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      From the middle of a deserted two-lane road, standing on what remained of the center line, Armi surveyed the businesses she’d bought with the proceeds of her divorce. The Doghouse, in less-than-perfect blue neon, flickered in the night. That bright, pulsating sign was sure to induce seizures in anyone who dared to look at it for too long.

      Behind the bar, which was a decent size and had potential—or so she kept telling herself—sat the dark motel. Both establishments had been shuttered for at least a couple of years. How they’d managed to stay in business before that, she couldn’t imagine.

      The big parking lot for both was gravel, and not in what she’d call great shape. The twenty rooms of the single-story motel, as well as a small office situated in the center, faced that parking lot, which at the moment had so many holes and bumps it was barely functional. The area in front of the bar was fairly level, at least. Faint praise.

      A trickle of sweat ran down the back of Armi’s neck. Early July in Alabama could be brutally hot. Although the sun had set hours earlier, the heat hadn’t abated much. Even the mosquitos seemed to be laying low tonight.

      How many times in her life had she been told not to cut off her nose to spite her face? Often enough. Apparently, the warning hadn’t taken, because… here she was. Technically she hadn’t cut off her nose; more specifically she’d blown up her life in order to spite her ass of an ex-husband.

      She had gotten some satisfaction, initially. A physical tingle of glee had danced through her body as she’d signed the papers, knowing it would kill Andrew to have everyone in his precious, elite circle of friends know that his ex-wife was a barkeep, as well as proprietor of her own ratty hotel where even the roaches had second thoughts about checking in. He was a snob who ran in a clique of snobs, almost all of them connected to the financial world in some way. Armi had never really fit in with those friends, though God knows she’d tried.

      At the moment, she wasn’t sure why she’d tried so damn hard. The wives she’d been introduced to at company functions and the country club gym, the neighbors in their posh neighborhood… none of them had become real friends. She’d found herself playing a role more often than not, introducing herself formally as Arminda Sherwood, choosing her hated full name for the role.

      Arminda could be as big a snob as any of them, when the situation called for it. Armi was much more down to earth.

      She’d made a few good friends in Knoxville, but none of those true friends had been a part of Andrew’s group. They’d met, over the last fifteen years or so, at the bookstore, her favorite coffee shop, and the park where she’d liked to run a couple times a week. Some of them had moved on, as friends do, or drifted away. But a few, a precious few, had been with her during the past difficult year. Really with her. They understood; they sympathized and offered a shoulder to cry on. Or a bottle of wine and a sad or funny movie, depending on the mood. They’d been there, physically and emotionally. They still were.

      Stella and Mary would be here in a couple of weeks. The three of them had returned to Knoxville after their visit to Mystic Springs for the summer solstice and the festival. After the decision to move to Alabama had been made they’d all needed to finish up a bit of business, store or pack their belongings, say their goodbyes. Armi had come back to Angel Lake first in order to get the ball rolling. Stella and Mary, the friends she’d made family, were coming because she needed them. Maybe they’d stick around for a few months until things were going well, but she hoped they’d stay permanently. The three of them could start a new and different life together.

      This was definitely different.

      Maybe no one at the country club would be surprised that she’d made such a drastic decision. From wife in the elite inner circle to barmaid! Shocking. That’s how they’d see it, how Andrew would spin it. Oh, how low she’d fallen… in their eyes, at least. Andrew, the ass, would get even more sympathy from those friends as word of her new life reached far and wide; he’d receive his own physical and emotional support. Many would say they’d always known there was something off about her.

      We knew all along she wasn’t good enough for you.

      That was probably what his mistress had been telling him for the past however many years. Was the homewrecker still around or had Andrew already moved on? That was his thing, apparently; moving on to someone younger and prettier.

      Armi took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She needed to embrace this new life, to tackle her new problems and leave the old ones behind. She had plenty of new problems to deal with.

      The motel room doors had once been red; she’d noticed that when she’d studied the place by the light of day. They were now more of a faded brick color with suspicious stains here and there. The closed curtains beyond the front windows were marred with their own stains. What she’d seen—a quick glance only—of the interior was even worse.

      What had she been thinking when she’d signed the papers making her the proprietor of these fine establishments?

      She hadn’t been thinking at all, she admitted. She’d still been angry about a husband who’d cheated, been caught, and had not been at all sorry. In fact, she was almost positive he’d been relieved. Relieved that the deception was over. Relieved to be rid of her. She’d been angry to turn forty-nine and find herself alone after twenty-five years of marriage, angry that her two sons were so busy getting on with their own lives that after a couple weeks of what seemed to be sincere sympathy, they’d left her to her own devices.

      Which was as it should be, she admitted. Ryan was in his second year of college. James had just graduated and had a new job on the other side of the country. She wanted her sons to have good lives and to be independent. Just maybe not quite so independent right now…

      At least she’d managed to pass on the real estate agent’s suggestion that she buy the almost-empty lot to the left of the motel. It was impossible to tell what the site had once been, though what was left of the building—charred remains, weeds and all—was clearly visible from the street. That gravel parking lot was barely navigable. A line of trees hid most of the site from that end of the motel, so what remained of the burned-out building wasn’t a constant eyesore. Still, she was glad it wasn’t hers.

      In defense of her impulsive decision, Angel Lake, the small town situated basically in the middle of Alabama, had once been a wonderful vacation spot, with nice camping grounds, hiking trails, fantastic fishing, and isolated cabins perfect for a long weekend getaway. Not upscale—nothing Andrew the ass would’ve considered as a vacation spot suitable for his family—but it had been nice. It was a little more than an hour’s drive from the small town where she’d grown up, Mystic Springs, and she’d spent many weekends here.

      A seventeen-year-old Armi had lost her virginity in one of those cabins on a summer night much like this one. She’d thought herself so much in love for a few precious weeks. Turns out the love had been a fabrication, the result of a potion concocted by an up-and-coming wizard who hadn’t stayed in Mystic Springs any longer than she had. After high school they, and many others from their small class, had fled for parts known and unknown. Escape.

      Mystic Springs: where the residents had magical powers they hid from the world, and sometimes even from one another. Witches, shifters, psychics. Everyone with Springer blood had some kind of power, great or small.

      Everyone but her. It had been hard growing up as one of the few residents of the small town who had nothing magical to brag or complain about. She’d left town as soon as she was able, much as her mother had years before Armi’s graduation. Some women were cut out to be mothers, others were not. Her own mother fell into the “not” category. Armi had been raised by her father and, after he’d died too soon, her grandmother and her Aunt Helen.

      Armi had loved college and had planned to get her teaching degree to establish a new and rewarding career. She’d started off well enough; she’d graduated and found a lovely job at a Knoxville elementary school. But very early in her career, she’d met the ass and gotten married. He’d wanted a stay-at-home wife, so she’d foolishly quit in order to please him. She’d been too young, she’d married too quickly, she’d been too… desperate. Desperate to fit in. Desperate to be loved. Desperate to be normal in a normal world.

      If she really wanted normal she shouldn’t have moved here, so close to Mystic Springs.

      Behind her, on a road that had once led to a group of cabins by the lake, something howled. Coyotes. Maybe wild dogs. Wolves weren’t exactly common in the area, except for those three days a month when the moon was at its fullest. She looked up at the full moon above. That explained it.

      There had been a time when werewolves had been contained within the boundaries of Mystic Springs. Other magic, other abilities, had been contained there as well. That had changed less than a year ago. She’d watched her boys carefully after she’d heard about the destruction of those boundaries. She’d visited them at school on weekends and invited them home using one excuse or another. They thought her new neediness was all about the separation and then the divorce, and she couldn’t deny that she’d needed them now and then. But that wasn’t the entire reason she reached out to them so often. Armi had to know if the family history she’d left behind had come back to her and hers. She’d made mental notes as she recalled her grandmother’s and Aunt Helen’s stories.

      She’d had an uncle who could manipulate fire and water. He’d started the first Mystic Springs volunteer fire department. Her parents hadn’t been particularly powerful, which she’d often thought explained her own lack of abilities. Her mother had exhibited a touch of the family gift of knowing what others wanted, but it had seemed to be little more than good instincts. Her father had possessed a magical touch with plants. His garden had always been the envy of the town.

      Were there shifters of any kind in her DNA? Werewolves? Bigfoot? She supposed any kind of animal was possible, and with so much blending of magics among the Springers she couldn’t be sure what abilities might crop up. So yes, she’d watched James and Ryan carefully.

      Nada. Apparently they were like her; powerless Springers who could live a normal life.

      What the hell was normal, anymore?

      Armi took a deep breath and walked toward The Doghouse. As she took long strides, she ticked off the renovation plans in her mind. With luck, she’d have The Doghouse open in a month. It needed work, but according to the contractor she’d hired the basic structure was good. The motel would follow, with at least a couple of rooms available by Labor Day. For now she was going to reside in a modest suite of rooms over the bar, but eventually she might buy and renovate one of the cabins down the road.

      Preferably not the one where she’d lost her virginity.

      The cabin would have to wait. First the bar, then the motel. She planned to take lots of pictures before the renovations began. Pictures she could share on social media. She wondered how many pics she could tag the ass in before he blocked her. Who was she kidding? He’d already blocked her, making sure in every small way that she was no longer in his line of vision, face-to-face or computer-to-computer. That didn’t mean she couldn’t try…

      “Petty, Armi,” she said as she inserted her key into the front door. “Petty.” But she smiled. These days she took her small pleasures where she could find them.

      She caught a blur of movement out of the corner of her eye, just enough to make her turn her head. The big dog… and she did mean big… stood at the edge of the parking lot, head held high, eyes on her. It was black and white and shaggy, a mixed breed, she assumed. Was that what she’d heard howling? She didn’t think so. The howl had been more distant.

      “Well, hello Goliath.” She couldn’t think of any other suitable name for a dog of that size. Not that she needed to be naming strays…

      Goliath didn’t move toward her; it didn’t seem to be a threat at all. After a few seconds the dog turned and loped away, disappearing from view as it circled the building.

      Armi turned the key in the lock and pushed; the door swung open into a cavernous space. She reached out and hit the light switch with the palm of her hand. Overhead lights flickered and then came on, bathing the place in an odd and incomplete light. Several of the overhead lights had burned out, but not all. She could imagine her bar, her own business, all too well.

      The stage at the far end of the room was surrounded by chicken wire. She had no way of knowing if that barrier had been intended to protect the bands that played there or the customers. A long wooden bar to the left stretched more than a dozen feet. It was dinged and scratched, but solid. Maybe both could be saved. The floor was solid wood, too, scratched and slightly uneven here and there, but a few well-placed repairs might do the trick. Plans for the new place unfolded in her head, which helped her to forget her worries. This could work.

      She wasn’t angry anymore. Not really. Peeved was more like it. As she surveyed the sad interior of her new business, she smiled a little. If she was honest with herself, her life had gotten boring. She’d been on automatic pilot for the past… fifteen years? Twenty?

      Her new life in The Doghouse wasn’t going to be boring at all.

      “Bring it on.”
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      Two months later

      

      The band was rocking. Armi smiled as she watched from her favorite table not far from the front door and near the corner. From here she could see almost everything. The band on stage, behind chicken wire, was made up of five brothers. None of them were what anyone would call a prize, but then werewolves rarely were. They maintained a touch of wildness even when they were, to all appearances, human. She had a feeling they were never entirely human, though. Milhouse had been painted on the biggest drum in the set. She was sure there was a name for that particular drum, but she didn’t know it. Or care.

      Everyone called the group The Milhouse Brothers’ Band, but that was simply a description of who they were. As far as she knew they didn’t have an official name.

      If they kept improving, as they seemed to be, they were going to need one.

      She was glad she’d left the chicken wire around the stage. She’d had doubts along the way, had almost started tearing it down one lazy August afternoon, but leaving it in place seemed like the thing to do. Especially in this neck of the woods, and with a regularly appearing werewolf band. One could never be too careful.

      The Friday night crowd was small but not as small as it had been a month ago, when they’d opened the doors to a trickle. She knew it would take time to build the business. Still, she really wanted to see the crowds grow, especially on the weekends. If she was going to blow her life up, it might as well be profitable. Or at least not bankrupt her.

      The habitable cabins that remained around Angel Lake still managed to draw in a few tourists, and she’d met a handful of permanent residents. Not much more than a mile down the road sat a gas station/diner that did a decent business. There were a few small towns within a half hour’s drive in any direction; one that might even be called a city not much further away than that. The werewolf band always drew in a few fans. They were moderately popular on social media and posted when and where they’d be playing. Often there was a group of women in attendance who’d made the drive to drink and giggle and make eyes at the musicians.

      The brothers sucked up the attention and by the end of the evening were singing love songs directed at one or more of their admirers. Some nights it paid off for them and one or more of them left with a woman on their arm. There was no accounting for taste.

      The newly repaired blue neon sign, The Doghouse, along with the new red Open sign she turned on each afternoon, let everyone passing by know the place was open for business. That and a bit of her own reluctantly updated social media had her enterprise growing. Fingers crossed…

      Mary danced away from waiting on a table crowded with five semi-rowdy fishermen, shimmying her way to the bar where Stella drew beers and mixed damn good alcoholic concoctions. Some even came with little umbrellas. Armi wasn’t good at either job. The customers got on her nerves, tested her thin patience, and she didn’t have the knack for bartending the way Stella did. So far she’d been a strictly behind the scenes owner. If she was lucky it would stay that way.

      A few months ago, she’d been angry and miserable. Those sentiments had faded over time. Damn, she had good friends. They’d stuck with her, even when she’d been tough to be around. A few friends remained in the Knoxville area, with their faithful husbands or decent jobs, but these two… they’d followed her. They’d joined her in this colossal adventure or magnificent mistake. She loved them for that, and always would. They’d left their homes in Tennessee for the backside of nowhere so the three of them could start over. Together.

      Her friends had very different personalities. It was almost as odd that they were close as it was that they were friends with Armi. Maybe it was true that opposites were attracted to one another, in friendship as well as romance.

      Mary’s husband had died two years ago. The petite blonde still grieved for him, and probably always would. High school sweethearts who’d married young, they’d been together for almost twenty-five years when Danny passed in his sleep. He’d been too young to have a heart attack, at least to Armi’s way of thinking, but that’s what they’d said it was. Life was short, and tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed for anyone. They’d never had kids. Armi had never been gauche enough to ask if they hadn’t wanted children or had been unable to have them. Mary knew she could tell her friends anything and everything if it suited her. Good friends listened, but did not pry.

      Stella, with a curvy figure she didn’t mind showing off and a mane of curly dark hair, had been divorced for just over ten years. She had one daughter who gave her fits, but the kid was now twenty-six and on her own. The mother and daughter didn’t talk often. There had been times when Armi wondered if she would’ve had a closer relationship with a daughter than she had with her sons, but if Stella was any example that wasn’t a given.

      Armi handled the money, the ordering, and directing the renovations of the bar and the motel. She’d set up a website and some social media accounts for basic advertising, and she updated them all on a semi-regular basis. Stella helped with that; she had a knack for it. It was Armi’s girlfriends, who each had their own room in the motel—the first two to be made habitable—who kept the place running.

      Maybe this venture would work out after all. A little luck, a lot of hard work… maybe…

      Stella and Mary didn’t notice the magic around them; they had no idea the band that played here so often was made up of werewolves. There hadn’t been any obvious display of supernatural beings, no magic out in the open. One day, she really should sit them down with a bottle of wine—or two—and spill the beans, because if something ever did happen, they needed to be prepared.

      How could one be prepared for that kind of news?

      One of the fishermen stood in that way a drunk who’s trying not to look drunk does. He turned slowly, carefully, taking one unsteady step then another. It took a moment for Armi to realize he was walking toward her with purpose. Well, crap.

      “You here alone?” he asked, slurring his words slightly and pressing one palm on the table to lean forward, and to steady himself. The man was probably in his mid-thirties. He had dark hair, a five o’clock shadow, and was relatively handsome in an ordinary way.

      “I am alone, and I intend to stay that way.”

      He didn’t take the hint. “Why is a pretty woman like you sitting all alone in a crappy bar in the middle of nowhere?”

      “It’s my crappy bar,” Armi responded, her voice tight.

      “Nice,” the drunk said with a nod of his head. Uninvited, he pulled out a chair and sat. Plopped was more like it. “I’m Carlton. My buddies and I came up for a few days of fishing. We saw this place when we were driving by and decided to check it out.”

      Armi sighed. She should simply get up and walk away. Odds were that Carlton would be unable to follow in a timely manner. She could be in her back-room office with the door closed and locked behind her before he managed to stand and steady himself. He was that far gone. But dammit, she’d been taking the easy way out all her adult life. She’d hidden from trouble, when she didn’t ignore it entirely.

      She wasn’t going to hide any more. “Go away, Carlton,” she said in a firm voice that left no room for argument.

      He didn’t obey her simple order. “Come on, sweetheart. I figure you’re a little older than I am, but I don’t mind. I like older women.” His eyebrows did a little dance. “They know what they’re doing and they really appreciate the attention.”

      Carlton wasn’t just a drunk; he was an asshole.

      “How old are you?” he asked. “Forty, forty-two, maybe?”

      “I’m fifty,” Armi said coldly, hoping the number would shock him into leaving her alone.

      He did lean back slightly in obvious shock. “Well, damn. You sure don’t look fifty. You got a rocking body.” He tilted his head. “I thought maybe the gray streak in your hair was something you, you know, added on purpose, like some women add pink or purple or whatever. And that face…” He leaned forward to look into her eyes.

      For a long moment he stared, then something he saw in her perfectly ordinary green eyes alarmed him. Carlton leaned back and away, and in his own eyes she saw… fear. Maybe the man wasn’t as stupid as he looked. He pushed his chair back and stood unsteadily, swaying slightly.

      “Sorry to have bothered you, ma’am.” With that he turned and walked back to his table. His buddies, who were mostly as drunk as he was, laughed at Carlton as he retook his seat and started babbling in a whisper.

      Her business wasn’t healthy enough for her to be scaring customers away. With a sigh, Armi stood slowly. She walked over to the table and said hello to the others, gritted her teeth in a semblance of a smile, and welcomed them to The Doghouse. Four men looked up at her, nodded, and returned her greeting, but Carlton stared into his half-empty beer mug.

      The fisherman to Carlton’s right punched him in the upper arm and said, in a too-loud whisper, “Her eyes ain’t on fire, you numb nuts.”

      Armi studied the men, one after another. She looked directly at one of the group who had a glass of water in front of him. “Designated driver?” she asked.

      The man nodded. He didn’t seem happy about his position.

      “Good.” The other four sure as hell needed someone to deliver them safely to wherever they were going. Carlton couldn’t be allowed to drive, and neither could the other three drinkers, who stared at her with fiendish curiosity.

      Eyes on fire? Maybe he’d caught the reflection of a neon sign advertising a popular beer, and was drunk enough to make the leap. What a doofus.

      Armi looked toward the bar and called out to Stella. “A plate of ham and cheese sandwiches for this table. On the house.” The Doghouse didn’t offer much in the way of food, though every table started off with a bowl of party mix they called kibble. Maybe one day she’d be able to hire a proper cook and offer hot food, but for now it was sandwiches, chips, and kibble.

      “That’s nice of you,” the designated driver said. Then he leaned over a bit and lowered his voice, while the others celebrated the news of free sandwiches. “Sorry about Carlton,” he said. “He just got divorced and it’s made him act a fool on more than one occasion.”

      “I can sympathize,” Armi said, then she nodded and walked away.

      Everyone had something going on in their lives. She needed to remember that. As she passed by the bar she called out. “Refill their kibble, too.” Then it was back to the office in the rear of the long building, past the restrooms and the door to the storeroom, toward a back exit used primarily for taking out garbage. Her office was small, a little cluttered, and home to a decent enough swiveling chair. She’d close and lock the door, sit in that swivel chair, and sort the papers on her desk. A few of them should probably be put in the small safe that was tucked into one corner.

      Maybe she hadn’t quite given up on hiding.

      Armi didn’t leave the sanctuary of her little office until closing time. As much as she’d like to go upstairs and crawl into bed, she wouldn’t leave the late-night cleanup for her friends. Mary was sweeping, while Stella scrubbed down the bar. Armi collected a handful of glasses and toted them to the kitchen, where she dropped them into a sink of hot, soapy water.

      When she returned to the main room, she said, “We really need a decent dishwasher.”

      “A couple of part time employees, maybe,” Mary said, stopping to lean on her broom. “I mean, we’re fine for now, but I’m not sure the three of us can handle everything if it gets much busier.”

      “I hope it does get busier,” Stella said. “We could think about opening for lunch, maybe add a limited dinner menu. Something besides sandwiches and chips.”

      “Whoa,” Armi said. “One thing at a time.” First a dishwasher. Whether that was a person or a machine, she didn’t care. Both would be fantastic.

      “Who would want to eat at a place called The Doghouse, anyway?” Mary asked. “It’s not exactly appetizing.”

      Stella disagreed. “We could serve gourmet hotdogs.”

      “Is that a thing?” Armi asked.

      “If it’s not, it should be,” Stella answered. “Or we can just use a dog breed in the name of whatever we decide to serve. Spaniel Spinach Salad…”

      “People will think it has Spaniel in it,” Mary argued. “Ugh.”

      Stella was not dissuaded. “Poodle Pizza. Bulldog Burger. You know, like the kibble.”

      “I am not serving customers meals in doggie bowls,” Armi grumbled as she continued cleaning.

      “Ooh,” Stella said. “That’s a great idea!”

      That ended it, for now at least. When the place was clean, the three of them sat at a table in the middle of the room; the one where Carlton and his friends had been all evening. Armi considered telling her friends all about the crazy fisherman and how he’d been scared by the imagined fire in her eyes, but she didn’t. She held back, as she often did.

      One thing would lead to another, and she’d probably end up telling them about the Milhouses and their secret, which would lead to a discussion she wasn’t yet ready to have.

      Mary stood slowly and stretched her arms over her head. “My feet hurt. If I don’t get out of here now, I’m going to end up sleeping at this table.”

      Stella stood, too. She didn’t seem as exhausted as Mary, but she wasn’t perky, either. “A shower and the next chapter in my book sounds pretty good right about now.”

      They didn’t have far to go. Staying in the motel was convenient, if you didn’t mind watching your step in the parking lot. Saved on gas, too.

      “What are you reading now?” Mary asked as they walked to the door. “Romance?”

      “Nope. Murder mystery. I’m really not in the mood for romance, these days.”

      “I hear ya,” Armi said.

      They said goodnight, and Armi locked the front door behind her friends. She checked to make sure the back door was locked—it was—and then she climbed the stairs to her small apartment. It wasn’t much, but it came with the bar and it was hers.

      If she could push the thoughts of dishwashers, hiring more employees, and creating lunch menus out of her head, she’d sleep well. That was one benefit of working so hard. She didn’t have the energy to think about ex-husbands and werewolves when day-to-day concerns kept her brain occupied.

      Usually.
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        * * *

      

      From the shadows, Mitch watched. Didn’t these women know that to have a strict schedule was dangerous? Anyone watching could know when they’d be vulnerable, when they’d be outside. He knew when they were out in the open, when they went to the grocery store, and when they walked or jogged on the wooded trail behind the motel.

      He looked up as a light came on in a second story window.

      Anyone watching would know when she was alone.

      He should take the woman aside and talk to her, explain what was going on, but he hadn’t been able to make himself do that. Even in his head, the words wouldn’t come. She wouldn’t believe him. Would that absolve him of responsibility? If she kicked him out, could he go with a clear conscience?

      The gnawing in his gut answered those questions for him. No. Like it or not, he was in it for the long haul; he couldn’t put this off much longer.

      Until a few months ago, his life had been nice and orderly. There had been no surprises, and he liked it that way. Women came and went, and none of them got too close. It would have to be the same with her. Why should he allow himself to care when he knew her life was about to get complicated, dangerous… and likely short.

      Again, that gnawing in his gut called him out. It was going to be hard not to care, but he had to give it a shot.

      He’d been responsible for one woman’s death, and one was enough for a lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      Armi had always been a morning person. Well, since she’d gotten married she’d been a morning person; first because Andrew left for work so early, and then she’d had kids and that pretty much demanded an early morning, like it or not. After that it had been habit, she supposed. Up early, breakfast, a trip to the gym or the park or the coffee shop that was within walking distance… if you didn’t mind walking a couple of miles, which she didn’t.

      Her schedule had changed. In the early days, workmen—plumbers and electricians and carpenters—got an early start, and there had been plenty of work for them all for a month or so. There hadn’t exactly been an opportunity to sleep in while all that was going on. For the past four weeks, The Doghouse had been open for business. She didn’t close up until 2 a.m., and even though they were in a remote location there were always a few stragglers. These days she rarely got to bed before 3 a.m., and it wasn’t unusual for her to sleep until noon.

      She’d become a night owl, which meant the banging outside her window at 8 on a Tuesday morning was very annoying.

      Armi rolled out of bed and went to the window that faced the motel. She threw back the blackout curtain and spotted the source of the noise.

      She supposed she couldn’t very well tell the workers who were making the motel rooms habitable to wait until afternoon to start work, but damn, it was tempting. Lately they’d been working inside the rooms, fixing flooring and plumbing and painting walls. Potholes in the parking lot were filled, so they could park their vehicles. It was nice not to have to steer so carefully around them on the rare occasions they drove anywhere.

      The workers usually didn’t make too much noise; definitely not enough to wake her. She’d wanted to have a few rentable rooms available by now, but other than the two rooms Mary and Stella were living in, nothing was ready. They’d run into one issue after another, which should’ve been expected. To be honest, with all the activity it was probably best to wait until all the rooms were rentable.

      Given the age of the motel, she was thinking of going with a mid-century modern theme. Might as well work with what she had.

      The workman making all the noise was directly ahead and down, destroying a warped and damaged door frame. He was new. She would’ve recognized that one, even from behind, if she’d seen him before. She’d left the hiring and management of workers to a contractor from Dothan. Holt didn’t make daily in-person appearances, but he called a couple times a week and visited regularly, usually on the weekend. The men he’d sent so far had been decent workers, making a little progress each day.

      All of them had been young and maybe a bit rough around the edges. Most were thin, skinny even, but strong. From everything she’d seen, Holt had sent good workers.

      This new guy was tall, broad-shouldered, and just short of burly, wearing worn jeans, work boots, and a snug black t-shirt. Normally the workmen came as a pair but this one seemed to be on his own, though she supposed it was possible the other guy was fetching coffee or breakfast or taking a leak. She couldn’t see the back of new man’s head, thanks to the positioning of the sagging green motel awning—which would also have to be replaced, dammit—so all she could see of him was shoulder down.

      If she was interested in men anymore, which she was not, she might wish for him to turn around and step into the sunlight. He had an interesting physique.

      She was not interested.

      He turned and stepped into the light anyway, carrying a piece of warped wood which he tossed onto a pile of debris.

      Huh. He wasn’t as young as she’d thought at first incomplete glance, at least not nearly as young as the others. The longish hair she could see under his baseball cap was more gray than dark. His scruffy beard appeared to be entirely gray. The face was weathered, there was no other word for it. This was a man.

      As if he knew she was watching, he looked up. Maybe he couldn’t see her, with the sun’s reflection on the window of her second story room. She hoped he couldn’t see because all she was wearing was a tank top and a boring pair of white panties. Maybe if she stood very still…

      He grinned crookedly and tipped his hat, then ran fingers through a mop of salt and pepper hair. So much for being invisible.

      Before she could yank the curtains closed or step back, he slapped on his baseball cap and turned around to resume his work. Her half-naked self wasn’t enough to hold his interest, apparently.

      She was tempted to pull on a pair of pants and march down there to… to what? Read him the riot act for not pretending he hadn’t seen her? Get a better look? Neither would be wise.

      Curtains closed, Armi headed for the small kitchenette she’d put together for her time in this apartment above the bar. It wasn’t much. A microwave, a small fridge, a hot plate, and a coffee pot sat on a counter up against one wall. She’d brought in a marginally acceptable table from one of the motel rooms, along with three chairs. Now and then Mary and Stella would join her here before the bar opened, so she needed those three mismatched, scuffed, slightly wobbly chairs.

      For the first week, the three of them had shared this space, which was definitely too small for three grown women. There was only one bathroom, and the spare room was much too small for two adults. For that reason, Stella and Mary had slept in what was now Armi’s room, and she’d taken the smaller room with the narrow bed. They’d made do and tried to view it as an adventure, but it hadn’t been long before living in such cramped quarters began to wear on them all.

      Armi had been happy to reclaim the larger room after her friends moved into the motel. For the past three weeks or so they’d each had their own room. Her friends did better in their own space, and so did she.

      She loved her friends, but this was not a sorority house. Or an old folk’s home.

      She’d loved having Mary and Stella here, and she depended on them more than she wanted to admit. How long would that arrangement last? How long before one or both of them got bored, or fell in love and got married, or got a better job offer? The truth was that any job offer would be better than this. She told herself they weren’t here for the jobs, they were here for her. But for how long?

      No wonder they’d started mentioning hiring more employees.

      When the coffee was made, Armi sat in the least wobbly chair, sipped coffee, and munched on a power bar that tasted more like cardboard than anything else. She’d checked the ingredients, after she’d eaten the first bar a couple of days ago. Nope, no cardboard. No concrete, either. On her next trip down the road to the grocery store, she’d try another brand.

      Maybe she should be mourning her lost life, instead of thumbing her nose at it. There had been a time when she couldn’t have even imagined living in a place like this. Once upon a time, her kitchen had been three times as large as her current bedroom, with only the best of appliances. Any designer from an HGTV show would surely walk in, look around, and declare that there were no changes to be made. It was perfect. She’d had high-end pots and pans, and she’d used them to make elegant, healthy meals for herself, her children, and her husband. They’d entertained often to nothing but rave reviews.

      Now here she was, calling a tasteless power bar breakfast.

      Had she crashed and burned, or was she free? Had she walked through an open door into a new life, or fallen out of favor with whatever gods or tricksters ruled the universe?

      Didn’t matter, did it? She was here. Might as well make the best of it.

      When her businesses were successful and she bought a cabin by the lake, she’d make a trip to Knoxville and haul back the stuff she had in storage; her physical assets from the divorce. The furniture and kitchen doodads would make for a good start. She’d have a better kitchen than she’d had before. Well, maybe equal. Her old one would be hard to top, but anything was possible.

      She wondered if today’s workman took on private projects, like updating kitchens. Where had that thought come from? He’d seen her in her underwear and hadn’t had the decency to pretend he hadn’t. Holt could recommend a handyman who had better manners.

      Back to planning for the future…

      From here on out if she entertained it would be her choice and her friends, not Andrew’s or anyone else’s associates. She’d make herself fabulous breakfasts and eat on a deck overlooking the lake. Alone. No more cardboard bars. She would live in peace with only her businesses and her friends, few as they may be, to occupy her time.

      If her life wasn’t better yet, it soon would be.

      She hoped.
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