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Dedication

To everyone who struggles with finding their
authentic self, be brave, be persistent. Most of all—be happy.


Chapter One

Cole Jackson’s hair ruffled along the edge of her
vision as she stared out the open bay and watched the puffy clouds
meander across a vivid blue sky. Rain wasn’t forecast, but she
didn’t have to be a meteorologist to know there was a storm
brewing. She didn’t feel it in her bones. It was inside her—a
foreshadowing of sorts that was just as reliable as her
grandmother’s knees.

After pivoting military style, Cole shook her head,
refocused. She’d gotten used to having conversations with herself
over the years. Most of the time she didn’t mind being alone
because she wasn’t actually lonely, it was merely her body waking
from self-imposed hibernation and she wanted someone to share it
with. Lesbians were few and far between in her sleepy little town
of Inlet, New York, though she loved the slow pace and open spaces
so much, she’d rarely considered leaving.

Even Dixie, her old beagle, played possum and barely
raised her head when Cole came home. Long gone were the days when
she’d bring her to the shop. Her hips had gotten bad and lying on
the concrete wasn’t good for her. Cole missed her company and the
sound of her nails clicking on the concrete floor.

“Time to get to work,” she said out loud in the
cavernous, high-ceilinged garage. Wishing and hoping were a waste
of time, and she didn’t want to waste hers. Her father’s unexpected
departure had thrown her into a tailspin at the time, but she was
older now and hopefully wise enough to make decisions about her
future, though each time she went down that road she always came
back to the promise she’d made to him, and she dismissed the idea
she’d be happier doing something else. Lying on her back on the
mechanic’s creeper, she slid under the carriage of the rusted
Mercury. She didn’t trust it on the lift and would rather avoid the
chance it could fall on her. The idea of not being found for hours
while waiting for her demise had no appeal. The vehicle was older
than Cole and well past its heyday. It shouldn’t even be on the
road, but she didn’t have the heart to tell Glen Falcon that the
car wouldn’t pass inspection, even if she bothered to do one. He
was the farmer she still bought her vegetables from, same as her
father had and his mother before him. Glen only drove it a mile or
so to the grocer’s, then home again. Every town member knew he
crept along at no more than twenty miles an hour—hardly a menace on
the road. In fact, he drove so little he never bothered to stop for
gas. Glen would call when he ran the ancient muscle car dry, and
Cole would drop by with a five-gallon can. It would be months
before she’d get the familiar call again.

She never minded and never saw it as a hardship.
That’s what neighbors did. Cole had been raised to consider the
entire population of three hundred, give or take a dozen, as part
of her family. She might not want to invite every one of them into
her home, but it wouldn’t stop her from lending a hand wherever
there was a need.

If only she didn’t have to use her own hands for
sexual gratification. A change of pace would be nice, unlikely as
that might be. Maybe she’d go for a ride tonight. Embrace a
familiar fantasy to get herself off. Familiar wasn’t bad, but
variety wouldn’t be unwelcome either. She stilled the wrench in her
hand. If she were to dwell on it, she’d have to admit to a
different kind of craving she couldn’t name, but it had been
gnawing at her for a while. Cole tightened the bolt and slid out.
On her feet again, she rolled her shoulders and ignored the
unease.

 


* * *

 


Lee Walker hauled her weary body out of the truck
and strapped on her tool belt. Monday had come a little too fast
since she hadn’t gotten to bed until well after two in the morning.
A few hours ago, she’d been tangled in the sheets with a woman
she’d talked to a couple of times at the local bar she frequented
on Sunday afternoons when she would shoot the shit with some of the
crew she worked with. Janice had asked if she could join them, and
the guys had welcomed the buxom blonde with open arms. When she
slid in next to Lee, there’d been no mistaking her preference as
she moved her warm hand along Lee’s thigh.

Janice was pretty enough and a good
conversationalist, so Lee had invited her back to her place while
her co-workers smiled and shook their heads. They’d harass her the
first chance they got about her womanizing, though they never
seemed surprised when she left with someone on her arm. Lee had a
charming, easygoing disposition in bed that came naturally. If she
had to be someone other than herself, she was just as happy leaving
the woman behind to head home alone. She never did anything to
impress others for impressions’ sake and had never understood why
men put on airs to get women into their beds. Strike that. She
pretty much knew why men struggled in that department.

Sex was great as long as it remained casual because
she had no interest in emotional entanglements, and sex with Janice
had been spectacular. A little edgy, a little kinky, and a whole
lot of sweat. She could still taste Janice’s spicy flavor and
pictured her sparkling eyes when she’d let Janice do whatever she
wanted to her. Lee hadn’t come that hard in a long time.

“Lee.” Sam, one of the men who’d been at Rusty’s
last night, hustled over to her as she leaned against her truck and
drank the last of her coffee. “Have you heard?”

She tossed the empty container into a garbage bucket
she kept in the bed of her truck. “Heard what?” The rumor mill was
often rampant in the construction business and she rarely bothered
listening.

“Charlie was robbed last night. Some punk beat him
up and left him lying in an alley.”

Sam looked worried. He and Charlie went way back.
Last Lee had seen him, Charlie was more than three sheets to the
wind. “Damn. That’s a shame. He was toast when I left.” She
stretched out her back and walked gingerly toward the building.
Janice was a contortionist if she’d ever met one, and some of the
positions they’d engaged in had been more acrobatic than Lee was
used to, but she hadn’t complained. Breaking routine every now and
again was good for her and provided a few new ideas to spice up the
bedroom, albeit temporarily.

Sam strode beside her. “I told him to get his ass
home, but you know Charlie. His wife complains about everything, so
why bother. Not like she’d give him a break for being back early.”
He swiped his timecard.

Lee had trouble focusing. She was used to getting at
least six hours sleep a night. Four was pushing it, even at
twenty-nine.

Sam reached around her then swiped her card. “Late
night, stud?” The knowing look in his keen eyes leaned toward
admiration rather than envy.

She laughed. “You could say that.” Lee glanced
around. “Is the coffee truck here? I could really use another
cup.”

He clapped her on the back. “Come on. I’ll buy you
an extra-large one and you can tell me all about what kept you up
so late.”


Chapter Two

“I’ll never get tired of your cooking,” Cole said as
she dragged a piece of homemade bread through the savory gravy
covering her roast beef. Her grandmother had been cooking dinner
twice a week for as long as she could remember, and the tradition
had continued after her father died. It was one of the constants in
her life that helped her through the most difficult time she’d ever
experienced. There’d been no warning signs and no way Cole could
have prepared for her father leaving her so young. She was grateful
he hadn’t suffered and almost glad he’d died while doing what he
loved, but knowing all that wouldn’t help her face the fact that
her aged grandmother would likely follow in the not-so-distant
future. The inevitable was coming, but it didn’t make her heart
hurt any less.

“You know I like having you around to cook for.”

“I like to cook too, like you. Sometimes I think I
would have liked to do something different. You know, other than
work on cars.”

“What are you waiting for?”

“A few years after Dad died, I thought about it, but
I’d made a promise. I keep my promises.” And she had. To her
father, to herself. On occasion though, she became melancholy when
the prospect of doing more, being more
chased her until she finally pushed the nagging idea away.
“Besides, I may be past the point of a new career. There are other
things I want.”

Her grandmother was quiet for a moment, and she put
down her fork to wait. “It’s time you think about making a family
of your own.”

Cole took in her wrinkled face. Her grandmother had
earned each line by hard work in the fields and years in the sun
when she was young, but it was the softest skin Cole had ever
touched. Her light brown eyes still sparkled with life, and her
snow-white hair gently framed her face. “We’ve had this
conversation before, Nana. There’s no one I want to settle with.”
That was true enough, but it didn’t mean the notion hadn’t crossed
her mind every now and again, just like changing occupations. She
couldn’t though.

“You’re never gonna find a good woman if you don’t
leave this cracker box of a town. I know you love it, but I think
it’s more because it’s all you’ve ever known.” She sat back. “Hell,
it’s even slim pickings for straight folk.”

She laughed. “All the more reason to stay single.”
Cole reached for her hand, gnarled with arthritis. “I’m okay with
the way things are.” She wasn’t about to tell her grandmother her
thoughts had wandered off the beaten track of late. The idea that
her restlessness had to do with wanting a different life would
likely take her away from everything that represented home, and
home was where she needed to be. “If I have to go looking that hard
it’s not meant to be.”

Her grandmother shook her head. “At least tell me
you’re having sex?”

“Nana,” Cole said, not at all surprised by the
direct question. She’d come out to her grandmother in her early
teens, and she hadn’t batted an eye, saying she always knew.
Just because they came up with a newfangled name
for it doesn’t mean the concept of women loving women is
new. They’d laughed over chocolate chip cookies and milk.
Cole smiled at the warmth of the memory.

“Well?”

“I do okay.”

She scoffed. “Is okay some code word for your own
hand doing overtime?”

Cole felt her face heat. How did her grandmother
always know when something was on her mind? Hadn’t she just been
thinking along similar lines last week? She stared at her plate,
unwilling to put into words her feelings of unrest.

“A woman as handsome as you shouldn’t be alone.”
Nana placed her hand over Cole’s larger one. “I worry about what
will happen to you when I’m gone.”

She drew a sharp breath. “Don’t say that. Don’t even
think it, Nana.” Cole blinked away the tears. “You aren’t going
anywhere.”

“I’m not planning on it, but we both know I’m not
getting any younger and the time for me to rest will be here
someday, whether you admit it or not.” She lifted Cole’s chin with
her fingers. “Promise me you won’t live out your days alone.”

“Nana, I—”

“Cole Anne Jackson, you promise me. I don’t want to
go to my grave knowing I’ve left my eldest grandchild with no one
to love.”

“I’ve never lacked love. I’ve always had yours.”

Her grandmother’s eyes softened. “That’s not the
same. Promise.”

Cole sighed. Her grandmother was the most headstrong
person she’d ever known. She wouldn’t let it go until Cole
agreed.

“I promise. Someday I’ll have a love of my own.” In
the back of her mind, she doubted that would ever happen,
especially if she stayed in Inlet. No one interesting ever came to
the sleepy little town. But the promise would give her grandmother
a sense of relief, and really, Cole did
hope she’d find a partner someday. Cole was good at keeping
promises. She just wasn’t going to hold her breath waiting.

Her grandmother smiled and patted her hand. “Good.”
She stood and picked up their plates. “I hope you saved room. I
made a peach pie this morning.”

She groaned. Stuffed or not, she’d never say no to
homemade pie.

 




 


The crew milling around the trailer that served as
the mobile office for the job site were restless. Low grumbles and
heated shouts could be heard among them. Sam stood on the makeshift
stairs shaking his head.

“What’s going on?” Lee asked.

Sam stepped out of the way. “Read for yourself.” He
pointed to a sign taped on the scratched and muddy plexiglass
pane.

“Due to unforeseen circumstances, R.J. Contractors
has permanently closed,” she said out loud more to herself than to
Sam, then turned to him. “What the hell does that mean?”

Sam shook his head. “Whatever it means it isn’t
good. Today is payday. One of the guys overheard the secretary on
the phone yesterday saying she wasn’t telling any of the crew ‘that
morsel of news.’ No one’s seen her today, so I doubt she’s coming
in.” Sam looked around at the disgruntled faces. “I think we’re
done here.”

She ran her hand over her face. She had bills to pay
and the entire crew had already been waiting weeks for their money.
It wasn’t uncommon in the construction business for delays with
insurance companies notoriously waiting until the last possible
minute to pay for repairs on commercial property, ensuring they
were getting what they were paying for. Other times, the down
payment was used for materials, and workers were always the last to
receive their due. Until now she hadn’t thought twice about
waiting. Her gut churned at the notion of even more devastating
news.

“What about our retirement plans?”

“I haven’t a clue, but if they were being managed by
R.J., who knows.”

Lee swallowed around the knot in her throat. She’d
deposited ten percent of her income into the retirement plan her
employer had promised was backed in full by the company. Now she
wasn’t so sure. Last she knew, there was over twenty thousand in
her account. She didn’t even want to think about what it would mean
if she had to start over.

“Fuck.”

“No, more like fucked.” Sam watched as despondent
co-workers headed toward their vehicles. “I think it’s all gone.”
He clapped her back and walked off to join the others.

Over the years, she’d financially struggled. Even in
construction where the pay was above average, there were times she
wasn’t working due to the economy, or her lack of seniority, or
uncooperative weather. Any number of reasons could throw her into
emotional despair and financial insecurity. Lee wondered how
something like this could have happened to her again. What had she
done to deserve a worst-case scenario? She thought she’d left her
troubles far behind. Once again, she’d been wrong. No wonder she
had trust issues.

 




 


Days later, Lee drummed her fingers in a relentless
beat, the rhythm hypnotic. She’d been in the same position too long
and the problems facing her were still unresolved. Her insistent
tapping served no purpose. Neither would punching the wall, though
the vision was somewhat satisfying in a strange kind of way.

As word spread, the grim news reached all the
employees of R.J. Contractors. Bankruptcy. Splicing together the
bits and pieces of intel she’d discovered, the owner and his wife,
who just happened to also be the bookkeeper, had a serious gambling
problem. Not only had they cashed all the advance checks and lost
the money to their habit, but everyone who had a retirement fund
was now at a zero balance. All assets were frozen while the court
decided what to do with the charges being filed against her former
employer.

She had most of her money tied up in those shattered
promises, and the little she had on hand would have to keep her
afloat until she found work again. Then there was the issue of
delinquent rent. With little in the way of options, Lee swallowed
her pride and picked up her phone.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Uncle Dan, it’s Leanna. How are you?” Lee
hadn’t talked with him since last Christmas when he insisted she be
with family for the holiday. She hadn’t known her mother would be
there, but she’d let herself hope things between them would be
different this time. She needn’t have bothered and should have
known better. Dan had called a few days later, apologizing for not
telling her ahead of time, saying he thought maybe his sister had
come to her senses about her only daughter. She didn’t blame the
strained visit on him, but she hadn’t talked to him since. Maybe
she resented being blindsided without realizing it, but that wasn’t
good enough reason to stay away, and she’d used the physical
distance as an excuse to not reach out sooner.

Her uncle lived in a tiny town in upstate New York
and she was living, for today at least, on the outskirts of
Atlantic City, not far from the ocean. Anger twisted around her
like a boa constrictor intent on stealing her air. With a silent
growl, she pushed it away. Being mad at the world for something out
of her control was a waste of energy.

“Well, well. It’s good to hear from you. How you
been?”

She could hear the smile in his voice. After her
father had disowned her for being a disappointment, among other
things, and her mother’s continued silence on the matter, Lee had
been left to her own devices. Moving out while he was at work,
she’d taken what she could manage to fit in her best friend’s car.
There should have been tears. Some outward demonstration of the
loss and the connections being severed, but she’d been numb. Her
father had never shown her love, only the need to control her. Even
as a child, Lee had never been someone easily manipulated, and her
stubbornness fueled her father’s rage.

“I’ve been better.”

“Tell me all about your woes. I could do with more
than staring at the TV for hours.”

With his kind encouragement, Lee told him everything
that had transpired over the last week or so. Loss of her job,
overdue rent, and bills to pay. When she was done, she let out the
breath she’d been metaphorically holding since she’d read the
notice on the trailer door. Relief flooded her at being able to
share her troubles with someone who actually cared.

“Well, it’s settled then. You pack up your stuff and
head my way. It’s not a mansion, but I’ve got that extra bedroom.
You can have the bigger room with its own bath.”

“That’s very kind of you, but…”

He chuckled. “Isn’t that why you called? For a place
where you could sort yourself out and figure where to go from here?
It’s not Atlantic City, but you know the people are friendly.”

Lee chewed the inside of her cheek. She hadn’t known
she’d made any decisions about the immediate future. She’d called
her uncle because he was the only living relative who’d ever given
two shits about her. “Okay. When will you be ready for a
roomie?”

“Tomorrow?” Uncle Dan laughed with gusto. “You come
when you can. I’ll have keys made for you. Let me know what you
like to eat and drink so I can stock up.”

She’d have to notify the landlord and change her
address with the post office. It would take her a day or two to
pack up what she wanted to bring with her, the rest she’d have to
put in storage. Another expense she didn’t want, but she wasn’t
about to get rid of her furniture. Most of it was only a couple of
years old if that. When she landed somewhere permanent, she
wouldn’t have to lay out more cash she didn’t have.

“Would Friday be okay?”

“That’s great. Looking forward to seeing you.”

“Thanks so much for letting me crash with you for a
while.” Lee wasn’t sure what she’d done if her uncle hadn’t offered
to take her in. She would never go back to the loveless home of her
parents.

“Now about the fridge stuff—”

“You don’t have to bother. I can pick up groceries.
Besides, I’m not fussy.” She’d have to figure out what she could
afford to chip in. There was no way she was going to be a
freeloader.

“Till Friday then. Safe travels, Lee.”

The screen on her phone dimmed. Lee hadn’t had an
actual plan when she’d reached out, unsure she wanted to dump her
frustration on anyone else since she was used to handling things on
her own, not that she’d been given much of a choice. The ease of
the conversation and knowing she had somewhere to call home, even
if temporarily, gave her something to look forward to.

In a show of appreciation, she’d do something
special for him. At least she didn’t have to worry about where she
was going to sleep.

When she called her landlord to tell him she’d be
moving, she promised she’d pay her arrears as soon as she could. He
told her to consider it a gift for being a great tenant, but he
counted on the income to pay his own bills, and he wanted the place
re-rented as soon as possible. Of course, she understood his
position.

Tomorrow she’d pack up boxes with whatever she could
fit in her truck. Not that she needed a lot. Depending on how long
it would take her to find a job and recover the two-plus months’
pay, she wanted to bring some of her favorite things, like her
skates and her bongo drums. She couldn’t think about her retirement
right now. The class action suit most of the employees had filed
was unlikely to recover any money, but R.J. would never be able to
form another construction business. It wasn’t much, but at least it
was something.


Chapter Three

Cole stared through the steam rising from her mug.
The day promised to be a hot one with the heat already building as
the morning dew burned off the bright green expanse, sending
low-lying fog across the gently rising hills. The scent of freshly
cut grass from a nearby field reminded her of the day she’d fallen
in love with the smell as a child. The first year her father let
her push the old manual mower when she was barely tall enough to
grip the handles. How he had laughed while shouting encouragement
from this very porch. She finally got it moving, fascinated by the
spray from the cutting blades and the trail it left behind, not a
little of which stuck to her, too. It had been a messy,
exhilarating experience, one she’d repeated every week until she
started working at the garage where the smell of grease and
gasoline took its place.

A glance at the sky provided a sense of time and she
headed inside. As the owner and sole employee of Jackson’s Repair
Shop, Cole had the responsibility of opening and closing the
business. She swapped out her T-shirt for a tank top followed by a
work shirt and her shorts for uniform pants. Both were the typical
dark blue of her profession, able to hide the various stains that
refused to be washed away. It was a dirty business, but she never
regretted following in her father’s footsteps because all she
wanted was to keep him close for fear of losing him, too. Though
now that she was older and realized he’d done nothing to keep her
mother and sister around, the idea of doing something different
wasn’t as far-fetched. Would her father have discouraged her if
she’d chosen another way to earn a living? She couldn’t imagine it.
Her father had unerringly loved her and supported her in following
her passion.

After high school, he’d asked if she wanted to go to
college and she’d seriously considered the idea of heading off
somewhere to explore the world and see how the other side lived. In
the end Cole couldn’t leave the only home she’d ever known.
Besides, she loved working with machines, taking apart engines, and
figuring out how to put them back together. She had a knack for
it—a natural born talent. There’d never been a motor she couldn’t
reassemble and have it run better than it did before. There was no
reason to leave. Aside from a few lean years when gas was scarce in
the US and money scarcer, they’d still managed to make a fair
living. It helped that investments meant they didn’t have to rely
on the garage to live well.

Her father’s side of the family had made a tidy sum
selling off huge tracks of land to various buyers and investing
wisely for the future. He’d made sure commercial businesses
remained on the outskirts of the property and their lawyer assured
him the remaining tracts would always be available for generations
to enjoy. The land provided more than open spaces. It was the
anchor on which Cole found security whenever her quiet existence
became quicksand, threatening to pull her under. The homestead had
been there through it all. Cole took in a full, centering
breath.

She would always be comfortable though never rich,
something she didn’t want or desire. Money changed people. Made
them forget that just one mistake, one unforeseeable loss, could
drop them down a peg or two on the social ladder. Cole didn’t mind
being lower on the ladder where she’d have less distance to fall if
that happened to her. She was careful with the money she spent,
though she’d been a bit less conscientious with the house
renovations. She didn’t want for material things. Besides, what was
money when there wasn’t anyone to enjoy it with?

Zipping her fly, Cole’s hand brushed her center,
making her moan. She’d fucked herself last night, burying a dildo
deep inside while playing with her clit and fantasizing of someone
doing those same things to her. She’d fallen asleep thinking the
hard orgasm would end the constant restlessness she’d been
fighting. Wrong. She swiped her hair off
her forehead and sighed. She would have to make the trip to another
town and find a companion for the night.

She grabbed her thermos and lunch, then patted
Dixie’s head. Two droopy eyes glanced up at her and a couple wags
of her tail were the best she could hope for. “Have a good one,
Dixie girl.” Dixie flopped onto her side with a groan.

The farmhouse always remained cooler in summer
because it sat among old growth maples, pines, and oaks. The huge
weeping willow out back gave a sense of privacy that wasn’t
necessary. The closest house was her grandmother’s and that was
almost a mile away. No one could see her home from the end of the
curved road, and the deep covered porch hid her from view. She
often sat unseen until visitors, few that they were, approached the
front door. She’d scared her share of unwanted folk, too. In the
waning light of approaching nightfall, Cole felt like a phantom
when her presence was suddenly noticed, and the uninvited visitor’s
eyes widened in surprise. It always made her laugh.

When Cole hit the brick walkway, the sun’s heat
seeped through her shirt. Soon her tank top would be soaked with
sweat. The light breeze was warm but welcome, nonetheless. She
settled into her seat and turned the key. The Chevy Silverado
rumbled to life and the vibration beneath her was another reminder
her body was already on high alert.

Driving on autopilot for the few miles to the shop
gave her an opportunity to come up with a solution to her growing
urges. Perhaps this was the storm that had
been brewing the last few days and it had nothing at all to do with
the weather. Like it or not, the choice was easy. Continue to
suffer or give in and find someone to take the edge off. Cole
wasn’t sure why she was fighting a need so natural it was akin to
breathing. She wanted sex and to feel another’s warm body pressed
against hers. So what was holding her back? She’d never hesitated
to scratch that itch before. Desire tightened her lower belly,
curling in on itself and making her center throb like the pulse in
her neck.

She swiped her shaky hand over her forehead.
Something had to give soon. The approaching storm was already at
her door and it wasn’t going away.



 


Lee pulled up to her uncle’s house and wished she
were someplace else. She ought to be thankful she had a place at
all, but God, moving from the city had been harder than she thought
it would be and represented one more place she’d been forced to
leave. The front door opened, and Dan hurried down the steps to
greet her. When she stepped onto the driveway, he pulled her into a
fierce hug.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes. Welcome home,
Lee.”

Home. Emotion choked her,
unexpected and unwanted. Estranged from her parents for the last
dozen years, Lee relied on her closest friends and a few sustaining
but casual lovers for an occasional hug. They were nice but
couldn’t compare with her own blood being so glad to see her.

“It’s good to see you, too,” Lee mumbled into his
neck as she tried to get control. She wasn’t normally someone who
felt sorry for herself and had learned survival meant keeping
emotions in check, but her feelings were running close to the
surface these days, and denying them would be foolish. “I can’t
thank you enough for letting me stay.”

“Nonsense. You’re my niece.” Dan pursed his lips and
studied her. “Are you thirsty? Hungry?”

She grinned. His generation was known for plying
people with food and drink as a way of making them feel welcome. It
was still true. “I could definitely use a drink.”

“Great. Let’s grab some of your things. No sense
going in empty-handed.”

Lee looked up at the crystal blue sky. Rain wasn’t
in sight and the morning forecast promised sunshine for the next
two days. The stuff in the bed of the truck would be fine. Except
if someone decided to help themselves to it. She glanced nervously
along the quiet street.

“No one will take it.” He clapped her on the back.
“Small towns have definite perks.” Dan winked.

“A fact that will take me some time to get used to.”
She opened the passenger door and handed him a stack of her folded
sweatshirts and sweaters, not sure why she’d been compelled to be
prepared for an apocalypse. Likely because she was living in one. A
heavier box sat in the footwell, and Lee hefted it before following
him inside.

Dan cleared his throat. “I hope you like blue,” he
said over his shoulder as he headed down the hallway.

For a man in his sixties, he moved gracefully, and
she wondered once again why he’d never married or spoken of a love
interest. “It’s one of my favorites.” She thought the question odd
until she stepped into the room. Her jaw dropped. The former bland
beige walls had been painted a beautiful shade of cerulean blue and
the bedding and curtains matched with a pattern of paintbrush marks
in various shades of blue on a white background. The black leather
armchair held throw pillows that matched the walls.

“The paint smell should be gone. I’ve had the
windows open for two days.” He looked shy, almost apologetic for
having done it without asking first. “There’s no central air, but
if you want an air conditioner, just let me know. There’s an extra
one in the basement. I have one in my bedroom. It helps me sleep at
night when it’s beastly out, but I’m old, so…”

She set the box on the floor and took the stack he
was still carrying. “Uncle Dan, this is such a nice surprise.” Lee
kissed his cheek and he blushed. She chuckled. “Aww, you look so
cute all red-faced.”

She gave her a playful nudge and laughed. “Come on.
Let’s go have a cold beer, then I’ll help you finish
unloading.”

They sat across from each other at the kitchen table
and she stared at the bottle of Guinness in her hand, unsure what
to say or do without a label to peel and play with. Dan must have
sensed her unease.

“How was traffic?” he asked.

“Once I got away from the coast it wasn’t too bad.”
She gazed out the back door. Mountains nestled among pines in the
distance. There were open skies along the ocean, but the view here
was different, almost majestic in its soaring height. “I’m not sure
where the town is in relation to your house.”

“Our house.” He tipped his bottle at her. “Go to the
end of the driveway and turn right. If you blink too long you’ll
miss it.” Dan smiled.

Lee laughed. She’d driven into a foreign land. Ocean
City, where she’d spent her college years and apprenticeship before
relocating to nearby Atlantic City, had been her playground for the
last ten years.Having to fill her days with the mundane would drive
her crazy. The sooner she found work, the better. “I’m surprised
you’ve stayed here as long as you have. You always seemed like a
very social person.”

“My lover was here. The choice to stay
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