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      CHRISTMAS MORNING

      Hope Krindle stood in the family room of her childhood home on Christmas morning. As usual she had a phone stuck to one ear while digging through papers with her free hand. She said this holiday would be different and she wouldn’t be a workaholic. She intended to keep that promise to herself. Unfortunately, her boss had made no promises to himself and Christmas wasn’t overly meaningful to him, just another work day.

      She took a breath and looked around the room. All 8 of her siblings were home this year. It was the first Christmas after the death of their mother. She owed it to them and to herself to be fully present. The looks on their faces told her she did. She took in another deep breath, slow and ragged. “Hey boss, it’s Christmas and my whole family is together. I’m hanging up now and will not be available for the next few days.”

      “Yes, yes, just one more thing.”

      “No. I’m hanging up.” She said as she punched the end call button on the phone screen. She then hit the power button and shut the phone off. It felt strange, her phone was never turned off, but it also felt wildly independent at the same time. The thought of losing her job tickled the back of her mind, but she pushed it away. There were other jobs. She tossed her phone into the giant purse she practically lived out of, a little harder than was necessary.

      She thought back to the past week. In a short time her thinking had changed drastically. Was she really happy being a career gal on the fast track? Had the past week shown her a better way to live? She missed the ranch and the people already. Would she ever be able to go back and visit? Her career gave her little time off. She was only off for Christmas this year because she demanded it. It could cost her her job. Did she care?

      The room was quiet. She looked up to see her family staring at her. “What? You never saw a gal throw her phone in her purse?”

      Her brother Jack walked over to her and put his arm around her. “We’ve never see you do that.”

      “Well, things change.”

      Jack turned to face her and gazed into her eyes. “Yes.” He paused. “Something about you has changed.”

      “Well, it’s nothing earth shattering.”

      Jack let out a small laugh. “If it made you toss that phone that had grown to your ear, I’d say it’s pretty earth shattering. Want to talk about it?”

      “It’s not an area you’d want to discuss.”

      Jack furrowed his brow as he stared into his sister’s eyes. “Ah, you’ve met someone.”

      “See, it’s not your area of conversation.”

      Jack glanced over towards their sisters, Eve and Holly. “In the past month I’ve watched our two baby sisters fall in love. I may not be an expert, but I can listen.”

      Hope raised her eyebrows. “You’ve gone soft. What happened to your macho always against relationships attitude?”

      Jack laughed. “Those two baby sisters. And I happen to be friends with Kyle, Eve’s new love. He’s a great guy. They’re happy and good for each other. Maybe I’m starting to want that for myself one day.”

      “My, my, Jack Krindle. You are growing up.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t let that rumor spread too quickly. It could destroy my bad boy charms.”

      “Whatever! You’ve also got some nice guy charms. You should try using those if you’re serious about your future relationship status.”

      Jack grinned. “We’re supposed to be talking about your relationship status, not mine.”

      Hope looked at the floor and sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t really have one.”

      “Well something has happened to change your mind. Or someone.”

      “I just spent a week on assignment in Oregon. A guy there made me think that maybe settling down is possible.”

      “But?”

      “But maybe things aren’t that easy for people like me. There could be a lot of complications involved.”

      “Isn’t your life already complicated.”

      “Yes and no, but I’m in control of it. In a relationship I’d have to give up some of that control.”

      “Well, as a career woman maybe you should think of it as a partnership. And find a guy willing to be your life partner.”

      She raised an eyebrow in amused acceptance of the suggestion. She had met the right guy, unfortunately their lifestyles collided. She would have to give up the city to be with him. The thought wasn’t unheard of, but it hadn’t been on her ten year plan. That kind of big change in her life still scared her to death. Her life might be fast paced and chaotic to some, but it was normal to her. Besides, they left things on a wrong foot, so it was doubtful he’d even want her to return.

      She liked the person she was when she was with him. It was some wild fantasy though. She’d never be able to be that person full time. It was just a nice vacation from her real life and the person she’d become. She could take notes and try to be more relaxed, but would it really work in a city like New York?

      She headed out to sit on the porch swing and get some fresh, crisp air. She really did love her childhood home and she was starting to miss the slower paced life like she grew up with. She had no idea how to change that or how to start over at this stage in her life. She had a good career. If she changed jobs now it’d probably be some entry level position at a fast food establishment. She shivered thinking about that. Her services weren’t needed in this town. At least she didn’t think they were. The small town was pretty much established and all the locals knew where to go for whatever they needed. The rest was tourist and that seemed to work for itself, too.
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      ONE WEEK EARLIER

      

      Hope stepped off the plane in Portland, Oregon and headed towards the rental car counter. The car ride to her final destination would take as long as her flight from New York. She would face lunch hour traffic getting out of the city and onto the highway, but at least she was half way there, so to speak. She’d grab something quick to eat at some exit on the highway. There was no way she wanted to try to find a decent place in the city. That would take at least an hour and put her further behind schedule.

      She was headed to some podunk little spot on the map. The map indicated it was easy enough to get to without any twists or turns, but it had been a long time since she’d been out of the city. She didn’t look forward to it at all. She grew up in a quaint little town, but after heading to the city to attend college and then settle in she hadn’t missed the quiet life. She thrived on chaos. At least she had been. Admittedly she was getting older and tired of the rat race, but it was all she knew. No point in changing now. She’d either die young or learn to adapt to the fast pace better. Maybe she should start working out more so she could keep up with the pace. She’d think on that once she got back to civilization.

      She punched the designation into the GPS in the rental car and headed out of town. It would be a long ride. Hopefully there would be a good radio station with decent reception so the trip wouldn’t be in complete silence. She also hoped it wasn’t all country music out in this rural part of the world. Silence would definitely be better than listening to that. Or maybe she could stop somewhere and buy a CD to listen to if it got that bad. She’d left her MP3 player on her dresser at home, so she was stuck with whatever fate had to play on the radio. She shook her head. She never was much for letting fate determine her life. She didn’t like feeling that out of control over things, but nothing she could do about it now since she’d forgotten to pack her own music and audiobooks. She probably deserved whatever she got for not being on top of her game before she left New York.

      Two hours into the drive and she started getting tired and sleepy. It had been years since she’d driven that much. In the city she didn’t need a car or have to drive herself anywhere. The passing road sign indicated a small town up ahead or at least a convenient store. She checked the gas gauge and decided she should go ahead and fill it up again and it would be a great time to grab some food and stretch her legs. Plus she’d grab a cup or two of coffee and hope the caffeine would wake her up and keep her going for the rest of the trip.

      She entered the store and looked around for the coffee machine first. Customers turned to stare at her as she walked by. She guessed they’d never seen a woman in a business suit and she probably looked out of place. She found the coffee and filled two large cups with the strongest blend they offered. She also found some caffeine shot cups next to the machine and dumped two in each cup.

      The smell of fried food filled her nostrils. Not usually her first choice for a meal, but at least they did have hot food and she would’t have to rely on snack cakes or chips.

      She walked over to the hot food counter and peered through the glass. Fried chicken. That was a fried food she could enjoy. She missed her mom’s fried chicken. It was a weekly meal when she was growing up. But she also grew up on roasted chicken and roast beef. Either of those would be delicious right now, but she opted for the fried chicken basket, paid for her items and headed to the car. She noticed a picnic table off to the side and headed to it instead.

      It had been a long time since she’d eaten in a car, and she was glad she didn’t have to do it today. Plus it wouldn’t hurt to get some of the coffee in her to wake her up before she continued driving and she would walk around a little more before heading out. She checked her watch. She was making good time and should be at the ranch by dinner time, at least. Hopefully the owner wouldn’t be ready to get started tonight and would let her rest until morning before they went to work on his marketing campaign. But, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d had to pull a late-nighter so she was prepared for anything. Luckily the extra caffeine shots were starting to kick in and she was feeling a little better. She cleaned up her lunch mess and headed back to the rental car. She had another two hours of driving to dread. She tried to look forward to it, but the truth was she hadn’t missed driving all that much since moving to the city.

      

      She was starting to think she was lost just as a side road ahead popped up on her GPS. She let out a sigh of relief. That should be the road she’s supposed to turn on. It was getting late in the afternoon and the sun would set soon. She didn’t want to be driving around in the dark on back country roads in the middle of nowhere. GPS indicated she was about twenty minutes from the destination.

      

      The countryside was beautiful and made her think of home in Vermont. It’d been a long time since she saw anything other than a cityscape and a long time since she’d been home to see her family, except for last year at her mother’s funeral, but she couldn’t even look at the scenery then, much less try to enjoy it. Her heart ached that she hadn’t gone home very often to spend time with her parents. Now her mother was gone and she’d never get that time back. She could go see her dad though and made a mental note to make a better effort at it.
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