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      Maddy Pryor left in a hurry. She packed two suitcases, tossed in Fluffy’s dog bed and toys, and off they went in search of adventure. Actually, she was running. Running as far away as she could from her creep of a boyfriend.  The old adage, the straw that broke the camel’s back? Well, it just happened. Ryan took out his anger on her for the last time. The straw, when he kicked Fluffy. She looked over at the sleeping pile of white fluff and watched as he snored softly. “Who wouldn’t love this?” she mumbled under her breath.

      It was true Ryan didn’t like dogs, but he didn’t care for Maddy all that much either. He cursed at her continuously, made her feel less than human, and when she challenged him on his verbal attacks, he always managed to turn the tables and make it her fault. She thought she could “change” him. You can’t change someone who thinks women are beneath you and spews verbal offensive attacks on you like it was normal. Who does that? And, why did she put up with it for so long? Acceptance. But what she couldn’t understand is how and why she felt like this. She had two loving parents who worshipped her and had believed in her. But the bad boy syndrome was real for Maddy, and she’d fallen for it a couple of times.

      When she confided in her mom that things weren’t going so well with him, she suggested a change. Maddy was sure she didn’t mean as in location, but it called to her one night after a particularly stormy fight with Ryan and him kicking Fluffy. Enough was enough.

      They weren’t driving far. Maddy wanted to be close to her friends and family in Philadelphia. She’d traveled the state before and recalled the sleepy little villages in Lancaster County. She headed there. Even if he were to look for her, he’d probably not think Amish country. But who was she kidding? He’d never look for her.

      Thank goodness she had a mobile business. She’d started it from the ground up. Going to people’s houses, washing and grooming their dogs. She’d saved up enough money to purchase a van equipped with a sink and a grooming table. Taking her business on wheels with her meant she could set up shop anywhere. The question was, was there a need for her services in Lancaster County?

      She arrived within a couple of hours. Getting out of Philly traffic was the worst. When she arrived over the county line of Lancaster, she found a place to pull off and rethink her plans. She didn’t have any plans per se; she flew by the seat of her pants most days. This wasn’t much different except she also told her boyfriend of three years to go fly a kite, and not in those sweet terms.

      “Let’s see, Fluffy. According to Google, there’s a real estate office two point two miles ahead. Let’s go see what sort of things are for rent around here. But first, I’m going to stop and get some lunch and walk you.”
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      Maddy leashed up Fluffy and headed inside. I hope they are pet-friendly.

      “Hi,” Maddy said to the lady sitting behind the desk. “I just came into town. Wondered what the availability was regarding rentals?”

      The lady’s gaze lowered to Fluffy.

      “It’s kind of warm out. I don’t like to leave him in a hot car.”

      The lady cleared her throat. “What are you looking for exactly?” She pushed her dark-rimmed glasses up on her face and crossed her arms.

      This lady reminded Maddy of the old school librarian back in high school. “A one bedroom is all I need.”

      She turned her attention to her computer, not saying a word about what she was doing, but just clicking her mouse and studying the screen. Maddy figured it out shortly. She must be searching for listings. After about three or four minutes, she spoke.

      “The only thing I have available is a loft over a barn.”

      “Are they pet-friendly?”

      “I don’t know why not. It’s a dairy farm. John Cooper’s dairy farm,” she said, speaking in monotone, driving Maddy crazy.

      “What’s the rent on it?” Getting her to give details was like pulling teeth. “Terms of the lease,” she added.

      “Let’s see,” she said. “Rent is eight hundred dollars a month and includes utilities. It’s month to month, and he requires the first month’s rent in advance.”

      “That’s doable. Can I get the address?”

      Mrs. I Don’t Have Much Of A Personality made a phone call to Mr. Cooper and informed him of their upcoming visit. Maddy followed her directions and arrived at the dairy farm within ten minutes. She drove through the open gates and noticed the wrought iron detail with the cow and the big sign saying, “Cooper Dairy Farm.” She pulled up the long gravel drive and parked. A modest, white clapboard house with a large wraparound porch was to her right. Off in the distance, a huge barn and several fenced-in grazing pastures. She could smell the agriculture and farm animals as soon as she stepped outside her van. Looking at the barn, she wondered if that was where the loft was and could she handle sleeping above the manure smell that was so prevalent. She shook her head. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      Just then, a man came out of the house, wiping his hands on a towel. “You must be Maddy,” he yelled.

      “Yes. Maddy Pryor, and this is my faithful companion Fluffy.”

      “Mobile Pet Grooming,” he said, nodding toward the graphics on the side of her white van.

      Maddy smiled and motioned toward the van. “Yes, I’ve been grooming pets for over three years. Do you have any?”

      All of a sudden, three dogs came around from the back, barking and wagging tails. They sniffed Fluffy under her tail, making her jump. When they realized she was not the enemy, they stood back.

      “That’s Marcus,” he said, motioning at the large-headed shepherd. “Over there is Scruffy. He’s a Jack Russell, and over there,” he said, pointing to the black-and-white dog, “is Hazel, the border collie.”

      “I guess no farm can be complete without dogs.” Maddy petted Marcus.

      “I have one more, but she’s inside. She was my—anyway, she’s inside.”

      “Can I take a peek at the loft?”

      “Sure, follow me.”

      He led her to a smaller barn that was behind the big one. She couldn’t see it from where she’d parked.

      “It’s more like a tool shed. We keep the tractors in there and some miscellaneous items.”

      “Okay. I was worried for a minute it was over the cows.” She laughed.

      “I can’t guarantee you won’t smell anything, but it won’t be direct.”

      When he smiled, his eyes crinkled up at the corners. He spoke coolly and softly. There was no hurry in his voice, and Maddy liked that. Made her feel comfortable, like a well-worn hoodie on a cool fall day.

      They climbed the wooden stairs up to a small landing. He quickly opened the door.

      The loft was one large room with a bed and dresser on one side, and a couch and chair on the other with a short wall separating the two halves. Along the back wall, a kitchen that consisted of a couple of cabinets, a sink, a mini apartment-sized stove and refrigerator.

      “The bathroom is over there.” He pointed to the far corner.

      She glanced inside. An insignificant corner shower, a pedestal sink, and the toilet took up every inch of space. It was tiny but contained the essential elements.

      “Closet?” She whirled around, looking.

      “No, just this.” He walked over near the bed and lifted a cover, exposing a metal rack suitable for clothes and a shoe rack on the bottom.

      “That would work. I don’t have a lot of clothes anyway. The rent is eight hundred dollars a month and includes all utilities. Is that correct?” Maddy locked eyes with John.

      “Yes. Does that sound reasonable?”

      “Sure. I’ll take it.”

      “Great. I’ll call Mrs. Calhoun and let her know you’re taking it. You’ll need to fill out the lease paperwork with her and leave her a check. She handles all of the leasing requirements for me.”

      “Okay, good enough. When can I move in?”

      “Today.”

      Maddy and Fluffy headed back over to the real estate office. She wanted to get her paperwork filled out and any money to Mrs. Calhoun before someone else took it right out from under her. It was a perfect place to live. Quiet…except for the mooing, fresh air…except when the wind kicked up…and a nice landlord. One out of three ain’t bad.

      She quickly filled out the one-page lease agreement, handed over a check for the first month’s rent, and grabbed the keys before someone told her it was all a mistake.

      Maddy made a fast stop at the local market and purchased some essential items like toothpaste, toilet paper, soap, and shampoo. She tossed in some ramen, plain potato chips, and a bag of red whip licorice, her one big weakness. Well, two if you count the chips. She had dog food, and it was a good thing because the market didn’t carry Fluffy’s brand. She’d either have to order it online and have it delivered or seek out a pet store.

      When she arrived at the farm, a horse and buggy were pulled up alongside the main house, and John and an Amish gentleman were talking. He flipped up his hand in a wave. She parked the van in an open space and got out.

      “Maddy Pryor, this is Ezra. A friend of mine.”

      “Hi, Ezra,” she said as she opened the side door of her van and retrieved Fluffy and the bags of groceries.

      “Ezra and I go way back. He’s done some work for me. In fact, he was instrumental in the construction of the loft you’re going to call home.” John dug his hands in his jean pockets and flashed her a grin.

      “That’s nice. You did a great job. I’ll be very comfortable there.” She tugged Fluffy’s leash. “Come on, boy.”

      “Have a good evening. If you need anything, holler.”

      She stopped and turned around. “There is one thing. Is it okay to park closer to the loft?”

      “Oh, sure. Just drive around the back side. There’s a gravel area where you can park. I’m sorry. I should have mentioned that.”

      She juggled the two bags and Fluffy’s leash, wishing she’d just put all of it and the dog back in the van and started over.

      Before she could even do that, John was right next to her, taking the bags out of her hand. “Let’s put this back into your van. You can drive around back and park. No sense walking that far and lugging this up the stairs to the loft.”

      He’d read her mind. How cool was that?

      She unloaded the few groceries she purchased, left Fluffy sleeping on the floor, and went back down to the van to get the rest of their things. John was just headed back to the main house when he noticed her.

      “Just getting the rest of my things.”

      “Can I help you?”

      “Well, if you don’t mind.” She opened the back of her van.

      He reached in and grabbed both suitcases. She pulled out Fluffy’s bed and a few odds and ends. “Thanks, I really appreciate it,” she said.

      “I hope you enjoy your new place,” he said, looking around.

      “I know I will. It’s perfect for us. I’m going to start spreading the word about my mobile grooming service, so if you want to do the same, that would be fantastic.”

      “I don’t know how many people have dogs that require grooming, but I’m sure if not in this town, maybe the next one over.”

      “I’m willing to drive up to twenty miles or so.”

      He slowly backed out of the loft and started to take the stairs back down. She felt like their conversation ended suddenly and wasn’t sure what to say to make it feel complete.

      “I’d be happy to give your dogs a bath…for free.”

      “Those old farm dogs?” He chuckled. “I spray them down occasionally with the hose. Now little Sheba, that’s a different story. I usually take the clippers to her myself, but that really wasn’t my forte. Sarah used to do that.”

      “Sheba? Sarah?”

      “If you have a minute someday, stop by the house. I’ll introduce you to Sheba.”

      “I’ll do that. Oh. Hey, John?”

      “Yep.”

      “I don’t suppose the loft has internet.” She shrugged and flashed a wide grin.

      “No, but if you want it, just call the cable guy, and he should be able to hook it up. I don’t have much need for those things.”

      “Those things? You mean like searching the internet, or having programming ability with your tablet?”

      “Right. I don’t even have a television.”

      “Seriously? Wow. Well, I can’t live without being connected to the world.”

      John cocked his head. “There’s a big world out there to be fully connected to without some electronic contraption. But I get up at the crack of dawn, and on most nights fall to sleep with a book pressed against my chest. No time for television.”

      “Books are great. But I read them on my tablet,” she said.

      “I had a television before. It’s not that I’m opposed to it, but so many times it can take your life over, and you forget to enjoy the little things in life like fresh air, long walks, and working with your hands.”

      “True. Kids now days can’t function without their iPad or cell phone. I hear you. But it’s important for my business to stay connected. It’s how I advertise my services too.”

      “Hey, far be it from me to tell you how to run your business. Take care. Let me know if you need anything.”

      She closed the door behind him. Her gaze dropped to Fluffy with his paws stretched out, blinking his lashes and tapping his tail on the floor rapidly. Looking at her watch, Maddy realized it was dinnertime for them both.

      After a bowl of ramen and applesauce for dessert, Maddy took a long shower. Realizing she’d not packed any towels, she had to dry off with a couple of tee shirts. Unrolling her sleeping bag, she laid it on top of the mattress. Tomorrow she’d go into town and buy a set of sheets, a pillow and blanket, and some towels.

      Without any internet, her laptop and phone were pretty much useless, so she got out paper and pen and began to jot down ideas for her grooming business. Her stash of savings wouldn’t last forever.

      She must have fallen asleep at some point but woke up to Fluffy barking. Rubbing her eyes, she slipped out of her sleeping bag, sitting on the edge of the bed. “What’s wrong, Fluffy?”

      Fluffy began dancing around and going in circles. That meant one thing. He had to go potty.

      Maddy pulled a long sweater over her camisole top and lacy shorts she slept in and slipped on her flip-flops. She leashed up Fluffy and descended the stairs. Downstairs was eerily creepy and dark. This wouldn’t work. She’d need a light of some sort. Put flashlight on the shopping list, Maddy, she said to herself. They gingerly took the stairs and made their way through the barn and outside. Thankfully, the grounds were lit up like a Christmas tree farm. Fluffy did his business, and just when she began to turn and go back inside, she heard a man’s whisper.

      Her head jerked around. Narrowing her eyes to the shadow, she could see the outline of a body. A man’s body. Was that John?

      “John, is that you?”

      “Yes. I hope I didn’t frighten you.”

      She watched as he came out of the darkness, her heart still beating fast from being startled. She jerked her sweater tighter so as not to reveal too much skin, although her legs were exposed.

      “I was out checking the area. I do it before I head to bed. Just to make sure the cattle are all good. We have coyotes and things that run wild out here, even a bear or two, so you should be mindful of that.”

      “I need more light in the barn. It was very difficult to see.”

      “I can install a motion light. Would that help?”

      “That would be awesome. Otherwise, I was going to buy a flashlight. I’ll try to get Fluffy to do his business before dark.”

      “I’ll stand here until you get safely inside.”

      “Thanks,” she said softly.

      “Good night,” he said.

      The control of his voice relaxed her and steadied her heartbeat. A landlord and a gentleman. How lucky could she get?
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      Her first priority was to get internet in the loft. She drove into town in search of the cable company. Fluffy went everywhere with Maddy and perched in the front seat; he had a front-row view to the outside. There wasn’t a whole lot to see. One farm after another dotted the countryside, along with the occasional horse-drawn buggy. She slowed way down when she passed them, waving as she did.

      After the long, drawn-out process of getting internet and securing a date for installation, she headed a little further north. It was a beautiful day. The sun was so bright that even her sunglasses couldn’t keep Maddy’s eyes from squinting. Fluffy finally curled up and went to sleep.

      She came across a roadside sign showing the way to homemade baked goods. One thing Maddy knew for sure, the Amish women could bake. She followed the signs and pulled into a quaint barn-style building with a full front porch. She wouldn’t take a chance that Fluffy could overheat inside the van, so she rousted him awake, hooked his leash to his collar, and helped him down to the ground.

      She cautiously opened the heavy door and stepped inside. Immediately, the wonderful aromas of sweet baked goods wafted all around her senses. Sugar, cinnamon, vanilla, yeast, all the good things that went into baked goods stirred up her hunger pangs even more.

      “Good day,” a woman said, wearing a burgundy dress with long sleeves, a white apron, and a white bonnet tied under her chin.

      “Hello,” Maddy said. “It smells so yummy in here.” Her gaze floated to the counter where loaves of specialty breads wrapped in cellophane were stacked neatly in rows.  Down below the counter, pies. Lots of pies.

      “How can I help you?”

      Maddy loved the accent used by the woman, the German dialect, or Dutch as some referred to it, was so pronounced.

      She read the labels identifying the goods. “I’ll take a banana bread loaf, and an apple pie, please.”

      She had no idea how on earth she’d eat it all, but she couldn’t resist the urge to at least try. She paid the nice woman, bidding her a good day, and Fluffy and she trotted out to the van, carrying their sweet treats.

      When Maddy passed the small newspaper office, she quickly pulled in. It was a last-minute thought, but some people still took the newspaper, especially in the country where not everyone followed the news electronically.

      The clerk behind the counter was also friendly. Except for the agent at the real estate office, everyone in Lancaster was full of smiles.

      “I’d like to place an ad.”

      The clerk helped her fill out the request. “That will be ten dollars. It will run Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.”

      “Okay. Can I extend the ad?”

      “Sure. We’re not open on the weekend, though.”

      “I see. Well, let me go ahead and extend it now through the week. I really need to drum up business for my mobile grooming.”

      “I have another option for you.”

      Maddy tilted her head.

      “The local radio station can run an advertisement for you. I think they charge one hundred dollars, but it reaches two villages and beyond.”

      “Thank you…Carl,” Maddy said, reading his name tag.

      He quoted her the new price for the week-long paper ad. She paid him and headed off to find the radio station. It wouldn’t be hard. Carl said to look for the radio frequency tower.

      The road that led to the station was long and dusty. She drove slowly, but her tires kicked up the dirt and rocks anyway. She came to a stop in front of the small, primitive-looking building. The cement structure was painted a drab yellow, with two small windows, one on each side of the door, peeling paint, and on the stoop, a once-thriving houseplant begged to be mercifully put out of its misery. She knocked then opened the door, tugging at Fluffy’s leash, persuading him to stop sniffing the dead plant.

      A man with headphones was sitting behind a plate glass window, mashing buttons, and pulling levers. She stood for a minute then tapped on the glass. He glanced over to her and grinned, holding up a finger.

      He came out from behind the glass. “Yes?”

      “I just came from the newspaper office, and Carl told me I might be able to get you to advertise something for me.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      Maddy informed him of her grooming business, Scrub-A-Dub Dog.

      “Sure, I can do that. I don’t know how profitable a mobile dog grooming service will be here in the country, but you never know.”

      “It’s ideal for elderly people who can’t drive, busy people who can’t find time to take their dogs in, that sort of thing,” she said, trying to sell her business to the radioman.

      He held up a hand. “You don’t have to convince me.” He laughed. “I’ll do my best.” He went over to the counter and jotted down a few lines. “How about this?” He presented her with the paper.

      Her eyes followed the lines. When she finished, she let out a burst of snickers. “You just came up with that? You’re good.”

      “I thought it was catchy. Scrub-A-Dub Dog mobile grooming service. Call Maddy today. She’ll pawsitively have your dog smelling sweet.”

      “How much do I owe you?”

      “You’re new in town, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “For newbies, fifty dollars.”

      She dug in her purse that was slung across her shoulder and retrieved some bills. She counted them out before handing them over. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. I hope you get a lot of calls.”

      Feeling confident she’d done everything she could to get the word out about Scrub-A-Dub, she headed back to the dairy farm.

      Pulling into the farm, she drove around back. She could see about half a dozen or so men dressed in overalls, some with hats, working in the fields. Parked along the edge of the fields, lined up one after the other were two black buggies with horses nearby grazing.  She wondered if John was any of the men. She twisted to the right. Extending her arm, she grabbed a cloth bag to load up her baked goodies. Heading up to the loft with Fluffy, all Maddy had on her mind was a slice of something sweet followed by a cup of coffee

      In the city, it took forever to get service people to come and do things. So, to her delight, when she checked her cell phone and saw she had Wi-Fi, she shrieked. Maybe living in the country had more benefits than just clean air.

      She powered up her tablet to make sure it was up and running. She’d felt so out of the loop even if it was for only twenty-four hours. Online now with all her electronic devices, Maddy scanned stations on the clock radio left in the loft to see if she could find the call letters, CRKN. She stumbled upon the familiar voice as he introduced the upcoming songs. She listened to a few tunes, and as she began to turn the dial, she heard it.
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