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Chapter 1




Addy felt like she'd been running forever. Her lungs ached, struggling to breathe in the cool, damp air. It had to be less than a mile now. Surely it hadn't been this far when she was driving, though, of course, the miles had passed in a blur through the car's windows. Time had flown, too, as the darkness had descended. 

Addy paused a moment, bending over to rest her hands on her knees and suck in a few lungfuls of air. It didn't help that she was weighed down by her duffel bag. She thought about slowing her pace, but she knew between the fast-approaching night and the crispness in the air she would be chilled to the bone in no time. She had started at a walk and had nearly frozen. Besides, the faster she got to civilization, the better. She was not one to enjoy nature in bright sunlight, never mind misty moonlight. One wolf's howl, and she would be a goner.

She was right about the distance, and less than a half hour later she was walking into a town center, panting and wiping sweat from her brow. It wasn't late – a glance at her watch said it was barely 8 – but not much appeared to be open. It looked like a small town, quaint, with a few stores and restaurants, and houses dotting the distance with squares of light. She supposed if it was day that she would see a cute little post office, children pouring out of a little red schoolhouse, and a playground filled with mothers pushing tiny tots in swings. She felt as if she'd walked into a 1950s sitcom. 

Spotting a diner that boasted 24-hour service, she turned her steps in that direction. She could really use a cup of coffee.

A bell above the door jingled, and a waitress gestured toward an open seat at the counter. Addy slid onto the red vinyl seat, placed her duffel bag on the floor by her feet, and grabbed a menu from behind the napkin holder. A moment later the same waitress flipped the coffee cup in front of her and picked up a glass pot from the percolator.

“Coffee?”

“Please.”

The cup was poured, and the waitress disappeared for a moment or two before returning, pencil poised above a pad.

“What can I getcha?”

Suddenly ravenous from her run, Addy's eyes flitted over the menu. Get the salad, Adelaide. She could hear her mother's voice as clearly as if she were in the room. Add grilled chicken if you must, but don't you dare get anything else. Addy sighed. “Chicken Caesar salad, please.” She placed the menu back where it belonged. Her mother wouldn't approve of the Caesar dressing, but Addy was tired of bland salads with plain chicken. A girl must watch her figure.

“Coming right up.”

As she waited, Addy sipped her coffee and looked around the diner. It looked as she had expected. A family sat in the corner, eating ice cream sundaes. A young couple sat at the other end of the diner, by the window, gazing adoringly into each other's eyes. All that was missing was – nope, here they came.

As Addy turned back toward the door, a group of high school-aged boys burst in, laughing and chatting up a storm. From the attire, Addy gathered they were a sports team, and by the ball one of the boys was tossing into the air, she deduced it was basketball.

The waitress who had been helping her greeted the boys with a smile. “Did we win, guys?”

“Creamed 'em.” One of the boys shouted with a grin.

The waitress whooped. “Then pie's on the house.”

The young men piled into a couple of booths in the center of the diner, and the waitress showered them with attention, handing out thick slices of pie and glasses of water. By the chorus of “Thanks, Mags,” Addy surmised that the waitress's name must be Margaret, or some derivation thereof. Funny how she hadn't even thought to ask. Or look at a name tag. Or something. She really used to be more observant – and more outgoing – than this. Maybe the stress of the past few months was taking its toll.

She could hear her mother scolding her again. Adelaide, you've got to get your head out of the clouds. What are you doing here? In the middle of nowhere, with people you don't know, in a town you don't even know the name of?

Pine Valley, Addy argued back in her mind. The boys' shirts said Pine Valley Panthers. The town must be Pine Valley.

And have you ever heard of it?

Addy closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She was arguing with her mother in her head. She was really starting to lose it. Never mind that her mother had died seven years earlier. Addy could still picture her as clearly as if she were sitting on the next stool over. And it was scary to think she still had that much control over her. But, even if it was just a voice in her head, that voice did have a point. What was she doing here?

She had set off looking for somewhere, anywhere, where she could get a fresh start. She had figured on driving as far as she could, then finding some city she could disappear into. New York had been her first idea, but it was so stereotypical she had resisted and kept going. Maybe Boston would be okay.

Instead, her car conks out in the middle of the country. Not even the country. A freaking forest. Trees everywhere. She didn't even know if she was right next to somewhere or in the middle of nowhere. Running five miles proved it was the middle of nowhere. The size of this town she found was further evidence. Maybe she should ask about a car repair place. Though it was probably too late for any of them to be open. She supposed she'd have to find a place to crash for the night. She would ask “Mags” when she returned with dinner.

Once the pie was dished out, the waitress disappeared into the kitchen and reappeared with Addy's salad. The mere sight of it made Addy's mouth water, and she dug in with barely a second's thought. She would ask after she ate, which didn't take more than five minutes. Well, that was ladylike.

“Goodness, you must have been starving.”

Addy looked up to find the waitress staring in amazement at her empty bowl. Addy shrugged. “I guess I was.”

Mags gave her a thoughtful look. “You new here?”

“Just passing through. My car broke down a few miles that way.” Addy gestured.

“Tough break. Not a good place for it to stop. You walk all this way?”

Addy shrugged again. “I ran. It was too chilly to walk.”

“No wonder you're hungry. Can I get you something else?”

The pie looked delicious, but Addy resisted. “No, I'm okay. It does look like I'm going to need a place to crash, though. Are there any hotels around here?”

Mags thought for a moment. “No chains. But the Jacksons run a little motel on the other side of town. Or there's a B and B the next street over.”

“Do you by any chance have phone numbers for them? So I can see if they have a vacancy?”

Mags laughed. “They have vacancies, trust me. I think the only time they book up is if we're hosting the sports championships, and that only happens once every few years. You shouldn't have a problem with either one. Might want to check the motel, first, though. Nate and Joanna, who run the B and B, lock up kind of early.”

“How far of a walk would it be? You said the other side of town.”

Mags thought a bit. “Maybe fifteen minutes. Town's not that big, and it's not on the outskirts.” She gave a few quick directions, which Addy scrawled on a napkin.

“Thank you for your help.”

“No problem. Good luck with your car.”

Mags left the receipt and went to check on the other patrons. Addy took a last sip of coffee, tucked a few bills under the check, and stood up. She wasn't looking forward to any more walking or running tonight, but she would be grateful for a soft bed and warm blankets. Just knowing she would be spending the next fifteen minutes in a cool mist made her shiver.

Bundling up the best she could in her jacket, Addy set out for the motel. Though it was dark and damp, at least now she had a few street lamps to light her way.

Her initial impression of the town remained, though the buildings were a bit more modern than she had expected. Maybe the school would be a bit larger and updated than a single-room house. It didn't take long, though, to come across the motel. A dozen or so units side by side, an open sign flashing in the window of the nearby office.

Addy entered the empty office and rang the bell that lay on the counter. A moment later a middle-aged gentleman greeted her with a warm smile.

“Looking for a room?”

Addy nodded. “Please.”

“How long will you be staying?”

Addy paused. “Uh.” She had no idea how long it would take to get her car up and running. “I don't really know. My car broke down. I need to take it to the shop, and I don't know how long it'll take.”

“Not a problem.” The man smiled at her. “You can stay as long as you need to. I'll put you in one of our best rooms.” He grabbed a key off a board behind the counter, then gestured for her to follow him.

The overhang protected them from the rain that had started to fall, though a light mist still made its way under. Addy shivered again, glad she didn't have to be out anymore tonight.

They stopped in front of one of the middle units, and the man handed her a key. “Here you go. My name is Ed. My wife's name is Sylvie. She'll probably be the one manning the front desk in the morning if you need anything. Or you can hit the front desk button on the phone, and it'll ring us right up.” He smiled again. “Have a good night.”

“Thank you.” Addy returned the smile and watched the man retreat back to the office before opening her room door. As she stepped inside and flipped on the light, she found a surprisingly comfortable room greeting her. Nothing fancy, but it wasn't as tacky as she had been expecting. The phone wasn't rotary. The TV was a flat screen. And the bedspread was a modern pattern, subtle flowers spread over a pale green background. Tossing her duffel bag by the desk chair to her right, she kicked off her shoes, then collapsed on the bed.

After a few moments of sheer exhaustion, Addy acknowledged that she should probably get up, get out of her damp clothes, and climb under the covers. And ten minutes later, she was in heaven, letting the weight of the blanket lull her to sleep.


      [image: ]Maggie wiped off the counter and said good-bye to the couple who had just finished their dinner. The diner had quieted down after the basketball team left, and now only the lovestruck couple remained by the window, reluctant to go home. Maggie didn't mind. It was nice to have company, even if they were wrapped up in their own world.

Running a 24-hour diner could be lonely sometimes, in the wee hours of the morning, when few, if any, customers came in. Many times she had thought about changing her hours to those of a “normal” restaurant. But then someone would come in who needed her: Ann, the single mother whose kids periodically stayed with their dad, leaving her alone and lonely; Matt, the high school kid whose parents didn't understand him and his ridiculous smarts; Katie, who was torn between wanting to grow up and leave and wanting to stay curled up in safety; Pete, who just plain got lonely. They came to her late at night, when the rest of the town was quiet and still, unsure what to do with themselves, needing a sympathetic ear and a comfortable stool to sit on. She gave them pie and hot cocoa, talked to them about the latest news or gossip, and let them just enjoy some company for a bit. And she knew that if she changed her hours, they wouldn't have anywhere to go. So she dealt with her own loneliness and relieved theirs.

It wasn't so bad, not really. She had some college kids helping her in the kitchen for most of the night, and they kept her company. A lot of the time they were wrapped up in their schoolwork or video games, or some other such thing, but they didn't mind talking to her once in a while. And really, what else did she have? A lonely apartment instead of a lonely diner? At least here she had the possibility of seeing another soul.

At this point, she didn't even sleep much. It wasn't often her mind let her rest soundly. A few hours sleep tucked between the breakfast and lunch hours, with a couple extra hours between lunch and dinner, usually sufficed. What she had to think about, she had no idea. But it never failed: the instant her head hit the pillow, her mind would start wandering, thinking about the customers who had come in that day, the latest happenings in town, the bills that needed to be paid, or the latest shipment she expected to receive. Today it would probably be the young woman whose car had broken down.

If she was honest with herself, it was probably a subconscious attempt to think about anything other than what she should really be thinking about: her life and the meaninglessness of it all. How many times had she thought about selling the diner and leaving this town? How many times had she longed to meet someone she could spend her life with? She had long given up on the dream of having children. She was pushing 60 now. She should be having grandchildren, not children. But she still had other dreams – of seeing the world, having someone hold her close at night. She wanted to feel like she had a purpose beyond running a diner in a tiny little town, waiting for someone who needed her to come in at two in the morning. She supposed, if she was really honest with herself, she just wanted to feel loved, needed, complete.

But instead her mind thought about everyone else, and everything else, so she wouldn't focus on the depressing reality that was her life. And she was so busy avoiding the truth that she couldn't sleep.

My, she was being philosophical tonight. Maggie finished wiping the counters, then made her way around the diner, straightening menus, filling napkin dispensers. She had to keep herself busy. It wouldn't do her any good to get depressed. It never did. She would still be Maggie Devin, plain Jane with a head full of dreams that would never be.

With a sigh Maggie tossed the cleaning rag into a bucket of soapy water and wiped her hands on her apron. It was time to do the nightly drawer count. She wouldn't see many, if any, more people tonight, and this way she would know if she had to lock any up. You could never be too careful, even in a podunk town like Pine Valley.








  
  
Chapter 2




Addy opened her eyes to find a strange popcorn ceiling above her. It took a moment to remember where she was, and when she did, she groaned. City girl Adelaide Rogers was stuck in the middle of nowhere in some tiny little town that probably didn't even have a repair shop. She would probably have to go to a town miles away, get her car towed, spend a ton of money she didn't want to spend, and sit and wait. 

With that kind of day ahead of her, she opted to spend a few more minutes snuggled under the blankets. At least the bed was comfortable. It had done her sore muscles good to sleep a few hours. Next she would crawl to the shower and let the water beat down on her, washing away her tension. For now, anyway.

An hour later she was locking the door to the motel room. As she stepped into the daylight, she was amazed at how warm it was. The chill that had been in the air last night was gone, replaced by bright, warm sunlight. Even the rinky dink motel didn't seem that bad. The brick walls were clean, the light fixtures clear of bug build-up, and the sign touting the motel's name was bright and modern. Even the parking lot was free of leaves and dirt.

Not knowing where to go, she decided to stop in to the motel office. She would probably need a phone book or something. Did they even still make phone books? Maybe she should just search on her phone, though she wouldn't know how far away anything was. Addy sighed and pulled open the door. The woman behind the desk looked up and greeted her with a smile.

“Good morning, Dear.”

“Hi. I was hoping to get a phone book or something? I need to find a place to take my car. It broke down last night.”

“Oh, yes, Ed was telling me about that. But you don't need a phone book. Just walk a few blocks that way, and you'll run right into Mike's.” She gestured toward her left.

“Oh. Okay.” Addy stuck her hands in her jeans pockets. “Thanks.”

“Any time.”

Addy went the direction the woman had pointed and looked around as she strolled. With the improved weather, she found herself relaxing. If she had her car, she could go for a drive, roll the windows down, let the breeze blow through her hair. Not that this would have been her chosen destination, but that was a moot point. Who knew how long it would be before it was up and running again? And who knew how much it would set her back? She did not want to dip too much into her savings. She would need it when she left. But she would cross that bridge when she came to it. First she had to get the car going. Then she could think about leaving. 

Mike's was a small shop, but obviously busy. Both bays were full, with techs working away. Two other cars sat in the parking lot, service tags hanging from their rear view mirrors. And the guy at the counter was on the phone when she walked in. At least this time she remembered to check the name tag. And she found herself face to face with Mike, who she could only surmise was the owner.

He looked up when she entered and held up a finger, asking her to wait. She did so patiently, looking around at the surprisingly well-lit and clean waiting area. It seemed to be a full-service shop, with sample tires lining the wall on her right, a price board hanging behind the counter in front of her, and informational guides presented on a display by the front door behind her. She could see in to the bays through a large window to her left, and in the corner between the bays and the front door were a few chairs, along with a table covered in magazines and a TV airing the news.

Mike was talking automotive gibberish, but she could hear an appointment being made before he hung up the phone and turned his attention to her.

“Hi there. Sorry for the wait. What can I do for you?”

“Hi. My car broke down outside town, and it looks like I'm going to need a tow. And get whatever's broken fixed. Any chance you're available?”

“Sure. Give me five minutes to get things lined up.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Four and a half minutes later, Addy was in the cab of a tow truck, driving in the direction she was pretty sure her car had ended up. She hadn't seen many landmarks in the dark, but she remembered the diner, and the street leading up to it. Ten minutes later they found her car, pulled to the side of the road, looking forlorn all alone.

“If you don't mind, I'd rather just tow it to the shop before examining it. It's a lot easier when I can get it on the lift if I need to.”

“Sure. That's fine.”

Mike hitched the car to the back of his tow truck, and they were heading back before she knew it. 

It was so quiet out here, Addy mused. The trees muffled whatever noise there was, leaving only a few rustles and soft chirps from birds. And once they re-entered the town, Addy was surprised to see how many people were bustling on the streets, driving every which way, and filling up the sidewalks. Yet no one seemed to be angry or frustrated, just going quickly on their way, greeting others as they passed.

The feeling of being in a sitcom intensified. It was surreal here, so seemingly peaceful and friendly. It made her wonder what was hiding under the surface. What secrets did Pine Valley hold?

Maybe she was being too cynical. Maybe her past had just made her too hard, too pessimistic. Maybe there were still some good, friendly, honest people in the world.

Stopping her musings short, she turned to Mike. “So, how long do you think it'll take to diagnose the car?”

Mike shrugged with one shoulder. “I should be able to get 'er open this afternoon. I'll have a better idea once I get under her hood. You said she just died?”

“Yeah. I was driving along fine, then the power just cut off.”

“Huh. Could just be a fuse. But I'll check it out.” He glanced her way, and for a moment their eyes connected. His were a deep blue, and while she couldn't completely read him, she saw honesty in their depths. “Are you in a hurry?”

It was Addy's turn to shrug. “Not really. I don't have anywhere specific to be.”

“Where you coming from?”

That was a loaded question, though he probably didn't know it. Where was she coming from? A broken home, with a domineering mother and a father who had run off years ago. Failed relationships, with the latest beau deciding after three years that she didn't fit his new executive image. Failed jobs, with nothing clicking just right, despite numerous attempts to find that perfect career. Deep, utter loneliness, and a feeling of never belonging anywhere. But she answered simply “the D.C. area.”

“Wow. What brings you up here?”

“Uh.” Running away? “Just looking for a change, I guess.”

Mike laughed. “Well, Pine Valley is definitely a change. No big city politics here.”

Addy gave a polite smile. “No, I suppose not.”

“So where you headed? Up to Boston?”

“That was the thought.” Addy sighed. “I had decided to take the scenic route. It didn't exactly go as planned.”

Mike laughed again. “No, I guess it didn't. Though, I'm sorry, I probably shouldn't laugh at your misfortune. It's nice up there. A little busy for my tastes, but it's a nice change of pace once in a while.”

They pulled into the parking lot for the repair shop and stepped out of the truck.

“So I guess just call my cell phone when you've had a chance to check it out.”

“Will do. Like I said, should be sometime this afternoon. I've got a couple we're working on now, but as soon as one's done, I'll pop the hood.”

“Sounds good. Thanks.”

She watched him a moment as he started unhooking the car, then decided to move on. Where to, she didn't know. There were only so many places she could go. A faint rumbling in her belly reminded her, though, that she should probably start with grabbing a bite to eat. Not knowing where else to go, she headed back to the diner.

It was a lot busier today. Middle-aged men in plaid shirts lined the counter, nursing cups of coffee and assorted breakfast treats. It appeared a few business transactions were going on, as booths were filled with people in suits – suits in Pine Valley? – looking official, despite their smiling faces. There were a few older couples enjoying a leisurely breakfast. What appeared to be a mothers' club, with several young women and assorted strollers clustered around a couple of tables that had been pushed together.

Addy didn't know where to sit, not wanting to take up one of the few free tables, but not wanting to wait for a spot at the counter. After a moment's contemplation, she opted for a small table by the kitchen.

Grabbing the menu from behind the napkin dispenser, she questioned whether she wanted to stick with her typical egg-white omelet or if she wanted to comfort herself by getting a platter of French toast. Don't be ridiculous, Adelaide. Think of all the carbs in that. Addy sighed, but with a mischievous smile to herself decided to get the French toast. With a side of bacon. She had been getting a lot of exercise over the past couple of days. And she would be working it off today, too.

Maggie greeted her with a friendly smile. “Looks like you survived the night.”

“I'm a survivor.” Addy returned the smile.

“I hope Ed and Sylvie were good to you?”

“Of course. The motel was fine.”

“I'm glad. What can I get you?”

Addy recited her order, a little butterfly of excitement low in her belly, then sat back as Maggie left to submit it. She must work long hours, Addy mused, to have been working the late dinner crowd last night, and the breakfast group this morning. Addy wondered if she had been here all night.

What must it be like, she wondered, to sit in a nearly-empty diner in the middle of the night? In a town this small, it couldn't be that busy. Was it even worth it? Did she ever go stark raving mad, pulling her hair out in the abominable loneliness? It crossed her mind to ask, but Addy dismissed the thought. It really wasn't any of her business.

Instead, she turned to look out the window. While it was a nice day, she had no idea how she would fill it. Already her feet were tapping, and her fingers were twitching. She had to do something, go somewhere. But she was stuck. What did they do around here except eat?

As she sat gazing out the window, she felt a presence behind her and saw a shadowy figure in the glass. Her heart quickened, her feet stilled, and she straightened her spine.

“Hi.” 

It took her a moment to turn. A man stood at the edge of her table, hands folded in front of him. “Hi.” Her voice held a question, wondering who he was and what he wanted.

“I'm Bill.” He held out a hand, but she paused before taking it.

“Hi, Bill.”

“What's your name?”

Another pause. “Addy.”

“I like that name.”

“Thank you.” The question was in her voice again.

“Maggie said your car broke down. I'm sorry.”

“It's okay.”

“If you need a ride someplace, just let me know. That's my Toyota out there.” He pointed to where a 1998 Toyota Corolla sat in the parking lot. “It doesn't look like much, but it does the job.”

“Uh. Thanks, but I'm okay.”

He shrugged. “Okay. Just let me know. How long are you staying here?”

“I don't know. It depends on how long it takes to fix my car.”

“Oh. I hope they fix it fast, but you can still stay as long as you want to.”

“Thanks.”

There was a moment of silence as they stared at each other. She waited for him to continue, wondering why he had approached her, but he didn't seem to have anything else to say. After a moment he stepped back and said “okay, then. I guess I'll see you around.”

“Bye.”

Addy watched Bill leave, a look of puzzlement on her face. He was a strange character, but he seemed harmless. Regardless, she wouldn't be taking him up on the offer of a ride anytime soon. Though if she had to stick around very long, she may be singing a different tune. Already she was bored, and she hadn't even been here a day.

Maggie arrived a moment later with her breakfast. Just watching the pat of butter melt on top of the French toast made her mouth water. But Maggie paused before leaving her to eat.

“I hope Bill wasn't too much of a pain.”

Addy shook her head. “No, he was okay.”

“Good. He's a nice enough guy, but he's a little funny. Doesn't quite understand what he should and should not do and say.”

“That's okay. He seemed harmless.”

“Yeah, he is.” She gave a curt nod, then returned to the kitchen for more platters.

It didn't take long for Addy to devour her breakfast, though she savored every bite. What were you thinking, Adelaide? Any more meals like this, and you'll be packing on the pounds. Then who will want you?

It occurred to her as she was sipping her coffee, trying to push that little nagging voice of her mother's out of her mind, that she didn't even know why she was watching her weight. Because she needed a husband? Because she wanted to impress people?

Her mother had always hammered in the thought that she had to be slim, elegant, to attract a man. And she had usually stuck with it, careful with her weight and appearance. But so far the only men she had attracted were people who cared only about how she looked. Take Jack, for example. She had been pretty enough to attract his attention, and hold on to him for a few years. But as soon as she started showing her real personality, and expressing interest in being more than arm candy, he had tossed her to the curb. Did she really want to be tied to someone who only wanted to be with her because she was thin and pretty?

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad to be fat. Then she would know who really liked her for her personality. If they even stuck around long enough to learn her personality.

Addy chuckled to herself. Boredom did not agree with her. If her only entertainment was picturing herself obese, she really needed to find something to do.

After a moment, though, her smile faded. What was she going to do with her time? It was easy while she was driving to focus only on the open road and the song on the radio. She was driving, and that was all she had to think about. But without the steering wheel beneath her hand, she didn't know what to do with herself.

She supposed she should start thinking about what would happen once she stopped driving, when she got to Boston or wherever she decided to stop. She would have to find some kind of job, some place to live. What would she do, in a strange city all by herself, with no idea who she was or what she wanted out of life?

But she didn't want to think about that. Thinking about that would mean having to make decisions, real decisions, and having to think about the empty, hollow feeling inside. The feeling she did her best to ignore. The feeling that kept trying to sneak its way to the forefront of her mind.

Addy took a deep breath, then reached for her coffee cup, anxious for something to do. She stopped when she realized it was empty. Refusing to think about the metaphor, she instead took another deep breath and looked up to catch Maggie's eye. A moment later the waitress was at her table.

“More coffee?”

Addy shook her head. “No, just the check.”

Maggie nodded, then pulled out her pad and ripped off the slip.

“What do you do for fun around here?”

Maggie put her pen to her lip and thought a moment. “Not much, really. Some people are into nature, and there are lots of trails and paths for hiking, a stream for fishing. There's the park for the little ones. Mini golf and bowling next town over. And a movie theater about 20 minutes away.”

“20 minutes driving, I assume.”

“Yeah, sorry.”

Addy sighed. “Looks like I'm in for a long, boring wait.”

“There's a library in town. They sometimes have events going on, or you can read or hop on a computer, of course. And I think there might be one of those concerts in the park tonight. But I'm not sure. That might be tomorrow.”

“Seems a little chilly for a concert outside.”

Maggie shrugged. “Not much to do around here, as I mentioned. And people love an excuse to get together. So as long as they can bundle up, events go on. They're usually pretty well attended.”

“Far cry from the city, that's for sure.”

“You a city girl?”

“Yeah. D.C. Always something going on. I think I might go crazy here.”

“Some people prefer a slower pace. And you get used to it, but probably not in the time you'll be here.”

“Probably not.”

“Sorry, Sweetie.” Maggie shot her a sympathetic look.

“It's okay.” She took a quick look at the check, fished a few bills from her wallet, and handed them to Maggie, who tucked them into her apron pocket.

“Good luck.”

“Thanks. I'll probably be back for lunch.” She grinned.

“I guess I'll see you then.” Maggie returned the grin, then went off to help other customers.

Addy pushed her chair back and stood up, a feeling of defeat washing over her. A minute later she was back outside. At least the sun was warm, and it wasn't raining. The day definitely would have been worse if it was still cold and wet like the night before. This morning the residual raindrops on tree branches glistened in the sun, and the smell of fresh air and damp dirt filled her nostrils.

Not sure which way to head, Addy took a right out of the diner doors, in the direction of the playground she had seen. Kids were running around, and a couple of moms were chatting on a bench as their kids played. The swings were mostly empty, probably because their sling seats had small puddles from the rain. Addy made her way over and tipped one, watching the water droplets slide to the ground. Then she brushed the rest of the seat with the sleeve of her jacket and sat down. How long had it been since she had been on a swing? What are you, five years old? The voice in her head made Addy sigh, and she closed her eyes. She gave herself a little push off the ground and began pumping her legs. The sun-kissed wind felt glorious against her face, and she moved her legs faster, feeling her body get higher and higher. After a couple of minutes she let herself slow down and come to a stop. Her chest felt heavy, and tears were stinging her eyes.

After a moment, Addy took a deep breath, brushed the tears from her eyes, and stood up. The moms on the bench were looking at her from the corners of their eyes; she could tell. She forced a smile to her face and left the playground. Where to next?

The library was nearby, but it looked like it wasn't open yet, so Addy just kept walking. Next to the library was a community center, but it looked like the only people going inside were senior citizens, so she opted not to check it out. As she continued, she took in the sites and sounds that made Pine Valley. The town center was a far cry from D.C., that was for sure. While there were cars on the roads, those roads were considerably narrower, and there was no angry honking or yelling. Pedestrians dotted the sidewalks, going in and out of small retail shops, offices, or a cafe. It didn't look like any chain businesses existed in Pine Valley, but that seemed to suit it.

A bit further down the main road Addy saw a single-story building identified as town hall, with a police department attached to one side. It stood at an intersection, and Addy remembered that if she headed down that side street to the left she would end up back at the motel. A volunteer fire department sat across the side street, with a young man and woman in front of the building, taking advantage of the sunshine by washing a fire engine.

Since she knew what lay in the direction of the motel, Addy opted to turn right and see where that took her. She found herself in a neighborhood filled with quaint houses and their corresponding yards. While some yards were more picturesque than others, it appeared for the most part that the residents of Pine Valley took pride in their lawns, gardens, and homes. She didn't see anything that could be described as rundown or grungy, but everything looked lived in, loved. She saw an occasional adult weeding a garden, an occasional child laughing and running around. A small pang of envy stabbed Addy in the stomach. What would it be like to live here, to grow up here? She had spent her childhood in a sprawling colonial home, with a pristine lawn that she wasn't allowed to play in. To be honest, she hadn't done much playing at all. Her mother had insisted that she be well behaved, learn good manners, and keep her clothes neat and tidy. When her father had left them, the home had been downsized, but the expectation had remained the same, with the added pressure to take care of her appearance. The older she got, the more demanding her mother had been. It is not demanding to expect one's daughter to be the best she can be, Addy's mother defended herself in Addy's mind. To be respected and successful, you must put your best foot forward at all times. If you want any respectable man to take you seriously, you need to show him your take yourself seriously. 

Addy sighed, then took a deep breath. She had left D.C. to try to break away from that life, to have a fresh start. But it would appear her mother had decided to join her on this road trip. Would Addy never be free of her?

At the next intersection, Addy saw the bed and breakfast Maggie had mentioned on her right. Not wanting to venture too far from the center of town, she opted to turn right and hopefully loop back around. After a few more minutes of walking, she spotted Mike's automotive shop at the next corner. She took a moment to get her bearings. If she turned right here again, that should take her back toward the center. Maybe the library would be open by now, and she could at least sit down. Her legs were getting tired. It had been a while since she had done this much walking.

Passing by the auto shop, Addy glanced over. Her car was still in the parking lot, waiting to be looked at. Since Mike had said he probably wouldn't get to it until the afternoon, she wasn't surprised, but she had been hoping he would get to it early. The sooner she was out of this quiet little town, the better.

After passing a bank and a grocery store, Addy found herself back at the library. Seeing a couple of people walk inside, she turned toward the front door and stepped inside, as well. Addy hadn't spent much time in libraries, but this one was definitely smaller than what she was used to. Still, it seemed friendly and inviting. She saw shelves full of books and DVDs, a play area for children, and a reading area by the front windows. A few computers sat in study corrals forming an island to her left. Unsure what to do with herself, she approached the main desk, behind which sat two middle-aged women.

“Hi, I'm not from around here. Can I still use a computer?”

“Of course,” one woman responded with a smile. “Let me get you a guest pass, and we'll get you logged on.”

A couple of minutes later, Addy was sitting at one of the computers, but she still wasn't sure what to do with herself. She checked her email – all junk – and ventured over to Instagram. She could see people she used to know living it up at nightclubs and parties, dressed to impress with drinks in their hands. That had been her life, too. Maybe one day it would be again. But did she want that?

Unsure how best to pass the time, Addy zoned out to TikTok for a while before getting bored with that, too. This was ridiculous. She could feel her leg bouncing up and down of its own accord, and her fingers were starting to twitch. She needed to do something.

Addy logged off of the computer and headed toward the reading area near the front windows. She saw a few racks of magazines, so she perused the offerings, selected a couple to read, then sat in one of the plush chairs. It didn't take long to realize that the magazines that used to hold her attention no longer did so. The hottest celebrity gossip and latest fashion trends just didn't seem very important. Had she really been so superficial? Or was that just what she had been conditioned to want?

She put down the magazines and gazed out the window. From her vantage point she could see friends greeting each other, people bustling to and fro, entering doctors' offices, shops, and back to their cars. She wondered what their lives were like. Were they happy? From their clothes she could tell that most weren't concerned with the latest fashion trends, though they looked respectable and appealing. They seemed down to earth, sensible. Then again, she could just be making generalizations. Surely everyone else had their lives together, lives that were significantly more meaningful than her own.

Geesh, get it together, Addy. This time it was her own voice that broke her thoughts. Here she was, on a beautiful fall day, free as a bird to build the life she wanted. No, she didn't have a place to live or a job, but she had her health, a decent amount of money in the bank, and a good head on her shoulders. It had taken her a while, but she had found the courage to break the pointless monotony of her life. She was strong, even if she didn't often feel like it. Why was she being so pitiful?

Giving herself a mental shake, Addy put the magazines back on their racks and left the library. It might be too early for lunch, but she could stop in at the cafe she saw and grab a cup of coffee. She crossed the street and entered the small shop, the scent of coffee and freshly baked muffins greeting her.

A few people stood in line, but the line moved quickly, and Addy was served promptly. Though the baked goods were tempting, she resisted, more out of concern for her wallet than her waistline. She found a seat by the window so she could once again watch the world go by, but this time she had the added benefit of listening in to conversations around her without looking obvious. Though she wasn't usually one to eavesdrop, it would be nice to think about someone else's life for a while.

Conversations flowed, with people coming and going while Addy sat there. She felt like she was in another world, and she was convinced that if she hadn't had the coffee to keep her awake she would have drifted into dreamland. Maybe she should have just headed back to the motel and slept the day away. This was much more enlightening though.

As Addy sat sipping her coffee, she heard friends updating each other on love lives, new hobbies, and how their kids were doing in school. She heard grandparents brag about grandchildren, newly-retired men chatting about upcoming travel plans, and a couple chatting with a realtor. She heard laughing and whispers and an occasional baby cry. She heard life moving all around her. No, the conversations weren't all happy and upbeat, but they were all real, and Addy soaked them all in.

When an hour had passed, Addy stood up, stretched her legs a bit, and tossed her coffee cup in the trash. Then she left the cafe and made her way back down the street. She stopped at the town green and sat in the gazebo there for a while, watching life go by. While she was still feeling unsettled and lost, her body had slowed enough that she didn't feel the need to squirm or tap or move. She closed her eyes, letting a cool breeze lift her hair off her shoulders. The sun felt warm on her face, and she tilted her head back to catch the rays before the sun moved too high and cast her in shadow. Taking a deep breath, she listened to the birds in the trees, the cars driving past, and the rustling of squirrels scurrying past. Just as she was feeling soothed into a near sleep, her stomach grumbled, and her eyes flew open. Must be lunch time.

Checking her cell phone, Addy saw that it was almost noon. She stretched her arms and legs and stood up. At least eating would give her something to do, though she had been surprised to find herself enjoying the peace of a quiet morning.

Though she had passed an Italian restaurant in her meanderings, Addy opted to head back to the diner. The casual atmosphere there appealed to her, and sitting at the counter would mean she didn't have to feel awkward sitting by herself again.

Maggie greeted her when she entered the diner. Seeing an empty seat at the counter, Addy made her way over and sat down.

“Coffee?”

Addy shook her head. “No thanks. Just water to start.”

“You got it.”

As Maggie filled up her water glass, Addy perused the menu. Should she play it safe or get what she really wanted? You splurged enough at breakfast, Adelaide. Walking does not make up for the number of calories you consumed. Stick with the salad. “What can I get for you?”

“Burger and fries, please.”

“Coming right up.” Maggie scrawled her order on a pad, then ripped off the paper and stuck it on a carousel resting on a ledge by the kitchen. After greeting a couple of other customers and taking their orders, Maggie made her way back over to Addy. “So how was your morning?”

“Quiet.”

Maggie laughed. “No surprise there.”

“Actually, it wasn't bad. Once I settled into a groove and slowed my own pace, it was fine. Just took a little getting used to. I'm usually on the move.”

Maggie nodded. “I hear ya. It's definitely an adjustment from city life.”

“You ever lived in a city?”

Maggie shook her head. “Nah. But I've seen them on TV.” She grinned. Addy smiled back. 

“Just like I've seen small towns on TV. It's like an episode of Gilmore Girls here.”

Maggie laughed again. “Not quite, but I catch your drift.” A bell dinged, and Maggie turned to grab Addy's meal. Placing it down in front of Addy, she said “enjoy,” then grabbed the water pitcher and went off to check on other guests.

Addy sat for a moment, staring at the burger. When was the last time she had eaten a burger? With a bun, no less? And fries? Two big meals in one day. She wasn't sure if her body would rebel or rejoice. With the first bite of a fry, though, her tastebuds were definitely rejoicing.

She tried to savor her meal, not only to enjoy the experience, but also to make it take longer. She wasn't sure she could handle many more hours of sitting and people watching. Once the burger and fries were gone, she decided to really go all out and order a piece of pie. Maybe she shouldn't be spending the money, but in her strange state of limbo and passing the time, she was feeling relaxed and comfortable for the first time in a long time. A piece of pie wouldn't break her. She was just polishing off the last bite when Maggie came over to check on her.

“My, it looks like you were enjoying that.”

Addy nodded. “I cannot tell you the last time I had a piece of pie. I'm honestly not sure if I ever have.”

“You're kidding me.”

Addy shook her head. “Nope. My mother always encouraged me to keep my slim figure, and the people I hung out with all did the same, so dessert was a rarity.”

“Well, I am honored to have served you your first slice of pie.”

“Thanks.” Addy took a drink of water, then sat for a moment.

“Can I get you anything else?”

Addy shook her head. “No, that should do it.” She reached for her wallet, took a glance at the receipt Maggie put down on the counter, and fished for some bills. Counting out the cash she had left, she found she was a bit short. With a sigh she took out her debit card. She had hoped the cash would last longer. Maybe she shouldn't have had that pie after all. After signing the card slip, Addy slid off the stool and, waving good-bye to Maggie, headed out the door.

She was just figuring out her next destination when her cell phone rang. Seeing a Connecticut number, she figured it had to be the auto shop. She accepted the call and put the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

“Hi, Addy; it's Mike.”

“Hi, Mike.” She took a deep breath. “What's the damage?”

“Well, it looks like a couple of fuses blew. I was able to replace them easy enough, but I can't for the life of me figure out why they blew.”

“Is the car running?”

“Yeah. It's working now. I just can't say for how long.”

Addy bit her lower lip. “Think it'll make it to Boston?”

“You can try. I wouldn't be surprised if you had future issues, though. You may want to look into replacement.”

Addy's heart sank. That was not what she wanted to hear. Though she supposed if it would at least make it to Boston, she wouldn't really need a car after that. That's what subways were for. “I'll think about it. Is it ready to pick up?”

“Whenever you want.”

“Great. I'll be over in a few minutes.”

Destination determined, Addy headed to the right and resumed walking.


      [image: ]Maggie watched Addy with a twinge of jealousy. She had seen her pick up the phone outside the diner, and she could only assume her car was ready. Looked like Addy would be leaving town.

Though their interactions had been brief, Maggie felt as if she'd found a kindred spirit in Addy. The only difference was, Addy was going places. And Maggie was stuck in her same rut. What would it be like to just drive off and leave it all behind? Would Boston hold more opportunities for her, too?

Sadly Maggie had to acknowledge that she would likely never find out. She wasn't exactly rolling in dough, and she wouldn't know what to do with herself, anyway. All she knew was how to waitress and run a diner. And if she was going to do that someplace else, she might as well stay here where she knew she would be successful. Was a change of scenery worth the risk of a move?

Maybe what she really needed was a vacation. Maybe she just needed to stop staring at the same four walls for a week or two. She could go on a cruise or something, see a bit of the world. Then at least she could say she had been somewhere. Maybe that night, instead of wallowing as she waited for customers, she could look at some travel websites. It didn't hurt to at least look.








  
  
Chapter 3




Mike tried to look busy while he waited for Adelaide Rogers to come in to pick up her car. It was a shame she was leaving town. She was the first woman he'd been attracted to in quite some time. Maybe it was because he didn't see new people very often, but he had figured he would have found someone to spend his life with by now. He was in his thirties, and he would consider himself reasonably attractive. Though he wasn't wealthy, he ran a successful business, and he was comfortable. He had a sense of humor, was perhaps slightly above average in the intelligence area. He had a lot to offer a woman. But there was always something missing. 

He felt that something with Addy. Though it hadn't lasted long, he had enjoyed their brief conversation. She was beautiful, yes, but he could tell she had a good head on her shoulders. She wasn't a bimbo. And that was definitely a requirement for him. He needed to be able to carry on an intelligent conversation with a woman. Why would he want to spend his life with someone he couldn't talk to? Who was only with him so he could afford to take her shopping? It had never made sense to him. Sure, he'd like her to be nice to look at, but she didn't have to be drop-dead gorgeous. It was much more important to have something between her ears.

But it didn't matter. Maybe Addy was the woman for him, but it didn't matter. She was leaving, and he would probably never see her again. Why put himself out there? Much better to just let her float out of his life, forget she ever existed, and look on to the next possibility. Pine Valley was small, but it wasn't tiny. There were a lot of people here, and new people came through on occasion. Some decided to stay. It was a great place to raise a family: quiet but not stifling, good school system, surrounded by beautiful nature. It had a decent economic balance: enough jobs for many of its residents, and enough businesses to appeal to residents by way of shopping and necessities. They didn't have to drive an hour to go grocery shopping or anything. And by having everything right here, they were able to flourish as a small microcosm of the world. They had options outside, but they didn't have to go out unless they wanted to.

The one thing they could use, Mike had to admit, was more entertainment. Even if Addy was staying, where would he take her on a date? They could go out for dinner, he supposed, but beyond that they would have to leave town. And a city girl like her probably wouldn't be amused by mini golf or bowling, or hanging out at the local bar. Would she be willing to sit in the cold and hear a cover band on the town green? Or a lecture at the library? Probably not. They would have to take a drive. Which he was okay with, but it could get expensive if they had to leave town whenever they did anything.

Maybe it was better she was leaving. Then he wouldn't have to worry about impressing her.

She walked through the door just as he was thinking about going into the garage to do something else. He had been beginning to think she wouldn't show until later on. But in she walked, a vision of forced confidence with undertones of sadness and courage that he respected but also pitied.

“Hey, Mike.” She sounded casual and laidback, but her fingers started drumming the counter as soon as she approached.

“Hi. Let me grab the keys.”

“Okay.”

He grabbed a packet of paperwork and handed her the keys.

“How much do I owe you?”

He went over the paperwork with her, and Addy handed over her debit card.

“Was there any kind of sign I should have recognized? Just so I know if it happens again?”

“Not really. Fuses had blown. It's just like in a house. When the fuse blows, the power just shuts off. There isn't really any kind of warning. And without knowing what caused it to blow in the first place, I can't tell you how to prevent it.”

“So it could happen again at any time?”
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