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Content Warning




This book is written using Canadian English, spelling, and idiomatic or regional language. It also includes brief mentions of domestic violence. 

So be prepared, eh?

T. W.








  
  
Chapter One




Delanie Fletcher had to be the happiest woman in Vancouver. Her cheeks ached from smiling so much. 

It’s finally happening. Took a little longer than I hoped it would. Okay, a lot longer. But that’s in the past now. And tonight, I’m going to enjoy my success.

She stretched her champagne flute across the steakhouse booth toward her friends’ raised glasses.

“To dreams coming true,” said Desmond Sun. The Korean-Canadian film editor grinned at Delanie from across the table, the bling on his bright pink rhinestone cowboy outfit glittering with every movement.

“Word.” Delanie’s other best friend, Marie Daramola, sat near the wall next to Desmond, her large gold hoop earrings swinging against her curved jaw beneath her afro.

As per usual, Marie exuded polished glam, her upslanted amber eyes accented with perfectly done golden eyeshadow and dramatic glittering teal eyeliner. The body-conscious striped scoop-neck tee and jeans she wore drew the eye of every guy in the room—and a few girls. Marie took the glances of both genders with an equal nonchalance that Delanie envied. Delanie’s own glittering black tank and skinny jeans may be drawing eyes, too, but that only made her self-conscious.

“Thanks, you two,” she said, tucking a long lock of golden hair behind her ear. Her face warm, she touched her glass to the other two, the satisfying clinks audible even above the din of the busy restaurant. After taking a sip, she said, “It still feels more like a dream than reality, though. I don’t know if it will truly sink in until I’m on set.”

The effervescent liquid bubbling in her belly buoyed her almost as much as that afternoon’s news—the show she had landed a main role in, a cowboy romance called Trueheart, had been approved for production, and she’d been offered a three-season contract as the female lead’s best friend. It was the kind of job security every actor dreamed of. The kind that could launch her career.

“About bloody time you got your break, I say.” Marie snagged a piece of garlic toast from the complimentary basket in the middle of the table and tore off a piece. “I can’t believe it took a decade for the idiots in this town to see what they were missing out on. At least your loser producer boyfriend has that much going for him.” She placed the bread chunk in her mouth.

Delanie’s smile faltered. Marie made no bones of her dislike for Josh, but when it came to Delanie’s career, she’d been a true believer since they met at film school. With Marie, what you saw was what you got. It was one of the things Delanie loved about her. Most of the time.

“Thanks, Marie.” She chose to ignore the barb—a well-established habit by now. As a costume designer, Marie didn’t have to worry about the things she said to others quite the same way Delanie did. Her frankness was part of her charm.

Marie swallowed. “My turn.” She raised her glass again. “To Delanie Fletcher, Canada’s rising star.”

“Hear, hear.” Desmond clinked his flute with theirs, then downed the remaining liquid in a single swig before slamming the glass down next to his half-finished Caesar. He blinked away the carbonation, the far-too-curled brim of his white straw cowboy hat shivering back and forth as he shook his head.

“Easy, there, cowboy.” Delanie laughed and put out a cautioning hand. “You don’t want it to come out your nose and ruin that shirt.”

She wrinkled her nose at Desmond’s outfit doubtfully, questioning whether that might not be better. To honour Delanie’s new role in a western, Marie had chosen the steakhouse as the celebration venue—and Desmond had worn a fringed western shirt and matching pants with enough oversized rhinestone studs to blind a cow into submission. If anything, the clothes made the editor look less cowboy-like than usual, which was saying something, given his normally fashion-forward aesthetic. Good thing there weren’t a lot of cows in Vancouver.

“Says you,” he said. “That’s my best party trick. Totally works on the ladies.” He wiped away the moisture at the corner of his eyes, then gave a small belch and hit his chest with his fist.

Marie smirked and placed her elbow on the table, supporting her head on her bent wrist. “Not in my experience. Is that something guys find appealing?”

Desmond looked thoughtful. “Maybe if you did it. Why don’t you give it a shot? Here, let me top you up.”

He snatched the champagne bottle and moved it toward her glass to follow through on his threat, but Marie gave him a playful shove in the arm. Resisting her shenanigans, he managed to refill her glass halfway before she yanked it out of reach and a stream of golden bubbles splashed on the table.

“Hey, that’s my victory champagne you’re wasting.” Delanie scrambled for some napkins to toss on the mess.

Marie rolled her eyes. With an exasperated sigh, she set her glass down—out of Desmond’s reach—and helped Delanie clean up. Desmond grinned and emptied the remaining champagne into his and Delanie’s flutes, then took another generous swallow. Turning around, he beckoned at the server, who had paused across the room to survey her section. Picking up his Caesar, he pointed at his cocktail and made a circular motion toward Delanie and Marie to indicate a request for another round, and the woman gave a nod before picking up a tray and bustling over to the bar.

Marie tossed the sodden napkins onto the outside edge of the table for the server to collect when she came, then turned to Delanie. “So, girl, now that you’re going to be rich and famous, are we still going to be able to do monthly games nights? Does Desmond need to quit his job to be your bodyguard? He’s got that yellow belt in Taekwondo . . .”

Desmond, who’d been taking a sip of his cocktail, snorted and choked. When he recovered, he said, “It was only a yellow stripe belt, remember?”

Delanie polished off her margarita and placed the empty glass at the end of the table. “What’s the difference?”

“About three months of training and a lot more gluttony for punishment.” Desmond smirked at Marie. “Can you really see me as a bodyguard?”

“Absolutely. You’d be like a less broody Korean Kevin Costner.” She gave his outfit a wry look. “But you might have to wear more black, less bubblegum pink.”

He frowned down at his shirt. “What’s wrong with this?”

“Nothing.” Marie laughed. “If you’re a rodeo clown.”

“Marie,” Delanie chided.

Marie rolled her eyes, and Delanie chuckled despite herself. She turned to Desmond.

“Fun as it would be to have you on set, I think your skills are put to better use in the editing room. And you can wear whatever you want there.” She gave a sideways look at her friend.

“Actually,” said Desmond, putting his hand to his chin in mock pensiveness, “being your bodyguard might be more fun than being an editor. I’d get to be around people all day. We could play UNO in your trailer while we wait for the lighting techs to set the stage for your next shot. I would get to eat the food, right?” He patted his belly, obviously thinking of the generous spreads that were usually available twenty-four-seven for the cast and crew to graze from. “And would we get to talk to the extras during breaks?”

Marie shook her head. “You’d be on high alert, I see.”

“I would.” Desmond grinned at her. “For crab cakes and pretty girls.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Delanie’s face grew warm. “I mean, this role as Maryanne is a start, but I won’t be at bodyguard-level fame anytime soon. I’d be happy if I just started making rent regularly.”

“I’d be happy about that too.” Marie arched a brow at Delanie, but her grin belied the sarcasm.

Delanie smiled back. She and Marie had been roommates since their second year of film school, and over the past nine years, Marie had often pitched in for more than her fair share of the expenses. Not for some time, though—not since Delanie’s YouTube channel had started paying a few of her bills and a bit more. For the last year, her supporters had helped carry her through when callbacks had been few and far between and tips from her waitressing job had been sparse. Sometimes, knowing she had a community of fans that believed in her enough to give her even a part-time income—on top of what she paid Marie and Desmond to help her produce her videos—still blew her away.

Of course, now she’d be able to pay for a lot more than a couple of bills. Maybe she’d even get to go home to Peace Crossing to visit Nan soon. Her grandmother’s eightieth birthday was coming up, and it would be nice to surprise her. Not for the first time, Delanie regretted how far Vancouver’s film industry was from her northern Alberta hometown, and not just because of Nan.

Caleb Toews’s face flashed unbidden to her thoughts, and she pushed it away. He didn’t deserve her regret after what he did to her.

The server brought their refills with the promise that their dinner would be out in a few minutes. The alcohol had started going to Delanie’s head, and she left her new margarita untouched. Guilt that she hadn’t already called Nan with the good news about her role pinched her. Of all people, her grandmother deserved to be among the first to know.

Marie held up her phone, its glittery purple case sparkling in the dim lighting. “C’mon, Delanie, come sit on this side so we can do a selfie. This is definitely going on social media. Hashtag move over, Meryl.”

Delanie chuckled, resisting the urge to roll her eyes at her friend’s confidence. Maybe she could borrow some of it. “Okay. We should do one with mine too.”

She slipped her phone out of her purse, then swung around to sit on the bench next to Desmond, leaning into him despite the rhinestone pressing into her bare shoulder. He draped his arm around her shoulders, and they grinned at the phone Marie held at arm’s reach until they heard the click.

“Okay, now mine.” Delanie shifted position, as did her two friends, so she could get all three of them in the frame from her end of the bench. She took two quick shots, and then her phone chimed with an incoming text message. The preview flashed the name Josh Rosenburg.

“Ooo, what does Josh want?” Desmond was already halfway through his second Caesar, and it showed.

Marie rolled her eyes. “What are you, twelve? It’s probably about work. Josh is the least-clingy boyfriend I’ve ever seen, which is saying something after that guy I dated in second year. Josh is so unclingy, it’s like he’s not even here.” She gave a meaningful look at the empty bench across from them.

“It’s just because he’s so busy with the show.” Delanie knew she sounded defensive and moderated her tone. “He’s got a lot of responsibilities as producer.” She stood and moved to her own side of the table. “Maybe he’s finally able to join us.”

“I don’t care if he is the show’s producer, he should have been here celebrating with us,” Marie said fiercely. “This is your big break.”

“Which he gave me,” Delanie said pointedly.

“True. But you still deserve better.”

Delanie sighed and tapped on Josh’s text to pull it up, while Desmond retorted to Marie with a sassy quip, then laughed at his own joke while she rolled her eyes. Sometimes she wished Desmond would just get up the nerve to ask Marie out and get it over with. The endless flirting was getting on her nerves. She glanced at her phone.

Twitter is blowing up. Have you seen this?

That didn’t sound good. She clicked the link Josh had included, which took her to a thread she’d been tagged in. A quick glance was all it took to set her heart racing. Words like cancel and outrageous and ***byeDelanie jumped out at her.

“What’s wrong?” Desmond said, no longer laughing.

Delanie glanced at her friends’ worried faces, her heart thundering in her ears. “I . . . I don’t know. Something about my latest video.”

Marie started thumbing around on her phone. Her eyes widened, and she looked at Delanie in alarm. “I didn’t notice anything bad in that video.” She looked at Desmond. “Did you?”

He shook his head in bewilderment. The video they had posted yesterday had been right on-brand for Delanie—a one-person musical skit offering scathing commentary about superstar actor Nathan Tait. The former Sexiest Man Alive had been accused of abusing his wife, though he said it was the other way around—as if that was likely. Delanie had made a video of the musical theatre classic “Modern Major General”, dubbing her version “Modern Major Terrible”. The righteous indignation that had fuelled her writing while she’d created the skit now fizzled in astonishment at her fans’ reaction to it.

Desmond pulled out his own phone and scanned Delanie’s Twitter feed. “Oh, no. No, no, no.”

“What?” Marie demanded.

“It’s not about yesterday’s video. It’s about that one you made about Nathan three years ago.”

Delanie swallowed, her mind scrambling. “Three years ago?”

“Yeah, the zombie one.”

“What?” Delanie frowned. She had used a zombie blockbuster Nathan had starred in to make a statement about multi-national conglomerates preying on mom and pop stores. “But why are they mad about that?” Delanie scrolled further down, looking for answers. She found a tweet with the answer just as Marie started reading a similar one aloud.

“‘Nathan Tait is the scum of the Earth. I can’t believe Delanie Fletcher would defend him on any level. She needs a wake-up call. Hashtag cancel Delanie.’ Well, they certainly blew that out of proportion. No one even knew Nathan Tait was a wife-beater back then.”

Desmond scowled. “No one’s even sure of it now.”

Marie drew back. “You saying you believe him that he’s the victim here?”

Desmond held up his hands defensively. “I’m only saying we don’t know, and it’s up to the courts to figure out which of them is telling the truth.”

“I don’t think the Internet is going to let a court decide my fate.” Delanie’s voice sounded hollow in her ears. How could the outpouring of hatred and bile on her Twitter feed be directed at her? She wanted to crawl under the table and hide her burning face. “I have to explain what happened.” She started to type a response.

Marie’s hand closed around hers. “No. You don’t respond to this, not right now. Maybe not ever. You’ll only fuel the flames.”

“But if I don’t, they’ll think I don’t care,” Delanie objected, tugging her hand out of Marie’s.

The server brought their food, but as the T-Bone steak she’d been looking forward to was placed in front of her, she knew she wouldn’t be able to eat a bite. Not now.

Her phone chimed with another text from Josh. Call me ASAP. Her throat closed, and she cleared it.

“I’m sorry, guys, but I think I better go home and deal with this. I need to call Josh, and I don’t want to talk about this here.”

Marie gave her an understanding look, then told the server they would take their meals to go. The server nodded and, with a sympathetic glance at Delanie, went to get containers. Delanie wondered how bad she looked.

“What can I do?” Desmond asked. He looked kind of helpless and pathetic. “I have a yellow stripe belt in Taekwondo. I could beat someone up. As long as it only involves simple blocks and breaking free from a very specific hold, I could beat someone up.”

Delanie gave a half-hearted chuckle, but shook her head. “Thanks, but no. And Marie, you don’t have to leave yet. You stay and enjoy the meal. I’ll call an Uber.”

Marie looked about to object, but Delanie shook her head. “Please.” She didn’t know what Josh would have to say to her, but she knew she didn’t want any witnesses for it.

Marie gave her a long look, then nodded. “You don’t start tweeting before I get home. I’ll know.” She tapped her phone with a pointed gel nail painted in pumpkin orange and silver swirls.

Delanie gave a reluctant nod. As she made her way to the foyer to wait for her car, she barely noticed the cheerful goodbye from the hostess or the crowd of people waiting to get in. She was too busy doomscrolling through her social media feeds, fear tightening her chest more with every post she read. The furor had already escalated to death threats.

For an innocent mistake?

The notification that her ride was there popped up. With shaky hands, she dropped her phone in her purse and went out to the car.








  
  
Chapter Two




The next morning, Delanie stumbled out of her room, still in her pyjamas—shorts and a pink tank top with a cartoon cat on it. She blinked at the light streaming in through the living room window of the small but airy apartment she shared with Marie. 

How can the sun be so cheerful and enthusiastic when my life is falling apart? And when I only got four hours of sleep?

Marie sat at the small dining room table in front of the balcony doors, sipping coffee and sketching in a spiral notebook, looking as put-together as usual even in no makeup, lounge pants, and a headscarf. She glanced up when Delanie walked in.

“Good morning, sunshine. Things look any better by the light of day?”

Delanie rubbed her bleary eyes and went over to the coffee pot on the counter. She grabbed a mug from the cupboard above, relieved when steam rose from the black nectar as she poured. “I don’t know yet. Is that daylight, or a spotlight on my career going up in flames?”

“Aw, girl, it ain’t that bad.” Marie pushed the notebook aside and leaned back in her chair, her hands encircling her coffee mug. “You just got to ride this thing out. If you wait long enough, the mob will forget about you and move on to their next helpless victim.”

Delanie took a sip of black coffee. “So you think I’m a helpless victim?”

“No, but they do.” Marie indicated her phone, which sat next to her notebook. “Don’t act like one, and they’ll get bored and move on.”

“Hmph.”

Delanie wasn’t awake enough to come up with a better response than that. She took another sip of coffee, hoping Marie wouldn’t mention the tweets she’d made the night before. Marie had been right about not replying to the Twitter mob, of course. The responses Delanie had received had gone from bad to worse, until she’d thrown her phone across the room and sobbed herself to sleep. Her puffy eyes and crusty face told her she probably looked like death warmed over. She smoothed her tangled hair with her fingers—as though that will make everything better. She snorted at herself.

“What did Josh have to say?” Marie asked.

Delanie cringed. Josh had had a lot to say, but most of it wasn’t something she wanted to tell Marie. It would only justify her friend’s dislike of him more. “He said he would try to smooth things over with the executive team and get back to me. He was optimistic this wouldn’t change anything.”

Marie snorted. “By smooth things over, he means do whatever Crystal McLean tells him to, of course.”

“He’s not like that,” Delanie said, too tired and too annoyed to let it go this time. “You don’t give him enough credit.”

“Don’t I? Do you remember when he told you he knew the director of Skyscraper, and he’d get you onto the set so you could meet Dwayne Johnson? Then he said that they had already finished filming and Dwayne had gone home before he could work something out?”

Delanie narrowed her eyes, not sure if she could handle more negativity right now. “Yeah . . .”

“Well, I have it on good authority he lied. He doesn’t even know Rawson Thurber. He was just saying that to impress you.”

Delanie froze, stunned, then shook her head—whether in disagreement or in denial, she didn’t know. “Well, it worked. And until this moment, the thought that he’d tried made me feel better.”

She glared at Marie over the rim of her mug, and her friend shrugged unapologetically.

Marie cocked her head. “Is that your phone ringing?”

“There’s No Business Like Show Business” pumped through Delanie’s open bedroom door. She had turned up the ringer volume while they were at the restaurant last night, and the phone now blasted loud enough that the neighbours could probably hear it. She dashed into the room and scrambled to retrieve it from behind her dresser, answering just before the call went to voicemail.

“Hi, Josh,” she said.

“You’re out of breath. Are you out running?”

“No, I’m . . .” No way she was going to tell him what had actually happened. Best to change the subject. “Do you have any updates?”

“Yeah, about that . . .”

In the silence, Delanie’s gut tightened into a hard ball.

Josh sighed. “Look, there’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come right out with it. You’re off the show. The executives don’t want to risk the kind of negative publicity this situation could bring them. Fans of sweet cowboy romances look down on this kind of controversy.”

Shock choked her for several seconds, then dissolved into anger as his words sank in. She was being fired, just like that?

“Well, then,” she spluttered, “maybe the executives should have thought of that before they hired me.” She drew a breath. “They knew I run a YouTube channel satirizing current events all along. Didn’t they realize that’s bound to bring some occasional controversy?”

“Hey, babe, this wasn’t my idea. If it was up to me, you wouldn’t be going anywhere. But you know how Crystal is. When she makes a decision, there’s no changing her mind.”

“Did you even try?” Delanie seethed. She’d never seen Josh stand up to Crystal about anything. “Wait, don’t answer that. You know what? I think Marie was right about you.” Much as she hated to admit it.

“Now wait a second, Delanie—”

“No, you wait a second, Josh. You think because you’re a producer and you gave me a break that I owe you something. Well, I don’t, not if you’re not going to fight for me the instant things get tough. We’re through.”

“But—”

“And you don’t even know Rawson Thurber!”

She mashed her finger on the screen to end the call, hanging up on his protests, and threw the phone down on the bed. When it rang again immediately, she picked it up, rejected the call, and put her phone on vibrate. Turning, she found Marie leaning against her door frame with a sympathetic expression.

“That couldn’t have been easy. I’m sorry, hon.”

Delanie bit her thumbnail and nodded. “Probably for the best. My life just turned into a dumpster fire. If he’s not going to support me, then he’s adding fuel to the flames.”

Marie nodded approvingly. “Well said. Glad you finally see it.”

Delanie drew a breath, not sure how she wanted to respond to that. The apartment buzzer sounded, and Marie glanced over her shoulder. Delanie’s heart sank. She couldn’t handle company right now, maybe not even Desmond.

“You expecting someone?” she asked, wincing internally.

“Just the Cinnabon delivery guy. Thought we might drown our woes in carbs and a Grey’s Anatomy marathon today.”

Delanie’s heart lifted slightly, then she frowned. “I thought you had plans.”

Marie shrugged. “Cancelled ’em. I can go to the mall with Cheyenne anytime.”

Warmth pushed aside some of the constant dread that had filled Delanie since she’d received Josh’s text last night. “Thanks, Marie. You’re the best.”

“I know.” She smirked and went to answer the buzzer.

Delanie’s phone vibrated in her hand—a ring, not a text. Annoyed, she glanced down to reject the call and saw that it wasn’t Josh. It was her mom.

She hesitated, deciding if she wanted to try and explain everything to her mom right then. Cheryl Fletcher hadn’t been the most supportive of her daughter’s choice of career, and the last thing Delanie needed was to hear her mother say I told you so. Not only that, her mom could be a little out of touch with modern culture. Sometimes Delanie thought Cheryl didn’t quite understand what social media was, even though she’d set her up on Instagram a couple years ago. Cheryl definitely wouldn’t understand what being cancelled meant, nor why it was such a big deal to Delanie.

But an intense longing to pour out her troubles to a listening ear made her answer the phone at the last second.

“Hi, Mom. How’s it going?”

“Hi, Delanie.”

Something in her mother’s tone stopped Delanie from jumping into her story—Cheryl’s tone, and the fact that she hadn’t responded with her typical cheery Better than a bushel of barley.

“Is something wrong, Mom?”

She heard a stifled sob on the other end, and her heart stammered. Not more bad news.

“Are you sitting down?” Cheryl asked.

Delanie sank to the bed. “Mom, you’re scaring me. What happened? Is Dad okay?”

“Dad’s fine.” After a slight pause, Cheryl said, “Nan died. Last night. I called her this morning like I always do, and when she didn’t answer after a few tries, I came over to her house to check on her. Looks like she went while she was sleeping. I’m just waiting for the ambulance now.”

Delanie’s chest constricted, and her gaze snapped to the photo of the sweet-faced white-haired woman on her dresser. How could Nan be dead? She was supposed to live forever.

“I’m so sorry, honey,” Cheryl said. “I know she meant a lot to you, and—”

“When’s the funeral?”

“Well, I have to talk to the funeral home yet to work things out, but we’ll try for this Saturday.”

“So soon?” That was only four days away.

“Will you be able to make it? I never know what your work schedule is like.”

“I can make it.” Delanie swallowed a lump the size of an apple. No job, no boyfriend, a deep desire to escape from the disaster that was her life . . . she could definitely make it. “Maybe I’ll even stay a while. It’s been a minute since I was home.”

“Would you?” The hopeful surprise in her mom’s voice needled at her. “That would be wonderful.” Cheryl paused. “How long would you be staying?”

Delanie tensed. Her mother was notorious for turning Delanie’s trips home into meetings with one eligible bachelor after another masquerading as get-togethers with old friends or family. Not that Peace Crossing had much to offer in the eligible bachelor department, but there was a reason Delanie usually only flew home for the weekend. After Caleb, Delanie had no interest in dating a small-town guy ever again. They were too rooted down to be able to handle her and her ambition—they wanted small-town girls, girls who would stay and support their small-town dreams. And one betrayal like that was enough. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, it’s just . . . I could use some help going through Nan’s things. She’s got this farmhouse to sort through, and she was such a hoarder.”

Delanie thought of the tidy home with the full but well-organized closets she had known as a child—a far cry from the jam-packed houses she’d seen on reality TV. She shook her head. Her mother had a very different definition of hoarder than she did.

“Isn’t there anyone else to help? Uncle Roger? Aunt Lily?” Her mother’s other siblings lived too far away, but Roger and Lily both lived in the area. Delanie knew her younger sister, Savannah, wouldn’t be an option—Savannah would have just started her classes, and medical school students couldn’t afford to take time off.

“I’m sure they’ll lend a hand here and there. So if you don’t want to help, I won’t be left in the lurch. I just thought, if you’d be home for a bit, it would be nice to have your company. You’re so good at organizing things, and you probably won’t be as emotionally attached to everything as I will be.”

Delanie tugged on a strand of blond hair, wrapping it around her finger. She didn’t know about that. But it didn’t sound like Cheryl wanted to organize a meet-n-greet. And the thought of doing something tangible and helping to organize the earthly possessions of the woman Delanie loved and admired most in the world held a lot of appeal.

“I’d love to help with that, Mom.”

“You would? Wonderful. Thank you.”

Cheryl started muttering. Delanie heard Savannah’s name, and the names of Cheryl’s siblings, plus the local funeral home, and realized her mother was going through the mental list of people to tell about Nan’s passing. She bit her nail, her eyes filling with tears. How can Nan be dead?

Marie poked her head in the door. Holding her hand up to her ear like a phone, she mouthed Who is it?

My mom, Delanie mouthed back.

What’s wrong? Marie mouthed.

Delanie moved the speaker away from her mouth. “I’ll tell you in a minute,” she whispered.

Marie nodded and held up the brown paper delivery bag, then indicated that she’d be in the living room. Delanie nodded back.

Then her mother said something about Violet and the play.

“What about the play?” Delanie asked before she could stop herself. Nan had been the director of the fall community kids musical in Peace Crossing for as long as Delanie could remember. It was where her own love of acting had begun—that, and listening to Nan’s tales of her glory days on the stage as a young woman, before she gave up her career to marry Delanie’s grandfather and move to Peace Crossing. Since this was the first week of September, the play would have just finished casting. Rehearsals should be starting this weekend.

“Oh, nothing you need to worry about, honey,” Cheryl said. “I just need to remember to let Violet Butler know about Nan. Violet has been the musical director of the play for years now. I don’t know who they’ll find to take over directing the play on such short notice though. It’s a pretty heavy commitment, and not many people have that kind of free time, let alone the expertise or the desire to—”

“I’ll do it,” Delanie said without thinking, then slammed her mouth shut. What was she saying?

“You will?” Cheryl said, her voice filled with delight. “You’ll be here that long? Don’t you have to work?”

Delanie paused. She could probably get her job back at the café if she asked. And just because she’d been fired from Trueheart didn’t mean she couldn’t get other acting work. She was still waiting to hear back from a few auditions.

Who was she kidding? If the studio that had already offered her a series contract didn’t want to be associated with her controversy, why would anyone else? And the last thing she wanted was to go back to the Vintage Café with her tail between her legs and ask for her waitressing job back. The day she’d handed in her apron had felt almost as good as learning she had landed the part of Maryanne.

If she was going to ride this thing out, as Marie advised, what better way to do that than by disappearing for a couple of months? She didn’t have much saved, but she had her Patreon supporter income—assuming she still had any supporters left. Besides, directing the play would be the perfect distraction from her current problems. And maybe getting away from Vancouver would give her the perspective to figure out what to do next.

“No, I can stay for a couple of months. I’ll need a day or two to wrap things up here, but I should be there by Friday. I’ll drive, so you don’t have to worry about picking me up from the airport.” The trip would take two days, or one if she pushed it, but a drive through the Rocky Mountains would be the perfect way to start her mental reset.

“Oh, Delanie, that’s wonderful. I’m sorry the circumstances are so trying, but it will be lovely to have you home. And I’m sure Nan will rest easier knowing you’re the one taking over the play.”

She won’t know. She’s dead. But Delanie didn’t say that. Though she didn’t share her mother’s spiritual beliefs, she couldn’t claim to know what happened to the dead. Let her mother have her comforts—especially as she was obviously reeling a bit from Nan’s death. Besides, Delanie could think of no better way to honour Nan’s memory than by keeping her legacy alive.

“Just one request,” Delanie added.

“What’s that, honey?”

“Don’t tell Caleb’s mother I’m coming home.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Caleb Toews pulled up to the worn curb in front of his ex’s yellow split-level bungalow and shifted his Ford pickup into park. His nine-year-old daughter peeked at him through the picture window, holding one gauzy curtain aside, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders. When Emma saw him, her warm brown eyes lit up and she disappeared. Probably to collect her things. 

He shuffled some work orders and a time sheet he still had to submit to the office at Martens Electric from the passenger seat to the clean back bench of the extended cab. Taking a deep breath, he got out of the truck and walked to the front door.

It was a beautiful fall day, with only a hint of crispness in the air. The mountain ash in the front yard had turned bright red, and the aspens lining the bank of the Peace River at the end of the street and climbing the hill behind the subdivision on the other end were a glorious shade of yellow. Autumns in Peace Crossing were often come-and-go events—as in, they had often gone as soon as they had come. But this one had been mild and surprisingly warm, with barely a hint of leaf drop yet, despite the frost a week ago. He hoped that meant they’d see the Indian summer called for by the Farmer’s Almanac—his job was more pleasant when the weather was good.

He rang the bell, and, seconds later, Monica opened it. She looked as beautiful as ever, her dark brown hair framing her perfectly made-up face. He’d once let her pretty blue eyes and pouty rosebud lips get under his skin—much to his everlasting sorrow. But as Emma ran down the stairs to the front landing yelling his name and threw her arms around his waist, he retracted that sentiment. He could never regret having the little girl who was the jewel of his life.

“Hi, Chickadee,” he said, squeezing her shoulders. “Did you have a good week?”

“Yep!” Emma let go of him, and Monica stepped aside so their rambunctious daughter could grab her shoes.

“Hi, Caleb.” Monica gave him a warm smile, then glanced affectionately at the little girl.

“Hey. You look good,” Caleb said. There was something different about her, but he couldn’t figure out what. A gleam in her eye that wasn’t usually present.

Monica beamed. “Thanks.”

Before Caleb could comment further, Emma started chattering up at him while trying to pull on a turquoise canvas lace-up shoe with unicorn decals on the sides.

“Daddy, you’ll never guess what happened at school today.” She missed her foot because she wasn’t paying attention and tried again, but kept talking. “Addison gave me a friendship bracelet that she made herself. See?” She held up her wrist to display a pink-and-purple striped bracelet made from knotted embroidery thread. “Mom said she’s going to teach me how to make them so I can give her one back.”

Caleb grinned. “That’s awesome. I’m sure Addison will love it.”

“Do you think Hannah would want one?”

Caleb shook his head. Hannah was his sister Rachel’s youngest of four children. Of all Emma’s cousins, Hannah was the only other girl, and Emma could hardly wait for her to get old enough to play pretend with. “Hannah’s only two, which is a little young for friendship bracelets. Maybe when she’s a little older.”

“And maybe I can teach her how to make them by then, too.” Emma picked up her second sneaker and tried to force it on her foot.

“Maybe,” Caleb agreed.

Monica chuckled, then crouched to help Emma get the shoe over her heel and tie the laces, double-knotting the bow. “Sweetie, remember I said I wanted to talk to Daddy for a minute? How about you go wait in the truck?”

“Sure, Mom.” Emma leapt to her feet and threw her arms around her mother’s neck. “See you next week.”

“Actually, it might be sooner.” Caleb eyed his ex-wife. “Unless you won’t be able to make it to the parents’ meeting on Sunday?”

“For the play? Is that still running now that . . . you know?” Monica stood and gave Emma a wary glance.

Caleb held back a frown. He wanted to protect Emma’s innocence as much as possible, too, but death was a part of life. And it’s not like Molly Davis was Emma’s grandmother. At the thought, he wondered how Delanie was taking the news, then pushed the question aside. None of his business.

“My mom said Cheryl Fletcher told her they found a replacement director already, but she didn’t say who it was. So I guess the play is still on.” Caleb gave a sardonic snort. “Better be—I’m working on the sets with Noel Butler tonight.”

“That’s good news. Emma’s been practicing her song, haven’t you, sweetie?” Monica played with Emma’s silky brown hair, pulling it out of the neckline of her pink fall jacket.

Emma nodded enthusiastically. “I already know all the words by heart.”

“Wow,” Caleb said, impressed but unsurprised. Emma had only been cast as Lucy the Talking Cricket in the Pinocchio play a week ago. Monica had been a bit worried when Emma had landed a main cast ensemble part in her first year in the play, but he knew she would be up to the challenge. He could see he had been right.

“Okay, Emma,” Monica said with one last stroke of Emma’s hair, “I guess I’ll see you Sunday. Maybe we can start on your friendship bracelet while we’re at rehearsal.”

“Yeah? Cool! Can we do green and red? Wait. That’s for Christmas. How about blue and yellow?”

“I think I have some floss in those colours.” Monica’s mouth twitched in an amused smile.

“Awesome! I’ll see you soon then, Mom!”

Before Monica could respond, Emma pushed past Caleb and dashed to the white truck near the curb.

Caleb shoved his hands in his jean pockets. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

Monica glanced down and twisted her fingers, looking unusually shy. “I, um, have some exciting news.”

Caleb’s gut tightened. Had she and Dave finally decided to tie the knot? It would be about time—they’d been living together for two years already. And, call Caleb old-fashioned, but he would rather Emma’s mom be married to the guy she was living with, even if it wasn’t him. Not that he wanted it to be him . . . not even close. It was more of an example thing.

But a cursory glance showed Monica’s ring finger to be bare.

“Are you going to tell me, or should we start playing Twenty Questions?” he joked.

“I’m pregnant,” she blurted.

The tension in Caleb’s gut vibrated like a plucked guitar string.

“Er . . . Congratulations.”

“We just found out. Emma already knows, and she’s super excited to be a big sister.”

Caleb smiled. “She would be. And she’ll make a great one.”

“I know.” Monica hesitated. “Also, Dave asked me to marry him. And I said yes. We’re going to Grande Prairie tomorrow to pick out rings.”

Caleb drew in a deep breath. “Congratulations again. I’m happy for you.”

Her face softened. “Really?”

He nodded. “Really. You deserve to be happy, Mon. And Dave’s a great guy. Just answer me one thing, if you would.”

When she saw his face, her brow furrowed. “Of course.”

He stepped closer and lowered his voice. Dave was probably still at work, but Emma had rolled down the truck window, and he wanted to be sure she didn’t overhear.

“Tell me you’re not marrying him because of the baby. That didn’t work out so well the last time.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “I’m not. I learned my lesson, I promise.” When he didn’t relax, she said, “Trust me, Caleb. This is what I want.”

He searched her brilliant blue eyes, then stepped back. “Okay. Good. Have you set a date?”

“Not yet. I’ll let you know when we do.”

Caleb nodded, then glanced toward the truck. Emma’s head was down. She was probably drawing.

“How about you?” Monica asked. “Any prospects on the horizon? How did things work out with Kate?”

“They didn’t.” He and Kate had only gone on a couple dates before Caleb knew it wasn’t fair to her to keep seeing her. Just like he’d known with the two or three other women he had tried dating in the six years since he and Monica had split. It was always for the same reason Monica had ultimately left him—his heart wasn’t truly available. None of them were Delanie.

“You’re going to have to get over her someday, you know,” Monica said quietly. She wasn’t talking about Kate anymore.

He looked toward the river and nodded. “Someday I will. See you Sunday.”

He strode toward the truck, not looking back at the house until he clicked his seatbelt into place.

By then, Monica’s door was closed. Like his heart.

Emma glanced up at him, a pink coloured pencil in her hand. “Look at the picture I drew for Hannah. It’s Lucy!”

He glanced at the partially coloured, fairly realistic drawing of a cricket wearing a pink polka-dot dress and smiled. “Great job, Chickadee. Hannah’s going to love it.”

Emma grinned. “I thought it might remind her to always follow her conscience.” She returned to her colouring, already re-absorbed in her work.

He watched Emma a moment longer, then put the truck in gear.

As proud as he was of his daughter’s moral compass, he wished he could find the words to tell her that following one’s conscience didn’t always work out.

Sometimes, it left you heartbroken and filled with regret.

He sighed and pulled away from the curb.








  
  
Chapter Four




Delanie slowly tilted her head from side to side to stretch her tight neck and shoulders, keeping one hand on the wheel and her eyes on the road. After driving for the better part of two days, her muscles had started to cramp up. In front of her, the straight highway stretched between partially harvested golden fields of grain like a dark ribbon through yellow hair. On her left, the sun brushed the treed horizon, causing her car to cast a long shadow on her other side that jumped erratically with the shifting terrain of the ditch and field. At least this was the final leg of her journey. Her neck wasn’t the only body part that would be glad to be out of the car. 

She had told her mother she would be home by supper that night, but when she had passed through Whitecourt at five o’clock with three hours to go, she realized that wasn’t going to happen. Ignoring her guilt at how late she had dragged herself out of her hotel room that morning—postponing her inevitable return home, if she were honest—she had called her mother to let her know. Then she had swung through the Starbucks drive-through for a chai latte and banana bread to tide her over until she got to her parents’ place.

Delanie took the final cold sip from her paper cup and tucked it into the cup holder in the console with a twinge of sadness. That was the last Starbucks she would get until she left Peace Crossing and passed through Whitecourt again. Though she had to admit that the lattes at Cool Beans, the local coffee shop in town, were almost as good, and their food was much better.

Good thing—ever since the events of Tuesday night, she had been constantly exhausted and had barely slept. Strong coffee was the only thing that had kept her going. She would probably be stopping at Cool Beans every day.

At the thought of all she had endured that week, the familiar pressure built behind her eyes. Frowning, she pushed the thoughts aside and cranked her music, tapping her thumbs on the steering wheel to OneRepublic. She had already cried enough today to leave her cheeks raw. She didn’t want to start again.

Driving northeast across British Columbia from the coast had been like driving from the middle of summer to late fall, though she knew the weather would have only started turning a few weeks ago. She was amazed that the trees in northern Alberta were still in full leaf—there had been more than one autumn in her childhood when the second week of September saw every leaf on the ground and the threat of snow in the air. But when she crested the hill that allowed her to see the Peace River Valley bathed in the last auburn glow of the setting sun—which now shone directly into her eyes until she lowered her visor—she caught her breath.
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