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I looked down at my wastebasket. It was half filled with balled-up sheets of paper. I hadn’t written a single, keepable sentence in a year. I lined my fingers up on the home keys and felt their smooth, cool surfaces. Once upon a time, that sensation would have lit a fire under me. Now, it gave me a stomachache.

I typed a word, then a sentence, but I had no inspiration and no plan, and the words just stared back at me the same way the blank page had. I tore the sheet from the spool, and the sound was jarring in the silence of my apartment.

Sighing, I sat back in my leather chair. My desk was the only thing in my apartment that hadn’t been packed up. And my office was the only room that still resembled the place I had considered home for years.

The smell of antiseptic came back to me without warning, sharp, clean, and unforgiving. It hit the back of my throat as I aimed for the trash can and missed, the crumpled page bouncing once on the floor before settling near the baseboard. I stared at it, suddenly too tired to bend down.

The doctor’s office had smelled like that. Too clean. Soulless.

Mark had been sitting beside me in the doctor’s office, his knee pressed against mine, warm through the thin fabric of my skirt. His grip was tight on the armrest, the tendons in his forearm standing out like cords.

“I’m sorry,” the doctor had said, folding her hands together as if that made the words gentler. She didn’t look sorry. She looked practiced. “It’s best if you stop trying. This last miscarriage could have killed you. There’s nothing more we can do.”

Nothing more we can do.

My body had gone strangely light, like it was floating a few inches above the chair. I nodded as if she’d told me something minor. Mark had answered whatever question I asked, his voice calm and steady, the way it always was when things went wrong.

In the car afterward, neither of us spoke. The radio played low, some soft rock song about love lasting forever. Mark turned it off with a sharp twist of the knob.

“We’re still us,” he said finally, staring straight ahead. “Okay, Kitty-Cat?”

I had smiled at that. I always smiled when he called me that. It felt like reassurance. Like a promise.

I bent down and picked up the fallen page, tossing it into the basket. The room felt warmer than it had a moment ago, the air thick and stale.

I sat back down at the desk and rolled a new, blank page into the waiting typewriter.

We’re still us. I had clung to those words.

I placed my fingers on the keys and wondered, not for the first time, how something could be true for so long—and then suddenly, quietly, not be.

The following morning, I pulled on my favorite bellbottom jeans—the ones with flowers made of bright red stitches—and a shapeless, flowy top. I slipped on my wedge sandals and headed to the other side of town. 

I parked in the lot for Happy Home Long-Term Rentals to meet with the superintendent. The efficiency apartments here came furnished and I could afford the rent, so I was hopeful as I followed the short man down a dreary but clean hallway to apartment 2B. When he opened the door, though, my hopes sank like a brick in a river. 

The musty odor struck me before I even stepped through the door. Inside, the single room had a Murphy bed, an armchair, and a kitchenette with a small table with precisely one chair. It was like the apartment already knew how alone I was. Everything was done in shades of brown and the view from the only window was of the brick wall of the neighboring building. 

The space reeked of depression, and I tried to picture myself living and working here. There was room along one wall for my desk and chair. Maybe some air freshener would help the musty smell of the place. Then I heard it.

The upstairs neighbor paced back and forth across the floor over my head and it echoed down into the tiny apartment. When I stood still, I realized I could hear the apartment next door as well. Whoever they were, they had a TV and I could hear the audience of some game show or other cheering loudly. That sound reminded me of being home sick as a child. It was a lonely sound filled with sore throats and coughs. A wallowing sound.

Panic heated my chest. If I moved here, my grief would eat me alive. 

I fled so-called Happy Home without so much as a goodbye to the small man who ran the place. My lungs felt tight and an ache filled the back of my throat.

I expected to feel better in the familiar and light space of my own apartment. I didn’t. The place I had called home for so long, now hurt to look at and the panic still sat heavy on my chest. In every corner there was a memory of joy, or sorrow, or everyday comfort and it broke my heart. In every corner, there was Mark—his affection, his love, and his betrayal of those things. Now, I was lonely here. 

Worse than the loneliness, I couldn’t see a way out. I could no longer remain in this grave of dreams, but the only apartment I could afford in the city was permeated with the broken hopes of other divorcees.

I leaned against the kitchen counter with a glass of water trying to remember back to the last time was that I spoke with anyone other than Gordon. It must have been months. In my own abandonment, it seemed I had abandoned everyone else. Now I had nowhere to go and no one to share my life with.

The hollow echoes of my every footstep rang out among the empty walls and shelves. My kitchen had always been spare. Now, it felt vast and empty and cold. Room by room, I wandered this place I had once called home. Despite the summer heat, a chill slithered through my body.

I had seven days to be out of here and I had nowhere to go. Nowhere to call my own.
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I shook myself free of as much melancholy as possible, and made my way to the bathroom, dragging the phone with me. I had insisted on a cord long enough to reach the bathroom when I had the phone put in. I turned on the tap to fill the bathtub. I needed to soak for awhile.

I thought about who I could call this late and the list came up short. I had been avoiding everyone for the past year. Now, it seemed, I no longer had that friend I could call at all hours.

I stripped and lowered myself into the hot water, my muscles melting as the heat soaked into them. A long bath was my go-to whenever I got stuck inside my own head and I knew I wasn’t the only woman who felt that way. There was a reason why there were bubble baths for adults now. Someone, somewhere had figured out that hot water and bubbles were magic.






The clanging ring of the telephone felt like a stab to my ears and I jumped. I hurried to grab the receiver before the thing went and made that awful sound again. I wrapped the curled cord around my other hand tightly. “Hello?” My voice sounded harsh.

“Kit, it’s Gordon.” My agent’s deep baritone was normally soothing to my nerves, but I knew why he was calling and that completely ruined the effect.

“It’s 10:00 at night, Gordon,” I whined. “I know what you’re going to say and I’m trying.”

I did know what he was going to say because I, Kit Hastings, bestselling author of romance novels, had an enduring case of writer’s block. It had been more than a year since I had written anything at all, let alone anything of substance. I was six months past my deadline for the new book and the pressure was on. But I swear it wasn’t my fault. 

After ten years of marriage and the loss of four pregnancies, I still had truly believed my husband and I were going to make it. We still talked about the world and our dreams. We comforted one another with We’re still us. He had said those miscarriages rocked us. I thought we were survivors and I thought we were in love.

We’re still us. He had said those words and more, but somewhere along the way, something changed for Mark. He started staying late at work and going out with coworkers in the evening. He said it was “boys’ time.” Still, I trusted him. I figured he was going through a phase and needed a little freedom. We were grieving after all. The truth came like a slap to my face. 

When he confessed to having an affair last year, I felt my soul crushed under the weight of the knowledge that my husband had looked to another woman for solace. Still, I believed we could make it through anything, even this. It wasn’t until three days later that he asked for a divorce and the truth hit me like a truck. His mistress­ was able to give him something I never could. She was pregnant and they wanted to raise a family together.

I thought I might die of that grief. The divorce had been quick. It had to be. They wanted to get married before the baby was born. Now, he had a wife and twin daughters, and his joys had left me in a spiral of grief. There were days I thought that grief might kill me.

For days, I laid in bed ruminating on all those years when we were trying to start a family of our own. He slept with his arms around me each time we learned that I was pregnant. And he pulled me close, holding me all night, each time I miscarried.

I had thought nothing would ever hurt as much as learning that I could never bear children.

And he stood by my side through it all. I could still hear his words to me when the doctors said there was no hope. “We don’t need children to complete us, Kitty-Cat,” he had said. “As long as we have each other, I’m the happiest man alive.”

He swore it. And I believed him. Now I found myself divorced, stuck in a creative slump, surrounded by packed boxes, and looking for a place I could afford to live even if I didn’t publish a book for a while. I was looking for a place I would live in alone and it was frightening. I hadn’t lived alone before, and I didn’t want to try, but I had no choice now. Mark was gone.

“Are you listening to me, Kit? Trying doesn’t fulfill your contract,” Gordon said forcing my memories out of the way. “You know that.”

“I need more time,” I said. It was a desperate plea. As things stood, I had no hope of writing another book no matter how much time Sam gave me.

“What you need is a change of pace and place. It’s August, Kit. And it’s 1980. You’re an independent woman. You don’t need Mark to be happy. Isn’t that what all that political hubbub was about? Freedom?”

“But...” I started but I had no idea what to say, so I stopped.

“No buts. Go be free, Kit. Take a vacation. Rent a cabin in the woods or a house on a beach somewhere. You need to find a way out of this rut. I mean it,” Gordon said. “I talked Sam into extending your deadline for another six months, but he said no more after that. Either you produce a book, or you pay back the portion of the advance you already received, and I know you can’t afford that.”

My stomach lurched. Sam was threatening to hold me in breach of contract. Not only would that send me into near financial ruin, but it would also destroy my reputation as an author with other potential publishers. I knew Gordon was right. I had to do something.

I swallowed back my arguments. “Thank you, Gordon. I promise I won’t let you down.”
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My life had been reduced to a few stacks of boxes in an otherwise empty apartment and I felt trapped – trapped by the city, by the situation. My heart began thudding loudly in my ears and a cold sweat coated my skin. I need to get out! My mind raced as my heart rate increased.

Without another thought, I started grabbing the boxes of unfinished manuscripts, outlines, and plans loading them into the trunk of my car. I threw a few more boxes of random items into the backseat. I packed up my typewriter into its case and threw as many clothes as I could fit into two suitcases. I was surprised just how much stuff I could fit into my ‘78 Thunderbird. I even had space for one of my boxes of knickknacks—small figurines, seashells, the tiny, heart-shaped music box my mother had given me for my last birthday before she died.

I went back into the apartment for another box, another sign that I had lived a life before this day. But there was nothing here that I needed, not really. I opened one box and then another seeing Christmas decorations, dishes, and the memorabilia of my marriage.

Mark hadn’t wanted any of that. He had no place in his life for our wedding photos or our cake topper. I couldn’t even fault him for that. Who goes into a new marriage with more than memories of the former one. I knelt on the carpet with the large, framed photo of the two of us all dressed up. My wedding dress had been a dream come true—long-sleeved with soft lace the entire length of it. I had felt like the most beautiful girl in the world that day.

I sat back on my heels and pulled the picture to my chest one last time. My marriage, like my wedding, was over. I laid the photo back inside the box and closed it, wiping my tears away.

Leaving the box where it sat, I locked the door behind me, dropped the house key in the super’s mail slot, and headed north out of Boston.

It didn’t take long to reach the New Hampshire border, but I had no intention of stopping there. Something in me kept pushing north, away from Boston and away from the life I had always known. I drove for another hour before turning off the main route and losing myself in the rural landscape.

Fields and farmhouses rolled past my window. Woods and stretches of nothing surrounded the small towns I passed through. Their quiet Main Streets dozed in the heat. I watched kids riding bicycles and jumping rope with no parents in sight. It felt safer here somehow, like the quiet and fresh air made trouble less likely.

I was about a mile past the center of some little town when I heard a loud bang and my car veered right. My heart pounded in my chest as I nearly lost control, but I managed to wrestle it to the shoulder. I sat, gripping the wheel until my own shaking subsided. When I stepped out, my stomach sank. My front tire was as flat as a popped balloon.

I looked up and down the road. No cars. No houses. Nothing. I debated walking back into town but decided to wait a bit. After twenty minutes, it was clear I was on my own.

There had been a garage on the edge of town where I had stopped for gas earlier. They would be able to help me.

I rolled up the windows, locked the doors, and started walking. The sun was already high, burning my cheeks and forehead. The denim of my jeans clung damply to my legs, and my wedge sandals were a terrible choice for a walk like this. By the time I reached the garage, I had blisters on both feet and a limp to match.

A man stood outside the open bay door with a filthy cloth tucked into his jumpsuit pocket and a baseball cap that read Joe’s Garage.

“Are you Joe?” I asked, wiping sweat from my forehead.

“I am, Ma’am,” he said. “And you look like you’re missing something. You had a nice-looking T-Bird earlier.”

“I did,” I said. “Now it’s sitting about a mile up the road with a flat tire. Can you help me?”

He smiled, revealing a wad of chewing tobacco in his lip. I tried not to grimace.

“I’m happy to help,” he said. “You got a spare?”

I blinked. I had no idea. “I... don’t know.”

“That’s alright,” he said easily. “We’ll get you sorted. Don’t worry, Ma’am. I got you covered.”

Sitting in the passenger seat of his tow truck, I wondered briefly how stupid I was to get into a vehicle with a stranger. But the air conditioning blasted cool relief over my sunburned skin, and I let myself breathe.


When we passed the garage without stopping, my chest tightened.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

“It’s going to take me a bit to find a tire,” he said. “Figured you’d be more comfortable at the restaurant than at my shop. I’ll come get you when I’m done.”

I didn’t relax until he pulled into the parking lot of Shannon and Bob’s Coffee and Baked Goods.

Joe grinned at me. “Don’t you worry, Ma’am. Shannon will take good care of you.”

My manners overtook my nerves and I thanked him. Was it possible people in small towns were really this nice?

The heat slapped me as I climbed down from the truck, but when I stepped inside the café, cool air wrapped around me. A fan hummed in every corner of the dining room.

It wasn’t a big place, just a few tables, but it felt like one of those places where people might come regularly to have a bite with friends. Red-checkered tablecloths covered the tables and pictures of food decorated the walls between the windows.

“Good morning! Sit anywhere you like,” a tall woman in a pink flowered dress called. “Was that Joe who dropped you off?”

“Yes,” I said. “He brought me here to wait while he fixes my car. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course,” she said, handing me a menu. “He’s been dropping customers off here lately. Trying to help my business along. A good man.”

“That is kind of him,” I said.

“My name’s Shannon. You want some water? You look dry as a desert.”

“Yes, please.”

I gulped down the first glass she brought and ordered a sandwich. The bread was homemade—I could tell from the first bite.

“This is perfect,” I said.

Shannon smiled. “I’ve always loved baking. This town’s too small for a bakery alone, so I started making lunches too. Helps keep the doors open.”

We chatted while I ate, and I couldn’t get over how easy it felt.

“Are all small towns like this?” I finally asked. “So... friendly?”

“I’d imagine not everywhere,” she said with a small laugh. “But around here, we watch out for each other.”

That must be nice, I thought. Not feeling completely alone.

By the time Joe returned with my car, I had a full belly and a strange lightness in my chest. Shannon sent me off with a to-go cup of water and a smile.

I dropped Joe back at the garage, paid him, and pulled onto the road again.
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With no plan except to go on until the force stopped pushing, I drove. This car held so many happy memories and there was no one around to see me cry, so I allowed them to flow.

I recalled the day I bought this car. I had just received a good advance for my fifth book and Mark insisted that I both needed and deserved a new car. 

“Dig it, Kit,” Mark said when he first laid eyes on the blue Thunderbird. “You can be the cool author who drives a T-Bird. What do you say?”

I remembered laughing at his antics as he tried to convince me that this was what I needed. I knew he had dreamed of owning a Thunderbird but I let the ruse go. He was so excited and it warmed my heart. I really didn’t care what kind of car I drove. 

I felt my lips curve into a small smile at the happy memory and I pushed the accompanying grief aside.

I still had no plan. The further north I went, the sense that I had escaped something terrible grew greater. My heartrate had slowed as had my breathing. I wound my way down gravel roads turning left and right at random when I reached intersections. 

By the time I saw the sign, I couldn’t have found my way back to Boston if I tried. 

I was somewhere on a narrow, paved road, in the middle of nowhere. The sign was obviously new and read “House For Sale. 20 acres. Lakeview Realty. 55 Summer Street, Brandon, New Hampshire.” I pulled over and got out to look. On the sign was a picture of the loveliest Victorian house complete with a turret.

The force that had driven me all day eased. Could this be what I was looking for? I looked around at where I stood. The road was empty. There were trees on this side of it and fields on the far side. The sounds of car engines and horns were long gone, as was the acrid odor of exhaust.

I stood and listened to a silence that was filled with sounds I had little experience with. The wind rustled the leaves of the trees and the tops of the grasses. Birds chirped and something small was chittering in the woods nearby. They were small sounds, somehow more real than the din of the city.

I looked at the sign again. I imagined myself in a house like the one in the picture. I looked up what I assumed was the driveway, but all I saw were trees. The house was set far back and that thought inspired my fantasy even further.

There was no way I could afford to buy a house right now, but hope filled my chest. Maybe the owners would rent the house to me for a few weeks while it was waiting on the market? I had to ask, right? You don’t know if you don’t ask. Besides, I was sure that this was where fate had led me. Why else would I have encountered such kind people on my way?

I returned to the car and pulled the atlas from under the seat trying to figure out where I was. It was useless. Brandon appeared as nothing but a tiny dot in the middle of nothing. I started the engine and began looking for someone to give me directions. It was more than twenty minutes before I found a man taking his mail from the box beside the road.

“Excuse me sir?” I asked through the open window.

He looked my car up and down as if it was a woman. Then he whistled at it. “That is some nice car you’ve got there,” he said. 

“Thanks. I was wondering if you could give me directions into Brandon?” I asked.

He nodded and looked up the road, then down it. I was wondering just how far the town was from here if a local had to consider which way to send me? When he finally spoke, his directions were the most foreign sounding directions I’d ever heard. He leaned his hand on the roof of my car and pointed up the road.

After telling me to “drive past Old Bill’s place and take your next right” and “if you pass the big oak that got struck by lightning in ‘67, you went too far,” he said goodbye. I did my best to navigate into town. 

When I came upon a massive dead tree with a black burn mark down its center, I turned around and found the correct road. The back roads led to the wide Main Street where, it seemed, everything was located.  A few cars sat parked in front of the Post Office and several small stores along the street. I passed these and the grocery store before turning left where I found Lakeview Realty. The office was in a small, white single-story house that had been converted for commercial use. I parked on the side of the street, got out and locked my door. When I entered the office, a bell tinkled to announce my arrival.

“Good afternoon, Ma’am,” the woman sitting at the desk in the living-room-turned-lobby said. “Welcome to Lakeview Realty. How can I help you?” Her voice was high and nasal, and her words clipped as though she was trying to remember her lines. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a bun, and her electric blue skirt suit fitted her curves like skin.

“Hello, I’m Kit Hastings and I saw a for-sale—”

“You are not!” The woman interrupted. “ Oh my God! Michael! Michael, you have to come out here!” She rose from her seat and hurried over to me with her hand out to shake. “I am such a big fan.”

“Oh!” I was always surprised when people recognized my name. Even after six years as a bestselling author, I wasn’t used to being semi-famous. “Thank you. What’s your name?”

A man stepped into the room in a well-pressed suit with wide shoulder pads. This was becoming one of the latest fashion crazes and between the two of them, I realized my wardrobe was badly out of date. “What is it, Mary? Why are you yelling?” He stopped. “Oh, hello. I’m Michael Smith. I’m the real estate agent here. And this is my secretary, Mary.”

“Mary Smith,” the woman said, still holding my hand. “I’m also his wife. This is Kit Hastings, Michael. She’s my favorite author. She writes the best love stories.” Mary’s smile was bright and open, and it made me feel just a little bit better about my decision to stop here. It was always inspiring, if a little embarrassing, to meet a reader of my work.

Michael sighed. “Alright, now Mary. Let the woman go so I can help her find the perfect home.”

“Oh, okay,” Mary said finally giving me my hand back.

“Right this way, please,” he said turning down a short hallway.

I followed Michael into his office. It was a bright space, probably decorated by his wife for the amount of floral arrangements and paintings there were. There were windows on two walls, open to the breeze, and the late summer sun shone in. “How can I help you, Mrs. Hastings?”

The Mrs. nearly took my breath. I had been Mrs. Hastings for years. I wrote under Hastings, and when I chose not to change my name back to Hoffman, I hadn’t thought about how it would feel to be a Miss again. I decided not to correct him.

“I saw a for-sale sign out on Miller Road. It said there was a house and twenty acres for sale. I was wondering if the owners would be willing to rent it out for a few weeks?” I asked. “I’m working on a new book, and I need a little inspiration, you know?”

“Ah, yes.” He seemed to be squirming in his seat. “That would be Wayward Place.”

“Wayward Place,” I said. I liked the name. It was lovely when people named their homes. It gave the place its own personality. “Wayward Place,” I repeated. It even had an inspirational name, as though it came with an adventure. “Do you know why it’s called that?” 

“Um, well, the story goes that the man who built the house was into... less than legitimate activities,” he said. “It seems he reveled in his reputation and so he named his property to suit that reputation.”

I was getting more and more excited by this house. “Wow,” I said. “What a great story. I hope you can arrange for me to rent it. Just for a few weeks.”

His expression looked pained as he spoke. “I’m afraid it can’t be rented,” he explained. “You see, it’s a foreclosure. The former owner failed to pay taxes for a number of years and the town had to take the house.” 

“That’s disappointing,” I said. “I saw the picture on the sign and fell head over heels for the place.”

“You didn’t turn up the road to see the house?” he asked.

I shook my head.

His face brightened as he stood up. “I have some photos.” Michael opened a tall filing cabinet, pulling out a folder. “They’re a little dated, but the house and land are beautiful.”

He laid the pictures out on the desk and I looked them over. They matched what I had seen on the sign, turret and all. The house had blue siding and white, gingerbread-style woodwork all along the edges of the roof. The darker blue shutters on the windows gave the place so much character. He was right. It was beautiful. 

“So, was Wayward Place a brothel?” I asked, eyebrow cocked.

Michael laughed. “Not a brothel. No. It was worse than that. They worked for the mob.”

My forehead creased in confusion. “Way out here?”

“Yup.” He nodded. “They supposedly ran liquor down from Canada during Prohibition. You know,” he said leaning toward me across the desk. “They say there’s a hoard of money hidden away up there somewhere from...” He looked around as though someone might hear him, then whispered, “Mob money.”

I laughed at that. I certainly wasn’t going to count on any buried treasure landing in my lap.

“I mean it,” he said. “Townsfolk have been saying for years that there was an operation up there and the mob was involved. Anyway.” He pointed back to the photos. “What do you think?”

“Oh, that is lovely Michael,” I said. “I’m afraid there is no way I can afford such a place right now.”

He grinned at me and sat back in his chair. “But you don’t know the price yet.”

I blinked. My heart hammered in my chest. What was I doing even asking about this place? But the words were out of my mouth before I had completed that thought. “Okay. How much?”

“Five thousand thirty-three dollars and seventy-two cents as of this last tax due date,” he told me.

One side of my mind began crunching numbers while the other sat, stunned at the fact that I was even considering this. I had more than enough in my savings to cover that amount and I was sure that Wayward Place was just the inspiration and change that I needed. You can’t do this, I thought. Don’t be a fool, Katherine Eileen Hastings! 

I put my hands on the arms of the chair and got ready to leave. My hopes of renting the place were dashed and the only thing to do was to keep driving. But, what if? For the first time in a long time, my heart was filled with hope. 

No, I thought. Just... no.

Just as I believed I had talked myself out of this madness, my mouth opened. “Sold!” I said, slapping my hand down on the desk with a ridiculous grin. “I can have a bank check to you this afternoon.” I hesitated. “Assuming there’s a bank nearby?”

The blood seemed to drain from Michael’s face and that should have told me all I needed to know. I was making a huge mistake, but I was so wrapped up in escaping my past that I wasn’t paying attention.

“In the next town over,” he said. “I can give you directions.”

“Great! When can I move in?” I asked.

Michael was practically dancing in his seat at this point. “I’ll have Mary draw up the contract now and you can sign it when you return with the check,” he explained. “As long as I can deposit the check before the bank closes, you can move in tomorrow afternoon. How does 3:00 sound?”
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The only sounds I could hear were crickets chirping and the people in the room next door arguing about the vending machine. I lay on the bed of a dingy motel room, staring blankly at the ceiling. There was a crack in it that looked just like Elvis if I cocked my head slightly to the right and squinted. 

The smell of this room wasn’t far off from the smell of that horrible efficiency apartment I had looked at... when? Was that just this morning? My dinner had been a burger and fries with a nice cold Tab soda at a roadside place in the same town as the bank. This whole area was tiny town after tiny town spread out over miles of nothing but fields and trees.

My typewriter sat, still in its case, on the small desk, and my suitcase lay open on the dresser. I knew I wouldn’t write tonight. It was all wrong. Everything was all wrong. I was an idiot. I knew it the moment I’d signed the contract. I had bought a house and twenty acres of land, sight-unseen. Yup. I was an idiot. 

The worst part was going to be telling Gordon what I had done. He was one of those people who didn’t mince words. If he thought what someone did was stupid, he said so in plain English. Still, I knew I had to tell him. He had likely called me at least once today at home and I needed to let him know where I was and how to reach me. I’d have to get a phone installed first thing after moving in. For now, I’d call him collect.

His voice sounded strained when he answered.

“I’ll accept the charges,” I heard him say to the operator.

“Hi, Gordon,” I said, wary.

“Where have you been, Kit? I’ve been calling you all day,” he said. “You never leave your place anymore. I was worried sick.” The concern in his voice touched me, made me feel just a little less alone in this mess of a life I was living. 

Years of working side by side will do that. Gordon was more than just my agent. He was my friend. He had believed in me all through the process of trying to find a publisher for my first book. And when that didn’t get picked up, he stuck by me through the next one. Now I was Kit Hastings, the author, and he was still with me.

“I’m sorry. I...I’m in New Hampshire,” I said, easing into the story. “A little town called Brandon.”

Five minutes later I sat listening to Gordon making choking sounds on the other end of the line. Was he having a stroke? Did I just give Gordon a heart attack? “Are you okay?”

“Are you trying to kill me, Kit?” I could hear him chewing on a Rolaids through the receiver. “Because it’s working.”

“You’re the one who told me to take a vacation,” I said with a petulant tone that would have rivaled any teenage girl.

He spoke slowly. “I said take a vacation. I expected you to sit on a beach and get yourself into a better place so you could write. I did not, in fact, tell you to drive to Nowhere, New Hampshire and buy a house on a whim!”

It stung, the truth, but he was right. No part of this was his fault. He hadn’t even wanted me to sign with Sam’s publishing house all those years ago. He had told me the man was skeevy. But the pay was good, so I took it. Now I was stuck with a greedy, self-centered publisher who only saw me as a paycheck, and it was my own fault.

“You have to rescind on the deal, Kit,” he said, panting after a long stream of expletives. “You can’t afford this. If you don’t make the next deadline, the publisher can take the house from you as payment. You’ll be homeless, Kit. Homeless. And you know I love the hell out of you, my friend, but you are not moving in with me.”

“What do you mean, he can take the house?” I asked. “I haven’t even seen the house yet and he can take it away from me?”

I heard Gordon take a deep breath and blow it out.

“Are you trying not to yell at me?”

“Yes, Kit. I am trying very hard not to yell right now,” he said in a tone I knew he was struggling to maintain. “If he sues, the court will make you sell the house to pay off your advance and there’s no guarantee how much you’ll get for the place. You might not have much left over.”

A ripple of fear ran through me, followed by a tiny surge of hope.

“I don’t think it can be changed now, Gordon. The check is already in the bank. I move in tomorrow afternoon,” I said. “Besides, I think this is exactly what I need to get out of this slump I’m in. It’s a new environment. Nature, trees, all the things that have inspired authors for generations. I promise, this will work.”

I meant it, too. All day I had been driven by that force to run, run, run. Only after I my signature filled the line on the last page of the contract did it finally fade to nothing. I had been awash in calm. Yes, I had regrets now, but that moment of peace was worth it.

“God, I hope so, Kit.”
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Chapter 6   
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I had the windows rolled down to let in the hot summer breeze as I drove to the end of the lane where the for-sale sign was. I spotted a sleek, red Chevy Corvette parked on the shoulder when I rounded the corner and Michael stood at the back, stuffing the for-sale sign into the trunk. I pulled over behind him and got out. The sun was hot here but nothing like the summer days in the middle of the city. I never did understand why pavement and concrete seemed to make summer so much hotter.

“Mrs. Hastings!” Michael waved to me as I approached. “Are you all ready to move into your new place?”

I stuffed my regrets down deep and smiled. “I guess I had better be.”

He chuckled and closed the trunk of his car. “Here are the keys.” He held a ring of keys between his thumb and forefinger.

I stiffened. “Aren’t you coming with me to see the house?”

I had never bought a house before, but I was pretty sure the realtors usually showed people around on the first day.

He jingled the key ring in front of me and I took them automatically. That was a bad idea.

“Uh,” he hedged. “I’ve got some things I need to get done this afternoon. But you have the keys and here is the deed.” He handed a sheet of heavy paper to me. I reached out and took that, too, without thinking. “You... you should be alright... I think.” With that, Michael turned and climbed into his car. He waved once out the driver’s side window and sped off toward town leaving me standing on the side of the road.

I stood, blinking at the car as it moved further and further down the road. My eyes narrowed as suspicion curled like a snake around my mind. There was something going on that Michael wasn’t telling me and it made my stomach twist into a tight little knot.

This isn’t happening, I thought. No, no, this isn’t happening. Something felt wrong and anger flared in my chest but I had no idea what to expect so I pushed it down deep.

“What the hell do we do now, Kit?” I asked. Then I answered myself, confirming that I was, in fact, losing my mind. “I guess we just drive up to the house and... what? Unpack? Yes, we unpack. I guess.”

I started the car and turned onto the narrow road. I bounced and jolted for nearly half a mile along the rutted, pot-holed dirt track before I saw the house. The soft yellow paint was peeling and faded but the house stood tall in the middle of a field of wildflowers like a guardian of nature. 

A rusty mailbox stood at the corner of what I soon realized was the real driveway and this bumpy, one-lane road. Did the mailman actually make that drive every day? I turned up the drive and edged closer to the house. The paint was faded and peeling and the roof looked like it had seen better days. This was the house from the photos I had seen if you added twenty years and zero maintenance. There was also the barn. Behind the house on the right, the old barn sat mostly collapsed. 

“What have you gotten yourself into, Kit?” I asked.

There appeared to be a well-maintained vegetable garden to the left of the house. I thought that was strange. If the house had been taken by the town, who was keeping up the garden? I soon had my answer. 

I hit the brakes in the driveway well ahead of the house when a woman stepped out the side door onto a small porch and waved with a friendly smile. Michael hadn’t said anything about a colleague meeting me in his stead. I slowly pulled forward until I found my car surrounded by a slew of farm animals and dogs. 

A flock of chickens stood pecking at the dirt and squawking while three dogs and two goats stood waiting at my car door. One of the dogs appeared to be a three-legged Irish Wolfhound. He stood almost as high as the roof of my car, staring at me through the window. They had all stopped barking when I came to a stop. Now I just sat there looking into the brown eyes of a massive dog and wondering what the hell was going on?

The woman strode up to stand beside the dog at my window and smiled again. She was an elderly lady with short, white hair in a sleek bob and bright blue eyes that never seemed to look directly at mine. Her wide-legged trousers and flowing tunic showed signs of repairs, but they were clean. She bent down to peer at me. “Well, aren’t you going to get out and come see the house?”

“Who are you?” I asked, still eyeing the many animals.

“Didn’t Michael tell you?” She asked without pausing for an answer. “I’m Gertrude Irving. Come inside and I’ll introduce you to everyone else. We’re all so excited to have another writer here. Rebecca reads us a new story nearly every evening. I know she’ll enjoy having you to share ideas with.”

The woman, Gertrude, looked at my shoulder, at the roof of the car, at the dog, but she still didn’t make eye contact. A tingling awkwardness crawled up my spine. I wasn’t afraid, just unsure.

“Michael didn’t mention you or anyone else.” I eyed the large three-legged dog still standing there, panting at me through the window. 

I had never had a pet growing up. Our building didn’t allow them. Even fish were forbidden so I had to make do with dolls as playmates when my friends weren’t around. Now, as an adult, I had no clue how to behave around a
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