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      I should not have started my workday without coffee. There always seemed to be consequences when I wasn’t properly caffeinated, but I simply couldn’t abide the noxious swill at the hotel. Jonesing for a jolt of caffeine, I pulled into the Tamarack Gas-n-Go in Dunwith to fill my company car and grab a cup of strong brew. That’s when I realized it was Thursday, not Friday. To make matters worse, my boss was lighting up my cellphone.

      Before I could say good morning, he began pelting me with questions I’d already answered. Twice. Warning myself not to react, I swiped my company credit card. I needed my job, but his abusive treatment of me and the other female employees was straining my last nerve.

      As the digital screen on the gas pump climbed with each belch of gasoline pumped into the tank of my company car, his voice grew louder. I released a sigh. It was just another day of dealing with the misogynistic ass and selling welding supplies that I’d rather be using.

      A white van pulled up on the other side of the pumps and a woman about my age hopped out with an energetic spring I hadn’t felt in months. She gave me a friendly nod, then noticed I was holding my phone away from my ear. A quizzical tilt of her eyebrows indicated she could hear my boss’s loud tirade.

      I glanced away, embarrassed that my boss sounded like an angry parent chastising a misbehaving child. I was a forty-three-year-old woman wondering how I’d ended up with a job I didn’t love and a life that felt so empty and unfulfilling.

      The hand nozzle jerked as the pump stopped, but the condescending drone of my boss spewing vitriol continued. I slipped the spout into the docking receptacle, wishing I could thrust nozzle-nose Norton into that narrow space and shut him off, too. I’d just spent two days on the road making sales calls and listening to noisy hotel guests laughing and planning fun adventures while I sat alone in rooms that made my skin itch. I was sleep-deprived, caffeine-deficient, and cranky. I tried to warn him to stop, that he was going too far, that I hadn’t had coffee, but he cut me off again and again until the mounting pressure in my head became too intense to contain. Like a canister of acetylene gas exposed to extreme heat and relentless pressure, my temper exploded.

      “I didn’t lose the Quick-Fab account, you condescending jackass,” I barked into the phone. “As I told you last week, Quick-Fab lost their biggest account, which cut their production by fifty percent. That means their demand for our welding supplies was cut fifty percent. So, for the third time, I didn’t lose the account. And to set the record straight, I’ve brought in the highest sales, provided the most detailed reports, and have covered your ass at every turn from the day I took this job. Every accolade you’ve received has been earned on the backs of your sales team. But I’m done with your abuse and this whole shitshow. You can pick up the company car at the Tamarack Gas-n-Go in Dunwith, pump two.”

      “What are you doing in Dunwith?” he demanded, but I was done answering to him.

      Jabbing my finger against the screen, I ended the call and cut him off mid-sentence. I tossed the company cellphone and car keys inside the vehicle and slammed the door shut on a part of my life I was desperate to escape.

      From the other side of the gas pumps, I heard the woman laugh. She met my startled look with a sympathetic smile. “Bad day?”

      Releasing a hard breath to unload some of the pressure ballooning in my chest, I nodded. “Yeah, it’s an I-need-a-freaking-cup-of-coffee kind of bad day.”

      “Those are the worst,” she said with a laugh. “Best coffee in town is at the Maple Leaf Café a few blocks from here, other side of the park.” She glanced at my locked car. “I suspect you’re looking for a place within walking distance?”

      Realizing I’d not only left my briefcase in the car but also my purse, overnight bag, and personal items made me groan. “Damn it.” I sagged against the car door. “I should have thought this through before locking the doors. The station owner will probably sue me for blocking the pumps.”

      “Nah, Jeff will cheer you on for standing up for yourself, although he might wish you’d left your car over there.” She nodded toward an area in the lot with four open parking spaces.

      I wrinkled my nose, embarrassed by my own shortsightedness. “I don’t have a spare key with me.”

      “Well, I’m happy to help a sister in need,” she said, screwing the cap on her gas tank. After taking her receipt, she retrieved her phone from the van and tapped in a number. “I’ll tell Jeff you accidentally locked your keys in your car and that Jack will be over to open the door and move the vehicle.”

      “Who’s Jack?” I asked.

      The redhead, dressed in blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and a blue ball cap, leaned against her van, booted feet crossed at the ankles as if she hadn’t a single care in the world, something I couldn’t begin to imagine. “Jack is Jeff’s twin brother,” she said. “He’s also a police officer who owes me a favor.” Before I could comment, she spoke to someone at the other end, presumably Jack, who owed her a favor. Seconds later, she ended the call. “All set. You can get your coffee now.”

      “I need to wait for your police officer friend to retrieve my keys so I can move my car. And I need to get my other things out before my boss sends someone to retrieve it.”

      “No need to wait,” she said. “I’ll tell Jack to leave the keys with Jeff.” She tapped out a text on her phone, then slipped it into a holster attached to the dash of her van. “I’m craving a cup of coffee now, too, so I’m heading to the café. You’re welcome to ride over with me if you like.”

      My legs were beginning to tremble after the massive surge of adrenaline-fueled rage that had just ravaged my body. I was wearing uncomfortable heels and wanted to accept her offer, but I had no money. “Thank you, but I locked my purse and wallet in the car, so I need to wait for Jack.”

      Sympathy filled her eyes. “You know, it’s days like this when a gal needs a pal. Let me buy you a cup of coffee and you can repay me by assuaging my curiosity about your jackass boss and if you really sell welding supplies.”

      Her comment made me laugh, and I could see that her offer was sincere. “Well, I’m in desperate need of a cup of coffee, so thank you,” I said. “I’ll reimburse you as soon as I can get my purse out of my car.”

      “Not necessary.” She waved me over. “Come on, I’ve got you covered.”

      “Thank you.” I climbed in on the passenger side. “I’m Andrea Arness, but I go by Andie, and I just quit a job I can’t afford to quit.”

      Cranking the van to life, she replied, “I’m Maggie McKensie, and from what I heard, it sounded as if it was a job that cost you more than it paid.”

      Her comment struck me so profoundly, I sat mute for several seconds. “That’s very insightful.”

      She shrugged. “If something makes me miserable, I stop doing it and try something else.”

      “That’s a lovely way to live, but I need a steady income.”

      “It’s possible to have a steady income and a job you enjoy.” Maggie gave me an encouraging smile. “Regardless of why you changed lanes today, Andie, the fact is you did. Now you’re free to go wherever you want to go.”

      As if a window in my life just opened and let in a gust of fresh air, I realized I didn’t have to live another day in that crushing environment. I didn’t have to answer the phone, chase orders, soothe irate customers, or tolerate my shithead boss. I was free. If only for today, I could enjoy a moment of independence.

      Maggie drove the van down an alleyway that led to a parking lot behind the Maple Leaf Café. As we entered through the back door, the pungent aroma of coffee beans and spicy scent of chai lattes mingled with the sweet smell of baked goods. Colorful murals decorated the walls of the hip café. Patrons of all ages lounged on overstuffed furniture, talking, and laughing over their beverages. Wrought iron chairs with blue cushions sat prominently in the middle of the café, girded by low bookcases that created a cute reading nook. An antique hutch displaying tins of specialty teas, colorful tea kettles, and designer tea mugs with quotes on them stood beside a support pillar with a twining leaf design painted from floor to ceiling.

      “Have you changed your mind about getting coffee?” Maggie asked, snapping me out of my awed inspection.

      “God, no,” I said, realizing I was still standing by the door. “If the coffee lives up to the décor, I can’t wait to try it.”

      I followed her to a long glass bakery display case filled with delicious looking pastries. A pretty, blonde-haired woman wearing a crisp white blouse tucked into blue jeans stood behind the counter and greeted us with a warm smile. “Hey, Maggie. Where were you yesterday?”

      “In Lake Placid trying to find the art pieces you want.”

      “Any luck?” the woman asked, her blue eyes lighting with excitement.

      “Possibly. I’ll let you know for sure tomorrow,” Maggie said, then introduced me to her friend Sophie, owner of the café.

      I complimented Sophie on her beautiful decor, and she insisted that first-time visitors to her café receive a free coffee.

      “It’s your lucky day,” Maggie said with a laugh, and I readily agreed. Meeting Maggie and coming to a café filled with such beautiful energy was incredibly uplifting.

      While Sophie waited on other customers, we studied the menu board posted high on the wall behind the counters. We both opted for dark roast coffee, a pastry for me, and blueberry scone for Maggie. Then, with steaming mugs of coffee in hand, we found a table near the front windows.

      Savoring my first sip of robust, aromatic coffee, I said, “This day just got a thousand times better. If I’d had a cup of coffee this good before my boss called me, maybe I wouldn’t have blown up my life.”

      With one knee draped over the other, Maggie relaxed back in her chair. “Maybe you didn’t blow up your life, Andie. Maybe you just cleared a path so you can choose a more fulfilling direction.”

      “I hadn’t been considering anything but getting a decent cup of coffee this morning, but maybe you’re right.”

      “I usually am,” she said with a smile.

      I circled my hands around the blue porcelain mug and released a long sigh. “God that call from my boss was a train wreck.”

      “I know. I was shamefully eavesdropping, but I couldn’t look away.”

      Thinking about my unprofessional behavior made me wince. “I can’t believe I just called my boss a condescending jackass.”

      “Your ex-boss,” Maggie said, “and it was the best show I’ve seen since my friend Kate dumped her ex off a fishing dock because he was being an intolerable jerk.”

      I smiled. “That must have been wonderfully satisfying for Kate.”

      Maggie sat forward and braced her elbows on the table, her gaze intense. “Andie, no one should have to tolerate abusive behavior, whether you work for them or not.”

      “I agree. I’ve tolerated his verbal abuse because I needed the job, but each time he threw his freakishly small hand up like a roadblock to cut me off, I had to restrain myself from smacking it away from my face.”

      Maggie cracked up. “Freakishly small hands?”

      “Yes. His hands are weirdly small for a man his size.”

      It took a moment for Maggie to contain her laughter. “Well, small hands or not, I can see how you’d want to smack him for sticking them in your face.”

      “I’m sure he’ll do it again when I return my customer files to the office.”

      “Well, if you smack him, don’t punch him in the mouth. You could get a fight-bite.”

      “What the heck is that?” I asked, having no intention of punching anyone.

      “If you punch a person in the mouth their tooth can break off and lodge in your knuckle. A fight-bite is bad news for both parties. There are better ways to defend yourself.”

      It felt so good to laugh, I could have hugged her. “I’m suddenly a little scared and a lot in awe of you. Maybe I should hire you to go with me when I drop off my account files.” Just the thought of facing my former boss and his obnoxious behavior made me feel powerless.

      Maggie flapped a groomed hand at me. “Develop your own skills. That’s something no one can take away from you. My friend Gayle owns a martial arts studio in town and gives a self-defense seminar on the last Tuesday evening of each month. If you’re in town, you should go.”

      As Maggie’s suggestion sank in, I realized somewhere along the line I’d lost my power. There wasn’t a single event I could recall as the moment I gave in, or gave up, or just quit on myself. But I had. All I felt now was brittle and broken.

      And lost.

      “More coffee?” Sophie asked as she placed our orders in front of us. After topping off our cups, she asked if I’d be staying in town.

      “I hadn’t considered anything beyond getting coffee,” I said, “but I think I just might take a couple days before heading home. I’ve been calling on the fab shop here but have never taken time to explore the town. Could you tell me where I can rent a room for the night?”

      “The Eagle’s Nest. My stepsister, Beth, runs the place,” Sophie said. “It’s just a couple blocks from here. Tell her I sent you over and she’ll take good care of you.”

      “Thanks, I think I’ll do that.”

      “What do you sell?” Sophie asked.

      “I was selling welding supplies, but I guess nothing now because I quit my job this morning.”

      “Andie told her boss she was done with his shit show,” Maggie said with a laugh. “I witnessed the whole thing at Jeff’s station.”

      “Not my best moment,” I said, “but in my defense, he was being an obnoxious bully.”

      Sophie scowled. “Sounds like my ex-brother-in-law. My sister finally got fed up with him and shoved him in the lake.”

      “I just told Andie about that,” Maggie said, glancing at me, her eyes lit with humor. “I think you’d love Kate, and after witnessing your grand performance this morning, I suspect the feeling would be mutual.”

      My performance felt unprofessional rather than grand or courageous, but if Kate was anything like Maggie, I knew I’d like her.

      “Let me know if you two need anything else,” Sophie said, then headed to a neighboring table to top off their coffee.

      “Andie, I’d love to know how you came to sell welding supplies,” Maggie said, and began peppering me with questions.

      While we ate our pastries, her interest in my welding and metal fabricating background was so genuine I found myself sharing details I hadn’t talked about in years. I told her how my father started teaching me to weld and create metal sculptures when I was ten years old, and that I’d later earned a bachelor’s degree in welding, then worked in a metal fabricating shop for several years before going into sales.

      “How fascinating!” She steepled her fingers and leaned in wanting to know more. “Are you and your dad sculpting anything now?”

      A familiar pang of grief cramped my chest, his absence a wound in my heart that wouldn’t heal. “No, my dad passed away twenty years ago this October,”

      “I’m so sorry.” Her eyes dulled a little. “But what an extraordinary hobby you two shared.”

      It had never felt like a hobby because creating metal art was the only thing I ever wanted to do, but I’d pursued a welding degree that would provide more job options than an art degree. Still, I could recall every lesson my father had given me, the first time I held a welding torch in my hand, his gentle guiding voice as he taught me hand control so the arc wouldn’t shift away from the puddle. I could hear the buzzing sizzle of the torch, see the sparks behind my eyelids, and smell the metallic odor that lingered in my sinuses for hours after we finished working on our project. The memory of those moments with my father elicited such a deep, restless longing, the pain left me breathless.

      “Are you okay?” Maggie asked, her expression concerned as she noticed me clenching my coffee mug.

      “Um, yes, I’m just embarrassed for oversharing,” I said.

      “You’re not at all. I’m truly intrigued with your interesting career.” She leaned back in her chair and took a sip of her coffee. “With you being a woman working in a predominantly male industry, it makes me wonder if you had to deal with many jerks.”

      “Occasionally,” I admitted, “but most of the people in the fab shop where I worked as a welding technician were respectful. And when I transitioned to my sales job four years ago, the customers I called on had no apparent issues discussing metalworking supplies and processes with me.”

      At Maggie’s prodding, I summarized my years in sales selling welding materials, then explained how the time I spent in customer fab shops had deepened my knowledge of CAD programming and working with metal.

      “That experience must help you create some amazing pieces of art.”

      “I haven’t really had the time,” I said, wanting to shift the conversation away from me, and because I was genuinely curious to learn more about this woman who’d befriended me at a gas station. “So, what is your gig?” I asked.

      “I own an upscale consignment store and an antiques shop just down the street.”

      “Ah, that explains why you drive a van,” I said, thinking a sporty car would be a more likely choice. But I was coming to understand there was nothing stereotypical about her. Despite her extraordinary beauty, Maggie’s focus seemed to be directed outward with an avid interest in those around her.

      “I also do a bit of interior design when I can,” she added, then glanced at a clock mounted on the wall behind the counter. “Speaking of work, I need to get to my shop and relieve my assistant. If you don’t mind, I’ll take you back to your car now so you can get your things, then I’ll drop you at the Eagle’s Nest on my way in.”

      “Oh, gosh, I hadn’t meant to hold you up,” I said, realizing an hour had passed.

      “You didn’t at all.” She placed her cup on the table. “I enjoyed this immensely and would love to hear more about your metal sculpting. I’m truly eager to see how you rewrite your story now that you’re free to do so.”

      To imagine creating a new story for myself was something I’d never considered. But the possibility flashed so hot and bright, the idea welded itself to my brain.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve been told I have a great poker face. Years of in-person sales meetings with customers, some lovely, some jerks, conditioned me to mask my thoughts behind a pleasant half-smile. Eighteen years with my husband, now my ex of ten months, who’d never been interested in my feelings or dreams, had taught me to conceal my pain behind an impassive façade.

      But the sight of my company car parked at the station, a visual reminder of a high-paying job I’d just quit and really needed, shot a bolt of panic through my chest. I struggled to maintain a passive expression, but inside my head I was blurting, “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god!”

      Maggie pulled her van into the empty space beside my car. “Here you go!” Her chipper voice sounded wrong, as if she didn’t realize we were at a funeral. I’d just killed my income, and I was already grieving the loss.

      She waited while I went inside the station to get my keys from Jeff, a kind man with brown hair and farm-boy good looks. After thanking him, I hurried back outside, but as soon as I unlocked the door, my phone dinged. It was a text from my boss stating it was my responsibility to return the company car along with all account files, and he expected them to be delivered tomorrow.

      But I wasn’t ready to face the man who had driven me to upend my livelihood. I texted back that I wasn’t feeling well, which was true because my stomach was in knots.

      His reply to STAY HOME! came so quickly, I laughed.

      Maggie raised an eyebrow as if inquiring what had hit my funny bone.

      I told her Mr. Norton was such a fanatical germaphobe, he wouldn’t allow me on the property until I could prove I wasn’t ill. Then I showed her the texts I’d exchanged with him.

      “Nicely played,” she said with a laugh.

      “Thanks, Maggie. Since I still have a car, for the moment at least, I can drive myself to the Eagle’s Nest. But I’d like to meet you for coffee again before I leave town if you can manage it. Please don’t feel pressured though. You’ve already been so kind and gone way beyond pointing a stranger in the direction of a coffee shop.”

      Maggie draped her elbow out the open window of her van. “Well, you were a very interesting stranger. I selfishly wanted to know more about the woman brave enough to tell her boss to bugger off. So, it was me who was being intrusive.” She smiled and said, “I usually grab a coffee at the café around eight every morning. Hope to see you there.” With a cheery wave, she drove out of the lot.

      I stood beside my car feeling a bit stunned that Maggie, a confident woman with a vivacious personality and a job she loves, thought I was interesting. And brave.

      I could barely remember a time when I’d felt either. Maybe during the year between graduating college and getting hired at the fab shop, when I’d gone backpacking in Australia with two of my college friends. At that time, I had adventures to talk about and stories to share. I’d planned to spend a year exploring the world, or at least a small part of it, but my father got sick.

      Really sick.

      I rushed home and began the hardest journey of my life—one that killed my joy as thoroughly as the cancer consumed my father. And I was so angry with my mother and sister for what they’d done, I hadn’t spoken to them since.

      The sudden blast of music coming from the open window of a silver SUV startled me. Two college-age girls bopped in their seats, singing along to a Taylor Swift song I recognized. I wasn’t a hardcore fan, but I liked Swift’s music and her messaging and admired her for setting a powerful example for young women. Apparently, the girls in the SUV did as well, because they were howling their hearts out as they pulled up to the gas pump, effectively diverting me from wandering into a swamp of quicksand memories.

      I got in my car and headed in the direction of the Eagle’s Nest. Until recently, I’d traveled to Dunwith every couple of months for my day job, but I’d never patronized any business other than the gas station because my tight schedule wouldn’t allow it. I’d sold welding supplies to a small metal fabrication shop a few blocks from the gas station. When I met the owners, Rita Greenstone and her husband Walter, four years earlier, they were both in their seventies, wildly in love, and full of life. Rita was a talented, outspoken, whip-smart trailblazer I deeply admired, and Walter was a storyteller with a gentle sense of humor that reminded me of my father. When Rita died two months ago, Walter’s heart wasn’t the only one that broke. I adored them. Even though Walter had immediately closed their shop, and my company no longer had business in Dunwith, I still visited him because he’d become far more than a customer to me.

      That’s why my boss had demanded to know why I was here. I’d needed a quick visit to assure myself that Walter was holding up okay, to let him know I would keep coming back because I cared about him, and to selfishly enjoy a few minutes with a man who made me feel as if I mattered. I was eager to see him, but I needed to get a room first and take a few minutes to consider the consequences of my knee-jerk decision. Because without my job, I would have no car. No phone. No health insurance. No income.

      What I did have were monthly bills and a son heading to college soon.

      I had some savings and a decent retirement fund, so I could take a few days to regroup, but each week without an income would quickly drain those resources. I would need to get another job, but the thought of doing so was soul-crushing.
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      The first thing I noticed about the Eagle’s Nest Community Center was a large mural of a soaring eagle painted on a brick wall near the front entrance. The second was a petite dark-haired woman dressed in a dark pantsuit, wearing stylish, black-framed glasses, who seemed to be waiting for me. I suspected it was Beth but wasn’t certain.

      Feeling a bit awkward, I returned her smile and started up the wide concrete steps where she stood. The pipe railing wobbled beneath my hand, then unexpectedly broke loose at two of the joints. The unsecured section tipped inward and shoved me sideways a couple of steps.

      The woman gasped and reached out to steady me. “Oh, my gosh! Are you all right?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “I’m so sorry! I had no idea the railing was in such poor condition. Are you certain you’re okay?” she asked, inspecting me with dark, concerned eyes.

      “I’m fine. Truly,” I said, reassuring her. “But your railing isn’t.” I set my travel bag on the steps, then knelt to inspect the damage. “Two of the weld joints have failed, and it appears at least two other joints need to be reinforced.”

      She glanced with dismay at the broken railing. “Shoot. The fab shop in town is closed, so I’ll have to hunt down someone with a welder who is willing to do the work.”

      “I could do it for you.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I said them. I cringed and said, “I mean, if I had access to a welder.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “You can weld?”

      “Yes, but I have no means to do so. Until you can get someone here to repair the railing, I’d suggest we secure it, so it doesn’t fall in on anyone else,” I said. “By the way, I’m Andie Arness, and I’m supposed to tell you that Sophie and Maggie sent me.”

      A warm smile tipped her mouth. “Sophie texted to let me know to expect you. I’m Beth Kingsley, and it’s nice to meet you.” Removing her glasses, she studied the railing. “Do you think duct tape would secure this thing?”

      I laughed, appreciating her sense of humor, then peered over the railing to see freshly cut grass girding the concrete steps. “It might be a temporary fix if we can find a long, heavy stake or piece of pipe to support the railing. Cable ties would work better than tape if you have some. That might secure it until you can get someone to do a proper repair.”

      Popping her glasses back on her nose, she said, “All right, let’s go inside and see what we can find.”

      I picked up my travel bag and followed Beth through two sets of heavy glass doors that opened into a lobby resembling a massive living room. Thick carpeting, soft lighting, and comfortable-looking furniture created cozy sitting areas and reading nooks.

      “This is beautiful. Did you do this?”

      A sense of purpose filled her eyes. “Yes, with design help from Maggie and Sophie, and many contributions from our community.”

      “Well, it’s truly amazing.” I took another moment to look around, feeling a sense of homecoming I rarely experienced in my own home.

      “I can show you to your room before we repair the railing,” she said. “I’m sure you’re eager to settle in.”

      “I’m in no hurry,” I said, knowing Walter would likely be home all day. “I just need a place to leave my bag.”

      She waved me into a cozy office adjacent to the lobby. After tucking my purse and bag inside a closet doubling as storage space for office supplies, she took me down a hallway leading to the back of the building where she unlocked a large metal door. She hit the lights and told me to help myself to whatever I might need.

      The maintenance room was clean and well organized, and I immediately spotted two sections of rebar on a shelf and a hand maul on a steel pegboard. After Beth found the cable ties and three orange safety cones, we carried the items out to the front steps.

      “If you can manage on your own for a minute, I’ll make a sign to hang on the railing,” she said.

      “Go ahead. I’ll need to sink the rebar in the ground outside the steps before we can secure the railing to it.”

      I’d just set the hand maul on the steps when she returned. While Beth held the railing against the rebar, I locked them together with nylon ties. We duct taped the sign to the railing, then placed safety cones along the broken section.

      “That should do it,” I said, dusting rebar rust off my hands.

      She stepped back with a look of relief. “You have saved me a ton of worry and at least one sleepless night. How can I repay you?”

      “How about a tour?” I asked, eager to see the rest of the place. After washing my hands in the lobby bathroom, I followed Beth through the elementary school she’d converted into a dorm-style facility to temporarily house individuals or families in need. She also rented out available rooms to help sustain the facility. Everything had been painted in warm, uplifting colors, and decorated to give the place a homey feel. We passed other people in residence, and volunteer staff members working on premises, and people of various ages making use of the gym, pool, and game rooms.

      We finished our tour back in her office where I collected my bag. Beth gave me a key to my third-floor room, promised to check on me later, then hurried off to a meeting. As I headed up to my room, I thought about Beth and her big vision. I could barely remember what it felt like to be that inspired. From the moment I learned I was pregnant with Tyler, my life had been so filled with doing and running and pleasing, it left no room for dreaming.

      As I stepped into my rented room, sunlight streamed in through six tall windows, illuminating a suite straight out of an interior designer magazine. It was a large but cozy-feeling space with a kitchenette to the right of the door. On the far side of the room, white farmhouse-style bedroom furniture and a cedar wardrobe were arranged atop a thick gray and white carpet. Two blue and white pinstripe chairs created a cozy sitting area near the windows which gave me a view of the Dunwith River sparkling in the distance. Small shops and restaurants populated this side of the river, while a vast forest extended along the opposite side as far as I could see.

      I’d expected a simple room with a bed and bathroom, but having this view and such a lovely place to rest my weary self for a couple of days was worth whatever Beth was charging.

      Settling into one of the cushioned chairs, I kicked off my shoes and pressed my toes into a faux fur rug. With a long, satisfied sigh, I gazed at the river and let my eyelids droop as I dropped in and out of a lovely daydream. To relax and escape the world for a few minutes was a treat. Maybe it was the warmth of the luxurious suite and the dazzling view from my window that created an obsessive yearning in me, but whatever the cause, I ached for something more than the mundane life I’d been living.
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        * * *

      

      I’d just freshened up and was ready to head out to visit Walter when my phone rang. Shocked and deeply concerned to see that my son was calling and not texting, I answered immediately.

      “Hey, Mom.” My son’s voice had deepened long ago, but it could still catch me off guard to realize my baby would be embarking on his first year of college soon. In my mind’s eye, Tyler would always be my sweet boy who’d wanted to cuddle and read books at bedtime. His voice was different now, not just deeper but distant. Because of me.

      “Hey sweetie, are you okay?”

      “Yes, Mom,” he said, clearly exasperated with my need to be reassured. “I just called to ask when you’ll be home so we can go car shopping.”

      I leaned against the bathroom vanity. “Since you’re with your father this weekend, I figured we’d go Monday or Tuesday.”

      “Are you seriously working over a weekend?”

      “No, Ty. I’m just taking a couple of days away to rest.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Are you spending the weekend with a guy?”

      “What? No,” I said, a little shocked. “I just need a minute to think about some things.”

      “Oh. Are you okay?” he asked, the first bit of concern I’d heard in his voice since I’d divorced his father. My leaving Clark had wounded Tyler, too, because I couldn’t give either of them a clear reason for the divorce. All I could say was I couldn’t breathe.

      Which is exactly how I’d felt this morning when I quit my job.

      “Mom? Are you there?”

      “Yeah, sorry, Ty. I just had a rough morning at work and need a break is all.”

      “Ah,” he said, intimately familiar with the stress I brought home with me. “You should tell your boss to back off.”

      “I did. In fact, I quit my job this morning.”

      “What?” Ty’s voice cracked from bass to falsetto, making me snicker. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. I really did it. I quit.”

      “Whoa,” he said.

      I knew I’d shocked him. My actions were so out of character and so unexpected, I knew he’d need a moment to process my news.

      “Is this going to mess things up for me getting a car and going to college?”

      It hurt a little that he was only considering how this would affect him, but he was eighteen, and I knew teenagers believed the world revolved around them.

      “Of course not,” I said. “I’ve earmarked savings for those expenses.” I’d been working doggedly for years to create a fund for Ty’s future needs. It had been easier during my marriage when Clark and I both contributed to our household needs, which allowed me to put more into savings. But in the ten months since our divorce, I’d barely banked any extra cash. Without an income, at least temporarily, I would need to be frugal with my expenses and protect the monies I’d set aside for Tyler.

      “Okay, that’s good,” he said, “because I’ll really need a car at college.”

      “I know, hon. We’ll go on Tuesday.”

      “Or Dad could take me Monday,” he haltingly suggested.

      My heart cramped.

      “I know you’re helping me pay for the vehicle, Mom, but Dad knows a lot about cars.”

      He certainly did, and that single-minded passion of Clark’s had destroyed us. We’d spent nearly every weekend of our marriage going to car-related events while Clark’s unquenchable pursuit of buying and selling vintage cars and restoring them consumed our family. Tyler loved it, and early on I enjoyed it because it gave us something to do as a family. But years of Clark’s obsession left no room in our lives for anything else.

      Now, vehicle shopping was the last thing I wanted to do, but I’d anticipated spending the day with my son. I’d wanted to take him out for lunch and have the pleasure of helping him buy a newer car. He was still driving the starter car we’d gotten him at sixteen. But he was right. His father knew far more about vehicles than I did.

      “Okay, Ty, it’s probably a good idea to have your dad take you,” I said, hoping my acquiescence wouldn’t send the wrong message to his father. Despite our being divorced, Clark tended to interpret our joint parenting as the two of us still being together. He was underfoot now more than he’d been during our marriage. Several times a week he came by the house to dabble with his classic cars still stored in the garage that used to be my father’s workshop. I did my best to avoid Clark, but somehow, he still managed to draw me into conversations and family-style evenings.

      “How much can I spend?” Tyler asked.

      “I’ve earmarked twenty thousand dollars for your car. Anything over that will be your responsibility.”

      “Got it. Thanks, Mom. Gotta call Dad now,” Ty blurted, then ended the call.

      I gaped at the phone for a second, then released a sad laugh. “Love you, too,” I said to no one.

      Barely five minutes had passed when Clark called. I groaned and let it go to voicemail because I knew exactly how the conversation would go. What happened, Andie? Do you think you overreacted? Can you apologize to your boss and get your job back? Do you have a plan?

      No, I did not have a plan. But I needed one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked two blocks south, then crossed Fern Park, a gorgeous greenspace that stretched the length of town. The park sat between two main streets with bike trails running along each side. Sprawling maple trees dotted the park, and walking paths led to picnic pavilions, a covered farmers market, and designated game areas.

      Lengthening my stride, I savored the feel of my lungs expanding and contracting. To enjoy a leisurely walk during a workday felt divine. Afternoon sunshine draped my shoulders like a lover’s arm, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. But I didn’t feel lonely. I felt grateful to have a moment to myself.

      As I approached the brown and tan structural steel building, I noticed Walter sitting on a wooden crate parked outside the open overhead door. He lifted his battered ball cap with one hand and scratched his head with the other, whipping his white hair into a milkweed tuft. He popped the hat back on, then leaned down to scratch the ears of his faithful companion Louie.

      The memory of my first visit to their shop when I’d met them still made me smile. I’d just gotten out of my car that day when I heard a loud bang from inside the shop followed by a woman cursing. Knowing how dangerous metalwork could be, I sprinted inside to find an elderly woman, with a red bandana tied around her head, wrestling with a piece of partially fabricated aluminum sheet. One end of the material had kicked out of the machine, and she was struggling to wrangle it back in. I dropped my briefcase and stepped in to support the heavy end she was holding, but she refused to let me help with the consarn piece of hell-metal until I’d pulled on the pair of gloves lying on a nearby worktable.

      After the two of us adjusted and finished bending the material, we carried it to a large worktable, then stepped back to rest our arms. Mopping her face with her kerchief, Rita introduced herself and thanked me for rescuing her. Then she scanned the shop and released a string of curses, saying her dagnab husband was a numpty fopdoodle for taking a stroll in the middle of a workday. Her cussing was so old-fashioned and colorful, I struggled to hide my smile.

      I’d just introduced myself to her when an elderly man with white hair and a permanent squint etched around his eyes walked in followed by a scrawny brown and white dog. Rita called the man a bufflehead for walking the dog in the middle of their workday, but he just grinned and planted a loud smooch on her dirt-smudged cheek. Blushing, she introduced Walter and their dog Louie, then said she would literally expire if she didn’t get a cup of coffee. I fell in love with the three of them on the spot.

      To see Walter now, sitting on a crate and looking so forlorn without the woman he loved, wrenched my heart. As I approached, Louie’s head came up, and he scrambled to his paws. Seeking the cause of the dog’s excitement, Walter glanced in my direction and a slow smile creased his face.

      I greeted Louie first, giving him a treat and a thorough scratching as I always did. Then I turned to Walter who had pushed to his feet and was waiting with open arms, as he always was, and we exchanged a warm hug. He’d been greeting me like this since my second visit to their shop. When he hugged me, I was so surprised by his sweet display, I apologized for not maintaining a modicum of professionalism. Walter just smiled and said friends and family greet each other with a hug, and from that day on that’s how we said hello and goodbye.

      When he released me, and sat back down on the wooden box, I asked, “What are you doing with the crate?”

      “I’m contemplating how one might move a mountain with a hand trowel.”

      I laughed at his obvious exaggeration. “What’s the problem?”

      “I’ve completely destroyed Rita’s shop.”

      Curious, I glanced inside. The interior lighting was dim after my sunny walk, but as my vision adjusted, the mess began to materialize. Tools lay scattered atop worktables. Bags and boxes buried the plasma table and nearly every other surface. What used to be organized standing metal racks of steel tubes, bars, and sheets were now a mixed jumble. Coffee cans and small boxes holding god-knows-what were stashed haphazardly atop the bar stock. Barrels and crates, spools of welding wire, tanks of acetylene gas, ladders, and other items I couldn’t make out filled every corner of the shop. Utterly stunned to see Rita’s clean, well-organized business in such disarray, I could only shake my head and gape at Walter.

      “That’s exactly how I feel each time I look at the mess,” he said.

      “What happened here?” I asked, truly bewildered.

      “My wife died, and my life fell apart,” he said with moist eyes.

      “Oh, Walter, I’m so sorry.” I gave his forearm a gentle squeeze.

      With a sweeping glance at the building, he said, “It’s just too empty here without her, so Louie and I are moving to The Grove where we have friends. I’m going to sell everything including the business, but I want to take Rita’s pocket-pliers with me.” At my confused look, he said, “It’s a pair of needle nose pliers she carried with her everywhere. I can’t imagine where they’d be. Every day I dig through more drawers and toolboxes looking for the dang things, but I just make more of a mess.” He rubbed the back of his neck, his knobby fingers ruffling the worn collar of his work shirt. “Rita would string me up by my ears if she saw the place now. My realtor won’t list the business until I get the mess cleaned up, but I’m just not up to the task.” He gave a hopeless shrug.

      “Of course you’re not,” I said, marveling that an eighty-two-year-old man had enough strength to move the heavy tools and materials that lay strewn around the shop. “How can I help?”

      His mouth quirked in the lopsided smile I’d grown so fond of. “You could buy the place and save me the trouble of cleaning it up.”

      I laughed but also felt heartbroken for him. “Don’t tempt me. I just quit my job and would love to have my own shop.”

      “Then let me make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

      I glanced at the building where I’d discussed projects and life and old fashioned curse words with Rita and listened to Walter’s stories that made me laugh myself to tears and where I fed Louie treats that earned me his slobbery affection. It had been a joyful place for me, and a happy home for them. I couldn’t imagine the pain Walter must feel letting it all go. “If I lived in Dunwith, I’d buy the shop today, Walter, but I live two-and-a-half-hours away. That kind of commute would be impossible.”

      “You wouldn’t have to commute if you lived in the loft apartment like Rita and I did.”

      A thump of excitement hit my chest, but it was simply a fantasy for me. “Buying a business can take months, so I’d still have to commute until the deal was done. Even if I got a quick sale on my house, our attorneys would have to push a mountain of paperwork through legal channels.”

      “None of that would have to hold you up, Andie. You could sign a purchase agreement and live right here in the apartment and run your business while you sell your house and the paperwork goes through.” With a sly wink, Walter said, “Louie and I are already staying at The Grove, so I could give you the keys today.”

      The idea was wildly tempting. “I wish I could. More than you know. But I can’t do anything with my life until Tyler heads off to college.”

      It seemed as if Walter wanted to say more but he let the conversation drop. “Did you say Tyler’s going to Alfred State this year?”

      “Yes, he’s interested in design and animation.”

      “Not following in his mama’s footsteps then?”

      “Not even a little,” I said. “He’s all about cars and computers, but I want him to follow his bliss wherever it leads.”

      “Perhaps you should as well,” Walter said, squinting up at me. “You have a solid set of skills and could easily run your own shop. Rita and I had a profitable business, and I’d be glad to show you the books, if you’re interested.”

      Intense longing washed through me, followed by crushing disappointment because I didn’t have the luxury of just picking up my life and relocating. “Thanks, but I’ll just give you a hand cleaning up if you like. I’m staying in town this weekend and would be happy to help you move the rest of your things to your new place,” I said, steering the subject back to his dilemma and away from my own wishful thinking.

      “Thank you, dear, but this mess will take more than a weekend to sort out. I’ll hire someone to come in after I find what I’m looking for. Is there something special keeping you in town?” he asked.

      “Not really. I just found myself with a bit of free time and decided to explore Dunwith before heading home.” Because going back meant facing my ex-boss, starting a job search for work I didn’t want to do, and dealing with unfinished business with my ex-husband. “While I’m here, though, I’d like to take care of a small repair for Beth over at the Eagle’s Nest. May I rent your portable welder and a few tools?”

      “You just take whatever you need, dear.” With a wave of his hand, Walter beckoned me to follow him inside. “Watch your step,” he said as we skirted boxes, metal debris, and hand tools, and sidled through narrow passages between stacked barrels and crates. Long metal bars sticking out of the racking system had Walter ducking and me playing limbo. It took nearly two hours to unearth the proper tools, appropriate gear, and a mobile welding screen. He offered to deliver everything to the Eagle’s Nest on his old flatbed truck, but he looked tired.

      “That would be wonderful,” I said. “I could use your assistance if you’re willing to help me, but would you mind if I do the job tomorrow?”

      “Not at all. I’d like to help,” he said, sounding pleased I asked. “Before you leave, Andie, would you give me a hand? I need to put that box in the back seat of my SUV.” He pointed to a long wooden box sitting by the door to the office. “It’s not heavy, just bulky and difficult for one person to manage.”

      “Of course. Whatever you need.” After loading the box in the back seat, I retrieved a laundry basket of folded clothing and two small boxes from his office and loaded them inside. “Anything else need to go?” I asked.

      “Just a few things I’ll get tomorrow. Then the place is all yours,” he said, giving me a wink before opening the passenger door for the dog.

      Louie climbed onto the seat, the tip of his tongue peeping from the front of his mouth as he watched Walter lock up the shop. The dog was so adorable, I couldn’t resist kissing his knobby head and giving him a goodbye treat.

      When Walter returned, he jangled the keys in the air. “Are you sure you don’t want these tonight?”

      I groaned and gave him a hug. “I do want them, so stop tormenting me.”

      “All right, I’ll lay off for tonight.”

      He offered to give me a ride back to the Eagle’s Nest, but I declined in favor of a walk along the river. Thirty minutes later, I found myself at a small pub on the river walk where I ordered a cheese pretzel and iced tea.

      I sat at an outside table to get an unobstructed view of the stunning Dunwith River. The sparkling jewel moved with the slow, flowing grace of a ballerina, and I watched her dance for a long time. Blue and green reflections of sky and forest undulated on the glistening surface where my thoughts drifted like flotsam. A sense of peace permeated my body, and for the first time in a long time, I could breathe.

      I ached for a place of my own, one that wasn’t filled with memories. I missed the focused passion I felt when creating a sculpture. A deep, desperate longing for my lost art wrenched my gut, and I regretted not fighting harder to keep it. Somehow, I’d sacrificed the best parts of me. I hadn’t intended to. My sacrifices were meant to be temporary, to briefly set aside my art until the needs of my infant son weren’t so consuming. Bonding with my baby brought me intrinsic joy, and I didn’t regret a single moment of those precious months of motherhood. I’d planned to get back to my studio when Tyler started walking, but my busy toddler, and Clark’s car obsession, took over my workshop and every aspect of our lives.

      I loved my family and believed my sacrifice was altruistic, that it was motivated by love, but now I wondered if I’d allowed the obliteration of my passion because it was easier to support someone else’s dream than to pursue my own.

      That disturbing question followed me to my room, haunted my dreams, and woke me at dawn with a rock in my gut.
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      I pulled on my running shoes and ran a footpath along the Dunwith river, filling my lungs with fresh mountain air. The cadence of my sneakers lightly tapping the earth always lulled me into a state of meditation or gentle contemplation. Even as far back as high school, when I ran noisy track events, my thoughts would wrap around me like lotus petals closing at night. Encapsulated in my private space, I would focus on my breathing or follow gentle streams of thought wherever they led.

      But this morning, an obsessive yearning flooded my brain, and it was all I could think about. I craved the freedom to spend my days pursuing my passion. I longed to build a life that suited me, however simple it might be. I wanted more spontaneity, joy, and laughter in my life. And I wanted mornings like this.

      As the earthy scent of forest and river filled my lungs, I imagined owning Walter’s shop, waking early in my loft apartment and pulling on my running shoes. After a brisk jog along the river, as I was doing now, I would stop at the café for coffee and a scone. I’d sit at a table by the front window and sketch out ideas in my journal the way my father taught me, then spend the day in my shop creating art from scrap metal.

      Immersed in my dream, I soared along the river path as if I’d sprouted wings.

      I was still flying high thirty minutes later when I entered the Maple Leaf Café and heard Maggie calling my name. I turned to find her sharing a table with two women of a similar age, one blonde, the other dark-haired, all three wearing T-shirts and ball caps with matching logos.

      “Good morning,” I said, giving them a small wave from where I stood at the counter.

      With a head tilt that tossed her long ponytail like a chestnut-colored mane, Maggie said, “Come join us.”

      After dropping my change in the tip cup on the counter, I approached the table but hung back a couple feet.

      She patted the chair beside her. “Have a seat. I want to introduce you to my friends Kate Weston”—she gestured toward the blonde—“and Chloe Saunders,” she said, nodding toward the dark-haired woman.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said, exchanging a warm smile with them.

      They replied in kind and encouraged me to join them.

      “I’m sweaty from my run and probably not the best tablemate right now.”

      Maggie dismissed my concern with a flip of her hand. “We’ve suffered far worse from Kate when she lived in her boathouse without electricity or running water.”

      Kate feigned insult. “Some friend you are.”

      Chloe wrinkled her nose. “Kate, I can attest to your appalling hygiene.”

      Their laughter was so warm and playful, I slid onto the chair beside Maggie and set my steaming mug on the table. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you ladies.”

      “Consider yourself warned in return,” Maggie said. “We’ll definitely be a bad influence.”

      I gestured to their matching ball caps and T-shirts. “Are you all on a ball team?”

      Confusion crossed their faces, then Maggie laughed. “That would be spectacular! We could name our team Badass Broads. Just think of the after-parties we could have,” she said, leaning in as if really trying to convince her friends.
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