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“Are you ready for a new assignment?” Sue Wright asked Kate Hastings over the phone. “It’s a very unusual job, even for us.”

“Considering some of the other jobs, that’s saying a lot.” Kate snorted.

“This one is a companionship gig for an elderly woman,” Sue answered. “With a twist.”

“Not sure I want to take care of an old person.”

“Um,” Sue said after clearing her throat, “I’m about the same age and I can take care of myself.”

“Sorry, but you are hardly a normal eighty-something.” Kate chuckled. “You’re a Ninja old person.”

“True,” Sue agreed, adding her own laugh. “By the way, you were personally recommended for this job by the Cavanaughs.”

“Gwen and Corey, the snake people?” Kate was surprised. 

“Yep,” confirmed Sue. “They told the new client you were just the person for this job. That’s quite a compliment, Kate. And if your schedule allows, pencil in the Cavanaughs for the week following Thanksgiving. They want to hire you again. Same job and they said to plan to be there for Thanksgiving dinner too.”

Kate smiled. Last fall, the week following Thanksgiving, she had transported the Cavanaugh’s huge pet snake Betty Lou from their home in Texas to their winter home in California. Once she got over her fright of the caged animal, it had been an easy job. Before taking off with Betty Lou, the Cavanaughs had insisted she spend Thanksgiving with them and their friends on their ranch. It had been great fun and the nicest Thanksgiving Kate ever remembered having. “I’m glad Gwen and Corey think so highly of me. I like them a lot. Tell them yes.” 

Kate was seated at her dinette in her Winnebago travel trailer in a casino parking lot in Minnesota. JT, her boyfriend, was performing there tonight and tomorrow, then his band would move to another casino for next weekend. From there they would do a couple of festivals in Iowa. After her job for Michael Anton in North Dakota, Kate had driven to the Pacific Northwest to join JT during his engagements in that area and travel with the band afterward. Between gigs, JT and Kate would hike, kayak and sightsee together. Now it was late summer, nearly September. Soon the band would take a break and return to their home state of Texas for some time off the road. By the end of the year, they would start their winter schedule, usually touring in the Southwest. 

Kate was not sure she would follow them around much longer. She had loved being with JT and liked the band members. Two of them were married and their wives had flown out to the west coast for a few days. Kate enjoyed meeting them and being part of the entire group. Even though most of them had known each other since high school and college, they had quickly accepted her into the tight fold. 

She and JT had talked about what would happen when it was time for them to return to Texas. Kate had been up front with JT, saying she was not sure she would go. She wanted some time by herself. He said he understood, but was clearly disappointed. What she did not say to him was that she was not ready to meet his family and going to Texas would mean just that. He said he was going to rent a place near his family and settle in and work on new songs until it was time to get back on the road. He wanted her to spend that time with him. Kate loved JT. She enjoyed what they had. But such domesticity was scaring her as much as a scorpion in her shoe. Now she was being offered a job, plus she had the week or so after Thanksgiving booked with the Cavanaughs. Her work would be a way out.

“So tell me about this new job,” Kate said into the phone, running a hand through her super short dark hair. 

“Edwina Forester is eighty and quite spry and fairly healthy, except for the usual old person stuff,” Sue said. “Oh, and she prefers her nickname of Eddie. She lives in a swanky retirement place in Madison County, Iowa, not far from Des Moines. She wants someone to travel with her.”

“Madison County, Iowa,” Kate said, half to herself. “Why does that sound familiar?”

“Bridges of Madison County,” Sue answered. “Famous book, plus a Clint Eastwood movie. They are historic covered bridges worth seeing if you are in the area.”

Kate mulled it over. “So what’s the twist?” she asked with a touch of wariness. She knew people who hired Sharon and Bill’s crew for odd jobs always had special reasons for not going through normal channels. 

“Eddie wants to travel the country with you in your rig.” Sue informed her. “Seems she wants to experience life on the road and see some sights.”

“Why can’t her family rent an RV and take her?” Kate asked.

“Because she doesn’t have any family, and isn’t confident or strong enough to rent one on her own. She’s been widowed twice, the last time only about a year ago. Seems she and her husband traveled a lot.” Sue paused. “I know it’s a big ask, using your own home, so feel free to say no. But after talking with Eddie and the Cavanaughs, you are perfect for the job.”

“How so?”

“Eddie wants a companion who is young and active, not stuffy and boring, or flighty. You fit that bill and have your own rig. Plus if Eddie does have any unexpected health issues, you have a good head in emergencies.”

“When does this start?” Kate glanced out her window and saw a group of middle-aged women walking from the parking lot into the casino. They were dressed up, laughing, ready for some fun and entertainment. It was a big night out for them. It was early evening. JT’s band would be going on soon for their first set. She would meet him during their break.

“As soon as you agree,” Sue said. “I got the feeling Eddie would like to go sooner than later.”

“Can I meet Eddie first before saying yes?”

“I definitely think that can be arranged,” Sue told her.
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Kate approached the guarded gate to Golden Acres, Eddie’s retirement home. She had left her trailer back at a nearby campground and was driving her truck. She knew that the people who hired The Agency had to be well off to afford Bill and Sharon’s prices, so she was not entirely surprised to see such a fancy place. Swanky, Sue had called it. The property was huge and surrounded by a stone wall a few feet high, high enough to give the idea of exclusivity, but not so high to look like a fortress. She had looked up the property online last night, noting that it had a golf course, tennis courts, walking paths, and a community center. The property’s website touted several residential options, such as a high rise condo building, stand alone homes, and bungalows. Everything was built to match and to look like part of a large country estate.

“I’m here to see Edwina Forester,” Kate told the guard at the main gate. “I have an appointment.”

“Your ID, please.”

Kate handed her driver’s license to the guard, a middle-aged African-American man in a crisp gray uniform. He checked it against a list on a computer before handing it back to her. “First time here?” he asked. Kate nodded. The guard marked something on a piece of paper and handed it to Kate. “Mrs. Forester is in bungalow 12. I’ve circled it on this map for you. Just follow this road in and take a left at the fork. There is guest parking nearby.”

“Thank you.” Kate took the map and glanced over it before driving through the gate that the guard opened.

Bungalow 12 was away from the condos and set in a small wooded area with several other cottage-size homes. Kate pulled into a guest parking spot.

Before she could ring the bell, the door was opened by a petite elderly woman with a white feathery pixie hair cut and bright blue eyes. She was dressed in crisp navy blue slacks, a shirt printed with tiny tulips, and a cardigan almost the same color as her eyes. On her feet were sensible walking shoes. She wore glasses, tethered to a chain around her neck. “You must be Kate,” she said with a welcoming smile. “Please come in.” She opened the door wide.

Kate noted to herself that having a guard checking ID at the gate certainly took away the worry of undesirables and solicitors knocking on the door.

The bungalow was a charming cottage decorated in French country. There were floral patterns on pillows, table cloths, and side chairs, but none clashed. The color palette was cream and different shades of red with muted yellow and green. Only the sofa was a solid color of soft cream. The kitchen had more splashes of color and a small wooden table off to the side. Everything was cozy and inviting. Through an archway, Kate spotted a small den with a TV, two recliners, and bookshelves. That room was less feminine, but still nicely decorated.

Eddie indicated opened doors leading to a patio and small garden. “Let’s sit outside, shall we? Before the afternoon heat sets in. I have refreshments set up.” She smiled at Kate. “I hope you like iced tea.”

“I drink it all the time.”

“Good. I do too,” Eddie said. “I brew my own blend of herbal flavors. No caffeine.”

Once they were seated at the patio table with tall glasses of iced tea, Kate opened the discussion. “I understand you want to travel in my trailer with me. Tell me why and where and what you expect.”

“You’re a very direct young woman,” Eddie said. “I like that. So I will be direct with you.” She took a sip of tea. “I am dying.” She said the words softly. “Not because I am older than God, but because I have a tumor.”

Kate was at a loss for words, so she said the most obvious thing, the phrase people say out of shocked politeness. “I am so sorry.” Sue Wright had told her that Eddie was in good health. Obviously, Eddie had not told Sue everything in their discussions.

Eddie waved a slender spotted hand in the air. “So am I, but I’ve had a good life. It’s a tumor in my liver. My doctor wants to operate on it, but I’m declining surgery. With it, I might have a year or a little longer, but I would go through the hell of surgery and recovery and treatments after. Without it, I have six months to a year. Not that big of a difference without the surgery, so I’m choosing to live what life I have left with dignity and quality.”

“So instead of spending time with friends and family, you want to go running around the country in a small trailer with a stranger?” Kate was sad for Eddie, a woman she had just met, but impressed with her courage in the face of death. 

“I have no family, Kate. Oh, there are a few distant cousins I haven’t seen in years, but that’s it. What I would like to do is see the country. Did you see the movie Nomadland? That’s what I want to do.”

Kate laughed. “You want to pee in a bucket? Work long hours at Amazon or on a beet farm?”

Eddie laughed too. She had a nice laugh, like soft wind chimes. “Well, not
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