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    The shepherd drives the wolf from the sheep for which the sheep thanks the shepherd as his liberator, while the wolf denounces him for the same act as the destroyer of liberty. Plainly, the sheep and the wolf are not agreed upon a definition of liberty.


     


    -Abraham Lincoln


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


     


     


    Wren Bancroft sat next to her husband Will at the kitchen table on the same wobbly chair she’d sat on week after week for the past four years. It was Sunday, a day which meant yet another humdrum dinner at her mother-in-law’s house. Wren never looked forward to June’s Sunday dinners, but refusing to show up wasn’t an option. She’d tried it once, feigning an illness so she could play hooky and spend a quiet, relaxing Sunday evening at home. And it had been relaxing, until June’s Chrysler 300 lulled to a stop on the driveway in front of Wren’s house and Wren learned an important lesson: never screw with June’s Sunday dinner plans again.  


    The sound of someone babbling about the “same old, same old” jolted Wren back into the present moment. Her sister-in-law Patty was drumming on and on to her mother about how much she hated her job. June wasn’t paying attention. She was eyeballing Wren as if trying to decide whether she wanted to verbalize whatever it was she was currently thinking. When she didn’t Wren stabbed a piece of barbecued chicken with her fork, glanced at the clock on the wall, and sighed. The time hadn’t changed. At least it didn’t seem like it had. It was still six twenty-five, the same time it was the last time she checked.


    Besides herself, Will, her mother-in-law June, and Patty, the quaint dinner party also included Patty’s husband Ben and Will’s younger brother Simon, who, at the age of thirty-one, was the baby of the family and seemed determined to live up to the name. He had no job, no significant other, and still relied on June to do his laundry.


    Another two minutes passed, and June’s mouth finally opened. She looked at Wren and said, “I see you dyed your hair.”


    It was the first jab of the night. But it wouldn’t be the last. It never was.


    Wren smiled and nodded, said nothing.


    “It’s just so … well, it’s such a bold color choice,” June continued. “Reminds me of red velvet cake the more I look at it.”


    Double jab.


    “I like it,” Will said.


    “I like it too,” Patty added.


    June used her pinkie finger to lift a chunk of Patty’s pink highlights a few inches off Patty’s head and frowned. “Yes, I suppose you would.”


    “Oh come on, Mom,” Patty said. “Just because I’m thirty-three doesn’t mean I have to look it. There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun once in a while.”


    “There’s also nothing wrong with appreciating what God gave you.”


    June scooted her chair back and stood. She walked to the kitchen, retrieved two bottles of red wine, and returned to the table, handing one bottle to Will and the other to Simon. “Speaking of having a bit of fun … I’d like you all to have a drink with me tonight.”


    “What’s the occasion?” Will asked. “I can’t remember the last time we all shared a drink together.”


    June didn’t respond. She kept her eyes fixed on the bottles, waiting for them to make their way around the table. When one circled back to her, she filled her glass to the brim and hoisted it into the air. “Glasses up, everyone.”


    One by one, all the glasses were raised.


    “To happiness, love, and moving on with your life,” June said.


    Glasses clanked together.


    “What do you mean, moving on?” Patty asked. “What haven’t you told us?”


    “I’ve decided to sell the house,” June stated. “I’m moving.”


    The abrupt remark caught Wren off guard, causing the wine she’d just swallowed to go down the wrong pipe. She fisted a hand and smacked it against her chest, hoping no one would notice. And no one did. All eyes were fixed on June.   


    “Moving where?” Patty asked.


    “Seal Beach.”


    “Seal Beach? Where’s—”


    “California, dear. Orange County.”


    “Why?” Will asked. “What brought this on?”


    “I’m getting older. I need a change.”


    “But you’ve lived in Wyoming your entire life,” Will said. “Jackson Hole is your home.”


    “I’ve found a new home in a gated senior community. Meals are delivered right to my door. Can you believe that? They even have a shuttle to take me around town. I won’t even need a car.”


    “But you don’t know anyone there,” Will said. “Seal Beach is at least twelve hours away.”  


    “Fifteen, actually.”


    Will sighed, shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense. Why are you doing this?”


    June gulped down the rest of the wine in her glass and set the glass in front of her. “A few months ago I met someone.”


    Audible gasps filled the room.


    “What?” Will asked. “Where? How?”


    “On the Internet.”


    Patty snorted. “You’re kidding, right? You have to be. First you say you’re moving, and now you have a boyfriend too? It’s not funny, Mom.”


    “I’m not trying to be funny. I’m trying to be realistic. Your father died two years ago. Do you expect me to spend the rest of my life alone?”


    “You’re not alone,” Patty said. “You have us.”


    “I don’t have you. I don’t have any of you. You’re never here. Never around.”


    “What do you mean? We’re here right now.”


    June sighed. “I have flown to California four times in the last five weeks, and not a single one of you noticed. At first I had a good laugh about it. I figured if I gave it a couple of weeks, at least one of you would stop by, give me a call, ask why I wasn’t around. When you didn’t, I realized something. You all have your own lives to lead now. You don’t have time for me anymore.”


    Wren leaned back in her chair, bewildered and confused, unsure of what to make of June’s confession.


    Was it some kind of ruse for attention?


    If it was, it certainly wouldn’t be the first time.


    Still, June had never gone this far before.  


    She wouldn’t move to another state to be with a man she barely knew.


    Would she?


    “You’re willing to move to another state for a guy we’ve never met?” Will asked.


    “I don’t need your permission,” June said. “And he has a name. Sebastian Ayres.”


    Simon, who was shaking his head in disbelief, shoved his plate away and stood. “I’m outta here.”


    “Wait,” June said. “Don’t be angry with me, Simon. You don’t understand.”


    “Oh, I understand perfectly,” he replied. “You met someone else. It’s you who doesn’t need us anymore.”


    “Simon, don’t say such things. You don’t mean it.”


    “You know what? Go, Mom. Go to California. Have a good life. And hey, thanks for springing this on us all at once.”


    June hung her head. “I’m nothing but a burden to you all. You come here each Sunday out of obligation, not because you want to be here. I’m lonely. I have been ever since your father died. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”  


    June reached out as Simon walked by, wrapping a hand around his arm. “Please, Simon. Please. Just hear me out.”


    He shrugged her hand away. “I gotta go. Go be with your … Sebastian.”


    …


    Two hours later Wren was combing through her purse at home when she noticed her cell phone was missing. Realizing where she’d left it, she grabbed the car keys out of the bowl in the kitchen and walked into the living room, finding Will engrossed in a show on the History Channel.


    “I left my cell phone at your mom’s house,” she said. “I’m going back to get it.”


    Will ran a hand through his buzzed, caramel-colored hair. “This late? Why don’t you just swing by tomorrow?”


    “I have an early morning meeting. I won’t have time. Do you think she’s still awake?”


    “She watches Everybody Loves Raymond reruns on Sunday night. She should be.” He reached for his phone on the coffee table. “Want me to call and find out?”


    “Nah. I know where she keeps the spare key. If the lights are off, I’ll just slip in and slip out. She won’t even know I was there.”


    Wren backed out of the driveway and drove six miles to June’s house. She parked the car and eased out of the driver’s-side door, noticing all the lights in the house were already out. Thinking the stress from dinner caused June to retire earlier than usual, Wren lifted one of the pots in the front yard, running her hand over the coarse, pebbly concrete until she felt the spare key to the house.


    Using her fingers to guide the key through the hole, she pushed the key inside and turned the lock. The door opened. Wren stepped inside, pressing her hands against the walls to help guide her to the living room, where her cell phone still rested on top of a magazine on the sofa. She reached down to snatch it, slipping on what felt like thick, sticky liquid puddled on the wood floor beneath her feet. Her derriere connected with the floor first, shooting pulsing waves of pain throughout her body. Thinking June’s cat had tipped over his bowl of milk, she grabbed her cell phone, switched on the flashlight feature. She angled the pale light toward the floor, squinting in disbelief at the scene before her.  
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