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For my husband, Al, with gratitude for his patience and support, with all my love.
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CHAPTER 1


We are spinning our own fates, whether good or evil, never to be undone.
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—William James, The Principles of Psychology, 1890



The file folder in his hands bulged with insurance applications that would be denied. Larry Layton looked at it, felt its heft, and wished for the umpteenth time that he was out of it. Out of all of it.

He considered his impending retirement after thirty years as an agent for Global Standard Insurance. He wondered if he would miss any of it when he no longer had to rise at dawn to prepare for his typical day at the office, which included an hour's commute both ways. He thought about the never- ending grind of heavy traffic, road closures, bad drivers, and rotten weather.

A handsome, well-built man with thinning brown hair he religiously had trimmed every two weeks, he remembered the times he had forced himself to make the trip so sick with whatever was making the rounds that year that he could barely remain conscious for the drive into the choking exhaust and bumper-to-bumper atmosphere of the downtown business district where he had labored for the bulk of his time with the company.

A Capricorn, the sign’s characteristics—hardworking, calm, determined, and motivated—helped propel him to his present position.

But the sign has a dark side, and in Larry, it manifested itself with a workaholic nature and a competitive drive that made his job the main focus of his life. Marge, his wife, understood this and accepted it, for Larry’s drive and competitiveness provided a handsome living for them both. Marge contributed, of course, but mainly in the luxuries they both enjoyed that Larry’s income made possible.

The company itself had been good to him and Marge; he had no complaint there. He made a good salary and had advanced to District Manager. He had excellent health insurance, a fine retirement plan, and had accumulated several awards for efficiency and attendance during the recent pandemic scare that found the city barely functioning for several months.

No, it wasn't the company that made him increasingly dissatisfied with his lot. It was something else, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, that was causing a sense of dissatisfaction that had been growing increasingly more pronounced recently, although he couldn’t even identify just when “recently” began.

When he first became aware of the feelings of emptiness that marked the beginning of each day, the heaviness of his footfalls, and the difficulty of simply placing one foot in front of the other, he asked himself what the trouble was. He didn't like the answer, for it was nothing he could fix, nothing that would change unless he faced the fact that he had simply been too long at the fair. He was tired, worn out, and he needed a change.

Desperately.

Contemplating his retirement, as he had done frequently of late, Larry asked himself what he would miss once he were no longer associated with Global Standard. The answer, if he were honest with himself, was, unfortunately, nothing.

Yet, looking back on his years with the company, he could not bring himself to regret participating in seemingly endless rounds of social clubs and professional associations he had joined to either promote or maintain his standing in his career.

No, he assured himself, he would definitely not miss the dreary award dinners in which he was coerced to participate either in the programs or simply by his attendance.

No, he felt he could not endure one more pointless ceremony or sit through one more sophomoric speech by mediocre executives desperately attempting to lengthen their moment in the sun.

No, he could not bring himself to another time-wasting round of golf with preening businessmen who saw themselves as pillars of industry.

No, no, no! He had to get out or go mad.

And yet, he had been part of all that foolishness. So what was he to do now with all the plaques and awards he had accumulated in his meaningless career? Who cares about them now? No one. Truth be told, they aren’t even fit for firewood.

But, in spite of his bitterness and desperation, he knew he had to end things in an orderly fashion. As much as he was tempted to simply empty his desk and pack up the few personal items that decorated his office, he could not do so. He felt compelled to leave in as orderly a fashion as he could manage. And so he would.

He would turn in his notice, alerting the company to the need for a replacement as soon as possible, yet giving them enough time to consider just who that replacement might be. He would bid farewell to the few friends and colleagues whose association he respected, and then he would leave.

But there would be no return visits to see how things were going, as he had seen others do, and look pathetic, unable to cut the cord.  

How things were going would no longer be a concern of his once he turned in his notice. The thought of the freedom that act would provide filled him with exhilaration.

And what of Marge? How would she handle the prospect of a new lifestyle, one far different from the comfortable rut in which they had spent the last few years of their lives together? It was a concern, he couldn’t deny it. He loved his wife, and wanted her to share in the next phase of the life he envisioned for himself. But would she? He hoped so; he hoped so very much.

And he felt he had enough faith in her feeling for him that she would see and understand his desperate need for something new and different for them both. Yes, Marge would come with him. He was very sure she would. After all, she was an intelligent and capable woman; perhaps she had been lulled into a sense of complacency over the years, and the thought of change might be a jolt, but she would cope.

It would be all right, he told himself. Everything would be all right.

Vaguely aware of the subdued clamor of his co-workers settling down to work in the outer office, he thought back to the winter evening Marge had returned home a little later than usual and found him sitting in the living room, a drink in his hand, staring at a western rerun he'd already seen countless times. Staring, but not seeing or hearing the program, simply deep in thought.

The sight had unnerved her. It wasn't like Larry, she thought, who was normally an active man involved in community goings on when he wasn't working on a yard that was a point of pride with him, especially when strangers stopped by to comment on the landscaping he designed, and expressed their envy at his weed-free lawn. It was hardly that, of course, but the overall picture was one of order and pleasantry.

“What’s wrong, honey?” Marge asked him that evening, hoping to understand the malaise that had lately been affecting her husband.

“I don’t know, Marge. I really don’t know,” he had told her, and it had been the truth. “I just feel I can’t go on like this. It seems that everything is piling up and coming to a head and I just can’t cope any longer.”

A cold chill gripped Marge’s heart. She had never heard him sound so dejected. Somehow, she had to help him. There had to be something she could do or say to bring him out of the despair that engulfed him.

Marge, being a Leo, might not have been the best partner for Larry had she been true to her sign, for Leos are supposed to be born leaders who love the spotlight. This was not Marge, but perhaps she was born on the cusp of the sign; this enabled her to accept a subordinate role in their relationship, preferring to support her husband rather than seek the limelight herself.

“Let’s talk about it, Larry. Whatever it is that’s bothering you, it’s affecting both of us. Let’s talk about it and bring it, whatever it is, out in the open. Once we face it, it may not seem so bad.”

Larry looked at his wife and wondered if she, or anyone, could understand his feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, a feeling of drowning. Could she, would she, join him in the remedy he felt was his only hope? He hoped so. Maybe she was right; maybe together they could shift the dark cloud that he felt hanging over their lives. He was willing to try.

Over the course of his years at Global Standard, Larry had often fantasized about the possibility of starting his own insurance agency, and the prospect had been tempting from time to time.

After all, there was little he didn’t know about the business, and he certainly didn’t intend to be his only employee. He thought about recruiting Fred Jacobs, perhaps offering him the lure of a vice- presidency. Together, Larry was sure they could work out the other details involved in operating an independent agency.

Or perhaps they wouldn’t have to go independent. Global Standard was part of a nationwide insurance network; his office was just one branch. There were any number of similar networks, perhaps with offices already established, that he, either alone or with Fred or someone else, could manage.

The idea of having more control over his life was inviting, but Larry wasn’t unaware of the pitfalls, and knew he would have to tread carefully, explore every aspect of a new situation, before leaving the security of his present position.

On the plus side, Larry already had the licenses he would need (life and death, property and casualty); he knew Fred did, too. Larry was also an experienced salesman, used to developing new client opportunities and uncovering new business possibilities.

He often read the requirements Global Standard used in recruiting new personnel and knew he possessed all of them, except the one just recently insisted upon: a second language. Still, he could acquire agents proficient in Spanish, in particular, which was becoming more and more common.

And yet, what benefit would his own agency provide that he didn’t have now?

If he went with one of the nationwide giants, he would always have a boss, so any dreams of complete independence would not come true. Yet he would have the convenience of marketing and accounting functions already in place, not to mention likely an already existing market, perhaps one simply needing new energy to revitalize its untapped potential.

Thinking of these pros and cons, Larry was often tempted to take the plunge. But it was a big step, and he couldn’t help but hesitate. There was something to gain if the venture were successful, but much more to lose if it were not.

Larry wasn’t a young man just starting out. He was in the twilight of his career, and the responsibilities of the step he was contemplating were daunting. No, he finally told himself; the move wasn’t for him, not anymore.

And so his thoughts returned to the original plan he felt was doable— staying in his present position for the time he had left in the business world, and then retiring to a simpler life free of the burdens he had carried for so many years. Yet he felt that time was growing nearer and nearer. Each day was becoming more and more difficult to get through; he had seen it coming for a long time, and sometimes wondered if others had noticed it, too. Well, just a little while longer.

They talked that evening, more seriously than they had in a long time. Larry was surprised to learn that Marge, though she was loath to admit it, was also tired of the monotony of her job with a small law office in a nearby suburban business park. Still, their lives were pleasant, and she would have been satisfied to continue as she had been, as long as Larry was content.

They talked for hours, discussing their financial situation and the options for change it presented.

They also compared notes on what they envisioned for the next stage of their lives, and the one overriding thing they agreed on was a desire for privacy, someplace away from phones, people, involvement, a desire to set their own schedules and cater to their own interests, without the constant tug of interruptions and things that "had" to be done. Neither had any idea as to what this mutual desire would entail or what shape it would eventually take, yet both could feel the time was growing near when their lives would have to change, and a decision had to be made as to just which direction that change would take.

And so, that spring, they made their plans.

Having married late in life, they had no children. With a mutual enjoyment in travel, they had spent their vacations crisscrossing the country. Now they would decide on the likeliest location for the lifestyle they looked forward to. Consulting the maps, brochures, and visitors' guides they had collected over the years, they decided that the location for their new home would be the outskirts of a national park in Colorado.

Why Colorado? 

Why not?

They had always enjoyed the scenery and lifestyle of the western states, and had perhaps too much information regarding not only Colorado, but Idaho and Washington as well.

Maybe it was the golden aspens quaking in the sunlight or the mountains and canyons they hiked, or perhaps the evergreen forests and sparkling rivers.

Whatever their determining factor, it would be their next and, hopefully, final destination, of that they were sure.
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CHAPTER 2
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His reverie shaken by the rude jangling of a phone somewhere beyond his doorway, Larry's attention returned to the folder still in his hands. It contained many older policies written before the cost-benefit of insurance payouts to premiums became too much to bear. Where these people would find coverage in the future, he had no idea. It would simply not be with his firm.

A review of the first file contained the case of a couple who bought what they thought would be their dream home in a small town on the shore of a scenic river, only to find themselves in a nightmare situation when unusually heavy seasonal rains caused the river to overflow its banks and flood the town. They had already submitted two claims for clean-ups in the past several years; the figure from the mold removal firm alone was truly breathtaking.

Global Standard had honored the first claim in full because, at the time, the town was not considered to be in a floodplain. The second claim covered only those expenses not met with the first payout. They had been warned then that the company would not continue to bail them out unless they took steps to protect their investment from future damage. This would have required raising the house above the level of previous overflows.

Costly, yes, but necessary if they chose to continue living in what had since been designated a floodplain, which would also necessitate the purchase of a special rider to cover damage due to future overflows.

They had decided not to make the necessary adjustments to qualify for continued coverage, and so would soon be notified that their policy would not be renewed.

Some clients had built or bought properties well above any high-water mark, but they had another problem: Homes built for the scenic view, but too close to cliffs or hillsides prone to mudslides when seasonal rains were heavy. They may have been at acceptable distances from the edge when the policies were purchased; however, erosion over the years had placed their buildings precipitously close to the edge of whatever cliff or hillside had brought the best view. Their policies would also be canceled after notification of the company's standard three-month grace period; the views were no longer affordable.

These were just some of the water and erosion problems the company and its clients faced. There was also wind damage in the more hurricane-prone sections of the country.

Somehow, people didn’t learn. When they rebuilt, it was in the same way with the same materials that had just been swept away.

But some did learn, and found that a little thought and use of new materials and building methods greatly reduced their liability and exposure to risk. Builders learned to incorporate uplift resistance along the load path in the structures they erected. They secured roof sheathing to rafters or trusses using dense screw patterns to increase uplift resistance.  

Hurricane-resistant windows and shutters were available, and techniques such as roof profiles and sloping all contributed to a more stable structure less likely to be blown away like chaff at the next strong wind that whipped the area.

Wind, water, and fire damage; the severity of the first two could be addressed with current technology, if only it were used. Fire-resistant materials were also available, but costly. It was a matter of resolve, of biting the bullet and insisting on building codes that lessened the opportunity for catastrophic damages that would bankrupt both the client and, eventually, the company that held their policy. It was this last stage that was rapidly approaching.

Of course, Global Standard was only one of numerous companies that declined in recent years to continue underwriting policies in particularly hostile-weather-prone areas of the country. It was simply no longer feasible to do so.

Many of the denials currently under consideration fell into similar categories. Clients who had been with Global for years, even before Larry’s own time with the company, would soon see their policies cancelled, or simply not renewed, as costs for everything from materials to labor to environmental concerns increased the company’s costs and shrunk their revenues to unsustainable levels. It was not a situation that had happened overnight, of course, but one that had been growing increasingly worse in recent years as activists pushed the government to clean up the air and water, sometimes not understanding the costs of implementing their demands, or perhaps simply not caring as long as they got their way.

Global Standard was hardly alone in the threat these actions presented to their bottom line. Many of the small businesses the company represented had been forced to close their doors because of the ever-increasing costs they could no longer pass on to their customers and stay in business. Many of the people involved with these companies had been Larry’s friends, yet he had failed to see the writing on the wall—that today it was their companies forced to close their doors, tomorrow it could well be his. That tomorrow had come, and Global was forced to review how and with whom its policies were written if it wanted to remain a relevant factor in the insurance industry.

With a sigh, Larry dictated a standard notice, with provision for tailoring to specific situations, that would be sent to homeowners and businesses who would be affected. He understood the devastation those notices would bring, and knew he was powerless to stop them.

The entire situation made him wonder just where the insurance industry as a whole was headed. Property and casualty insurance had enriched it for a good many years. Now risks were becoming prohibitive, with premiums out of the reach of ordinary people and approaching the level of their mortgage payments.

How would the situation resolve itself? Only with new materials, building codes, and edifices built to withstand the weather whims of any given region. But not in his time, Larry thought; not in his time.

Across town, in the small law office where she had worked as a clerk for nine years, Marge Layton also considered her impending retirement and their move to Larry's, not so much hers, she thought, dream home in the Colorado hills.

A petite, blonde, energetic woman with an eye for detail and a head for figures, Marge’s immediate thought at Larry’s mention of retirement and a change of lifestyle was whether or not she would be able to find a salon to replace the one she had patronized for more than ten years, or an operator as skilled as Sue to tend the not-quite-platinum shade she had become accustomed to.

Well, if not, she considered, perhaps that would be just one of the accommodations she would have to make in the transition to their new life.

Now, looking around the office, Marge realized she would miss it all: the two attorneys who formed the firm of Minter & Lloyd, the secretaries who typed their briefs and prepared their contracts, and whom Marge frequently joined for lunch at nearby eateries.

Even Herman, their resident cat, who had appeared on the windowsill one cold January morning three years ago and simply stayed on; Marge would miss him, too, she thought, realizing there would be no more need for the kitchen scraps she often brought to contribute to his diet.

Still, she knew Larry was burned out. She'd seen it coming for some time, but more so in the last year. He had been restless around the house, unable to decide what to do with himself, and his tirades against what he considered foolish people and decisions he dealt with daily in the course of his work, all this seemed to be coming home to roost. He had to get out, she knew that; she just wished she did not have to go, too.

In their conversations, when the subject arose, she had questioned whether such a complete break was necessary. Couldn't Larry just quit and find something less stressful to occupy himself for a few more years? She pointed out that they could wind down their working lives with flexible schedules that allowed them time to explore their state.

After all, Minnesota, too, was lovely, with numerous small towns that might provide the quiet and seclusion Larry was looking for. But it was no use. She didn't fully understand what was driving him, but she had no doubt he was determined that nothing less than a complete break from their present lives would satisfy him.

The prospect of retirement sent a cold chill down Marge’s spine. She had not considered herself eligible for that stage of life. She wasn’t ready to give up her job, her home, her friends, her involvement in a community where she was known and comfortable.

And yet the prospect was real, and it was at her doorstep.

She understood Larry’s desire to live a simpler, less pressure-filled life after years of quotas and endless sales goals, hiring and firing representatives, traveling to recruit new talent and energize faltering regional offices. She could not have done what Larry accomplished over the years; but she was not Larry.  

She enjoyed her job and the contact with the outside world it gave her.  She enjoyed her friends, both at work and in the various clubs she belonged to. She enjoyed their get-togethers, sharing in their joy and sorrow at events in one another’s lives.

And now Larry was asking her to close the door on the comfortable life she’d known and traipse off with him to...what? A hut in the woods? She didn’t know if she could, or if he even had the right to expect it of her. After all, her life mattered, too.

And yet, and yet.... Larry was not only her husband, but truly her soulmate. Together, they had experienced things other people wouldn’t understand. They had always been a team—he in the outer world, she on the home front. And a team sticks together.

But friends come and go, and the associations that bring them together change. In fact, change was the one constant that could be depended on. Whatever the future held, there were sure to be new friends, new interests, and new, but less taxing, goals to strive for.

And so Marge knew that whatever Larry decided, she would be at his side. His world, whatever it turned out to be, would become her world, and together they would build the new life he wanted.

Luckily, they were both in good health with no financial worries so, who knows, Larry may decide the secluded life he so desired now may not be for him after all; they could return then to their roots for whatever time they had left.

She would make the best of it; she had determined that when he first began to talk about the pressures of his job and his need to get away, consolidating their financial affairs and requesting information from visitors' bureaus in the various states he considered as possibilities for what he expected would be their final home.

How he decided it should be Colorado, she still couldn't say. They had vacationed in many places, some she would have welcomed as retirement possibilities, but they were chiefly in the south, where the weather was warm; she had often imagined the gardens she would plant if they had a home there.

So why Colorado? She didn't know, other than it was a beautiful state with a great deal of wide-open territory and the kind of seclusion Larry was looking for, a desire for seclusion that Marge sometimes felt bordered on paranoia. But would it be too much? They would just have to see.
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CHAPTER 3
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Barry Tomlinson considered the letter that lay before him. It was the only mail of any import among the notices and flyers that were delivered that morning, and dealing with it was the only thing on his agenda that day; actually, it was his only matter of business that week, if truth be told.

Tomlinson had obtained his realtor's license a few years earlier, mainly as something to do in his retirement after twenty-five years on the police force in Granite City. His office now was a single, unpretentious room in the shopping mall there; it was all he needed and could afford.

The letter that now occupied his attention was the second one he had received from a gentleman in Minnesota, requesting information on properties available in the area, the first having arrived earlier that spring. In it, the man explained that he and his wife were retired and looking for something small, with a little land, in a relatively secluded area around Granite City. He further explained that they would be in the area in the middle of next month and would be interested in seeing what Tomlinson could recommend.

Tomlinson considered that what he "could recommend" was not much. It appeared that the letter writer, Mr. Layton, was looking for something more than the cabins that dotted the area and served as summer getaways for folks in the larger cities, or as hunting cabins when game was in season.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
¥ A NOVEL BY
AMANDA BRENNER

= LAR% PRINT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





