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Chapter One

 

 

Nathan Chisholm watched through the smudged window of the Philadelphia commuter train as the landscape and unattractive brick apartment buildings sped by. He scanned the scenery for the familiar sign where he’d get out, even though the conductor always called the stop. Early evening clouds huddled in the sky in gray streaks as he joined the slow-moving throng through the station and out onto the street of his familiar suburb.

After a necessary stop at the grocery store with other exhausted shoppers, he arrived at his townhouse. Before he could unlock the door, the phone in his pocket rang. His arms were full, so he couldn’t grab it. Maybe it was his best friend, Ben, who lived in Brenner Falls, the town where Nathan had grown up. He let it go to voicemail while he unpacked the plastic bags of food and preheated the oven. 

He hadn’t had time to do a single errand the previous weekend, thanks to overtime. Though he shunned the breaded chicken nuggets, cook-and-serve buffalo wings, and frozen pizza other harried employees ate, he had succumbed to frozen mac and cheese. He never thought his dietary habits would deteriorate so much, but over the previous five months, he’d indulged in that and worse. Even ordering takeout was no longer a rare event. 

Back in the early days of his marketing job in Philadelphia, his first real job out of college, he’d committed to cooking for himself to unwind after work and stay healthy. He enjoyed trying new recipes and assuring the nutrition of what he ate. He used to invite friends and cook for them too. The same friends he hadn’t seen in months.  One of many activities he no longer had time for. What had his life become? 

His schedule would lighten up in a week or two. At least that’s what his manager, Jeremy, said regularly. Relief was in sight, with the completion of the advertising campaign for their biggest client. After that would be maintenance, which was its own load, but more predictable. Less crushing.

He headed to the bedroom and slipped on some sweatpants and a long-sleeved t-shirt he found on the floor. The room was a mess, another violation of his personal standard. Never leave the bed unmade. His mother had drilled that habit into him, and it made up part of his daily code. Until recently. His mom had given him a multitude of good habits, which were more useful to him than the material excesses she’d been unable to provide as a single mom. Those years of living on a tight budget, doing without, and putting on blinders to what other kids could buy or do. Seemed so far away now. He could buy what he needed and most of what he wanted. He’d worked hard and changed his life, leaving the cloud of fatherless shame behind. 

He’d call his mom after dinner but would first check to see who’d called. The darkened screen of his phone brightened. His mom had been the caller but hadn’t left a message. Unusual. Anxiety sprang up inside him. He tapped her number.

“Hey, Mom. It’s me. Just got home. I was going to call you tonight.”

“Nathan. . .” 

Not hi sweetheart, as she usually responded. Instead, her voice broke, and she began to cry.

Nathan sank onto the couch. “What is it, Mom? What happened?”  

“It’s your Uncle Andy. He took a bad turn last week and went downhill so fast. I was going to call you sooner, but thought he’d rally. I’m sorry I didn’t call.” A sob caught in her throat.

“Is he okay?” A lead weight fell inside Nathan’s stomach as he steeled himself for her response. Uncle Andy had been struggling for nearly two years with heart disease. The previous year, he’d cut back the hours he spent at Seasons, the dinner theater he owned, and had made a few other changes in his lifestyle. Despite his efforts, the disease continued to pursue him.

“No, he. . . he died this morning.”

An invisible fist grabbed Nathan’s throat and tears stung his eyes. “Died?” He’d heard her wrong, must have. “No, no!” Not Uncle Andy, who’d been like a father to him as he grew up. He struggled to breathe. A stab of guilt followed. He’d made trips home less often during the craziness of the last few months at work. 

The last time he’d visited Brenner Falls, Uncle Andy had been pale and fatigued. He’d put on more weight and coughed frequently, but assured Nathan he was doing better and would beat the disease. He’d taken Nathan to lunch at Seasons as if he missed it. Nathan preferred going somewhere else but had indulged the older man. He’d called him a week earlier and Andy seemed to be holding on. But one never knew since Andy often minimized his suffering. “Oh, there are worse things,” he would say, then turn the conversation to the other person.

“I’m so sorry, Mom. I’m so—” A sob sliced off the word in his throat. He and his mother cried softly for a moment.

“He was scheduled for hospice care, but never made it. He died at home.” She stopped and blew her nose. “He slept a lot in the end, so I don’t think he suffered too much.”

Nathan swiped his wrist across his eyes. He stood to grab a napkin from the table where the box of macaroni still sat. “I’m glad he didn’t suffer. I just wish I’d been able to talk to him or to see him one last time.” 

How could Nathan have missed the gravity of Uncle Andy’s condition, the signs of the end? He might have known if he hadn’t been enslaved to his deadlines, completely wrapped up in his own world. A world which had sparkled at the beginning, but quickly became a golden cage. Nathan’s beloved Uncle Andy slipped away while Nathan was busy pushing marketing deadlines. How pointless it all seemed when he’d lost the one who taught him how to be a man. 

They’d almost lost him twice before in the last two years. Andy hadn’t complained. He merely said the Lord had given him more time.

“His service will be next Saturday. You can make it, can’t you?” 

“Yes, of course. I’ll take an extra day or so. They owe me that with the amount of overtime I’m working.”

“Good. I need to see my boy.” Her voice wavered. “I need you, Nathan.”

He needed to see her too. Suddenly, the longing to see his mother, to remind himself that he still had family, still had love and connection, crushed him from the inside. The pale walls of his townhouse only reminded him how alone he felt in that sterile place where he slept but did little else. 

Fresh tears moistened his cheeks. “I’ll be there, Mom. Don’t worry. I should have been there for him before he was gone. I wish I had.” Oh, how he wished he’d been there to hold Andy’s hand as he slipped into eternity, to thank him for his love, for everything he’d done all Nathan’s life. He would certainly be there for him now.

Though it was too late.

 

# # #

 

 

Leah Albright slipped her arms into her cotton cardigan and slung her purse over one shoulder. Another long work week was at last finished, which flicked her drowsiness aside. Not that the weekend was an adventure waiting to happen. It was simply better than being at Smith-Fellows Insurance Company.

After arranging loose papers and to-do projects on her desk, she pushed in her chair and smiled at her colleague, Jenny, at the next desk. “See you Monday.” 

Petite Jenny peered over her round, dark-rimmed glasses. “You always look a little happier when you say goodbye on Friday than on any other day. I’m very astute. I notice these things.” She let out a hearty giggle.

“You are very perceptive, Jenny. You should have been a detective.”

“Ah, but the money’s better here. Now you know I’m lying. I’ll be right behind you after I finish this one thing. Do something fun tonight, Leah.” Her voice became emphatic.

“Hmm. Wonder what that would look like. Something fun.” Leah cocked her head in exaggerated pondering. “Dear Jenny, help me understand what you mean.”

Jenny rolled her eyes. “Oh, Leah. You’re pathetic! A date? Girls’ night out? Streaking through downtown? I don’t know. Be creative.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out. You do something fun too, okay? And don’t stay too late.” Leah patted Jenny’s shoulder as she passed her desk, then headed for the stairs.

Fat chance she’d do something fun. Laundry maybe. Ah, yes. She’d practice her flute. That was fun. Then she’d curl up with a book, Theo purring beside her. The previous evening, while she played a Chopin nocturn on her violin, Theo had closed his eyes, his whiskers twitching, as if mesmerized. Until she hit a bad note. His eyes had shot open, and he’d darted from the room.

She let out a chuckle at the memory as she took the steps two at a time and left the building. Living within walking distance from her job had its benefits. The six-block walk home was a favorite part of her day after sitting for hours, though in winter she bundled up like a mummy and often resorted to driving.

The day had ground on for what seemed like forever. Over the last six or eight months, her restlessness had become chronic. Her position at the company, like a stagnant pool, held little interest, little change, and little hope for either. But she still had a job. That was something, wasn’t it? She wasn’t hungry, out of work, or on her last ten dollars.

She turned to Market Street, across from City Hall. On the opposite corner sat Seasons, a historic dinner theater and landmark. Built in the forties, it stood like a proud society woman whose former beauty one could still imagine. A teal and brown Victorian style façade stretched across the front, with vertical spindles along the wrap-around porch. The back of the building squared into a more utilitarian space to accommodate the stage and the dining room. 

Throughout the year, Seasons held periodic plays and musicals, whereas the restaurant was open all year. When she was a child, Leah and her family had looked forward to attending the annual Christmas show there. Several times, her dad even played a minor role in the chorus. And he’d been the one who’d painted the murals, one for each season, used as a backdrop for the stage between events. In high school, she’d had the chance to sing and play instruments for a couple of the events too.

Leah could still envision her family gathered around a table encircled with sparkling holiday décor, so magical to her child’s eyes. Seasons had made a deep imprint on her early life, though it could still evoke a wave of nostalgia and pain as she thought of Dad. He’d died just before Christmas ten years earlier. And each Christmas brought an empty ache she tried to chase away with fake cheer. 

A humorless chuckle erupted from her throat. Fake cheer was better than none, and usually ended up ushering in a portion of the real thing.

The late summer breeze licked her face and playfully ruffled her hair. She passed Warren Street, where lights still flickered in a row of three to five-story office buildings. Town residents teasingly called Warren Street the business district. Though the small town of Brenner Falls was hardly New York, it was growing as people discovered the rolling hills and sporting opportunities along a nearby branch of the Susquehanna River. 

The new mayor who’d arrived two years earlier had promoted the town with numerous projects, and she saw the fruit of his efforts on every street. New restaurants, shops, and housing appeared. The principal streets and intersections now sported potted plants and flowers. Historic buildings got facelifts. In other words, the town was edging into the twenty-first century. 

From the corner of Davis Avenue, she could see Johnson’s Grocery Store, whose fluorescent lights spilled on to the sidewalk. Should she stop for groceries, or could she eke out the stale bread and bottled pasta sauce in her fridge for a day or two more? The seductive call of her warm slippers, or the rebuke of her empty fridge? Yesterday and the day before that, she’d opted for making do. Her stomach grumbled, so with a sigh, she changed her path and headed toward the store. This shouldn’t take long.

Gathering the items on her short list was as quick as she’d predicted, but the line at the cash register was not. She smiled at a few people she knew. Her neighbor, Cathy. Mr. Robertson from church. While she waited, she pulled her phone from her bag to see what she’d missed during the final pressured hours of work.

Leah frowned. Four missed calls from Garrett, her only brother, three years her senior. The one who never called. Ever. But he’d called four times that day. 

Unlikely that he’d called to say hello and he missed her. That would never happen. Their mother had moved to Delaware a few years earlier to live near her sister, Aunt Lindsay. If something were wrong with Mom, Leah would know it since she kept in touch regularly. And Garrett didn’t.

As much as she craved getting into her slippers and sweats first thing after arriving home, she’d give him a call first. Hopefully, nothing was wrong. After that, she’d scrape together some dinner from the meager provisions she’d just purchased, and call her best friend Abbie, who lived a few doors down. Then she’d finally curl up in the armchair with Theo and sink into the novel she’d gotten from the library a few days earlier.

Leah picked up the pace as the house came into view. She could already feel the slippers cradling her feet, though Garrett’s calls were still nagging at her. They weren’t close, but he was her brother. She fumbled in her purse to grab her phone.

As she approached the rambling 1980s ranch house where she’d grown up, she spied someone sitting on the porch in one of the Adirondack chairs. The streetlamp hadn’t yet turned on and shadows filled the space around the front door. Tension skipped down her spine as she squinted to see who it was. Couldn’t be someone delivering a package. She hadn’t ordered anything.

When she was about thirty feet from the covered porch, she recognized the intruder by his slouch and the thatch of unruly hair hanging in his eyes.

“Garrett! What are you doing here?”

He pulled himself up, his lanky frame topping her height by a foot. “Hello to you too, sis.”

“I’m. . . I’m surprised, is all.”

“You wouldn’t be if you’d answered your phone today. Did you see I called a few times?” 

There was an edge to his voice. As if she had deliberately ignored him. Which she might have, had she seen his call sooner. She waved her phone at him. “Yes, I saw your missed calls while I was in the grocery store. I was about to call you back. Did you leave a message? I didn’t have time to check. You see, I work full time.” The rebuke in her voice matched his own. “Did something happen?” Why are you here?

“I didn’t leave a message. I wanted to talk to you in person.”

Her mouth fell open and tension gripped her stomach. “Why, what’s wrong? Garrett, tell me.”

“Let’s go inside first. It’s getting cool out here.”

Leah fumbled with the lock and pushed open the door. As she entered the darkened entry, Theo rubbed against her ankles and his loud purr rose to her ears. “Hey, buddy. It’s good to see you too.” She flipped on the lights and plopped her tote bag and purse on the bench of the upright piano against the wall.

She turned to Garrett. “Make yourself comfortable.” Sounded strange to her ears, since he’d grown up in that house too. She’d moved back into the family home two years earlier, but lived alone, since Garrett worked in Pittsburgh in a tech firm. She noticed a suitcase sitting near the front door. Uh oh.

She slid out of her coat and sat in an armchair facing him. “What is it, Garrett? I’m sure I would have heard if something happened to Mom.”

He shrugged from where he sat on the couch. “Probably so.”

“Well, what’s up then? Spill it.”

The muscles of his tightened jaw seemed to crumble. He propped his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his hands. 

“Garrett!” Leah straightened her shoulders. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Her mind scrambled for horrible events, a terminal illness, a death threat, or worse.

He looked at her, misery twisting his face. “I got fired yesterday.”

“What? You got fired?” Impossible. Her genius programmer brother, fired? “What in the world happened?”

“Well, um.” Garrett took a breath. “Work has been light lately, so in my free time, I work on my own projects. I’ve been developing a game.”

“On work time?” She toed off her shoes and tucked her feet under her.

“Only when I don’t have something else to do. Or during lunch and most evenings. It’s almost ready for testing.”

“That’s. . . good, I guess. I mean, that you’re creating something like that.”

“So, a few times, my manager saw me working on it. I told him I’d finished with my project, but I think he had it in for me. So, he fired me. I think they were looking for a reason to let some of us go. Last week, my buddy Quinn got let go for something minor.”

“I didn’t think that would ever happen to you.” Garrett didn’t have the best interpersonal skills, but he could code or develop pretty much anything. 

“Maybe I should have asked first if it was okay for me to do it on work time, but they’ve always been cool about stuff like that. Like I said, they’re looking for reasons to scale down.”

“You’ll find something else. You have a lot of skills.” No doubt about that. But is that what brought him back to Brenner Falls from Pittsburgh? He hadn’t even visited since last Christmas.

“Did you lose your apartment? Wait, you said it just happened yesterday. Garrett, I’m confused.” Why are you here?

Garrett frowned. “There’s another thing. Ginny broke up with me last week.” His voice broke. He stared at the floor.

“Oh, no! Are you okay?”

When he didn’t respond, an ache for him rose inside her. “I’m so sorry, Garrett. You guys were together so long. I liked her. Sort of. I thought there might be wedding bells soon.”

“No wedding bells. Everything happened at the same time. Feels like too much.” His voice had faded to a muffled blur as he turned his head to stare out the side window. “Gin said. . . well, never mind what she said. I had to get away. I wanted to see if you minded if I came for a little while.”

“That’s why you were calling today?” She gentled her voice.

“Obviously, I didn’t wait for an answer. Just drove here this afternoon.”

Leah nodded into the silence. “Um, yes, of course you can stay for a little while. It’s your home too.” 

No, no! They had such different lifestyles. But she couldn’t say no, not after what had happened. “Do you know. . . do you know for how long?”

“No. I need to clear my head. I’m going to let my apartment go. I’m just month-to-month right now.”

Alarm shot through Leah. “You’re letting it go? Isn’t that extreme? You’ll find something quickly. I’m sure of it. You have a lot of skills, Garrett.” 

That meant an open-ended houseguest. But she liked her privacy. Sometimes she even liked her solitude. Along with that, she and her brother had never gotten along.

“I need a break. Being here’ll do me good, I’m pretty sure.”

“It’s just that we’ve never lived together, um, successfully before.”

Garrett shrugged. “We’re older now. We’ll work it out. Anyway, it’s only for a little while. I’ll stay out of your hair, don’t worry.”

Leah swallowed. Her eyes panned her nest, one she’d decorated herself with cheerful reds and yellows, handmade throw pillows, a few unique finds from the flea market, and a shaggy, colorful rug to unify it all. The house her mother had insisted she live in after she moved away. 

It was her mother’s house, and Leah had no right to refuse to let Garrett stay. That was the other reason she couldn’t say no. He was family, even though he didn’t always act like it. Most of the time she felt like she had no family at all. She was lonely at times, but it had always been easier to stay at the house by herself. Especially after Michael.

“Of course, you can stay.” Only for a bit.

Oh, boy. The moment she feared her life would forever stagnate, now it didn’t sound half bad.


Chapter Two

 

 

The sanctuary of the Brenner Falls Faith Community, or B. F. F. C., as members called it, looked more like a warehouse than a church. This may have made seekers more comfortable, but it didn’t present a solemn setting for a funeral. 

Exactly as Uncle Andy would have preferred.

Nathan slipped an arm around his mother’s shoulder as a fresh sob escaped her throat. He drew her close, and they exchanged weak, teary smiles. Friends paying final respects to Andy Evans jammed the pews. Seemed the whole town had shown up. Many of those present shared memories and anecdotes that had evoked both chuckles and tears.

“I think I can speak for all of us,” Pastor Frank said with both warmth and emotion lacing his voice, “in saying that Andy Evans made an indelible impact on this community. We will all remember that impact, even though we miss our brother. He completed the race God assigned him, and now stands in celebration and joy before our Father.” He raised his hands. “Let us pray together.” 

Pastor Frank’s prayer closed the touching tribute to Andy’s life. Nathan’s throat ached with piled-up emotions it would take time to traverse. He’d never forget his uncle’s imprint on his life. 

Susan Chisholm blinked away fresh tears. “I’m glad my brother’s not suffering anymore.”

“He’s with the Lord as we speak.” Nathan allowed that reality to sink deep into him, as well as hopefully comfort his mother. “He’s in heaven coming up with new scripts for celestial theater.” 

He allowed an upbeat tone into his voice, though he, too, fought tears. During the drive from Philadelphia to Brenner Falls the day before, he’d broken down. Alone in his car, he let his tears fall freely as he rewound the memories of Uncle Andy. In his most poignant mental image, Andy had pulled Nathan aside at age six to explain that his dad was gone and not coming back. In a later memory, Uncle Andy showed him how to cook fettuccine primavera from scratch. And countless times his uncle had assured him he could do anything he set his mind to. 

Uncle Andy had made Nathan the man he was. The good parts, at least. Through most of Nathan’s life, Uncle Andy was the potent presence in the background, letting him know it would be okay. Now that presence was gone.

His mom turned and fell into the embrace of an older woman. They murmured and wept quietly together. Nathan turned at the touch on his shoulder, Ben Russo, his best friend from high school. Still his best friend. Like an oak tree, the roots of their friendship dug deep, and the branches reached far. Ben wrapped Nathan in a bear hug and held him in a tight squeeze. “I’m so sorry, dude. I know you loved Andy. We all did.”

When they drew apart, Nathan met Ben’s sympathetic expression. “Thanks, Ben. I should have come more often when he got worse. I didn’t realize—”

“He knew you loved him, and he sure loved you back. He always talked about how proud of you he was.”

“He did?” A warmer emotion swelled, penetrating the weight of his grief. Nathan swallowed the lump that ached in his throat.

“Yeah, like, all the time. Like you were his own son.”

Despite Nathan’s heartache, a half-smile slid across his face. “He was cheerful until the end. He always downplayed his suffering and joked with his home health nurses. I’d call to cheer him up, and he’d crack me up laughing. I haven’t been here in a few months, but I called him every couple of weeks.”

Ben’s dark brown eyes found Nathan’s. “How long are you in town?” 

“Till Tuesday. I took a couple extra days to hang out with Mom. Figured she’d need some TLC. Can you get together?”

“Definitely.” 

The noise in the room rose as people stood, milled around, and slowly made their way to the gym where refreshments awaited. “I think everyone in Brenner Falls came today,” Ben said. “There’s Mayor Faulkner in the second row. Right behind him in the next row are some of the cast and chefs from Seasons.” Ben pointed to clusters of people around the room. “Look over by the window. There’s Brandon Cochran with Jonathan Zeppo from high school. Remember them?”

“Yeah, they were both in my biology class senior year. I’m surprised they’re still in town.”

“And there’s Leah Albright. You remember her, of course. You guys were tight senior year.”

Nathan’s gaze slid across the room to a gathering of four women of various ages near the front of the sanctuary. “We were. Unfortunately, we lost touch after that.” What had it been, eight or so years since he’d hung out with Leah? 

Leah, his artsy but awkward friend from high school. Well, they were both awkward back then. They used to hang out in study hall and were in the same youth group at church. He could still picture her with long hair in a ponytail, glasses, jeans, and a pair of white Converse sneakers. 

And here she was, years later, all grown up and looking pretty and self-assured. She wore a long navy-blue skirt that flowed around her calves and danced across her high  heels. Her wavy light brown hair hung in layers that caught the sun as it poured through the skylight. 

“She looks good.” Ben echoed Nathan’s thoughts. “She came back a couple of years after college and lives in the same house where she grew up.”

“With her mom?” Nathan pulled his eyes away from her.

“No, I think her mom might have moved away. Leah lives there alone or maybe has a roommate.” Ben sent Nathan a sideways stare. “Pretty sure she’s still single.”

Ben’s words trailed out and found a foothold in Nathan’s brain. Still single. “The first couple of years after high school, we got together during college breaks. I haven’t seen her much since then, so I assumed she’d moved away.” He’d catch up with her during the reception.

“She works for some insurance company in town. I ran into her at the park last summer.”

Nathan and Ben joined the slow-moving crowd on the way downstairs to the gym, where refreshments waited. People stopped Nathan several times in the hallway and down the stairwell to share their condolences. 

After what felt like a half hour, they entered the gym. Voices echoes in the cavernous space, which looked the same as it had when he’d played basketball as a teenager and the youth group had all-night lock-in retreats. The church was as much a part of his heritage as his Uncle Andy was. With a twinge, he knew his spiritual health had slipped into anemia over the last two years. 

By the time Nathan reached the food table, he’d greeted and received sympathy from nearly everyone. He hadn’t yet spoken to Leah Albright, though he’d kept her in his peripheral vision. She stood about ten people away at the end of the serving line. When Ben excused himself to talk to someone, Nathan slid out of place and found Leah further back in the line. “Alright Albright.” He smiled at her, using his proprietary high school phrase for her.

She turned with a grin. “Nathan!” She slid one arm around his waist and squeezed. “I’ve been waiting my turn to talk to you. It’s so good to see you.” Her smile fell. “I’m so sorry about your Uncle Andy. He was a great man. Everyone in town loved him.”

He’d forgotten how striking her light blue eyes were and, for a split second, didn’t know what to say. “Thanks, Leah. I’ll really miss him. It’s good to see you too. How long has it been? Eight years?”

“I’ve lost count.” She gave him a contrite smile. “After college, I ended up working near campus two more years then I moved back here.” They inched forward in the line.

“You moved back to the same house where you grew up?” Ben was right, Leah had blossomed from the high school friend he remembered. She was downright classy.  And beautiful. If only Nathan didn’t live in Philly — 

“I did. My mom moved to Delaware to be near her sister the year I graduated from college, but she left the house empty. She didn’t really want to sell it, in case Garrett—that’s my brother—or I wanted to live there. I would drive back once in a while for the weekend to check on things, then two years ago, I moved back.”

Nathan snagged two paper plates and handed one to her. “I guess that means you found a job here?”

Leah gave him a weak smile and said, “Yes,” but didn’t elaborate. They reached the spread of tiny sandwiches, cut-up fruit, cheese chunks, and bowls of nuts. 

An older man in line next to him touched his forearm. “I’m sorry about your uncle, Nathan.” 

Nathan didn’t recognize the man, but his tone expressed sorrow, as if he’d known Andy well. 

“He was a pillar of the community,” the man continued. “And Seasons was our favorite place to eat. My wife and I, we loved the shows too. Such a shame. . .”

“Thank you. I agree, he was important to this town.” Nathan struggled with appropriate responses. The effort was exhausting, but he appreciated the words from each person who expressed what Andy had meant to them. Often it involved Seasons, Andy’s dinner theater. Many in the community likely wondered what would become of it. He did too.

“Want to sit over there?” Nathan asked Leah, gesturing his head toward a circle of chairs. He led the way, and they sat facing each other, balancing full plates of food on their laps. “I take it you don’t love your job,” he said. 

“Can you tell? I work at an insurance company. Dullsville, but it’s a job.” She gave him a straight-tooth smile which still lit up her face as it always had. The faint freckles scattered across her nose and her smooth skin spoke of wholesome beauty.

He might be in trouble.

Nathan glanced away from her soft-looking cheeks. “What do you do there?”

She slipped a few blueberries into her mouth. “I’m an event planner-slash-human resource assistant, but that’s a misnomer. I don’t do much event planning since the budget keeps getting cut. I help the HR director with things she doesn’t want to do, like payroll, IRA contributions.” Leah made a face as if she were yawning. 

Nathan laughed. “I thought you’d be on Broadway by now, or at least teaching voice lessons to little kids.”

“I wish.” She picked up a ripe strawberry with two delicate fingers. “Although teaching music is a good idea. I did some of that in college. Now I only sing at church and in the shower. And around the house.”

“Me too. Sing in the shower, I mean. But don’t tell anyone.” Their eyes met and a series of electric sparks began inside him. 

“What did you study in college?” he asked.

“Music and business. My mom insisted on the business, so I’d have something to fall back on.” She made air quotes. “Turns out I needed that backup plan.”

He popped a square of cheddar into his mouth, then another, unsure of what to say to that. “Still play a mean flute?” 

Leah narrowed her eyes in fake severity. “Very mean. In fact, playing it for someone would be a mean thing to do to them.”

He laughed, and she joined him. “I’m sure that’s not true,” he said. “In fact, I have memories of your exceptional talent at church and high school orchestra.” The kind of talent that made it a crime for her to be hidden away in an insurance company.

“No, I’m kidding.” She fingered the edge of the napkin spread on her knee. “I keep up with the flute and violin on my own. I play them at church sometimes. And piano.”

“Do you still come here to church?”

Leah shook her head. “I did when I first moved back to town. Last year, B. F. F.C. sent out a team of volunteers to start a daughter church on the other side of town. It’s called Real Faith Chapel. I joined the team, thinking I could help with music. It’s. . .” she shrugged. “It’s not doing all that well right now, but it isn’t fully established yet. There’s a young pastor who’s well-meaning but a little disorganized. I’m giving it a chance before I come back here.” She lifted one hand with the word here.

“A daughter church. That’s pretty cool. It’s great that this church wants to expand to other parts of town. Even a small town like the Falls.”

“I agree. I wanted to be part of the team to contribute something I know, namely music.”

“Didn’t you play an instrument for a couple of the shows at Andy’s place?”

“Excellent memory. In high school I did. That was my big break, so to speak. Which led to nothing, and I didn’t expect it to. You can imagine how hard it is to make a living playing an instrument or singing. So, I kept it as a hobby.” 

A long sigh lifted her shoulders. Nathan thought he saw a curtain of sadness fall over her face. “A lost dream.” He hadn’t meant to say it aloud. He brightened. “But hey, life isn’t over. There’s always the future.”

Leah laughed. “I’ll be sure to let you know when my first album comes out.”

Nathan grinned in response as their eyes met again. “I wonder what’ll happen to Seasons without Uncle Andy.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” she said. “The restaurant stayed open, didn’t it?”

Nathan nodded. “There’s a full-time chef there. I think it’s been the same one for years. He held things together during Andy’s illness, but I don’t know what’ll happen now. Maybe it’ll be sold.” Nathan also had spent a few summers working at Seasons in the kitchen. Andy hadn’t had the income to do necessary upgrades, then his health went downhill. Sadly, the building would probably be torn down and replaced with a new, trendy shopping center or restaurant. 

A man approached their circle of chairs. “Nathan, Pastor Frank wants to speak with you whenever you’re finished.” After a moment, Nathan recognized him as an elder at the church, Fred Bannister.

“Sure, Fred.” Nathan turned to Leah, he said, “I’m surprised I remembered his name. It came back to me, so I saved face.”

“It’s that long-term memory archive, Nathan. I’m glad it served a purpose. Mine often doesn’t.” She looked down at her empty plate.

“I’ll be back in a minute after I speak with Pastor Frank. Do you want a refill on anything?”

“No, thanks. I have to go now, unfortunately. It was nice to see you and catch up a little.” She stood.

Nathan stood and hesitated beside her. He wanted to convince her to wait for him. But she had to go, and he lived in Philly. No point in that line of thinking. “I come here sometimes to see my mom. Want to exchange numbers? That way, I can look you up when I’m back.”

Leah looked pleased and pulled her phone from her purse. “Great idea. That way, we won’t lose track of each other for another eight years.” He recited his number, and she typed it into her phone. “Here’s a text with mine.”

Nathan couldn’t suppress a grin. “Talk to you next time, Leah.”

She lifted her face from her phone. Her expression was sober, compassionate. “Next time, it’ll be happier circumstances.” She lifted her hand in a little wave and with a muted smile, left the circle of chairs. 

He spied Pastor Frank speaking to an older couple. As he walked toward him, he cast a backward glance toward Leah. She disappeared through the exit door in a swish of blue skirt.

 

 

# # #

 

 

“Garrett, please run over to aisle five to pick up some multigrain cereal and oatmeal, okay?” Leah said as she studied her list. “I’ll get the produce, so meet me there when you’re done.”

“Yes, commander.” He smirked. “How about if I walk instead of run?”

Leah rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 

He’d been in the Falls for close to two weeks. Seemed like a month, but she’d gotten through it. He was her brother, after all. He acted less despairing about his job and failed relationship and had firmly settled into vacation mode. Meaning he wasn’t looking for work or helping around the house. She hadn’t brought it up, since wishful thinking had convinced her he wasn’t staying long. She could treat him like a visitor if that’s what he was, but he’d made no mention of leaving. In fact, the previous week he’d made an overnight trip to Pittsburgh to clear out his apartment. He’d returned to Brenner Falls with a rental truck full of furniture which now sat in the garage and filled one of the spare bedrooms. Leah had to park in the driveway and dreaded scraping winter frost and snow from the windshield in the coming months. Theo didn’t know what to make of this tall, sullen stranger who had suddenly appeared and wasn’t leaving. 

Maybe Garrett would be gone by Christmas. She could always wish.

Leah selected apples and bananas then went to the wall display to choose romaine, arugula, and fresh spinach. Her thoughts seeped back to the funeral a few days earlier. It had been a fitting tribute to a man everyone had loved for his integrity, faith, and kindness to those he met, whether the mayor or the local garbage collector. She’d expected, even hoped to run into Nathan Chisholm. In high school, they’d been platonic friends and shared a couple of classes. Well, platonic on his side. She remembered having a mild crush on him back then. They went their separate ways after high school and years fell away without seeing him. Then there’d been Michael. Leah frowned. No use tainting a good memory with a bad one.

Nathan had hardly resembled the adolescent boy of her memory. He’d filled out, gotten taller. A man instead of a teenage guy with beginner whiskers and a naïve expression on his face. Now his square jaw and direct green gaze made her spine tingle as they talked together after the funeral. She knew he was only catching up with her after years of separation and silence, but she was still pleased he’d singled her out during the reception. He always had a way of making her feel important and seen. He did that with everyone, as his uncle Andy had done. The way he looked at people when they spoke, responded to them instead of only talking about his own interests. He was different, maybe because of the pain of his childhood when his dad abandoned the family. 

She regretted having left the reception so quickly. He might have come back to continue his conversation with her. But then again, he might have been snagged by a half dozen more friends sharing condolences and she’d have been left there for who knows how long. It had been past Theo’s dinner time and the service had lasted longer than she’d expected. Hopefully, he’d call her during one of his future visits. She sighed. It was a shame he lived in Philly. 

“Is this what you wanted?” Garrett appeared beside her and held up the cereal. “I got this one for me. I don’t like the ones you eat.”

“Too many nutrients?” She grinned at him.

“Tastes like sawdust. I’d rather have eggs and bacon.” 

“You can make eggs and bacon for yourself whenever you like.” Leah stared at him pointedly. “You’ll contribute to the groceries, right?”

“Uh, okay. Sure. I have some money in savings.”

Leah blinked. “Okay, sure? You were planning on coming for an undetermined time period without contributing anything?”

“No, of course not. I’ll get a new job soon.”

“And in the meantime, you have savings, you said.”

Garrett grunted and he surveyed the aisles behind them. “This grocery store doesn’t have much selection. My grocery store in Pittsburgh is huge. They have everything.”

“This is a smaller town, as you know. You’ll have to adapt.” And if you like your bigger store, go back to Pittsburgh.

They got into line behind seven or eight people. “There aren’t many cashiers working tonight,” he said. “Look, they have seven, eight cash registers and only three people working. That slows everyone down after work when it’s crowded.” He looked around. “Looks like everyone in town is here in this store. It’s gonna take us forever to get home.”

“Maybe they have a labor shortage,” she said lightly. The line budged in front of her, and they stepped forward.

“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”

Leah let out an exasperated sigh. That was why she didn’t want to live with Garrett. “You complain a lot, Garrett. Don’t you have anything pleasant to say?”

He frowned as if thinking of her question. “No. Not really.”

“How about the fact that you’re not on the street?”

“Yeah, right, okay. I guess I’m supposed to show gratitude that I can live in our mom’s house. It’s not even yours, Leah.”

“I’m not saying you should be grateful to me. Just grateful in general. You’re right, it’s not my house. Be grateful you have a place to go instead of . . . since you, uh, lost your job.”

“Thanks for reminding me, sis. Move up, it’s our turn.”

They reached into the cart and put their items on the black conveyor belt. The cashier gave them a cheerful greeting, despite the scores of shoppers she’d likely dealt with already that day.

Leah’s brief conversation with Garrett left a bad taste in her mouth. Why couldn’t they have normal interactions instead of sparring? Was it her fault? She could understand why Ginny had broken up with him. Hopefully, he’d find a job soon and move on and she’d get her privacy back. In the meantime, she should set some ground rules. No, as he’d said, it wasn’t her house. They were both there at their mom’s invitation. 

The brick ranch house sat on a shady avenue three streets from the center of downtown, which made it practical to do errands by foot. That evening, she and Garrett had three bags apiece, more than she normally carried. 

“Do you carry groceries home every time you shop? All the way to the house?” Garrett asked.

Leah shrugged. The handle of the heavier one dug into her hand. She shifted the bags to opposite sides. “I don’t usually have this much. But there are two of us who eat and two of us to carry stuff.”

“Huh. If you say so.” Garrett groaned and shifted his bags. “Some of those houses are really run down. I hadn’t noticed before.” 

The shadows deepened. Leah let Garrett’s commentary pass and focused on the house that was now in view. Her new strategy with Garrett would be to ignore his negative comments. Then an idea came into her mind. “I’ll tell you what, Garrett. I know you probably want to be more positive, so I’ll help you. Every time you complain about something, I’ll sing a couple of lines of a song. Maybe a Christmas song, or a Broadway classic.”

“Maybe I’ll avoid you, then.”

“It’s not like I sing poorly. It’ll make you more aware.” 

They walked in silence for a couple of minutes. “It’s freezing out here,” Garrett groaned.

“It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas. . .” Leah sang.

He held up his free hand. “Okay, sorry. It’s not cold, it’s seasonal. It’s invigorating.”

“Ah, that’s much better.” She couldn’t stifle a giggle. In the yellow light of the streetlamps, she could see a faint smile stretch his mouth as well.

 

 

The next Sunday, following the service at the small daughter church, Leah spent a few minutes greeting church members, including an elderly couple visiting for the first time, and her new friend Blair McCartney. Blair lived near the rented church building. She waved at some of the high schoolers who helped with refreshments but didn’t stop at the table on her way to the door.

Leah emerged into the fall air and breathed deeply of her favorite time of year. The church met in a strip mall only about twenty minutes’ walk from her house. Soon, the cold would arrive, and she’d have to drive instead of walk. 

Leah tapped Abbie’s number. She and Abbie O’Reilly had grown up on the same street, had gone through every grade together, and had been best friends for as long as Leah could remember.

“Hey, Abbie.”

“Hey, girl. How was church?” Abbie’s perky voice filled her ear.

“It was okay. Honestly, I’m not sure this little church is going to make it. I think Pastor Todd has good intentions, but he’s not organized. His sermon was all over the place. Not sure he’s gifted for it, but I wanted to support the church plant. But mostly, I end up frustrated.”

“Hmm. That’s too bad. It’s so sweet of you to try to help, though, and be part of the core group. If he doesn’t see his weaknesses, God may use you there to fill in some gaps.”

Guilt stabbed at Leah. She should have done that before Abbie suggested it. . . try to help and fill in gaps rather than criticize and act like a consumer. “That’s a good point. It’s not about what I get, but what I can give.” Wasn’t that the reason she volunteered to be part of the founding team? To help? “I should pray about ways to help instead of comparing it with B. F. F. C., which may have started in the same way ages ago.”

“I bet it did. I miss seeing you there, but I understand and support your desire to take part in the new one.”

“I miss being there. But it’ll be neat to see how this new one takes shape in the coming months.” That is, if she can look for potential and not fill out her report card every week. Shame pricked at her. 

“How are things going with Garrett?” Abbie asked. 

Leah sighed. “You know we don’t get along too well. But today’s my day to recognize my faults. I haven’t been the nicest sister to him. He’s kind of negative, doesn’t help enough. . . but really, a lot of our bickering goes way back. He was mean or indifferent to me when we were kids. But I’m the Christian, and I need to look beyond unpleasant behavior, right? I need to try to put myself in his shoes. He lost his job and his girlfriend in the same week and now has to start at zero after years in the same company. He’s going through a hard time. But he’s still not easy to be around.”

“I’m sorry that hasn’t been a smoother transition. Maybe if he gets some interviews he’ll be encouraged. That may lead to a change.”

“Huh. I doubt it. He’s always been a glass empty kind of guy. Opposite from you, Abbs.” It was true. Abbie’s upbeat cheer seemed to be a constant. Leah didn’t know how her friend did it. They had the same faith, but Leah’s was so up and down. Being around Abbie was a steadying reminder to stay optimistic, to focus on freeing truths. Leah was usually optimistic in a general way, though occasionally, she faked it for appearance’s sake as an ambassador of God. Usually, she felt like a fraud. In Abbie’s case, it seemed to bubble up from an invisible spring somewhere inside her. All their years of friendship, and it hadn’t yet rubbed off on Leah. 

“By the way,” Leah said. “I was at B. F. F.C. for a funeral a couple of weeks ago, for Andy Evans, who owned Seasons Dinner Theater.”

“Oh, I’d heard he died. I didn’t know him well, but he seemed like a wonderful man. Such a shame. What’ll happen to the theater?”

“No idea. It’ll probably get sold or torn down, since it needs a lot of repairs. That would be a shame. It meant a lot to our family.” Melancholy puddled inside as she pictured the beloved Brenner Falls institution bulldozed and replaced by a strip mall. “The restaurant’s still open, though.” 

She turned the corner, and her house came into view. “I saw a few people from high school at the funeral. Do you remember Nathan Chisholm? Andy was his uncle and a father figure for him. You know, after his dad left town.”

“I do remember him. You and he were good friends back in the day.”

A flush of warmth filled Leah’s chest as she remembered her encounter with Nathan. “Yeah, he was a good friend. It was nice talking to him, catching up a little.” And he’s turned out rather gorgeous. No use in saying that to Abbie. Yet. The day of the funeral, they’d talked about her news more than his. She still knew nothing of his life. “He lives in the Philly area now working for some firm, I don’t know what. He and Andy were so close, I was sad for him and his mom.” 

Leah climbed the steps of the front porch and flopped into the chair by the door, the same chair where Garrett had surprised her two weeks earlier.

“Yeah, that’s hard, especially if Andy was like a dad to him. You lost your dad too, so you have that in common.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Our conversation was cut short. Whenever I ever see him again, I’ll bring that up. He’ll know I understand what he’s going through.”

“His mom is still in town, right? He’ll probably come back to see her.”

An unreasonable spark of hope popped in Leah’s mind. “Maybe he will. We exchanged numbers, so he knows how to reach me. Hopefully we’ll stay in touch better.” Even though Abbie was her best friend, it felt safer to keep her hopes down, her voice detached. 

After they disconnected the call, Leah went inside to make a sandwich. She heard faint music from Garrett’s room down the hall as she passed through the living room to the kitchen. He was slightly less grumpy in recent days. Maybe her singing did him some good. Leah laughed aloud. Definitely not. More likely, he was tired of squabbling with her. Some ambassador of God she was. If only she could be more like Abbie, with authentic joy and optimism. 

Leah frowned. Not only was she wrapped in guilt from her attitudes toward her church and Garrett, but Christmas was coming. That required a huge effort to fake holiday cheer, as she’d been doing for years. 

It was easy when her dad was alive because back then, it wasn’t fake. She’d truly loved Christmas because he had, and he’d made it a magic season for their family. She could almost hear her own childish peals of laughter when he dressed up as the Grinch either at home or for one of the Seasons holiday programs.

With his buoyant effervescence, it was easy to get excited. It had been her favorite holiday of the year. Ever since his sudden heart attack and death, there was a void inside her like a burnt-out hole when she thought of the holidays. Christmas and missing her dad simply went hand in hand. As a result, New Years was her favorite holiday, because Christmas was over by then. 

So, she compensated. Most people thought she loved Christmas, like her dad had, since she decorated the entire house, inside and out, always had a tree that touched the ceiling, and usually hosted a cookie exchange, an open house, or a dinner party. That year, she wasn’t sure she could muster the interest in any holiday activity. If she didn’t, her cover would be blown. Everyone would know that ever since her dad had died, she’d become a Scrooge.


Chapter Three

 

 

Nathan ended his thirty-minute call with his largest marketing client. The company rep had asked a deluge of questions about the campaign set to launch the following week. Even though the man had hired Nathan’s firm to manage his account, he called often to ask questions, make suggestions, and keep a controlling hand on the campaign.

A growl sprang from Nathan’s stomach. It was nearly one o’clock. He reached into his desk drawer and grabbed the sandwich he’d thrown together that morning, then took the stairs two at a time to the front door. City sounds engulfed him, and he breathed deeply of the fall air, barely laced with chill. His feet moved on autopilot as he started his daily walk two blocks from his office building along the crowded urban sidewalk to a small square of green behind a bank. There, he made a beeline for a bench next to a miniature pond. 

Leaving the building lightened his spirits like being let out of a cage. He still had at least a month before fall temperatures coaxed him into a coat and gloves. Even in winter, he continued his lunchtime walks. The idea of eating at his desk, as so many of his colleagues did, made his stiff legs feel even more cramped. He slowed his pace, training his attention away from his annoying phone call and toward the green canopy over the pond’s surface. Green and orange leaves encircled the pond. The full kaleidoscope wouldn’t arrive for another month.

Time passed quickly, but he still had ten minutes before returning to the office when his phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out but didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

“Is this Nathan Chisholm?”

“Yes, it is.”

“My name is Jason Abernathy, and I’m the executor and successor trustee of your uncle Andy Evan’s estate. It’s my responsibility to notify any beneficiaries implicated in your uncle’s will or, in this case, the trust. That’s why I’m calling you today.”

“Oh, okay.” Nathan hadn’t thought twice about Uncle Andy’s estate. He didn’t have much to leave, probably his old Ford and clothing and his small home and its contents. Most of it could go to Goodwill.

“Do you have a few minutes?” the man asked.

“I have about ten minutes, then I have to go back to work.”

“I’ll be concise. Since Andy Evans didn’t have children or a spouse, his estate has been divided among relatives, primarily you and your mother. Certain accounts will go to your mother, Susan Chisholm, and to you he bequeathed the Seasons Dinner Theater and his home on Acorn Lane.”

Nathan’s mouth dropped open. “What? Seasons Theater? He left it to me?” And the little Craftsman bungalow where Andy had lived for over thirty years. Both of which needed major maintenance, and neither of which Nathan wanted. 

“And don’t forget the restaurant, which is connected to the theater. Normally, this transfer of ownership would take months to complete in probate court, but your uncle took steps to avoid this inconvenience. First of all, before his death, he placed his assets into what is called a living trust with joint ownership. He named you as joint owner of his business and home.”

“He did? When did he do that?”

“I have a signature here, that of Nathan Chisholm. He named you and you signed. You don’t remember this?”

“No. Uh, wait.” Did he? A few months ago, or maybe longer, Andy had him sign a form regarding insurance or something. He’d trusted Andy enough not to clarify what it was or pay much attention. It wasn’t insurance. He’d named Nathan co-owner of everything even prior to his death. “I may have but didn’t realize that’s what it was.” Which likely sounded stupid to the executor-trustee.

Nathan’s head was spinning, not with the legalese, but the meticulous preparation by Uncle Andy, who wasn’t disorganized after all. And the implications of all that legal planning. “I’m listening,” was all Nathan could say. 

“Of course, there are documents you’ll need to sign in order to transfer his assets. The conditions of the trust cause everything to pass immediately to your ownership. I’ll email you a summary of what the inheritance covers. There’s an attorney in Brenner Falls, Charles Bittle, who is handling the legal aspects. How soon can you come to Brenner Falls to take care of the paperwork?”

“I. . . uh. Um, this is a shock, really. I’ll have to let you know. I was just in town for the funeral a couple of weeks ago, so I’ll have to arrange it with my work to be able to come back so soon. Let me check my schedule and talk to my boss. I’ll call you back, Mr. . .”

“Abernathy. Jason Abernathy.”

“I’ll call you soon, Mr. Abernathy. I have your number. Thank you.”

Thank you for a big problem he now had to solve. It had never occurred to Nathan that his uncle would put him in his will. The man hadn’t seemed that organized. And yet, he ran the dinner theater for more than a decade. Maybe two. That took some organization, and he’d employed a stage and restaurant manager. Were they still on the payroll? Had they kept it all running, or had it fallen apart along with Andy’s health? Nathan had no idea. He’d called his uncle semi-regularly, but never had a reason to ask about the workings of Seasons. Once he’d left Brenner Falls, he hadn’t kept in the loop with any of the happenings in town. And his uncle hadn’t said a word about final wishes. Nathan always assumed he’d talked to his mom.

Andy’s business. Andy’s dinner theater. Now Nathan’s dinner theater. He let out a long groan. He’d have to get rid of it and the house as soon as possible. They wouldn’t likely bring much money, so it was more a matter of pushing these unwelcome meals from his plate.

Nathan’s afternoon sped by with meetings and deadlines. He kept pulling his mind back to his job and away from the albatross that had been dropped squarely into his lap. Finally, the day ended and the questions he’d held at bay flooded his mind. While he was still riding the commuter train home, he dialed his mother.

“Hey, Mom. Did you hear from a Jason Abernathy about Uncle Andy’s will?”

“I have a message from him, but I haven’t called him back yet.”

“He called me during work and told me that Uncle Andy had left Seasons to me in his will. 

“He did?” His mother’s tone spiked.

“And his house. He left some money to you, I think. I’m sure Abernathy will explain that to you when you call him.”

“Oh.” His mother’s voice trailed to a trickle. “When he was sick and failing, I didn’t question what would happen to the theater. I guess you were like his son, so it makes sense that he’d leave it to you. And you worked there a few summers, so you know a little about it.”

“Ages ago. It’s not like I’m planning to take it over and run it, Mom. I just want to get rid of it.”

“It would be a shame to sell it, unless the buyer keeps it as a dinner theater. It’s been in Brenner Falls for several generations. I don’t know how old it is, but it’s always been here. It’s a historic building.”

Right. He hadn’t thought of that. The cultural value of the theater, even for those who’d never bought a ticket in their lives, was significant. A landmark, a sign of Brenner Falls’s quaint history which began in the eighteen hundreds. Whatever. He couldn’t keep it, and that was for sure.

“What else can I do? Do you think I’ll move back and run the theater and the restaurant?” Nathan stifled an incredulous chuckle. No way. Out of the question.

“Of course not. I know you have your life in Philly, and you’d never want to move back here. Well, take it one step at a time and do your research. If you sell it to someone who can keep it as a theater, that would be the best option. Especially if they have the money to update it. As for the house. . . well, you can rent it to a young couple or sell it. I don’t think you’d have trouble selling it. Though it would be nice to have you visit more often or even move back here. I have to be honest.”

Yes, of course. He knew she’d be thrilled if he moved into Andy’s house. Return home to the town he’d fled years earlier. But his mother knew he’d made a life in the city, hours away. He’d visit, take care of the sale, and return to his life. “No surprise there. Those are some good ideas, Mom. I’ll do some research online tonight and try to wrap my head around this. Just wanted to let you know.”

He was glad his mom would inherit some money. She’d worked hard all her life and had a meager retirement to live on. Somehow, Nathan doubted she’d get very much, unless Andy had been secretive about a fortune hidden away. No, he’d have spent it on Seasons if he’d had it.

That evening, Nathan sauteed shrimp in butter and garlic, topped linguini with the mixture, and roasted some Brussel sprouts. He’d begun cooking more after the last deadline had passed and he promised himself he’d keep it up, deadlines or not. So far, so good.

After he washed the dishes, Nathan settled in front of his computer. Where to start? He typed, selling a business into the search engine. Options scrolled down his computer screen. He chose the most general one, clicked it, and began reading. After nearly an hour, he knew he was in big trouble. He reached for his phone.

“Hey, Ben. Got a minute to talk?” He asked his best friend.

“Sure, bro. I just got home from the gym and out of the shower. What’s up?” 

Hearing Ben’s voice settled Nathan’s agitation. Though Nathan was known by many to be outwardly calm and unruffled, Ben alone knew how much Nathan stuffed inside and tried to handle by himself. This situation was way beyond him. He needed another heart and mind as a sounding board. A voice of wisdom.

“I have a situation. You ready for this? I just inherited Seasons.”

Long silence. “Really? Andy’s place? Oh. . .” Ben’s surprised inflection dropped several decibels. “Yeah, I get it. He’s gone, so of course, he’d leave it to you.”

“Why of course?”

“Well, who else?”

Right. Who indeed? Nathan was the likely candidate. Andy had had a brief marriage to a woman whose name Nathan didn’t recall. No offspring. “So, I need to sell this thing and I’ve been online for an hour reading about how to sell a business. They recommend hiring a broker if I want to get the best possible offers on the place. I have to get all the expenses and profit-loss statements in order going back three or four years. Then, it has to show a profit to get the best offer. I don’t think it’s had a profit in a while.”

“The restaurant’s still in business and running like normal, but the theater hasn’t done anything for at least two years, since Andy got sick. He had a staff there, but he let go of the programming.”

Good thing Ben still lived in the Falls and knew the status. That would be a help. “I was afraid of that. I don’t know how bad it is. Maybe I should sell it to anyone who’ll buy it. I need to get rid of it.” Nathan got up from his desk and rubbed his eyes. Too much time staring at a screen. He walked to the living room, phone still at his ear, and flopped onto the couch against an overstuffed pillow.

“I know you need to unload it, Nathan, but I hope you’ll be careful who you sell it to. It would be good to keep it as a dinner theater if possible, or at least not sell it to someone who’s going to build an arcade or a strip mall on the property.”

“I heard a similar sentiment from my mom when I told her I wanted to sell it. I know it’s a fixture in Brenner Falls. But here’s something else. The article I read recommended starting months in advance before selling. You know, to get everything in order, court the right buyers, yada, yada. I don’t have time for all that.”

“And the broker? Would he or she do some of it? Or all of it?”

“I don’t know. That would cut into any profits if there are any, though I think it’s worth it. A broker might turn it down. Lots of the brokers I saw online won’t touch a business worth less than a million. We both know the Seasons is way below that.”

“No doubt about that. I suggest you talk to one who accepts lower amounts. Or better still, maybe there’s one who specializes in properties that need to be turned around.”

“Like a flip, but for a business? They’d buy it dirt cheap, get it in shape, then sell it for a big profit.”

“Maybe. Or someone would simply want to revive it because they see there’s potential here in the Falls. You know, with all the growth, the tourists and all.”

Nathan pulled himself up from where he lay on the couch. “You have a point. I can capitalize on that. Maybe I’ll get some stats on the town, like projected growth, proposed projects, stuff like that, which can make up for the poor condition of Seasons.”

“Make sure you look at all the numbers first. Could be that the Seasons isn’t as bad off as you think or has potential for a comeback.”

“You mean, with a new owner?”

“Not necessarily.”

Ben’s meaning rolled slowly into Nathan’s brain. “Wait, I don’t want to do it, Ben. It’s not my thing and I already have a job.”

His friend laughed. “Calm down. I’m not suggesting you change careers. But since you need to show some better numbers to a potential buyer, and since it may take a few months to even find said buyer, you could do some kind of, I don’t know, special holiday program or something to up the numbers.”

“I don’t think a few months of profit is going to impress anyone. Why do you think they ask for the last four years?”

“Maybe before Andy got sick, it was profitable. Then he got sick, and it went down. Then nephew Nathan takes over and it’s profitable again. Right before it’s sold to another theater guy or gal who has some capital to put in, sees the potential in Brenner Falls for future development.”

“Wait. Let me see if I understand what you’re saying. Do a drama or musical or something? Like a full-blown production? And do it by Christmas?” Nathan couldn’t help himself. He laughed aloud. “Sorry, dude, but you’re plain crazy.”

“Maybe so.” There was an irritating smile in Ben’s voice. “But it’s worth a thought. Might not be as hard as you imagine. Special menu, a little entertainment. Only once. It’ll be a test. See?”

He did. But it didn’t make him want to run back to Brenner Falls and organize the comeback himself. “You have a point. A good one for someone else to tackle. Don’t forget, I have a job.”

“So you’ve said. Just think and pray about it. Start there, bro,” Ben said. “But you’ll need to come back at some point to look at all the numbers, regardless of what you decide. Even if you get a broker, get a buyer, then sell it cheap, you’ll still need to set a price for it based on actual numbers.”

There was no way around this, no way to make it go away in a matter of days. Nathan had to face it, to know the options. Learn how bad it was. 

He had to go back to Brenner Falls.

 

 

# # #

 

Leah rinsed the bowl sitting on the counter. Garrett’s bowl. She opened the fridge and pulled out yogurt and flax seed along with some blueberries. Sharp autumn sunlight poured into the bay window, spilling across the table in the eat-in kitchen. Leah’s favorite spot, sunshine or rain. She slipped into the chair by the window, her usual seat, and stirred her yogurt. Garrett came into the kitchen wearing a rumpled t-shirt and baggy gym shorts. His hair poked up at angles like a crooked crown and pillow marks lined his face.

“Morning.” She kept her voice cheerful. 

“Hi. Any coffee left?”

“In the pot. As usual. If there’s no coffee, by the way, the fixings are in the cupboard over the coffeemaker.” She’d been making the coffee daily because she got up first. It took her several days to realize she was sending the wrong message. That things would be ready when her brother got up, as if he were at a bed and breakfast.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

For a moment Garrett didn’t answer, aside from a grunt. “Went to bed too late.”

“What do you do so late? Watch movies? Or work on your game?”

She hadn’t seen him actually work on his game yet, the one that led to his being fired.

“Nah, I was playing games, though. There’s this one that’s real addictive and I always stay up too late with it.”

Leah frowned. That was the longest sentence he’d uttered prior to ten a.m. “I guess that’s therapeutic.” She wasn’t sure it would get him back on track emotionally. Might be more of an anesthesia. You’re not his mom, Leah.

“Have you. . . have you talked to Ginny?” She said to his back as he poured his coffee. 

His shoulders sagged slightly. A wave of regret hit her. “Sorry, didn’t mean to bring her up. I was wondering if you guys were trying to work things out.”

“Not at the moment we’re not.” He hadn’t turned to her.

“Sorry,” she said again. “I’m not trying to pry. I’m here if you want to talk.”

“Okay, I’ll keep that in mind. I’m actually trying to forget. That’s why I came here. To get distance from everything.”

“Got it.” She stood. “Okay, I’m off to church. You can come anytime you want. Let me know.” 

Garrett slumped into the chair with his cereal. “Yup, you told me that last week too. Have fun.”

“Put your dishes in the dishwasher when you’re done. Not on the counter. ‘Kay?”

“Yup.”

“Oh, and my friend Abbie from down the street is coming for dinner tonight. You remember her, don’t you?”

“Think so. But I haven’t seen her in ages.”

“You’re welcome to join us, of course. Just wanted to let you know.”

He grunted again and stared into his phone.

Leah sighed as she left the kitchen. Reminder to self. . . don’t invite Garrett to church anymore. If he wanted to come, he’d come. In fact, avoid the urge to mother, cajole, encourage. She was probably annoying him as much as he annoyed her. Second reminder to self. Don’t expect substantive conversation in the morning. 

They’d gotten through three weeks so far. Might get better. Or worse.

 

After church, Leah extended her walk home by making an extra loop through downtown. Felt good in the brisk air stretching her legs in the afternoon sun. The weather was a perfect balance of balmy and slightly crisp. At least she could still hike and walk. Soon, it would be too cold to do that too. 

When she returned to the house, she sank onto the wicker couch of the porch. She dialed Abbie. “You’re still coming tonight, right?” 

“Absolutely. What can I bring?”

“A salad would be nice. I warn you, Garrett will be there.”

Abbie laughed. “Leah, he may be going through a hard time, but he’s not the town criminal. Why the warning?”

“Like you said, he’s going through a tough time. But he wasn’t easy even before that.”

“It’ll be nice to see him again. It’s been years. See you at six.”

Leah stood and went to the front door. It was unlocked, which meant Garrett was still home. She’d given him a key and encouraged him to go out for exercise or visit the library. Anything to move him ahead. Anything to keep him from becoming a permanent fixture in her house. One that didn’t help or pay any bills.

As she was finishing a toasted ham sandwich, he came into the kitchen. “Hey Garrett. I’m going to rake a few leaves and I’d like your help.” She’d been tempted to ask him if he wanted to help her but decided a more direct approach was better. 

“Um, sure. After I eat.”

A pleasant surprise. She’d expected resistance. “Okay. Meet me in the backyard when you’re done.”

Leah sang a couple of Broadway tunes while she raked and bagged leaves. She also watched the back door for Garrett. Her singing lost gusto as her irritation mounted. Thirty minutes later, Garrett appeared. She bit back a retort about how he didn’t hurry himself, did he? Or that she’d almost finished the job by herself. Since when had she become such a shrew? She threw him a grateful smile. “I’ll rake and you stuff bags, then we’ll switch.”

They worked for another hour. A row of black plastic bags lined the wooden fence like a platoon of chubby soldiers. “We can call it a day. What do you think?” She propped the rake against the shed as Garrett finished tying off a bag.

He ran his wrist across his forehead. “We’re not supposed to work on the Sabbath, are we?”

Leah sat on the concrete back step. “Surprised you know about that.”

Garret sat beside her. “I’m not as much a heathen as you think.”

Leah raised her brows. “You’re not? I mean, I never called you a heathen.”

“I remember a couple things from Sunday school. Dad made us go for, like, years.”

Leah handed him a bottle of water. She took hers, and they both drank a few greedy gulps. “Raking leaves makes me miss Dad.” Fall and winter in their entirety made her miss Dad. “He used to make a game out of it.”

Garrett offered a rare grin. “It was his way of tricking us into doing leaves.”

“Maybe so. Thanks for helping today.”

“No problem. It was kind of fun. Got me out of my head.”

A moment of silence passed. She took another deep sip as several golden leaves swirled down from the trees. Many more would fall in the coming weeks, but at least they’d gotten a head start. A slight bite of cold laced the air but felt refreshing after her exertion.

“Sorry I mentioned your ex today,” she said. “I won’t bring her up again.”

He shrugged. “That’s okay. It hadn’t been going well for a few months. She wants to be married, but apparently, not to me. I’m not ready for that either. We started arguing about it.” He stopped, as if realizing he’d said more than he intended. 

“Maybe she’s not the right one for you. Did you want to marry her?”

“I wasn’t ready to marry anyone. I should have let her know sooner. But then, she started getting all demanding, like she wasn’t happy with the person I am. She wanted me to change. Be husband material or something.”

Leah couldn’t stifle a laugh. “That’s funny. Maybe she’s been reading marriage books, and you didn’t fit her picture.”

Garrett sighed. “Guess not. Maybe it’s true, I’m not marriage material. At any rate, I’m not ready to think about marriage. Look at me, I don’t even have a job now.”

Leah’s heart ached for him. Despite how annoying he could be. He was opening a small window to her. “You will. I’m sure you’ll get something. Or else your game will become a viral hit.”

A look of doubt passed over his face. “Need to get back to it. But then what will I do with it? Sell it?”

“Start a company? I don’t know anything about tech. Music’s still my jam.”

“If that’s true, you’re way off course.” He looked at her. “As much as I am,” he added softly.

More leaves fell, clumps of them, then a few one by one. Winter might be severe if it was this chilly in early October. The swirling motion of the rogue leaves held her attention as she rewound Garrett’s words. It was true, she was off course. But what was her course? Two years earlier, she thought she knew. Her life was traced out. Her life with Michael. But that ship had sailed. No, it had crashed into a barrier reef and sunk to the ocean floor. Took her a year to clean up the wreckage and she was still trying without success to rebuild a foundation of hope in her heart. Still trying to rebuild. . . something. She had no idea what. 

“Have you started on Christmas yet?” Garrett’s mouth twisted with humor.

“It’s only October.”

“You know how you go overboard every year. I thought maybe you’d already started.”

“I will soon. Got to plan menus, gifts, decorations. . .”

“You’re trying to keep up with Dad.”

His words hit her with a thud. Was she? Is that why she felt the need to fake Christmas cheer every year? “Yeah, I guess I am. He made Christmas so wonderful for us every year.” She blinked. “I know it’s not the same.” Not at all. Her efforts didn’t spring from a well of joy and holiday spirit. No one knew that, though. 

She understood why she did it. It was a frantic effort to ward off the inevitable depression that came every year as she considered the holidays that were no longer there. That would never again be there.

Was it possible to get it back without Dad? Their mother apparently hadn’t thought so. She’d never even tried to create a holiday spirit for them. She’d been even more devastated after his death and unable to fake it. Eventually, she moved away to start over. Maybe she’d come for Christmas this year if she ran out of excuses not to.

It was up to Leah to do it for the family, though family always felt like only her. Why did she even bother? Because it was better than the alternative. Remembering.

So, she pushed on. Made cookies. Put up lights. Pretended to recapture the joy they had when Dad was alive. At times, it was fun. When her friends were there, and they laughed together during parties. That felt a little like a family. But the effort she put in was only partly successful at creating the real thing. She was always relieved when Christmas was in the rearview mirror.




Chapter Four

 

 

A week after the fateful phone call from Jason Abernathy, Nathan found himself driving once again from suburban Philadelphia, northwest to Brenner Falls. The second time in a month, a Thursday afternoon. The following day, he’d meet with Charles Bittle, the attorney. After that meeting, he, Nathan Chisholm, would be the legal owner of Seasons Dinner Theater. Like it or not.

His boss had been understanding about his dilemma and waved away Nathan’s apology for taking off more time. Nathan would continue his efforts to sell Seasons on weekends, online, or by phone. He felt slightly less overwhelmed after his conversation that morning with Carley Romano, his new broker as of last week. She’d already found three prospective buyers for Seasons. He was happy to pay her commission if she could help him unload his inheritance.

Prior to emailing Carley, he’d researched the tourist draw for Brenner Falls, since that was likely the only way she’d agree to work with him. She’d seemed annoyed by his complete lack of numbers or facts about the business. He improvised by exaggerating more than a little about the town’s potential as a tourist magnet and haven for watersports. It wasn’t a total bluff, given Brenner Falls’ upward growth over the last three years. 

The impractical side of him wanted to see Leah again during his weekend visit. Impractical for a couple reasons. Every moment was scheduled, so there wasn’t much time for socializing. Yet after their brief conversation at the funeral, he’d thought of her too many times, trying to ignore the swell of attraction. The practical side kicked in with a rebuke. No point in starting something long distance with her. 

A few poignant memories of her which brought a smile to his lips convinced him that he was being a dope. Their friendship was a treasure in the past and could be again. Renewing that friendship didn’t take him down the aisle. But the other day when his insides ached with loss, their brief conversation comforted him and reminded him of all they’d had. All that was still there.

So, he texted her. Said he was coming to town, and he had news, but would tell her when he saw her. Cryptic, yes, but the whole thing was too huge to even contemplate, let alone explain in a text. 

Soon, his mother’s lemon-yellow ranch house came into view, along with a surge of nostalgia. He’d grown up in that house, remembered when the sugar maples were small. Now they arched over each side of the small home like a picture frame of stunning orange and red leaves. He parked behind her old Honda on the double strip of concrete that made up the driveway.

He opened the door, likely left unlocked for him, even though he had a key. “Mom, I’m here.” He entered the familiar living room with its plaid couch and contrasting wing chairs and set his small suitcase on the floor. One of his mom’s two cats snoozed on the ottoman.

“In the kitchen. Follow your nose!”

He did, happily enveloped by the tangy aroma of tomatoes and cheese. When he entered the kitchen, his mother was pulling a Pyrex pan full of lasagna out of the oven. She set it on the stovetop. Her brown curls laced with gray crowned her flushed but smiling face. The enticing aroma engulfed him. His hollow stomach rumbled.

“You didn’t have to do that, Mom. Lasagna’s a lot of trouble.”

“I don’t get you here that often, so I made one of your favorites.” She put down the potholders and folded him in her arms. 

“I’m not complaining, just so you know.” He pulled away. “Can I help with anything?”

“All done. I hope you’re hungry.” She untied her apron and hung it on a hook in the pantry.

“Starved. I didn’t have anything before hitting the road.” And he’d eaten little during his lunch break, which was taken up by his call with Carley.

Nathan sat at the table, already prepared with plates and silverware. His old spot where he’d eaten for almost two decades before leaving home. The same vegetable print curtains topped the window over the sink. Outside it, darkness had fallen. He prayed for the meal, then his mother slid a slab of lasagna onto his plate, a puff of steam billowing over the table. He closed his eyes and took a whiff as his stomach let out another protest.

His mother peered at him over her fork while she blew on the hot mixture. “You said you’d bring me up to speed. Is this a good time, or would you rather talk tomorrow?” 

“I don’t mind. The facts are still rolling in, so I don’t know what to think yet.” He stirred dressing into the salad leaves and took a bite. “So, I have what they call a broker. Her name is Carley. She’s supposed to look for interested buyers for me. Like a real estate agent, sort of, but for companies. She’s found three potential buyers.”

“Three!” His mother’s eyes widened. “That’s wonderful. So quick too. Who’d she find?”

Nathan braced himself for her reaction. “The first one is a developer. He’d probably tear everything down and build something like an apartment building.”

His mother’s smile fell. “Oh. That might not be the best for the town. Brenner Falls is growing, so there might be a need for new housing or stores. But we’d miss our old theater.”

“I know. I haven’t even talked to the guy yet, so don’t worry. There are lots more people who’ll respond, you’ll see. If three showed an interest in the first week, I imagine there’ll be a lot more. I’ll find the right buyer.”

She looked relieved. “Who else did she find?”

“The second one has a chain of restaurants. Not sure what kind. I’ll get a lot more info if it gets serious, and of course, I’ll meet the people on top of my list. The last one has the most potential for me because he’s interested in keeping it like it is. Apparently, the guy has a few dinner theaters already and is open to buying another one. Carley said he liked the concept and would keep it the same. The thing is he wants to see all the numbers. Well, they all do, but especially him, because he wants to make sure it’ll be profitable as a dinner theater. I guess the others won’t care as much, as long as the land is in an excellent location.” Which it was.

His mother shrugged. “Seems to be. It’s near the center of town, across from City Hall. But we wouldn’t want just anything going in there. The townspeople, I mean. Both Seasons and City Hall have a certain historic look about them.” She laid one hand on his arm. “But that’s your decision, Nathan. You’re the new owner and you should do what’s best for you. You won’t be able to cater to everyone’s wants.”

“I know. I don’t want everyone to hate me either.”

“Impossible! They’d never hate you for any reason. You’re Andy’s boy. They know that.” She grinned, and he found his smile.

Andy’s boy. If he could ask Andy what he wanted him to do, Nathan could guess what he’d say. He’d want him to work there himself, take up the mantle, continue the vision. But that wasn’t possible. Surely, Andy had known Nathan would be obligated to sell it. He’d encouraged Nathan several times over the years to come back to Brenner Falls. There’s something wholesome and satisfying about living where you grew up, he would say. Maybe he thought inheriting the theater would draw Nathan back. He could still hear his uncle’s voice. I know you like the big city, but Brenner Falls is growing. It’s expanding, modernizing. I’m sure you see the progress every time you come for a visit.

Nathan did. But that didn’t mean he wanted to return. Why would he want to settle in the place where people knew him as the boy whose father had deserted him and his mother when he was six and ended up doing time? Even though he had no memories of his father, he remembered plenty of cruel words from kids at school. Those words remained etched in his mental archives, as if it were his fault his dad hadn’t stayed in town. Fortunately, by the time high school rolled around, they’d either grown bored with the taunts, or found themselves in a similar situation. Nathan’s athletics, grades, and friendships all helped fill the gaps. And Uncle Andy. Those things helped him forget. Mostly.

And now the fatherless kid was the owner of Seasons Dinner Theater. Life was strange.

“What about Andy’s house?”

Nathan wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “That was good, Mom. Uh, yeah, the house. I’ll have to go over there tomorrow and check it out.” 

And ransack every room to see if he could find financial records, employer records, debts, bills, anything, and everything that he’d need to present to a potential buyer. Made him tired just thinking about it.

Then he’d visit the restaurant and look over the entire building. Ask about the status, as if he even knew what to ask. He’d worked there as a college student not that long ago. Okay, it was over five years earlier, but he remembered a bit. Paul Duchamps had been the manager and head chef for as long as Nathan could remember. The restaurant maintained a loyal clientele, which explained why it was still in business despite losing Andy. Paul was still there keeping it alive, even though the theater had been dormant since Andy got sick. Paul was likely waiting to see what would happen next, who the next owner would be, and if he and his staff would still have jobs.

Nathan said goodnight to his mother soon after they cleared the dinner dishes. It had been a long day already, and tomorrow would likely be surreal. He flipped on the light in his old bedroom, where he stayed each time he visited. In the last year, it hadn’t been often. His mom had updated the room, but some of his teen artifacts still graced the shelves and dresser. Photos of him with Ben in football uniforms, a photo from the senior prom with a girl whose name he didn’t remember. 

He washed his face and brushed his teeth quickly, ignoring his grimace in the mirror. Fatigue washed across his body as he fell into bed, though his thoughts still pinged off the inside of his skull. Though loving and well-meaning, Uncle Andy hadn’t done him any favors. 

“Lord, I need to give all this to you. I need your wisdom and your help.” He spoke aloud as his eyes searched the darkness, then gradually adapted, making out the corners of the room and the edge of his suitcase. A silvery light from the window outlined the desk by the wall, streaking its surface. He’d developed a bad habit of thinking through his problems alone and praying later. Ben had mentioned the importance of prayer in their phone call. The urgency of not taking it on solo, as he usually did. Always the kid alone. He wasn’t that kid anymore. He was an adult with a responsible position in a top marketing firm. But to God, he was still a kid who’d never been alone, but who’d always assumed he was.

Nathan sighed. Knowing the facts didn’t make it easier to open the firm shell he’d developed over the years. God was still there to take the burden, if only he’d let him.

 

 

# # #

 



The canvas tote bag biting into Leah’s left shoulder would lighten considerably once she’d returned the six library books inside. Four of them had been for Garrett, to encourage him in his job search, which he hadn’t begun. The other two were novels for her private escape into the life she’d never have. Of course, the characters in the books always had huge problems before they reached their state of happily ever after. Not necessarily an encouragement. 

Her thoughts bounced away from Garrett and her dull life, which had become more promising in the recent month. Instead of deadweight inside, butterflies zipped around in anticipation and a touch of nerves. Nathan was in town. He’d texted her Thursday. He’d wanted to meet at Sophie’s Coffee Shop Saturday morning.

She hurried into the library on Summit Street and slid the books into the slot at the entrance. The one book she selected was for her this time, not Garrett. She did too much for him as it was and hadn’t seen him do a lot for himself in the month he’d been home. October had arrived with no visible sign that he planned to move out or return to Pittsburgh.

Abbie had come for dinner the previous Sunday and, unexpectedly, she and Garrett had hit it off. Before her eyes, sullen Garrett came out of his shell and charmed Leah’s best friend. Leah still didn’t know how Abbie felt about him, since she’d later said things like, he’s nice, and he’s not as bad as I thought. Of course, Abbie was a committed Christian and Garrett was committed to nothing, not even his own game invention, so she could safely guess it wouldn’t go anywhere. 

Saturday morning shoppers bustled in the street. Seeing the town vibrate with weekend activity along with the faint chill biting the air flooded Leah with well-being, aside from her coffee date with Nathan. She loved autumn, and she loved Brenner Falls. Even with its recent modernizations, it exuded a comforting familiarity. She belonged. Her four years at college were fun and different, as were the two years after that, but she’d been glad to come back. 

Sophie’s came into view and Leah’s pulse jumped. Nathan her old friend. Her new preoccupation. Stop it, Leah!

He’d settled at a café table for two next to a steamy window near the back. There he was in person, not in her imagination or high school memories.  Saturday shoppers filled the popular café. Noise and the scent of chocolate and cinnamon permeated the crowded space. 

Leah wove through the clusters of customers and slid into the chair across from him. “Hi, Nathan. Good to see you again so soon.” She met his eyes and smiled. My, but he looked good. A faint rosy pink stained his freshly shaven cheeks and dark green sweater intensified the color of his eyes.

“Hi, Leah. I’m glad you could come. After we saw each other at the funeral I was kicking myself for losing touch with you. I was determined not to do it again.”

“I always knew you were smart, Nathan.” She winked.

He gave a small bow of his head. “And you’re smart for knowing I’m smart.” They laughed.

She folded her hands on the edge of the table. “Well, I lost touch with you too. Don’t want to do that again. I mean, who else have I known forever and who was such a great friend? We have history.” 

“Yes, history.” Their eyes met. “And lots of catching up as well. Do you want something to drink?”

“I love Sophie’s hot chocolate but I’m in the mood for tea.”

“Me too. I’ll get it. Earl Gray, okay?” She nodded and he rose to join the short line at the counter. A few minutes later he returned and placed two mugs and a teapot, fragrant with Bergamot, on the table. “There should be enough tea in here to keep us going today.”

He poured the tea for them. Leah took a sip. “When you texted, you said you had news.” She was glad to have an opening, though doubted they’d have any trouble in conversation despite the gap of years. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

Nathan let out a long sigh. Didn’t seem like good news. 

His eyes met hers. “Uncle Andy left me Seasons in his will.”

She couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open. “He did? Oh, Nathan. That’s. . . I don’t know. Is it good news? I’m not sure what to say.”

He laughed. “You’re the first one to question that. Not many people know about it, but those who do think it’s great for me. Wonderful news. Believe me, it’s a headache.”

“I can imagine. Not the inheritance you would have chosen, probably.” She gave what she hoped was a sympathetic smile. “Do you know what you’ll do about it? Will you come back to run it? I know you have a job in Philadelphia.” 

“No, I don’t plan to run it.” His voice held the weight of finality. “I’m mostly here to determine its condition so I’ll know what to do next. I hope to learn more about my options by the time I go back home.”

“I’m sure you will. I noticed the restaurant stayed open, even after Andy got sick.”

“Yes, fortunately. This afternoon I’ll go over there and meet with the restaurant manager, Paul Duchamps. He’s a good man and good at what he does. It’s a relief he’s been there through the transition. The theater hasn’t done any shows in a couple of years and the whole building needs major renovation.”

Leah took a slow sip of the hot beverage. “I see why you call it a headache. Along with the fact that you live somewhere else.” She brightened. “But Seasons is still a treasure, don’t you think? Such a heartbeat of the community.”

Nathan frowned. “You think?” He looked into his tea as if searching for wisdom there.

“I know it needs some work, but with time and gradual renovations, you could take it in an upward direction. You know, modern and vibrant again.” She stopped. No, he said he wasn’t going to run it. “You said you wanted to know what to do next. What are your options?” She braced herself for his response.

He met her eyes. “You haven’t said anything I haven’t thought about, Leah. I know the town residents really care about the historical value of the place. But selling it is the most logical thing to do.”

“Maybe so.” Her voice was quiet, but inside something screamed. Not Seasons, where she could still picture her dad singing in the chorus of one of the holiday events. Where his murals still stood on the stage. “But it’s a landmark and a reference, though many more restaurants in town are more popular. Is that the only option you have?”

He lifted his hands, palms to the ceiling. “What else? If I can’t run it myself—and by the way, I have no experience doing that—what else can I do? If someone local can buy it, someone who wants to keep it a historic monument, that would be great. It’s a business, and you can’t run a business on people’s nostalgia and good feelings. Salaries have to be paid. Renovations cost money. It’s a big thing.”

Of course, it made sense. Sadly. “It’s sad, but I do see your point. Have you started looking for buyers yet?”

“I’m working with a broker. As much as I want to get it off my plate, I think about what it meant to Uncle Andy. I’d really love to find a buyer who’s like-minded, you know? Someone who’ll keep its purpose but make it better.”

“That would be perfect. Anyone like that on the horizon?”

“There may be one guy the broker found. He’s got a few dinner theaters and is looking for more. But he wants to see profit. We don’t have much of that.” He let out a laugh. “My buddy, Ben Russo, suggested I do an event to increase the profit and show the potential.”

“That’s a great idea, Nathan. I’ll help. I don’t have tons of time, but I’m pretty organized. I was in a couple of shows before. I can help with music if there’s any music involved.”

Nathan grinned and reached out to squeeze her forearm. “Thanks, Leah. You’re sweet to offer and I know you’d do what you could.” 

He pulled his hand away. Her arm still tingled from his touch. “But it sounds like you’re not considering it.” 

He shook his head. “I’m not. Well, let me rephrase that. It’s not a bad idea in itself, since it would be a barometer of whether or not it could be revived, but since I don’t want to keep it, it’s kind of pointless to think about. Even if I wanted to do it, there isn’t much time before Christmas.”

“I see.” She didn’t know what else to say.

He fell silent, his eyes not leaving her face. A flow of heat seeped up through her neck. 

“What about you?” he asked. “Fill me in on your life. We got cut short at the funeral.”

“As I recall, I did all the talking. I’d like to hear about your exciting life in Philadelphia.”

He gave her a wily smile that melted her insides. “But I asked you first. So, be polite and answer my question, please, Leah.” 

They laughed. And suddenly, it felt almost as comfortable as it had in high school when they’d been close friends with open communication, trust, and tons of teenage self-esteem issues. 

“Okay, then,” she said. “I already told you about my current exciting job. So, I’ll back up. I think I told you I stayed and worked in College Park for about two years after graduating.” She’d hated those jobs, but was dating Michael, who was working on his master’s degree. “ 

“And you moved back two years ago, you said. You live there by yourself?”

“And Theo, my cat. He’s a good roommate. For the moment, my brother Garrett is staying there too. He’s between jobs.”

“I remember Garrett, though I don’t know if I’d recognize him. I vaguely remember where you live. What made you decide to leave your other job and come back to the Falls?”

Leah hesitated. Nathan had been honest with her, so she could tell him her sad story. “During my senior year, I was dating someone. He was doing a master’s in chemistry. When he finished it, we got engaged, but he moved to Michigan to begin a doctorate. I came back to live here for a few months until the wedding. But we broke up, so I stayed.”

Nathan frowned. “I’m sorry. That must have been hard.”

“Yeah, especially since he broke it off two months before the wedding. But I guess it was for the best.”

“You don’t sound sure.”

Leah shrugged. “If he wasn’t sure, I didn’t want to build a life with him. I offered to move to Michigan and get a place there until we could be married. I also suggested we postpone the wedding if he wasn’t ready. He may have gotten cold feet, or realized we weren’t right for each other.”

“Did you ever see him again?”

Leah shook her head, ready to change subjects. “We spoke on the phone a couple of times.” Long, agonizing phone calls full of doubts, accusations, and apologies. Calls that resolved nothing. “Not sure why I’m telling you all this.” She let out an awkward laugh and glanced out the window. She felt his eyes still upon her. 

“Because I asked?”

“And you’re easy to talk to. Always were.” Which is why I had a crush on you in high school.

“I hope so.” Nathan’s face brightened, as if he were uncomfortable with her compliment.

“So, what else do you have to do this weekend?”

“I went to see the attorney this morning. Signed a bunch of papers. I’ll go over to Seasons this afternoon then I’ll need to rummage through Uncle Andy’s home office to see if he left any paperwork there that’ll be useful in the sale.”

Leah couldn’t help it, the heavy thud inside at the word sale. “Any other visits with old friends? Or is it all business?”

“I’ll get together with Ben tonight for dinner. You remember him, don’t you?”

“Of course, I do. He was in our youth group, and he graduated with us. I always think of him as having big ideas. Remember when he organized the camping trip for the whole junior class? I always figured he’d run for public office one day.”

“Maybe he will. Right now, he’s working as an engineer in town. He never wanted to leave the Falls.”

“I did once, then I couldn’t wait to get back.” Leah drained her mug.  

“I couldn’t wait to get away. Another reason I can’t run Seasons.”

Her smile fell. “Do you still feel that way, after all these years?”

“No, not really. I feel fine now. But there are some bad memories here. Time helps. I actually enjoy coming back for visits.”

“That’s good. You need to keep in touch with your old friend Leah.” She grinned. “It’s a shame we didn’t run into each other sooner.” 

He returned a silent nod and the ghost of a smile. “But now, we have.” He glanced at his phone. “I’m meeting Paul at Seasons in a few minutes. Do you happen to be walking that way?”

“As a matter of fact, I have to pick something up at the dry cleaners. It’s at the end of Summit nearly to Market Street.” 

“I remember. We can walk part way.”

They stood up and left the café. It wasn’t a long walk to the intersection where their paths would divide. Unfortunately. “Please keep me posted on your discoveries and decisions. I’ll be a good sounding board.”

His face looked care-worn, but he mustered a smile. “I’ll need one, that’s for sure. It was great seeing you, Leah. Talk to you soon.”

They hugged and he turned to the intersection at Market Street.

“I hope so.” She spoke to herself as she watched him cross the street.


Chapter Five

 

 

A late September breeze stroked Nathan’s face as he left Leah on the corner of Summit Street. As he headed across the intersection toward Seasons, her smile was what he saw etched on his mind. Whatever else happened that day, he’d spent an hour or so with Leah Albright, his high school pal, now an alluring adult woman. She’d looked fresh and cute wearing a sheepskin jacket, unzipped over a red t-shirt. A knit beret perched on her head at an angle and her flushed cheeks made him think of an Irish lass out for a walk on the highlands. They’d slipped into conversation so easily that one would never believe they hadn’t seen each other in years. He’d had trouble taking his eyes off her simple, pure beauty and eyes so blue he could swim in them forever. “Be careful, Nathan,” he muttered aloud. His heart pounded just remembering their magical hour at Sophie’s.

One aspect was less magical. Leah clearly had strong attachments to Seasons, which would make his inevitable decision that much harder.  His mom had advised him to do what was best for him. He couldn’t please everyone, she’d said. But Leah? Of all the people he didn’t want to disappoint, she topped the list.

Brenner Boulevard vibrated with activity. He didn’t recognize many of the pedestrians he passed. He’d been away too long. The triangular intersection now had a fountain in the middle, still flanked by geraniums. Must have been a new addition thanks to the Brenner Falls beautification effort that had begun a couple of years ago. About the time the new mayor arrived. There was a man with a vision. Nathan wondered what he thought of his neighbor, Seasons Dinner Theater. 

Before crossing, he surveyed Seasons from the opposite curb. It had the potential to be an attractive building. Though tired looking, it already was, with a Victorian façade and a long, elegant front porch. But it would still take a lot to turn the ugly duckling into Cinderella ready for the ball. Lots of people would love to be in his shoes, so why was he feeling grumpy and trapped? Was there any way this wouldn’t be a long-term pain in the neck? He’d find out soon.

He hadn’t been to Seasons in over a year when he’d lunched there with Andy. Nathan had wanted to take Andy out for lunch, but Andy had preferred eating at his own restaurant. He knew the menu, knew what he liked. And eating there, he’d claimed, allowed him to experience it like a customer instead of the owner. Nathan didn’t have time to do the same that day. His priority was to get an overview through observation and a meeting with Paul, the chef manager.

Nathan pushed on the glass door. My restaurant. I’m the owner. Of this restaurant. His mental reality pinch didn’t take effect. 

It was early afternoon, so no dinner customers filled the square tables. That was what Nathan had in mind. He didn’t want to survey the place nor meet with Paul amidst the distraction of customers. Paul wouldn’t have been available during the dinner rush, anyway. The last thing Nathan wanted to do was put Paul under pressure, even though technically, he was now Nathan’s employee.

A lone waiter stopped at each table and laid sets of silverware wrapped in a paper napkin at each seat. Cheerful yellow paint on the walls lightened the atmosphere. Artificial trees woven with tiny white lights filled the corners of the room. Rows of tables fanned out in a semi-circle around the stage, now filled with artificial plants and wrought iron sculptures in front of the closed curtain. As a camouflage, it could have been worse.

“Can I help you with something, sir?” asked the waiter from a few tables away. 

“No, thanks. I have an appointment with Paul.” The man nodded and was about to walk away. “Wait, please. Can I ask you a few questions?”

The young man stopped and stood attentively.

“I’m. . .  I’m Andy’s nephew. Andy, the owner. The late owner, rather.”

The man’s expression slid into a solemn frown. “I’m so sorry for your loss. We all miss Andy.”

“Thank you. I miss him too. I wondered how the restaurant is doing overall, you know, with Andy’s sickness and since his passing. Has it been affected, do you think?” Probably sounded cold to the man for Nathan to ask about customer count in the wake of his uncle’s death. He couldn’t explain the situation or how little time he had to investigate his new predicament. 

“I’ve only been working here about six months, but it seems the same, thanks to Paul. He’s held everything together. You may know that the theater aspect hasn’t been open in over a year, maybe more. That’s what I heard, anyway.”

“Yes, I was aware of that. I’m glad it hasn’t affected the restaurant too much. I was curious. Would you say it’s a popular restaurant?”

The young man cocked his head. “There are newer restaurants that are more popular. We rarely fill up. It’s steady with regulars, though.”

“Oh, that’s good. I was curious. Thanks.”

“Sure thing.”

As he expected. Seasons was a fixture in town, but an old one. Every few years, Andy would do some minor updates, but the place needed an overhaul. It still looked old-fashioned to him, and over time, it might please the original residents of Brenner Falls, but not the newcomers. Even if the food was still good.

Nathan glanced at his watch. Almost time for his appointment. He’d called Paul to schedule the meeting, saying only that he was the new owner of the Seasons. The less said the better.

“Hey, Nathan.” Paul approached, wearing a stained white apron. His graying hair was neatly combed back and held in a stubby ponytail by a rubber band. He stuck out his hand and Nathan shook it.

“Hi, Paul. Thanks for meeting with me. You probably don’t have any down time on a given day.”

Paul chuckled. “You’re correct about that. But this is the best time of the day to talk. Let’s sit down.” They chose a nearby table. “I didn’t get a chance to speak with you at the funeral. I wanted to express my sympathy in the loss of your uncle.”

“Thanks, Paul. I know it was a loss for you too.” Nathan knew Paul had worked for nearly a decade managing the restaurant for Andy. “Seems you’ve done a good job of keeping the ship afloat through everything.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that. And now, it’s all yours. I’m eager to hear what you’re planning.”

Nathan had always liked and respected Paul. His straightforward manner of talking and his integrity in his work were both a comfort. The man loved the restaurant and was faithful to it, though he could have had a more illustrious career elsewhere. 

He owed Paul an honest answer. “Paul, I’m going to be straight with you. I have a job in Philly and a life there. This all fell in my lap and was a big surprise. I’m considering selling it but haven’t made any definite move or decision yet.”

The man stiffened. “Can’t say I’m surprised.” 

A thought floated into Nathan’s mind which, for some reason, hadn’t occurred to him before. “Would you be at all interested in buying it? I can’t give you a price yet, but you’d certainly be a better buyer than anyone else I can think of.”

Paul laid one hand on Nathan’s arm. “It means a lot that you’d say that, Nathan. Honestly, I’m not a young man. I’ve been in this business for going on thirty years. Trust me, this line of work ages a man more than some others. I can manage another five or so years, barring anything unforeseen. I’d be happy to keep managing Seasons if you keep it, but owning it is more than I want right now.” He pressed his lips together. “So, I’m wondering, of course, where that leaves me and my staff when you sell it.”

Nathan looked at the tablecloth as he considered his words. “Fair question. Honestly, I don’t know.” He met Paul’s gaze. “I’m not sure what to tell you, Paul. Right now, I need to learn as much as I can about the numbers. I need to know the performance and future potential before looking for a suitable buyer. Though I can’t promise, I’ll do my utmost to find someone who will not only keep it a restaurant, as opposed to tearing it down, but also keep you on staff.”

“Whoever buys it may have his or her own manager, though I’d be happy to stay too. I can go elsewhere or take an early retirement. Move to Florida and fish every day.” His smile was half-hearted.

“That’s the spirit.” Nathan smiled at him. “Sounds like you have a good plan. I’ll do my best. I’m only beginning the process, though. What about the theater? I’ve heard nothing’s going on there.”

“Yes, that’s true. It’s been nearly two years. At first, people missed it. Then, they got used to it being closed. Andy didn’t really have the money to do the shows like he wanted to, then figured low quality was worse than no theater at all.”

As he spoke, Nathan’s gaze wandered back to the stage. “It’s a shame. Maybe the stage can be converted into more seating for diners.”

“We don’t have a need. We don’t even fill the dining room.”

Nathan returned his attention to Paul. “Would you say the restaurant is struggling?”

“It goes up and down. I’ve tried some new menus, specials, prix fixe, things like that. Moderate success. I think it’s the décor. A bunch of new trendy places have opened in the last year. Open concept, tall ceilings with pipes sticking out and all that.”

“Yeah, it’s a bit outdated here. Nowadays, good food doesn’t compete with a trendy atmosphere in people’s minds.” Nathan had observed that in his own suburb. “And that would take a boatload of money.”

“Yes, it would. Andy knew that. He wanted to do some renovations but didn’t have the capital to do it right. So, he made little changes here and there, but it still looked dated. The food was good, so the regulars kept coming. But fewer new people. That’s my impression.”

“Good food’s important. Apparently, you have that here.” Nathan wasn’t sure what else to say, since Paul had confirmed his fear.

“But it’s not enough.” Paul glanced toward the kitchen, where he likely had hours of work waiting for him. More servers had filtered into the dining room to prepare for the dinner opening.

Paul’s attention returned to Nathan. “I have some legers and other documents for you in the office. We’ll pass by there on the way out.”

“Hope I can make sense of it, since this isn’t my wheelhouse.”

“Your buyer will understand it. And you’ll understand more than you expect.”

“I hope so. Thanks, Paul.” Nathan stood. “I appreciate your taking the time to talk.”

“Probably won’t be the last time.” Paul gave Nathan a reserved smile. For an instant, Nathan could see working with Paul in some capacity, as he had during a couple of summers years earlier. He chased the image from his mind. He had a job. He didn’t need another one.

They stood, and Nathan followed Paul to the kitchen. It looked the same as before, but Nathan considered it from his new perspective as the owner. For now.

“Is all the equipment in good working order?” he asked to Paul’s back as they left the kitchen and went down a short hallway.

“This is my office in here. Currently, everything works. Andy replaced a few pieces of equipment before he got sick. I have all the receipts and service documents on everything.”

“Great. I’m glad all that’s available. Sounds like you’re organized.”

Paul opened a deep drawer and pulled out a massive notebook and two thick file folders. “Most of these are originals.” He placed them in Nathan’s hands.

“I understand. I’ll take good care of them.” He looked at the documents in his hands as though they were ancient and fragile maps of hidden treasure. He almost laughed at the thought.

A treasure? Not in a million years.

 

It was nearly four o’clock when Nathan arrived at Andy’s house. Nathan had always liked the house, a Craftsman built in the fifties. A raised porch with a white railing extended across the front. Chunky columns flanked either side of the front door, and two more held up the corners of the overhang. Looked like Andy had painted the siding in recent years, so that was one thing less to do before selling the house. He didn’t have time for a thorough examination. His priority for that weekend was to get all the paperwork and facts he needed so he would look more savvy to buyers and less clueless with Carley, who he needed to call. Both objectives would save him money and expedite the whole thing. Theoretically. Besides, he’d eventually have an appraiser and inspector give their reports when the time came.

He stood on the porch for a moment and let it sink in, the fact that this house he’d known all his life was his house now. A flood of memories washed over him, so many hours of his childhood spent on this porch, in the yard, in the house. The rocking chairs where he’d passed hours with Uncle Andy drinking lemonade as he plied young Nathan with questions about school, about the bullies who taunted him, about what he was learning and how he shouldn’t give up. . . Those chairs were still sitting on the porch, needing a coat of paint, but in solid condition. Nathan’s throat tightened and his eyes stung. Couldn’t believe Andy was gone.

The sun still hung high in the autumn sky, so he sat on one of the rocking chairs to call Carley. He’d neglected contact with his broker for a week or so and didn’t want her to forget about him. Maybe she’d have a couple new prospects lined up. “Hey, Carley. Hope it’s okay to bother you on a Saturday.”

“No problem, Nathan.” Her alto voice, complete with a sharp northeastern accent, filled the phone. “I was actually going to call you myself this afternoon. What have you learned about the condition of your uncle’s business? You said you’d get more details while you were there this weekend.”

She didn’t waste any time or allow him to soften the ugly truth. He cleared his throat and considered where to start. “I did learn a few things about the business, although I am not a businessman and can’t speak in detail.” He sighed. No use painting a pretty picture. Carley might resign from his case, but he had to risk it. And she’d be more helpful if she knew what they were up against. “I’ll be honest, the business is struggling, from what I can tell. It’s bringing customers, but not like before. There’s been competition with new restaurants opening. But the concept is unique. A dinner theater is a dying breed, but one that’s valued in this community. I’m interested in finding someone who will see its potential, be willing to invest in an overhaul, and make it profitable again.”

“You may be dreaming, Nathan,” Carley said in a clipped tone.

A staccato laugh devoid of humor erupted from his throat. “Tell me what you really think, Carley.” She was no-nonsense, but maybe that’s what he needed. A slap in the face to wake him from a stupor.

“I don’t know what else to say. I haven’t had any new bites since I gave you those three. They’re still interested as far as I know, but that’s it so far. My advice is to sell to the one who gives you the best deal and don’t worry about what they do with it. This is business. You can’t please everyone in that town.”

“Yes, I’ve thought of that and heard it too. I know I can’t. But I grew up here and I know what Seasons means to everyone. I’m still wide open to all three prospective buyers. What will it take to get an offer from one of them for me to consider?”

“They’ll need to visit, of course. The developer doesn’t need to see the stats for the business because basically he’s only interested in the land. Did your uncle own the property or rent?”

“He owned it. I own it, I guess.”

“If that town is growing and attracting new people like you say, that’s your best money right there. Let them tear it down and build something that’ll fit in with the new generation that’s coming. Dinner theaters are old school. There aren’t but a few left in the country, primarily in the Midwest.”

Nathan wasn’t so sure of that but recognized the wisdom of her words. If the best price was all he was concerned about, the decision would be easy, unless there was special zoning that would limit what could be built there. The lump came back to Nathan’s stomach as he envisioned a bulldozer taking down Seasons, leaving a smoking hole where a town landmark once stood. Andy’s landmark. His legacy.

She was saying something. “Excuse me? I didn’t hear you.”

“I said I need to run. Keep doing your homework and send me an email once you finish. Then maybe we can arrange some visits.”

“Could you send me more information about these potential buyers in the meantime? Something more about the kind of work they do?”

“Sure thing. I sent you website addresses, but I’ll see what else we have on them. Talk to you soon.”

“Bye, Carley.”

He stared at the phone in his hand for a long moment before rising. He felt like an old man. Old at age twenty-eight. He turned to the front door, opened the screen, and fit the keys into the lock and deadbolt. As he entered the great room, a musty odor enveloped him, since the house had been closed for a month. Nathan pushed down the rising grief, which felt like a small animal clawing inside his chest. His eyes stung. Keep it together. Andy’s in heaven. He’s happy, even though I miss him. Focus.

The furnishings looked the same as he remembered. There were a few magazines scattered on the coffee table and a coffee cup under the lamp, as if Andy had been there only that morning. Nathan caught himself. Best make this quick. He strode through each room, reigning in his sadness. He disciplined his eyes too, since it would be far too easy to stop and look at photos, wonder what books had interested his uncle, all the things he hadn’t noticed in the last decade. Too late now. 

After a quick glance at each of the three bedrooms, he identified what must be Andy’s home office. The piles of paper stacked on Andy’s desk triggered a rising panic in his chest. It would likely take hours to go through them, and he was already feeling overwhelmed again. An optimistic voice inside told him at least there were documents, along with a large filing cabinet, that would provide facts about his new business. That and Paul’s information would be a big help. But it would take a while to go through it all. 

His mind went back to the stack of folders and legers Paul had given him, which he’d tucked in the trunk of his car. He had plenty to do with that alone, and it was only Friday. He’d take one thing at a time. Yes, maybe that he could do. 

 

                                           

Later that evening, Nathan slid into the booth at Pizzarama across from Ben. “Hey, bro.” The tang of cheese and tomato sauce saturated the air.

“Nathan, good to see you.” He clasped Nathan’s hand across the table. “Bet you need a break after all your sleuthing around town.”

“You got that right.” Nathan thrust his fingers through his short hair, feeling the stress unwind like a released slinky. “I just spent the afternoon at Uncle Andy’s house, and I’m overwhelmed all over again. The business, the house.”

“You don’t have a hurry on the house. It’s paid off, right?”

Nathan nodded. The one thing in his favor. Dealing with a mortgage would have pushed him to sell the house first. “Next to Seasons, the house’ll be easy. I’ll definitely make a profit on that.”

“Or you can rent it for monthly income.”

“Maybe. How’s Colleen?” Nathan asked of Ben’s long-term girlfriend.

“She’s good. She’s on a trip for work all this week. Chicago. She travels a whole bunch on her job. I hardly see her anymore.” Despite Ben’s statement, he didn’t seem disturbed by it.

“Guess who I spent time with today.” Nathan waited until Ben looked up from the menu. “Leah Albright.” He was gratified when Ben’s face broke into a grin.

“Way to go, Nathan. Quick, too. How’d that come about?”

“I caught up with her some at the funeral and we exchanged numbers. I’m not trying to start anything, Ben. I wanted to rekindle the friendship we had. I can’t pursue her when I live in Philly.”

“Not sure why. Well, start with the friendship track and see what happens.”

“Yeah, I will.” Nathan pulled open the menu to block any further speculations about his relationship with Leah. And he’d try his best to keep his thoughts about her in line with his statement about friendship. He was failing at that already.

They spent a few minutes going over the menu and decided to split a medium pizza with sausage, pepperoni, and mushrooms. “I can smell it already.” Ben lifted his face and pretended to inhale pizza aromas. “I’ve been fixing a section of my roof all afternoon, so I worked up a big appetite.”

While they waited for the pizza, Ben talked about his job and a new car he was considering buying, as well as supplying news on changes in town.

“Hello Ben, hello, Nathan.” 

Nathan looked up and saw Fritz and Eleanor Sutton, an older couple he’d known for years who he’d seen recently at Uncle Andy’s funeral

“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Sutton.” He straightened and smiled at them. “How are you this evening?”

“We’re fine, out on the town just like you two. We had some excellent pasta.” Fritz chuckled then sobered. “I’m sorry about your uncle Andy, Nathan. I hope you’re getting along okay in spite of how sad it all was.”

Some people did remember, even after more than two weeks. “Mom and I’ll get through it. It’s hard, but he’s with the Lord.”

“Keep thinking of that, Nathan.” Eleanor Sutton touched one hand to a string of large beads around her neck. “I wondered if you knew what would become of Seasons.”

He took a breath. “I’m not sure at this point. I’m overseeing Seasons for now. I mean, I’m not living here, but hoping to find someone who can take it over.”

“Oh, that’s a relief. I was so afraid it would be torn down. They seem to be doing that to all the older buildings as the new housing and restaurants come in.” She shook her head as if to say it was a shame. “It’ll change the whole personality of the town, if they get their way.”

“If who gets their way?” Ben asked.

She waved the air. “Oh, you know. The builders, the developers, all of them. They’ll change everything. We go to Seasons every Thursday night and it’s delightful. Of course, we’d welcome the theater if it comes back. I hope it will. That was always a nice evening of good entertainment. It was always clean, too. Andy made sure of that.” She searched her husband’s eyes for confirmation, and he nodded.

“At this point, we don’t know what will happen. It’s too soon to say.” Nathan’s lips tightened. Maybe they’d go away now. 

“Yes, that’s understandable. Well, enjoy your dinner.” Fritz Sutton gave them a little wave. He took his wife’s elbow and led her toward the front door.

Nathan stared at Ben. “See what I’m dealing with?”

Ben laughed aloud. “You couldn’t have been more vague. You’re overseeing Seasons? Is that what you said?”

Nathan frowned. “What was I supposed to say? I own it now and I’m looking for ways to dispose of it?”

“Not as raw as that.”

“It’s called self-protection. Suppose I told them I’m going to sell it. What would they think? I don’t even know what’ll happen to it.”

“No, you gave a good response. I can imagine this is overwhelming. Did your broker give you any ideas?”

Nathan snorted. “She basically said don’t dream.”

“About getting a buyer who will keep it as a dinner theater?” Ben paused. “I think she’s right.”

At Ben’s words, Nathan’s shoulders fell. 

“But the one thing she doesn’t know is what it means to this town. I think if it’s bought by someone else, they need to know the history.”

Nathan met his gaze. “Like that’ll make a difference? No, I get what you’re saying. She’s speaking as someone who works in black and white business transactions. Sell to the developer. He’ll pay top dollar and I’ll be happy.”

“Medium pepperoni, sausage and mushroom pizza?” The voice came from a perky blonde ponytailed waitress.

“This is the place.” Ben bestowed a broad grin on the attractive woman. He peered at her name tag. “Thanks, Emily. I’m sure you’re an excellent cook.”

She gave him a grudging grin. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

The conversation roved to other things as they ate their pizza. “So, what’s the next step?” Ben asked when they’d finished.

“Good question. My gut tells me I’m going to sell to the highest offer. It’s called progress. Old stuff gets torn down so new stuff gets built. They’ll get over it.” But as he spoke, his stomach tightened, and the faces of Fritz and Eleanor Sutton flashed in his mind.

“Ha! You’re too soft for that. You care too much.”

Nathan bowed his head. “You’re right.” If only it weren’t true, all this would be easier.

“Here’s an idea.” Ben leaned forward, his dark eyes animated. “Out of your three potential buyers, you’d like to sell to the guy who wants to keep it a dinner theater. Didn’t you say he’s got a couple in the Midwest?”

“Southeast, I think. He knows how to run them and can make it work. He might even have a bunch of capital to renovate it. But he wants to see a profitable one here. That’s not the case. Not by a long shot.”

“Okay, here’s my idea. Don’t shoot it down yet. See if you can come to Brenner Falls until the New Year. Get a leave of absence or work remotely or whatever.”

Nathan opened his mouth to protest but Ben held up a hand. The New Year? Was Ben crazy?

“Just hear me out, Nathan. Then you can pray about it and take some time. So, I was saying you come here till the New Year. You learn what’s happening at the restaurant, first. You’ve spent, what, thirty minutes or an hour over there? I don’t think it’s possible to really understand what’s happening in an hour.”

“You’re right, but I’m not planning to run it. I’m going to sell it.”

“Okay, but suppose you need to learn more and study it before you do either one, keep it or sell it? You give it that time, then you put on a Christmas event to make some money and show the town what they’ve been missing. Remember, I mentioned that before. It’ll give you an idea if it’s even worth it to try to salvage Seasons, as well as give you some cash in the meantime to show to the buyer.”

Nathan stared at him. “That’s your idea? To pull off a Christmas play in two months’ time?”

Ben nodded smugly. “You can dig up the actors that were involved in it before, sing a few Christmas songs, do up the décor. There are Christmas programs you can buy that aren’t too difficult. It’s a win-win.”

“Spoken like a man who knows nothing about theater. It takes months to prepare something like that.”

“Maybe not, if you get experienced people, use the Christmas classics that everyone knows, shouldn’t be as much work as a new play no one’s done before. Don’t do a scripted thing, do more of a dramatized concert. You can get away with that at Christmas. In the meantime, you can get the little house ready to sell, if that’s what you want to do. In your place, I’d live there so you can get to know it better and see its selling points. Wouldn’t it be better to be knowledgeable before you try to sell these things? Uncle Andy would want you to at least make that effort.”

“Not sure about that. But I tell you what. I’ll think and pray about it, okay? About coming back, I mean.” It did make sense to spend more time instead of shotgun weekends here and there. Plus, he’d get to see Leah more often. And his mom and Ben, of course.

“That’s the first thing you should do. Don’t sell it without asking God for his guidance. See what he says. Ask him what he wants you to do.”

Nathan nodded. He’d fulfill his promise to Ben to pray about it as well as examine all the angles. But the idea to do a Christmas production within two months—with no actors, musicians, or anything—was plain preposterous. He could come back a few weekends. Maybe he’d be able to work remotely.

But even with all of that, he sensed the outcome was only a matter of time.


Chapter Six

 

 

Leah’s violin was cool under her chin as the melodic notes closed out the final song of the church service. Violin had always been her favorite instrument to play, but she’d done little with it, aside from church services when she had the chance. The sound was pure beauty, slicing the air, heavy with meaning. Yes, she was a music nerd.

“That was wonderful, Leah,” said Blair McCartney, Leah’s new friend. Blair had recently moved to Brenner Falls with her six-year-old son, Jake.

“Thanks, Blair. How are you two today?” Leah looked down at Jake, an adorable tow-headed imp she fought the urge to cuddle. 

Blair sighed and her gaze landed on her young son. “Jake didn’t want to go to kids’ church today and fidgeted next to me for the whole service. In spite of all his distraction, the sermon blew me away.”

“Yeah, me too.” Leah had to agree. Pastor Todd had been focused, linear. Like a hammer, his points hit home. Something was different, as though he’d himself had a revelation about delivering truth with power. His message described how God built believers into a living temple for his glory. A gathering of humans, warts and all, but bound by their common faith. “It’s so amazing to think of us. . .” Leah gestured toward the two dozen or so people in the room. “. . . as a temple of God. He’s building something, even as small as this.” It was too stunning to grasp. It stirred her in her depths as she saw the little congregation with new eyes.  

Blair’s hazel eyes glistened behind her glasses. “It helps to remember that when things get hard. God is building something in each of us individually and together.” She looked back down at Jake, who was busy moving the limbs of a stuffed dinosaur he held. 

“Is everything okay, Blair?” Leah asked, sensing a fragile disquiet in her friend.

She gave Leah a quick nod and what seemed to be a forced smile. “Just some new behavior issues I’m trying to figure out. Along with the fact that we’re still adjusting to a new town. It’s all good, though.”

Leah felt a surge of compassion. Alone to raise a child in a new town. It couldn’t be easy. “I’m sure it’s tough to move and have everything to do, and not know people. Jake’ll settle down once he gets used to things, I bet. Give me a call sometime and we’ll have dinner or meet for coffee.” Leah tried to make her voice inviting. There was no reason Blair had to go through her adjustment alone.

“I’d love that. Thanks, Leah.”

Blair’s words stayed with Leah as she shuffled along the sidewalks, kicking fallen leaves. She’d give Blair a few days then call her to see how things were going.

As Leah walked, more golden leaves swirled like dancing fairies from the branches above. The hot summer gave way to mellow days barely laced with a crisp edge that couldn’t yet be called a chill.

Along with wonder at the truths presented that morning, a thread of guilt pinched her gut. Since arriving at the little gathering nearly a year earlier, her attitude hadn’t been great, as she caught herself sometimes comparing it to the established church she’d grown up in. Why had she volunteered to be part of the core group? To serve, not to criticize. Weren’t most church plants messy in the beginning? Wasn’t an imperfect but sincere desire to start new churches precious to God? 

Leah blinked away the hot tears that pricked her eyes. She was an imperfect, broken member of an imperfect, broken church. She fit right in. “Oh Lord, I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Your church is a beautiful thing, no matter its size or how it functions. Let me be a blessing to this living temple. Let me serve and make it better, not sit in judgment.” The ache of inner chastisement blended with the joy from the truth of Todd’s sermon. It was as though she glimpsed God’s heart for a moment as he smiled at his imperfect children struggling to create a part of his kingdom on earth. Maybe Blair would find a family there and feel less alone.

Leah blew out a breath of air and rounded the corner to her street. She’d pass six houses before reaching hers, enjoying each step and the gentle breeze blowing like a caress. She’d never longed for the big city and wondered how Nathan and Garrett were able to adapt there. At the thought of Nathan, she couldn’t suppress a smile. She’d rewound their coffee date several times in her mind, savoring it like a secret. She hoped he’d visit the Falls often. 

From one house away she could see Garrett on the porch with someone. Abbie. As she approached, she saw them sitting across a small table from each other, playing chess. Their laughter spiraled up into the lazy day. Garrett and Abbie? Why wasn’t Abbie in church? And why were they playing chess together? 

She mounted the steps. “Hey you guys. What a surprise.” She smiled to mask her questions.

They both looked up, as if pulled away from intense concentration.

“Hi, Leah.” Abbie grinned at her. “Garrett is soundly beating me. I think you need to have a talk with him.”

“Not me.” Leah shifted her weight. “Didn’t know you guys liked chess.” Didn’t know they liked each other enough to play chess. She hoped for an explanation, not that they owed her one. It was just so . . . weird.

True, they seemed to have a magical connection at dinner the other night. 

“I thought it was a great morning to sit out here and play chess, so I took a chance that Abbie was available and willing to get beat.” 

Garrett’s face was less sullen than usual. His smile made him handsome in a boyish way. 

“Temperature’s just right,” he said. “It won’t stay that way for long.” He still eyed the chessboard, a piece in one hand. He thumped it onto the board with a grin of triumph. “Ha! Gotcha.”

“Oh, no!” Abbie fell back against the chair. “I’d say you can join as a spectator, Leah, but I think we’re done. I’ve lost. For now, anyway.” She narrowed her eyes at Garrett. “I’ll get you later.”

“That’s okay,” Leah said. “I’m hungry. Enjoy your game.” She went inside, still wondering. Abbie and Garrett? Were they only friends? It would surprise her if it were more than that since Garrett was far from having any kind of faith. Like Leah, Abbie was holding out for a likeminded man.

Leah cooked a grilled cheese sandwich and reheated the vegetable soup she’d made a couple of days earlier. The scene on the porch still gnawed at her, but why? She placed her meal on the table and stared into her soup bowl, lost in the question. She was feeling. . . left out. As if Abbie, her best friend, had taken sides with Garrett and Leah had been pushed aside.

How ridiculous. They were simply playing chess. Why was she making an issue of this? She didn’t understand what was going on, either inside herself or between them. As soon as she did, she’d feel better, right? She’d ask Abbie later and it would all be clear. But the connection she’d seen between them also sparked a wave of longing.

It had been years since she’d felt that with someone. Was that why she was so hungry for Nathan’s company? Partly, though she couldn’t deny her attraction to him. The way she felt comfortable with him, even after so many years apart. She was thankful for their renewed friendship, even if nothing else came of it. But she dearly hoped it would. Long distance or not.

Leah cleaned her dishes, but her mind was far away, embroiled in Nathan, in Garrett and Abbie, and weighing the wonder of Todd’s message. What a jumble of emotions. Was it that time of the month? Had she slept poorly?

Garrett was right about one thing. It was a gorgeous day with a spotless blue sky and leaves tinged in orange. She returned to the porch, where Garrett was folding the chess board and Abbie stood, preparing to leave.

“Going for a walk, guys. See ya soon.” She gave them a wave. 

Abbie’s face showed concern. “I’ll call you later.”

“I’m free all evening.”

They’d clear the air. More exercise would help her untangle her wad of thoughts and troubling emotions. One bedrock of her disquiet was her relationship with Garrett. He’d landed on her doorstep—literally—a month earlier. Though they’d never been close as kids, due to a three-year age gap and the fact that he’d never included her in anything, their current living arrangement might yield a chance for them to become closer. 

But his presence inconvenienced her. He’d upended her quiet, controlled existence. When she returned home from work each day, instead of anticipating a calm evening alone with Theo and her books and instruments, she was aware of his presence in the house, and her stomach tightened. Her comfort was gone. He’d invaded her peaceful nest.

Did she subconsciously believe he’d stay indefinitely if she made things too comfortable for him? She’d been blaming him for his snarky, negative attitude, but she had her own to deal with. Maybe he felt more relaxed with Abbie because Abbie didn’t judge him or pressure him to get a job. Of course, he needed to contribute somehow, but if he could do that without working, who was she to nag him? He was her brother. An adult. He could do what he wanted to but had to live in fairness and consideration with her. That was his sole responsibility.

Leah sucked in a breath of cool air as she approached downtown. It felt good to walk with no particular purpose. What felt less good was realizing her crummy outlook.  “I’m so messed up,” she said aloud. Several of her attitudes needed revising. She pressed her lips together. She’d have to talk to Garrett.

Her steps took her down Swanson Street, connecting Summit and Warren. There, the boutiques were just opening their doors on the Sunday morning schedule. The mood remained calm, sleepy. She turned left on Warren and faced Market Street, where Seasons dominated the corner. It reminded Leah of an elegant epoch when people dressed up and went to Seasons for the Friday night show. She didn’t envy Nathan in the decision he had to make, though she fervently wished he’d change his mind. She couldn’t picture him leaving his life in Philly to move back and run Seasons. Yet, it would be a shame to see it reduced to rubble, replaced by a strip mall or block of condos. Maybe he’d find the likeminded buyer he sought, someone who’d update it to its former glory and provide the shot of modern adrenaline it so needed.

Leah retraced her steps and returned to a quiet house. Theo snoozed on a sunlit armchair in the living room. A faint noise from Garrett’s computer floated from his room. She dreaded her conversation with him but couldn’t bear to continue with the way things were. She understood her part in their silent feud. Not a feud, really, but it could be better.

She took her phone and returned to the front porch, chillier than a while ago. She slouched onto the couch. “Hey, Abbie. Is this a good time to talk?”

“Yeah, sure. I was about to call you. Are you having a good day? How was church?”

“Church was really good. I know I haven’t said that in a while, but I think there’s a change brewing. And a change in me too.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I realized I was being critical, instead of being there to serve. To be part of the family of Christ. His living temple.”

“Wow. Well.” Abbie’s voice was low, breathless.

“It was cool. I felt convicted about my attitude.” She paused. Swallowed. “So, is something going on between you and Garrett? Can I be nosy for a minute?” 

Abbie laughed. “Leah, you’re my best friend. You can be nosy anytime you want. There’s nothing going on per se. . .”

Leah’s scalp prickled. “But there might be?”

“No, we’re just friends. But he seems, I dunno, relaxed with me and even asked some questions about my faith.”

“Really? That’s great. How did that come up?” Leah pulled her knees up under her chin.

“He asked about church. I guess when he was a kid, he went to the same one I do, right?”

“Yes, we all did as a family. He stopped going in junior high, then left his faith. If he even had any. Not sure about that.”

“So, I told him a little about what church was like now but made sure to say that faith wasn’t about church, but about a daily relationship with the God who loves us.”

“Way to go, Abbie. What did he say?” He’d never asked Leah those questions, but the fact that he’d asked Abbie filled her with elation. 

“He didn’t respond to that, but it seemed like he was thinking about it. We’ll see.”

“I’m so glad. He doesn’t ask me any questions about it. I thought he was closed.”

“Sometimes it’s easier for people to talk with a friend than a family member about spiritual subjects. They think their family member will harass them about it. Not that you would. It’s harder with relatives.”

“I hope I wouldn’t harass him, but I probably would,” Leah said glumly. “I haven’t been very user-friendly since he arrived. I guess I was annoyed that he moved back in. Another thing God convicted me about today.” She let out a heavy sigh. “Growth is good but hurts sometimes.”

Abbie made a sound of agreement in her throat. “Rest assured, I have days like that too.”

The conversation drifted to other topics. Leah never had trouble talking to Abbie about everything on her mind. Or almost. “Abbs, I didn’t tell you. I had coffee with Nathan Chisholm yesterday. He was in town this weekend but he’s probably on his way back home now.”

“He’s such a great guy. You’re renewing your friendship?”

“Yeah, I hope so. We exchanged numbers at the funeral, then when he came back this weekend, we got together.”

“And anything else?” Abbie’s voice prompted Leah.

“I admit, I like him. A lot. But he doesn’t live here. Not sure where that’ll go.” 

“So? It’s a start. I’m glad. You better keep me posted.”

“I will,” Leah promised, then quickly changed the topic. There was simply nothing further to say on the topic of Nathan Chisholm. She wouldn’t divulge to Abbie Nathan’s dilemma with Seasons since it was shared in confidence.

Abbie and Leah chatted for another twenty minutes. The wall of confusion between them, in Leah’s mind, at any rate, had disappeared. Now she needed to talk to Garrett. At dinner.

 

“What’s the occasion?” Garrett asked as they sat at the eat-in kitchen table. Between them sat a platter covered by a steaming roast chicken surrounded by baby carrots and sauteed sliced potatoes. 

“It’s Sunday dinner,” Leah said lightly. “It’s also a peace offering.”

“Why?” His brows gathered. He shifted in his chair. 

Leah crossed her arms on the edge of the table. “I don’t think I’ve been very welcoming since you got here. I want to ask your forgiveness.”

“You don’t have to do that.” 

“Yes, I do.” She swallowed. Before she lost her nerve, she’d spit out her confession. “Specifically, I’ve tried to act like your mother. I’ve been critical either verbally or in my thoughts. I’ve lived here alone so long, I started thinking it was my house and you were invading my privacy. So yes, I need to ask your forgiveness. None of those things is true. It’s your house too.”

A half-smile crooked the corner of his mouth. “You can be a pain sometimes. I forgive you.”

She grinned. “Thank you. I’ll try to be a nicer sister. I need to think of it as we’re roommates sharing our mom’s house. We each do our thing, but we have a relationship too. I’m not your mother, I’m your sister. Equals.”

“That sounds good to me.”

“And as equals, there is another side I need to mention.”

His frown returned.

“I need you to help more around the house and not act like a hotel guest. Act like you did in your own place in Pittsburgh. We’re here together for I don’t know how long. So, that means I can’t foot the bills for everything, like utilities and food. I can’t do all the housecleaning either. I’m not the maid, not the landlady. I’m your roommate. Okay?”

Garrett blinked back at her. “That’s fair. I’m sorry too, Leah. Guess I was kind of a slouch. I didn’t think I’d be here this long. I needed a place to escape my, uh, ordeal.”

“You need a plan, even if you need to escape for a while. I don’t know if you’ve been looking for a new job, working on your game, or whatever. I don’t know what you do in your room every day. I’d like to know because I’m interested. But I’ll stop nagging you and hinting that you should look for a job. As long as you can pay your part of the bills, it’s not my business. Okay?”

“I don’t mind telling you. I’ve been looking around town some. It’s nice to be back, to tell you the truth. But nothing in IT is available here right now.”

“Um. . . what about other types of jobs, you know, just to make some money in the meantime and get out with other people?”

He shrugged.

“They need help at Seasons in the kitchen,” she offered. “And some other restaurants in town. The grocery store might need help with stocking. Any job is a worthy job, Garrett. For now, I mean. Employers need extra help at holidays.”

He rolled his eyes. “Stocking shelves?” He paused. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Any money is better than none. At least I don’t have rent anymore on my place in Pittsburgh. That’ll help.”

“You don’t plan to go back?” 

“Don’t know yet. For now, I’m here. Maybe after the New Year.”

“The New Year?” Leah’s voice trailed off. Remember, Leah, it’s his house too. He’s your roommate, not your problem.

She looked up at him and forced a smile. “Okay. Be a good roommate, and you can stay. Meanwhile, help yourself to some chicken.”

 





# # #

 

 

Nathan rinsed his breakfast dishes and put them into the dishwasher. Andy’s dishwasher. No, his dishwasher. He’d arrived the day before with a suitcase of winter clothes. His boss had surprised him by complying with his request to work remotely until the New Year. Maybe he’d imagined Nathan would have to quit otherwise, in the face of his sudden task of disposing of Seasons. Nathan was grateful to still have his job and be on site in Brenner Falls to untangle the mess Uncle Andy had left him.

He’d wasted no time putting the plastic trash bin to good use with all of Uncle Andy’s old magazines, expired coupons, worn-out cookware, and all the other clutter he spotted in every room. Even if his brain told him to get to work on Seasons first, he had to organize the little house if he wanted to be able to think straight. His aim was to declutter as well as better suit it to his tastes, since it would be home for several months. Call it a compulsion, but he felt calmer and more in control of his new reality once he’d neatly arranged his clothes in Andy’s dresser and his own sheets were on the bed. He’d begun stuffing Andy’s clothes, coats, shoes, and other personal items into garbage bags to take to charity later. Doing so triggered a fresh wave of grief, but he stuffed it down. There was simply too much to do, and he had to stay focused.

During the week, Carley hadn’t called with any new prospective buyers. The more time that went by for those who had shown interest, the more likely they’d be to find something else. He was antsy for a visit and an offer. Of course, he was rushing things. He knew in his head selling a business took time, possibly years. He’d have to accept that as a possibility and have plan B in his back pocket.

Leah. The decision to stay in the Falls, at Ben’s inspiration, had happened so fast, he hadn’t let her know. He pulled out his phone to text her. Hi Leah, guess what? More surprises from your old friend. The weekend trips weren’t cutting it to handle everything, so I’m here until the New Year working remotely. I’m living at Andy’s. Hope to see you. He hesitated. Erased that last line. If you have time, want to take a walk tomorrow? The next day was Saturday, so she might be available. It likely wasn’t a great idea to call her the moment he set foot back in the Falls. She might take it exactly how he felt. . . that he was interested in her. He couldn’t stop himself because even after only a week, he missed her. He clicked send.

