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CHAPTER 1



ONE OFFER CAN MAKE your whole life spiral out of control. If I had known then what I knew now, I would have declined. But I was flying high. Back then, I had my whole life ahead of me and everything was falling into place.


Just when did it start falling apart?


Well, I’ll let you decide.


 


***


 


I had just stepped out of my last class at the University of Kentucky when my advisor hurried toward me in the hallway.


“Rose,” Mr. Ellison said with a beaming smile. Reaching me, he pressed his hand on his chest and took a moment to catch his breath before saying, “How does it feel to have completed your master’s?”


“It feels great. I was starting to think this day would never come. Well, that’s all provided I passed all of my finals.”


He waved me off. “I’m sure you did great. You have worked hard for this. I am incredibly proud of you.”


“Thank you, Mr. Ellison,” I said.


He turned back toward the hall and outstretched his arm to me as if inviting me to walk with him. “I have great news. If you will follow me to my office.”


I couldn’t figure out why I needed to go to his office to hear the great news, but I followed him anyway.


“You won’t believe this,” he said, glancing over at me as we walked. “I sent your dissertation to a colleague of mine, and he came all this way to—”


“Wait,” I said, interrupting him as I turned and gave him a wide-eyed stare. “You did what?”


His smile widened. “He has traveled all the way from Virginia to offer you a position at his biopharmaceutical company.”


I felt my jaw drop. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to feel frustrated with him for sending my paper to a colleague without my knowledge or thrilled to death that I had gained the start of my career because of it.


“This is an opportunity of a lifetime, Rose,” he said as he gestured for me to keep walking. “Offers like this don’t come to us every day.”


As we reached his office, I managed to pull my jaw back up to its normal position. I followed him through his open doorway and found a man with graying hair and dressed in dark gray slacks and a bright white dress shirt standing at the window and peering down at the campus grounds below.


When Mr. Ellison quietly cleared his throat, the man turned around to face us.


“Rose, meet Dr. Adrian Winslow, founder and CEO of Crispen Biopharmaceuticals,” Mr. Ellison said.


Dr. Winslow gave me a warm smile as he stepped forward and extended his hand. “Miss Harper, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


Baffled and speechless, I set my hand in his.


He grasped my hand in a firm grip and held it as he said, “Mr. Ellison here shared with me your dissertation on neurodegenerative diseases, and I have to say I was quite impressed.”


I blushed.


He released my hand and then gestured toward the chairs in front of Mr. Ellison’s desk. “Please, have a seat.”


While I set my bookbag on the floor by one of the chairs and sat down, the men stepped behind the desk. Dr. Winslow picked up an open manila folder and studied it for a few seconds before setting it back down and then propping a hip on the desk and folding his arms over his chest.


“I understand you have completed your master’s degree in biomedical sciences here at the University of Kentucky.” When I nodded, he added, “As your advisor might have mentioned, I am prepared to offer you a position as a researcher at my biopharmaceutical company in Weston, Virginia.”


“Oh,” I said, sounding surprised as I glanced at Mr. Ellison.


“As chance would have it, you would be working on a major project involving neurodegenerative diseases. Well, one disease in particular.”


My head was starting to spin as he spoke. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I hadn’t expected to be sought after to fill a position. I had expected to join the thousands of other applicants vying for a position as a researcher.


“Does this opportunity interest you?” he asked, cocking his head slightly as he leaned in a little closer.


I nodded quickly. “Oh, yes. Definitely.”


“Excellent. And the location is acceptable?”


“Yes, sir. I was expecting to relocate; I just wasn’t sure where.”


“I would like for you to start the end of June,” Dr. Winslow continued. “Will that give you enough time to relocate and get settled in?”


I was beaming despite my efforts at maintaining control of my emotions. I had just spent the last month pooling over slim pickings for job listings in Kentucky that were even remotely related to my field of choice. The best biopharmaceutical companies were located in virtually every state but Kentucky. I knew it was inevitable that I would be moving out of state.


I forced a calm breath as I nodded. “It will, Dr. Winslow. I am very much looking forward to starting.”


“Excellent,” he replied with a smile as he rose back to his feet and reached out his hand.


I followed suit and placed my hand in his.


“I shall expect you, say June 25th, to sign necessary documents?”


I gave his hand an affirmative shake as I nodded my head. “That sounds great.”


“I will have my secretary contact you around that time to schedule your meeting with our HR department. She will also send over an official offer letter. In the meantime, please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions.”


“Thank you. I will be there.”


He bowed politely and then he turned to Mr. Ellison and shook his hand. After a brief moment of thanks, he left the room.


“Well,” Mr. Ellison said, turning to me with a big smile, “that was a pleasant surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see Dr. Winslow in my office after my inquiry from weeks ago went unacknowledged.”


I frowned, a little puzzled. “You mean he showed up unannounced?” When he nodded, I asked, “Why now then?”


“I’m not sure, to be honest,” he replied, looking thoughtful. “But he would be crazy not to consider you for a position at his firm, especially after all of the incredible work you’ve accomplished this past year.”


I blushed. “Well, I appreciate all you’ve done, Mr. Ellison. I can’t thank you enough. I don’t know how long I’d be looking for a job. Now, I just have to share the news with David.”


“Ah, yes,” he replied with a nod. “It will be a change for both of you.”




CHAPTER 2



AFTER LEAVING MY advisor’s office, I walked across campus to my apartment in an elated daze. I hadn’t expected to find a job so soon after graduation, let alone be offered one out of the blue. Everything was falling into place, and all of the hard work I had been putting in over the last few years was paying off.


By the end of the following month, I would be starting my new job.


As I stepped into the apartment, I thought I heard the sound of running water and for a split second my stomach tensed with the thought that David was home already, but then I realized the sound was coming from the refrigerator.


With a small sigh, I dropped my bookbag near the door. Since David wasn’t supposed to get off work until five, I had plenty of time to figure out how I was going to break the news. And plenty of time to pack. I would need to pack up everything in the apartment and in our storage room in the basement and start looking for apartments in Virginia and maybe even go through job listings for David.


Even though I hadn’t inquired about my starting wage or salary, I figured it was a fair number, which meant David would have a little time to find a good job he could enjoy. Working at the hardware store was good for him for right now, but he needed something that would give him advancement opportunities, and something that related to his own field of study, which was mathematics and statistics.


When I heard the apartment door open and then close with a solid thud, I hurried through the hallway to share my good news.


He caught me around the waist and gave me a peck on the cheek before continuing on his way to the kitchen.


“I have some news,” I said, unable to contain myself.


He eyed me over his shoulder as he pulled open the fridge.


“The CEO of Crispen Biopharmaceuticals offered me a job today.”


He pulled out a beer and then grabbed the bottle opener from the drawer as he said, “Wow. That’s great.”


I nodded.


A sharp fizz escaped as he popped the cap.


“Turns out, my advisor sent him my dissertation, the one on neurodegenerative diseases. He loved it and wants me to join his research team.”


“Where is, what did you call it, Crispen?”


I nodded again. “It’s in Virginia. He wants me to start the end of June.”


“In Virginia?” he asked, scrunching up his nose.


“Um, yes,” I said hesitantly.


“That’s great. That means you have desirable skills. It’s only a matter of time before an offer comes along in our area.”


I frowned. “David, there aren’t any good biopharmaceutical companies in this state. The odds of me getting an opportunity like this one are slim to none.”


“What about that place down the road?”


It took me a few seconds to realize he was talking about the drug packaging company in the tech center. “They don’t do research there.”


“But that would be a start, wouldn’t it?”


I couldn’t believe what he was saying. I had spent my entire college years preparing for this moment. In fact, I was a little surprised I hadn’t been able to get anything lined up before Dr. Winslow showed up in my advisor’s office. And now here the best possible scenario had been laid out at my feet. To turn it down, after all the hard work I had put in, would be asinine.


“So, I take it you accepted the offer.”


“Well, yeah,” I replied, feeling annoyed by his total disregard for my career prospects. “I wasn’t about to turn it down.”


“What about our plans?”


“Well, I was thinking you could find a job there, too. We could look for apartments online. Get everything set up now and then head there in a few weeks.”


“I have a job already,” he said flatly.


“At the hardware store? It’s not even related to your field.”


He took a swig of his beer. “It pays the bills, doesn’t it? How do you think we’ve been able to live in this apartment?”


I felt my jaw drop at his insinuation. “I’ve been paying my half ever since we moved in.”


“Yeah, with student loan money.”


“I’m still paying it.”


He set the bottle down and then placed his hands on my arms as he leaned closer. “Call the guy back. Tell him you’ve decided not to take the job after all. Then come work with me at the store. We need another checker anyway.”


“David, I worked my ass off for this job.”


“So, you’ll find another one,” he replied with a shrug. “Something in the area.”


I shook my head as I stepped back. “I can’t believe you’re trying to get me to put my career on hold. You knew we’d have to relocate once I got my degree. This shouldn’t have come as a surprise to you.”


He shrugged again. “I just figured you’d give up eventually.”


My eyes bugged out as my head reared back. “Give up? What’s that supposed to mean?”


He raised his arms at his sides. “What other thing have you stuck with?” He paused for a moment like he was waiting for an answer. “You don’t finish a damn thing. The only thing you’ve managed to accomplish is obtaining this hair-brained degree. But I knew it was only a matter of time before you gave up on that, too.”


I blinked up at him, too baffled to really process the whole of what he was saying. And I honestly couldn’t believe he was saying it. “How can you say that? You know how hard I’ve worked for this.”


“It’s what you do, Rose. I’m actually surprised you completed your master’s program in the first place.”


I shook my head. It was like he was a completely different person all of a sudden. He had been supportive the whole time, cheering me on as I completed the course work, but now, it was like a switch had flipped. Now he was cutting me down, telling me I never stick with anything and that he expected me to quit. He had never said any of those things during the two years I spent working on my degree and my dissertation. It didn’t make any sense. Why be so encouraging then and negative now?


“I’m sure you’ll find a job in our area,” he said, sounding encouraging for the first time since he got home. “And working at the store is a start. Everyone has to start somewhere.”


My face was flushed, and I was starting to blink back tears. I hadn’t anticipated he would disregard my career. And so quickly. He wasn’t even entertaining the idea of moving.


If he wasn’t willing to move now so I could fuel my career, he probably never would be. I’d never get into a position where my master’s degree was useful, not anywhere near where we lived.


There was no point to me staying. And he wouldn’t help me move to Virginia. I would have to rent a car.


On trembling legs, I retreated down the hall to the bedroom and started gathering up some of my things for an overnight bag. I would need boxes to pack the rest of my clothes from the closet. And my textbooks.


My phone chimed from my back pocket. I took it out and let out a groan as I caught the notification on the screen. It was a text from my mom, congratulating me on finishing my degree. I had planned to wait to tell her and Dad the news about my new job until after I had talked to David and set up our moving date, but since David was out of the picture now, there was no need for waiting.


With my overnight bag packed, I headed for the door and glanced into the kitchen on my way. David was reaching into the fridge and grabbing another beer.


I heard the sharp hiss of the bottle and then the clink of the metal cap on the counter.


“Where are you going?” The tone of David’s voice was almost accusatory.


I stopped in my tracks and turned around to face him. “I guess since I give up on everything, we can add this relationship to the list.”


He reared his head back and then swept his arm out to the side, sloshing beer onto the linoleum floor. “If I mean nothing to you, then by all means…”


I blinked back tears, still baffled and hurt by his attitude. “David, I can’t believe how you’re acting. I have worked so hard for my career,” I said, my voice cracking. “I’m not about to set it aside because you think I’ll give up.”


His eyebrows rose as his lips pursed. He stared at me for a brief moment and then gave a slight nod. “I guess we’ll see how long you last.”


I looked away. What was wrong with him? He hadn’t been this person a week earlier. I wiped at my face and sniffled. Then I cleared my throat. “I’ll get my stuff tomorrow.”


“Fine,” he replied, carefully setting his full bottle on the counter.


As I walked out into the hallway, I was acutely aware of the fact that I had no place to go. And I had no way of getting the rest of my stuff without help.


This was one of those rare cases where not having a vehicle was hugely inconvenient. David and I had always taken the bus and train. He still had his truck, but he kept it at his parents’ farm a few hours away. Living near the university made having a vehicle unnecessary.


As I made my way to the elevators, I devised a plan. I would stay at a hotel for the night and then I would rent a car, check out liquor stores and grocery stores for usable boxes, and then go to the apartment while David was at work to pack up my stuff. I figured all of my belongings would fit inside the car; I didn’t have much. My textbooks probably would take up the most space.


When I stepped outside, I realized I hadn’t eaten dinner either. I didn’t know if I could eat. My stomach was in a tight knot from the strange encounter with the man I had always thought I was going to marry. In fact, I had expected him to propose once I finished my master’s degree.


How things changed…


I walked the several blocks and then stepped inside the Barrington Hotel, a modern hotel that thrived on the historic appearance of the 1920s. Even the music playing in the lounge screamed of the flapper era. David and I had gone to a Halloween party at the Barrington the previous October.


After I checked into my room and stowed my bags on top of the bed, I ventured back downstairs to the lounge for dinner. I ordered a glass of champagne and the shrimp risotto.


“What are you celebrating?” the waiter asked as he set a fluted glass with sparkling wine in front of me.


“I just finished my master’s in biomedical science.”


“Congratulations,” he replied with a broad smile. “This one’s on the house.”


“Oh, thank you,” I said, feeling my cheeks flush.


He bowed slightly and then turned to leave. After a moment, he returned to my table and said, “There is a gentleman over by the window who would like you to join him.”


“Uh,” I stammered, moving my gaze in the direction he was pointing.


“Adrian Winslow,” the waiter said right as I spotted the doctor at a table in the far corner. “I believe you know him.”


Dr. Winslow raised his wine glass and suddenly the sadness that had started to consume me faded.


“Sure,” I replied, looking back up at the waiter as I grabbed my purse.


He reached out and picked up my untouched champagne glass and then ushered me across the room.


Dr. Winslow rose to his feet as we approached.


The waiter set my glass on the table and then bowed politely again as he said, “Enjoy your dinner.”


“Thank you,” we both replied.


After the waiter left, Dr. Winslow reached out his hand. “Rose, it’s a pleasure.”


I set my hand in his and gave it a slight shake. “How long are you in town?”


As we both sat down, he said, “I leave in the morning.”


“Not doing any sightseeing while you’re here?”


He hummed with a smile. “I must return to work.”


“I see.”


“I have been in this area before.”


I nodded slightly. I found it interesting that he didn’t seem to be interested in sharing more details.


“So, tell me, Rose. How are you in a hotel lounge eating dinner by yourself? I thought you would be celebrating with friends.”


I let out a breath. “I would have been, but there was a disagreement relating to my career plans.”


“Oh,” he replied with a slight frown. “I am sorry to hear that.”


I took a small sip of the champagne before saying, “Apparently, my boyfriend doesn’t think I’ll actually follow through with my plans. He thinks I’ll quit.”


Dr. Winslow hummed softly. “And will you?”


My eyes widened at his bold question as I stared at the glass. I hadn’t even considered the possibility of quitting. I didn’t think I would, but now that I was physically considering the question, I wasn’t entirely sure. Finally, I said, “I don’t think so. I mean, this is my life’s work. Why would I throw it all away?”


“People change,” he replied, his voice quiet. “Sometimes they decide they want different things.”


I stared out the window as I continued to consider it. “I guess so.”


“There is nothing wrong with pursuing a goal and then deciding it fails to fulfill you in the way you anticipated.”


I nodded slightly.


“It is the journey one must consider.”


I sighed as I turned back to meet his gaze.


He gave me a warm, encouraging smile and then raised his wine glass. “Shall we celebrate? What you have accomplished has not gone unnoticed.”


I tried to smile back as I lifted my glass and clinked it against his. “Thank you,” I said.


He gave me a slight nod.


I tried to think of something to say, tried to think of a topic that we could discuss. But I was having a hard time focusing.


Dr. Winslow seemed content to sit in silence as I processed the day’s events. And then finally the food arrived.


“I believe you will like it in Virginia,” he said, glancing up at me as he sliced into his filet mignon. “The Shenandoah and Blue Ridge Mountain ranges are something to admire. And there are plenty of hiking trails, if you are into outdoor activities, as well as scenic and historic sites to visit. One charming location in particular is the Whittingham Castle. I am certain you will like it there.”


I was feeling a little too overwhelmed to truly absorb what he was saying, not to mention distracted by my fresh break-up and the reality of my situation including how on earth I was going to get myself moved to a new state. But it was comforting to have his company. It always felt awkward dining alone. And I had done that on numerous occasions while David worked late at the hardware store.


When the checks arrived, Dr. Winslow instantly took both and handed over his credit card to our waiter.


“You don’t have to do that,” I said.


“Nonsense. It is my treat.”


“Well, thank you,” I replied, relenting. I figured I would have opportunities to return the favor once I started my new job. I would certainly be seeing him again, given that he was my new employer.


“My pleasure.”


It was then I remembered again that we hadn’t discussed my salary. True, it was a research position at one of the best biopharmaceutical companies in the country, and Dr. Winslow was my advisor’s colleague, but I figured I better ask.


“I forgot to ask about my salary,” I said. “I mean, I’m sure it’s fine, and it sounds like a great opportunity. But I should make sure I cover all the bases.”


“Of course,” he replied. “I understand completely. I was remiss in filling you in at your advisor’s office. However, I am certain you won’t be disappointed. Your starting wage will be approximately $85,000 per year. Does that sound acceptable to you?”


I quickly nodded. “It does. Thank you.”


He nodded in return.


“And the cost of living there is reasonable?” I asked. “I will have my student loans to repay along with the normal bills, I suppose.”


“You should have no trouble finding an affordable apartment, if that is your concern.”


I let out a sigh of relief. “It is. Or was. I will be on my own, so I will probably need a roommate. At least in the beginning.”


“Of course,” he said. “I will put feelers out with my team. There may be someone who is looking for a tenant or roommate.”


“Thank you,” I said, feeling even more relieved. “I appreciate all of your help, Dr. Winslow.”


He gave me a warm smile. “You are very welcome. I am looking forward to having you on my research team.”


Just then my phone vibrated inside my purse. I thought it would be David, telling me he was sorry and begging me to come back home, but when I dug into my purse and pulled it out, it turned out to be my mom again.


As if that was his cue, Dr. Winslow began to rise from his seat as he said, “I shall call it a night. I do not wish to keep you.”


“Oh,” I replied, putting my phone away. “That was just my mom. I’ll call her later.”


He waved me off. “I have an early morning tomorrow. May I walk you to your room?”


“That’s all right. But thank you.”


He bowed politely. “If I do not see you before I leave, please have a safe trip in the coming weeks.”


I thanked him again and then watched him stride across the restaurant to the main lobby that would take him to the elevators.


Maybe everything would be okay. I had lost a boyfriend, the man I thought I was going to marry, but I had a whole new career in a new town to look forward to. And my new boss seemed awesome. Kind and generous.


Now I just had to call my parents and break the news.


I got it over with as soon as I reached my room. I paced the floor as I waited for my mom to pick up the phone. Finally, on the fourth ring, she picked up.


“Congratulations to my extremely smart and talented daughter,” she said, her tone bright. I could almost see her smiling through the phone.


“Hi, Mom,” I replied.


“So, how does it feel to be a master’s graduate?”


“Well, I haven’t gotten my final scores yet…”


“Oh, nonsense. I’m sure you did great.”


“It does feel good.”


She hummed. “That doesn’t sound enthusiastic enough. Something is wrong. I can feel it.”


I sighed. “I broke up with David today.”


“Oh, no. Honey, I’m sorry to hear that.”


I sank down onto the bed and leaned back against the pillows. My eyes felt strained as tears began to well up. “He said he didn’t actually think I would follow through with my career. He said it was just a matter of time before I gave up.”


“What?” she said, her voice a few octaves higher. “I can’t believe he would say that to you.”


I wiped at an eye with a finger and sniffled. “I know. I don’t understand either. He’s been so supportive this whole time.”


“Where are you now? Are you at the apartment?”


“No. I’m at a hotel. The Barrington.”


“So, you’re moving out then?” she asked, sounding hesitant.


“I think so. I mean, what’s the point in trying to make it work if he won’t support my career choices?”


She hummed.


“I got a job anyway. In Virginia. When I told David about the offer, that’s when he got all weird.”


“Wait. You were offered a job in Virginia?”


“Yeah.”


“Oh, honey, that’s great!”


“I was actually just having dinner with my new boss. He came to my advisor’s office today to speak with me personally and offer me the position on his research team.”


After I had told her all of the details about Dr. Winslow’s offer and my relocation plans, she said, “That is fantastic. I’m so proud of you.” I could hear sounds on the other end and then my mom was talking quietly to someone, most likely my dad. When she came back, she said, “Your father—”


“Congratulations, Rose,” I heard Dad holler from somewhere nearby.


“Thanks, Dad,” I replied, my voice louder.


“Your father starts his vacation the day after tomorrow. I will come get you in the morning and get you moved back home.”


“Oh, okay,” I said, somewhat surprised.


“This will be perfect,” she said. “We were planning to take a trip somewhere, but just hadn’t decided where. What town in Virginia is it?”


“Weston, I think he said.”


“Oh,” she said, sounding surprised. “My ancestors came from Weston, Virginia. What a strange coincidence.”




CHAPTER 3



MY HEAD WAS SPINNING. And I was having a hard time believing it was just a strange coincidence. A job offer in the town my ancestors came from? And from someone who traveled out of his way to hire me? What were the odds?


“I’m pretty sure that’s the town,” Mom was saying.


“You never mentioned you had ancestors in Virginia.”


“Well, I didn’t know about it. Your father researched my family history a few months ago. We should be able to find their gravestones at the cemetery.”


“That’s interesting,” I said.


“Yay! We have our vacation destination figured out. Let me go tell your father.”


I could hear her running through the house.


“Do you need me to bring anything tomorrow?”


“Boxes, I guess.”


“I’ll see what we have around here. If we need more, we can always go get more.”


“Okay.”


“I’ll be there at eight.”


“Sounds good.”


“Rose?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“Everything will be all right.”


I blew out a slow breath. “Thanks, Mom.”


“Get some sleep, honey. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


After I hung up the phone, I lay back on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. David still hadn’t texted me or tried to call. He had said if he meant nothing to me, then I could leave, but did I mean nothing to him? Or was he just upset that I had broken things off? Wouldn’t he try to change my mind? Wouldn’t he apologize and try to get me back?


I must have fallen asleep, because I awoke to my six AM alarm. With a groan, I hauled myself off the bed and stumbled into the bathroom for a shower.


A few minutes before eight, my phone chimed with a message from my mom, letting me know she had just gotten into town. I shot her a quick text back to let her know I would meet her in the lobby.


I packed up all my stuff, took a second look around to make sure I had everything, and then went down to the main level to check out. I was handing over the room key when Mom walked through the revolving door. Her head went from side to side and then her gaze finally settled on me. She hurried over as I was stepping away from the front desk.


Pulling me into a tight embrace, she said, “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry about David.”


I nodded against her shoulder.


She pulled back and held me at arms’ length. “Is this all of your stuff?”


I nodded, but something behind me must have caught her attention because her eyes got bigger.


I followed her gaze and saw Dr. Winslow walking into the lobby from the elevator room. He gave us a polite head nod and a smile. Then he took a moment to set the room key on the counter.


“Thank you, sir,” the man behind the counter said. “We hope you enjoyed your stay.”


Dr. Winslow thanked him and then made his way toward us. “Good morning,” he said, looking from me to my mom.


“This is Dr. Winslow,” I said. “My new boss I was telling you about.”


I watched as they shook hands.


“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Harper,” Dr. Winslow said. “You must be so proud of your daughter.”


My mother’s face beamed. “I am,” she replied. “She has worked very hard for this.”


He nodded curtly. “Well, I must be leaving. Have safe travels.”


“Thank you, Doctor,” she said. “You as well.”


He bowed his head in my direction. “And I will be seeing you very soon.”


“I’m looking forward to it,” I replied.


As we watched him head for the lobby doors, she turned to me and grasped my arm. “He reminds me of Sean Connery,” she said, her voice low.


I doubted he was still within earshot.


“He has that vibe about him. That classic debonair attractiveness despite his age. He must be in his seventies. Maybe even older.”


I grinned. I agreed with her assessment, but I wanted to think I wasn’t acting quite as giddy.


She shook her head quickly as if to clear her thoughts. “Where were we? Oh, yes. Did we grab everything from your hotel room?”


I gave her a strange look. “I already checked out of the room.”


“Oh. Right.”


“Are you feeling all right?” I asked.


She looked a bit confused, perplexed. “I just had this strange feeling that I knew him from somewhere. But I can’t for the life of me figure out where.”


“Well, he is from Weston. Maybe that’s why.”


She hummed. “Perhaps. Anyway, I grabbed all the boxes I could find,” she said as she opened the back hatch of her van. “Hopefully this is enough.”


My eyes bugged out at the sight of countless boxes crammed in the back, even with the backseats folded down. “I think that’s plenty. I don’t have that much stuff.”


“Well, you’d be surprised. Everything adds up. How are you going to divide your shared belongings?”


“I guess I hadn’t thought of that. But I’m not sure there’s much anyway.”


“Is David going to be there when we show up?”


I grimaced. “I hope not. I don’t really want to see him.”


She gave me a knowing look. “I don’t blame you. Are you sure you two can’t work things out?”


I shrugged. “He’d have to apologize and beg me to take him back at this point.”


“Maybe he was just having a bad day.”


I sighed. “I don’t know. But he hasn’t tried to contact me.”


She reached out and touched my arm. “Everything will work out in the end. That’s how life works.”


I swallowed hard.


“Are we ready?”


I blew out a heavy breath and then nodded.


A few minutes later, we were parked inside my building’s underground garage. When I pushed through the apartment door, I thought for sure David would be there, but the place was empty.


I let out a sigh of relief. It only took an hour to gather up all of my belongings, including my share of the cookware, dishes, and kitchen gadgets.


With the last of the boxes in our arms, I took one last look at the apartment I had called home for two years. This was it. I was leaving this part of my life behind. If David didn’t think I’d stick with a career in medical research, I had to let him go. I needed someone who would support my aspirations, not someone who would tear me down whenever it meant he would have to make a change. Or whenever it made him feel uncomfortable.


I let out a heavy breath and then pulled the door closed.


Mom gave me a sad smile and then nodded her head toward the hallway.


I gave her a slight nod and then followed her to the elevators.


Ten minutes later, after the van was loaded with the rest of the boxes, she drove out onto the street and headed for Monticello, my hometown.




CHAPTER 4



THE DRIVE WAS relatively quiet. Mom tried to make small talk and fill me in on the goings-on at home. Apparently, it had been a while since I had last talked to her. Carrie was just finishing the fourth grade and was already getting into her summer reading. I didn’t see that as a surprise; she loved to read. And Dad had started building a greenhouse in their backyard.


“I’m looking forward to experimenting with different plants,” she said. “I have a bunch of exotic ones I want to get. One in particular only blooms at night.”


“How are you ever going to see it bloom then?”


She glanced over. “Your father is going to set up a night cam for it.”


“Oh.”


“Some other ones are poisonous. But those will have to be kept inside a locked cage so your sister can’t get to them.”


“Sounds sophisticated.”


“Safety precautions…,” she said, glancing over again.


I had no idea why she wanted to grow poisonous plants in her greenhouse. And why she’d go through the trouble of using a locked cage just to keep them. But over the years, I had learned to accept the inevitable. She was a bit strange, and sometimes she came up with strange hobbies.


“Your father and I decided that since his vacation starts now, we’ll just leave tonight.”


“Like today?” I asked, not sure I heard her right.


“Yes. He gets home about four o’clock, so he’ll take a nap, and then we’ll leave after that. We will miss rush hour traffic, too. Though I suppose there really aren’t many big cities from here to there.”


I groaned as she spoke. That didn’t give me any time to look for apartments or learn about the town or try to prepare. It wasn’t even much time to pack. I still had some of my belongings at their house.


“We still have plenty of boxes left, so if you want to take anything else with you, I’m sure we can make that work.”


“I’m not even sure if I should take all this stuff,” I said, casting a glance over my shoulder into the backseat. “I probably won’t need my textbooks.”


“I’m sure we’ll be driving out to see you periodically. We can take more stuff if you want.”


“I don’t even know if I want half the stuff in here. The decorative stuff will only remind me of David.”


She glanced over at me and gave me a sad look. “It’s too early, honey, to write him off. Maybe he will come around. Just give him a little time.”


I sighed. I didn’t know that I wanted to. How long would it take for him to realize what he had said?


“It doesn’t sound like him at all,” she said. “It seems strange to me. I thought he was always so supportive.”


I nodded. “He was.”


My face grew hot and tears started to well up in my eyes. I looked away and stared out my window. Maybe David had just been having a bad day. Maybe he hadn’t really meant what he said. But usually the uncensored words that come out of a person’s mouth are what’s going through his head anyway. If that’s how he really felt about me, I didn’t know that I wanted to give him another chance. I didn’t know that he even deserved one.


And he still had not tried to contact me to apologize.


When we got to the house, Mom and I carried all of the boxes into the living room. I would need to repack everything once I figured out what I was taking to Virginia.


“I suppose this means you’ll be living there indefinitely,” Mom said, staring down at all the boxes. “If the place is already the best company to work for, you probably won’t be moving back any time soon.”


I watched her process the details. Her older daughter was moving out-of-state and likely not coming back. I had already been away most of my college years, but now that I was moving to another state, it made everything more concrete. Traveling home was going to happen even less often than before.


I gave her a worried look. “Are you going to be okay?”


She shrugged. “At least I still have your sister.”


I nodded.


She sighed. “I guess I can’t keep you two forever. Children grow up and then they have to move out and explore the world on their own.”


“Just imagine if you had to take care of me and Carrie your whole life. Wouldn’t that get a little old when you’re in your fifties and sixties? And then how would we ever take care of ourselves if you coddled us so much?”


She grimaced. “I suppose you are right.”


“Uh, yeah. Independence is a good thing. That’s what Dad always says.”


“It just happens too quickly. You blink and your kids are all grown up. I need more lifetimes.”


“I think I’ll be happy with just one.”


She reached out and brushed my hair over my shoulder and then gave me a small smile. “My sensible girl.”


I didn’t know how she would cope with me being in another state. But at least it was only one state over. Not even halfway across the country.


“At least your father and I can help you get moved and settled in. The timing couldn’t have worked out better.”


“Yeah, odd,” I replied. “I literally just found out about this yesterday afternoon.”


“Yes, and what an odd coincidence. A man offering you a job in Virginia, in Weston of all places where my ancestors lived.”


“That is odd. I think the company has been around for fifty years. I think that’s what he said. I wonder if there are leftover connections from when your family lived there.”


“My ancestors moved to North Dakota in the early 1800s. So, I doubt there’s any connection that remains. Of course, I have no one to ask.”


I gave her a sad smile. Her parents had both passed away before I was born, and she had no siblings and no known cousins or relatives.


“Your father thought we’d be able to track my family down, but no one else is still living. Even if they were still alive, it would seem strange now to try to connect with them.”


“I don’t think it would be strange,” I said. “People do it all the time.”


“Well, your father and I have made a life here. We don’t have room for anyone else.”


I didn’t think I was one to talk. I had made myself busy with studying for my degree. And now I was moving to Virginia where I would find myself busy with work. I doubted traveling back to Kentucky to visit my parents was going to be high on my priority list once I got settled in. I wasn’t one for scheduling time off.


“But enough about me. Do you have a place to live yet?”


I shook my head. “I’ll have to look for an apartment when I get there.”


“All right.”


I flopped down on the couch. I hadn’t slept well the night before and fatigue was starting to set in.


“Maybe you should take a nap. I made up your bedroom last night.”


With a sigh, I hauled myself to my feet.


Mom set her hand on my shoulder. “Get some rest.”


I thanked her and then headed upstairs to my old room. The twin bed and dresser were still there, but the room had been filled with labeled boxes. Probably all things that needed to go to Goodwill.


I crawled onto the comforter and laid my head against the pillow as I lifted my phone and studied the screen. No missed phone calls or texts from David.


With a heavy sigh, I tossed the phone onto the bed beside me and stared up at the ceiling. I thought for sure he would have tried to reach me by now. Tried to convince me that he had made a terrible mistake and that he was sorry and wanted me to come home. That he would go to Virginia with me. That he supported my career decisions. But I hadn’t heard a word from him. No “hey, I hope you’re all right.” Or “where are you staying?” None of those things.


I blinked back tears and then blew out a slow breath. We were over for good.




CHAPTER 5



AFTER MY NAP, I trudged back downstairs. When I wandered into the kitchen, Mom looked up from the dining room table and rose to her feet.


“I have something for you.” She held out her hand which was holding a large silver pendant on a silver chain.


I peered down and studied the black stone. It had silver swirls inside and was encased in a silver holder that had a tiny emblem of a bird stamped into its back.


“It’s black tourmaline. It is a grounding stone, said to contain properties for emotional balance and protection against low energies.”


“It’s beautiful,” I said.


When she set it in my hand, a strange little jolt darted up my arm, making me gasp.


She hummed.


I ran my thumb over the surface. It had been polished, but I could feel the strands of silver in the otherwise smooth surface. When I looked up at her, she was eyeing me carefully.


“My grandmother gave this to me before she died.”


I couldn’t stop rubbing my thumb over the surface. Swallowing hard, I looked up again and handed it back. She had never given me anything that came from earlier generations. “You should keep it.”


She gave me a warm smile as she shook her head. “It belongs to you.”


I stared down at it again.


“You must wear it at all times. It will keep you safe.”


“Safe from what? I hardly ever go anywhere.”


“You will soon be where our ancestors lived. Residual forces may still exist there.”


I wanted to ask her what on earth she meant by ‘residual forces’ but just then I heard the garage door open and Carrie’s loud, high-pitched voice, followed by heavy footsteps in the entryway.


“We’re home,” Dad called out.


“Hi, honey. We’re in here.”


“Hi, Dad.”


“Rose!”


After a brief moment, Dad appeared around the corner of the hallway. He gave Mom a kiss on the cheek. “It’s always a mystery where ‘here’ is,” he said, winking at me.


“I just like to keep you on your toes, Jon,” Mom replied.


I grinned and then stepped into his tight embrace.


“Did your mom tell you we’re leaving tonight?” he asked as he released me.


“Yep. The timing worked out, I guess.”


“We’ll head out after I get some sleep.”


“Carrie, go pack,” Mom said, setting her hands on Carrie’s shoulders and steering her toward the stairs. “How was your last day of school?”


“It was boring,” she said with a mild whine.


“Well, now that summer is here, and when we get back from our trip, you can help me with my work.”
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