the office stops by my desk. “Did that ogre fire you?”
I laugh, feeling free for the moment. “I quit. Haven’t seen my family in years.”
“You are the one person I thought might join the executive team. But family is more important.”
“Then I hope you get the upstairs office with a view.”
I head to the HR department, where I complete the exit paperwork. With my boss and nasty Rick in my rear-view mirror, I feel optimistic. Reason for leaving? I check changing goals rather than work issues, which would be my boss.
Lionhart, Inc. is the most successful business in the state. What employer would believe I’d be happy in a small company? Going back to Eagle Landing seems like a better choice. In college, my friend Michelle and I called each other once a month. And the schedule continued once I got settled in my job. It will be super seeing her again.
The leftovers I ate for dinner feel heavy in my stomach. I’m not a person who makes quick decisions. I’m careful to avoid conflict and discomfort. When I check the weather station, no snow storms expected between Colorado and Minnesota next week. My luck might be changing.

      [image: ]I need a moment to relax once I fit my suitcases and boxes in the trunk. On the floor of the backseat of the car, a blanket covers my TV. And my jacket rests on the passenger seat. My small car feels cramped.
Before I leave town, my car has a full tank of gas. And I grab a muffin and coffee for myself. It reminds me of Emily’s Sweet Perks. When’s the last time I thought about that place? I program the GPS for tonight’s hotel. At the rest areas, I stretch my legs and close my eyes for a few minutes.
I set the backpack on the hotel bed. It holds my outfit for tomorrow and my travel bag with makeup and other necessities. If I arrive home with bad breath, Mom may worry that I’ve stopped taking care of myself.
Tomorrow, I’ll be home. If my old room has a bed frame and mattress, I packed my sheets and blankets. There will be questions. How can I admit hurting my family over a job that eventually soured when I joined Oscar’s team?
As I fall asleep, I review my plan. Admit I made a huge mistake with a guy I shouldn’t have trusted, leaving out details that prove I should have turned down the first date. And be careful how much I say about the office.

      [image: ]I’m barely out of the car when Mom rushes out of the house. She embraces me. I’m stunned to realize how much I’ve missed her and fight back tears.
“A guy or a nasty boss?” she asks as we head for the house.
“Both. But Mom, share your secrets. You look younger than when I left!”
She laughs. “Just eating healthier and walking.”
“That gets tough in the winter.” I doubt she bundles up to trudge through snow drifts. The season can be brutal in Eagle Landing.
My room looks almost the same as the day I left. The hot pink comforter and curtains overwhelm me. How had I ever slept in those bright colors? My bedding will be a welcome upgrade.
“The house smells amazing. What are you cooking?”
“A ham. Can I help unpack your car?”
“Two suitcases. Maybe Dad can get the boxes later.”
We set them on the bed. The tall chest of drawers is gone, replaced by a sleek dresser. I carry my television from the car and set it on top of the new piece of furniture.
“We could not resist the sale price,” Mom explains. “Our idea was to make this a guest room. No visitors so far.”
“Who would appreciate the pink décor?”
The closet is empty except for hangers. And the dresser drawers are waiting for my clothes. The room used to smell like my hair products. Now, a sweet scent from an air freshener fills the closet.
“I stored candles in there. Dad moved the shelving downstairs last night. I didn’t think you would appreciate the overwhelming scents.”
“Thanks.” Even strange odors won’t keep me awake tonight because the drive exhausted me.
She sits on a corner of the bed while I hang up my clothes. “I’m making your favorite meal—ham, baked potatoes and corn. Tomorrow we can make scalloped potatoes with leftover ham.”
“I never cooked big meals for myself. Both sound delicious.”
She nods at my compliment. I’m no longer the teenager who left for college. After graduation, I lived alone. Feeling comfortable may take some time.
“Dad should be home in an hour. Jeremy is joining us for dinner, too. The kitchen’s calling me.”
I laugh at her excuse to escape. “Once I get my clothes in the dresser drawers, I’ll help.”
We sit in our usual places, just like the old days.
Dad turns to Mom. “You’ve outdone yourself with this meal!”
Jeremy swallows and nods. “The last time we had this was Christmas Eve.”
I keep waiting for questions, but the family is busy eating. Then, everyone looks at me. To buy a little more time, I hop out of my chair. “I saw brownies in the kitchen. If they are dessert, I can get them.”
Mom smiles. “Thank you.”
I set the dessert plate on the table.
Dad clears his throat. “What finally brought you home?”
“My dating radar failed, and I went out with a loser who worked in our building. And my last promotion? I loved the pay, but my boss was such a jerk. One day I realized life might be better in Eagle Landing.” I cross my fingers under the table, hoping that satisfies them.
“Tell me more about the guy,” Jeremy says. “Do I need to fly to Denver and defend your honor?”
I laugh so hard I can’t catch my breath. My brother is a few inches taller than Rick. “No need. I won’t repeat that mistake.”
“What’s the first thing you want to do?” my mother asks.
“Get the boxes from the car, because one holds my bedding. I’m not sure I can sleep in that overly pink bedroom.” I can almost feel the scratchy sheets against my skin. What had I expected, considering the bargain price?
Jeremy’s eyes twinkle. “I remember when you saved your allowance to help pay for that frothy pink disaster.”
“We can all be relieved that I’ve outgrown that phase!”
“Have big plans?” Dad asks.
“Call Michelle tomorrow night. She works Saturdays and has Mondays off, so I hope we can get together.”

      [image: ]Breakfast at the kitchen table brings back memories, and not much has changed. My favorite cereal from high school days waits for me.
“I remembered.”
Mom sounds proud. What’s the sugar content of this cereal? I force myself to swallow it without overdosing on the sweet taste. How do I tell her I’ve outgrown many of my teenage choices?
If I get up earlier tomorrow, I could make eggs and bacon for all of us. However, it may not be on her healthy-eating list. This morning she’s enjoying a bowl of yogurt topped with fruit. I’ll buy myself something later today.
My phone rings as I rinse my breakfast bowl. Mom is checking the fridge to start her grocery shopping list. Who is calling from my old office?
“This is Savannah.”
“We missed you last week. When are you coming back?”
It’s Oscar the Grouch. I had no clue he went into the office on Saturdays. Is the man in denial about my resignation, or did he assume I was bluffing? “I filled out termination forms. They should have been processed by now. You know I needed to return home.”
He makes a growling sound and hangs up.
“Such a brief conversation,” Mom says.
I hoped she’d been concentrating on her list and heard nothing. “My old boss.”
Mom frowns. “You told him there were problems at home?”
How awkward. “It’s an excuse that he would accept. I really wanted to avoid seeing a certain man ever again.”
“Tell me more about him.”
Whatever I share will upset her. And reliving the story would stress me as well. I came home to find peace.
“I’m not ready to discuss it yet. But I made the right decision.”
“That’s it?”
“For now.” It’s too soon. I don’t want to get emotional talking about Rick.

      [image: ]Michelle opens her door and smiles. “You found me.”
“This area east of town has grown.”
“It’s an old building with different size apartments. Small, inexpensive ones on the lower floors. And the top level has two enormous, upgraded units. This one’s a middle size that’s perfect for me.”
I gaze at her kitchen and living room. The muted colors and dark wood furniture fit Michelle’s style. I remember planning our grown-up bedrooms, poring over pictures. “Your place belongs in a design magazine.”
She smiles. “When you sent photos of your apartment, I noticed you still like bright colors.“
“I found it when I got the job. The place wasn’t big because options near the office were expensive.” As my income increased, so did the cost of renting something new and roomy.
Michelle gets meat and cheese from her fridge and makes sandwiches. When she hands me a plate, the ring on her finger dazzles me. If I were engaged, it would be the first thing I mentioned. But I’ll wait until she’s ready to share her news.
“I never planned to stay away. After college, the job offer was unbelievable. They usually hired people with prior work experience. My college mentor must have given my resume to someone.”
Michelle shakes her head. “Then you had to prove yourself.”
“More often with coworkers than the managers. There were several promotions, but the last one came with the worst boss in the entire office. I dated a guy to cheer myself up, but that turned out to be a terrible idea.”
“A cranky boss and a bad date? You deserve better.”
I struggle not to clench my hands. “I doubted my boss would promote me, so I considered looking for a new job. But Lionhart, Inc. is a well-known local business. They help the local community. How can I explain when an interviewer asks why I left a super company?”
Michelle nods. “That could be difficult. The call center where I work is open 24 hours and 7 days a week. But they make it fun. Snacks and lots of recognition when someone gets a customer compliment.”
It’s encouraging to hear not every business is like Lionhart. “That sounds amazing. But the day after the date went bad, my boss chose me as the target of his insults. Then I remembered life is more simple in Eagle Landing.”
We sit at her table and share the sandwiches and chips. She has a Sprite and hands me a Dr. Pepper. Although we spoke often, being together rekindles our shared memories.
“What’s it like being back in your old room?”
Mom saved almost everything
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