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Dedication




For my family. Because everyone should have cheerleaders like these people!





I couldn’t do any of this without their support and encouragement.











  
  
Sage




Sage had talked about everything else she could think of to avoid the one thing she didn’t want to talk about. A crash-and-burn love life wasn’t on her list of hot topics. But when her friend asked her how things were going between her and Drew, she had no choice but to tell the truth. 

The two women sat in a small booth tucked into the corner of a local steak house for a late dinner and lots of wine. Most of the action had moved to the bar area, so they had the dining room mainly to themselves.

“He has a wife,” she finally said, spinning her wine glass by its stem. It still pissed her off to say it, even though that wasn’t the worst of it. “Not only does he have a wife," she said, "he has a pregnant wife… and a two-year-old son.”

Julia, her best friend and confidant, sat back, her wine glass empty, and stared at Sage with unblinking eyes. “No,” she said. “There’s no way…”

Sage chuckled but the bitterness burned. “Oh, trust me. There’s a way. Because I met her.”

Julia’s hand flew to cover her wide-open mouth. Then in a half whisper, she said, “No way, that is messed up. What a complete dick. Seriously, what a total friggin' jerk.”

Several weeks back, not realizing Sage would be there, Drew and his wife were on a date night which included the gallery show where Sage had been selling prints of her photographs. When a lovely woman wanted to buy a print for her son’s room, she’d brought her husband to look at it. Rather than look at and be impressed by the photo, he looked like the proverbial deer caught in the headlights as Sage had smiled at him with murder in her eyes and a silent break splitting her heart.

“Did you say anything to the wife?” Julia asked. “I think I would have said something. At least enough to make her suspicious of her husband’s assholery.”

“I thought about it,” she admitted with a laugh at Julia’s word choice. “But it just didn’t feel right.” She sipped from her water glass as the waiter slipped their empty plates off the table. “It was so odd, Jules. Like, I felt bad hurting her feelings. She was so nice to me. It’s like I wanted to tell her because it’s not her fault she married a jackass. Still, I didn’t feel like it was my place to ruin her marriage.” She shrugged, looked to Julia for confirmation. “Does that make sense?”

Julia nodded. “Yeah, it does.” She smiled and the simple gesture soothed Sage’s agitation. “So, what happens now? You’re not seeing him anymore, right?”

“God, no. Six weeks of Drew Davison was enough to last multiple lifetimes.” Resting her face in her hands, she sighed. “I have no idea what’s next. I’m thinking there must be a convent somewhere nearby I can join.”

“I think that ship might have sailed, my friend,” Julia said, eyeing Sage with a healthy dose of skepticism. Reaching over, she playfully shook Sage’s arm. “Come on. Don’t give up. There is a guy out there for you, I promise.”

“Ugh, I think that ship has sailed.” Sage took a long drink of water to help clear some of the Cabernet from her brain. She was tired of finding a guy, thinking he could be ‘the one’ and then learning the reason why he was still single. Or in Drew’s case, just a total dick. 

None of them had been long-term boyfriends but it still hurt when 'what could have been' turned into 'what never will be.' The one thing she certainly didn’t want to think about was the one commonality between all of those failed relationships: Sage, herself.

“OK, my real estate agent friend, I need your advice,” Sage said.

“With what, my heartbroken friend? Need me to find you a house somewhere with a better class of guys?”

“You half got it,” Sage said.

“I don’t understand.” Julia leaned forward, searched Sage’s face. “You want me to buy you a house or you want me to find you a better class of guys?”

Before she could change her mind, she blurted it out. “I’ve been thinking of moving.” There. She said it. It was out in the open now and not just an idea bouncing around her brain, which, somehow, made it feel more real.

“Moving?” Julia said, sitting bolt upright. “As in packing up your life and leaving Boston? By yourself?”

Sage laughed at Julia’s shocked look. “You do realize I’m an adult, right? I’m pretty sure by the time my parents were thirty-six, they were married, had a house, and I was in school.”

“Yes, of course I know you’re an adult, but why would you move? It’s not like you’ll be running into Drew and his wife all over town.”

Julia was right, but it didn’t dim the spark to try something new. “It’s more than Drew and his wife. It’s the whole string of them.” She ticked off fingers as she counted the number of guys she’d dated recently. “Six, Jules. Six of them. They all turned out to be just as terrible as the last.” She dropped her hands to the table, her heart heavy. “And that’s just in the past year and a half.”

Depressed all over again, she reached for her wine glass, but Julia moved it and slid her water glass in front of her instead. “You still have to get home tonight.” She grinned and said, “But let me think about this whole moving thing for a minute.”

“Why do you need to think about whether I should move or not?” Sage asked.

“Because you’re my best friend and I can’t just sit idly by while you run away and toss your career to the curb because some guy was a douche.”

“I’m not running away,” Sage said, defensive about her friend questioning her motives. “From Drew or anyone else. I’m just looking for something different. A change of scenery for a little while.” She shrugged. “I just need to get out of Boston. Who knows? Maybe finding new things to photograph will be just what the doctor ordered. Besides, it was six guys who turned out to be douches.”

After being quiet for several seconds, her brows knitted together in a pensive look. Julia slapped her hands down onto the table, rattling the silverware and stunning Sage. “I know,” she said. “What about a vacation home?”

Curious, Sage waited for her to finish her thought.

“Don’t just sell your place and leave town. Your life is here. That would be stupid.” Julia grinned again, showing off those perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. “What about looking at a vacation place somewhere? You could look up in New Hampshire or Maine. Really anywhere in New England and still be able to drive there in a few hours.” She gripped her hands into excited little fists then yanked her bag from the seat next to her and rifled through it to get to her phone.

At first blush the idea of a vacation place held promise. A place she could go without telling anyone—that would be key—and relax and work on her photography. A change of pace when she needed it, but still with the surety of home.

“Here!” Julia yelled. She shoved the phone in front of Sage’s face. “Something like this.”

Sage focused on the thumbnail photo of a real-life gingerbread cottage. “Where is this?” she asked, easily imagining herself on a wicker chair on the front porch, sipping her morning coffee, wrapped in a comfy throw. “This is adorable.”

Julia beamed across the table. “Right? See what I mean? That place is out in the Berkshires. I know a woman who lives part-time out there and she freaking loves it. It would take you a little more than two hours to be there from right here.” She poked her finger into the tabletop for emphasis. “And the best part is that you could totally buy that place and still be rich.”

“And let me guess,” Sage said with a laugh. “There are enough bedrooms to be able to invite my best friend to stay with me from time to time?”

Thinking of her own little hideaway, even if it did include Julia occasionally, brought a thrill to Sage’s heart. She had been out to the Berkshires a few times growing up. The green hills and abundance of space held a considerable appeal when contrasted with the hustle and noisy crowds of city life. But, with the incredible atmosphere of the art scene and the world-class restaurants, she would still feel completely in her element.

Julia took the phone back, scrolled through and said, “Yep. Three bedrooms. Totally enough for yours truly to come hang out for a weekend or two.” She scrolled around and clicked somewhere, frowned slightly, then put the phone down directly in front of Sage. “With a price like that, I think we might have to assume it needs some work though.” Having a best friend who was a real estate agent had its benefits. “This place was only listed today. I can contact the listing agent and see if we—” Julia put her hand over her heart, eyes pleading with Sage. “Assuming you want me, that is—”

“Wouldn’t do it without you, Jules.”

“Yay,” Julia squeaked. “I’ll contact them and see if we can take a look over the weekend.”

“Or you can just put in an offer and see what happens,” Sage blurted out.

“You’re not serious,” Julia said.

The music pumping out of the bar area on the far side of the dining room mingled with the sounds of happy people enjoying their lives, and it all sent a thrill of excitement through her. “Yeah,” Sage said. “You know what? I am serious. Let’s do this.”

For the first time all evening Julia was silent. Sage worried her friend had thought she’d gone off the deep end, until a slow smile crept across Julia’s face. Sage knew that look. An idea was brewing. “Yes,” Julia said. “This is going to be amazing.”

“What is?”

“This,” she said, pointing at the image of the house on the phone. “You buy the place, sight unseen, and it’s an investment. You bring your camera and your equipment, and you document the whole thing.” Julia’s voice grew louder, her words faster. “You have a ton of people that follow you on the socials. You can totally put the whole thing online. Before, during, and after pictures. Photograph the people you get to come in and do the stuff you can’t. I love watching all those house flipping shows, but those are professionals. Show us all what it looks like when an average person tries to do it.”

“Like a one-woman fixer upper show,” Sage mused. “I’ve never done anything like that. I don’t even know how to do anything like that. Am I crazy for wanting to try this? Or for thinking this sounds like a wicked lot of fun? I am, right? I’m out of my mind,” she said. All at once, she didn’t care if she was. “Let’s do it. Put in the offer and see where it goes. What’s the worst that could happen, right?”

“Right,” Julia said. “Give it a few months and if it doesn’t work out, put the place back on the market, no harm, no foul.” She sat back again, exhausted by her own excitement.

The women clinked their water glasses in a toast, and as the waiter returned Sage slid her credit card for him to take.

“No, wait,” Julia protested. “This is supposed to be on me, remember? I took you out to cheer you up.”

Sage smiled. “You get me that house and we’ll call it even.”








  
  
Rowan




Five-year-olds playing tee-ball was the funniest shit Rowan Kennedy had seen all week. Aside from their short attention spans, these kids asked about a million questions and kept their coaches on their toes. Surrounded by intently watching eyes, Marcus had to field question after question that had nothing to do with tee-ball. “Do you have a dog?” “How many kids do you have?” “What’s your wife’s name?” “Look, Coach Marcus… My shoes light up when I jump up and down.” And on and on. Rowan’s own five-year-old spent most of the hour drawing in the dirt of the first base line with a stick, occasionally looking up and giving him a quick wave and a smile.

Now that practice had finished up for the morning, some of the kids wanted to play on the playground opposite the ball field, taking advantage of the warm spring day. “Can I go too, Dad?” Maisie asked as Rowan finger brushed her hair into a new ponytail and secured it with an elastic.

“Absolutely. Have fun,” he said as she raced over to her friends.

A few kids had managed to convince their parents to let them stay, including one little boy whose mother had had a crush on Rowan pretty much since the day they met at kindergarten orientation in September. As she followed her son to the playground, Erica Becker gave Rowan a coy smile and then sashayed—there was no other word for it—across the parking lot, turning back when she got there to make sure he had watched.

Pulling his baseball cap lower over his eyes, he turned toward his oldest friend. Marcus stood beside him, watching the whirling balls of energy running and jumping and sliding all over the playground.

“I don’t know if I’m cut out for this, dude. I have never seen energy levels like that,” Marcus said, scrubbing a hand through his hair. “Look at them. They’re still going strong and I’m ready for a goddamn nap.” He laughed, shook his head. “I don’t know how you live like that. Every. Single. Day.”

“Honestly, you get used to it,” Rowan said. “And you start looking forward to bedtime as soon as dinner’s done.”

“If you say so.” Marcus lifted the batting tee and the bag of balls into the back of his Jeep. “Hey, I talked to your mom the other day when I was down at the Grind. She said Nick’s house should be coming up for sale soon.”

Rowan’s mother, Delores, worked the mid-morning shift at the local diner, The Daily Grind, and she knew everything that happened in the small, Berkshire Mountain town of Hazelton. She wasn’t a gossip, but she did love to talk.

“That’s what his daughter said,” Rowan replied. “She’s got him all moved into an in-law apartment they built for him and they’re selling his place pretty much as is.”

For the past three years Rowan and Maisie had been living with Delores in her big farmhouse, saving money and waiting for Nick’s house to come up for sale. It was a small three bedroom down the street from Delores, with a small front yard and a large open lot behind it. It was perfect for what he and Maisie needed and was still close enough to his mother, who cared for Maisie after school.

“Nice. It shouldn’t need too much work before you move in?” Marcus leaned against the back of his Jeep, dark sunglasses covering his eyes.

“It needs a shit ton of updating, cosmetic stuff, but nothing structural that I could tell. Pretty much all the wiring needs to be updated though, the bathrooms need to be gutted and brought into the twenty-first century,” Rowan said. “And those fucking carpets have to go. Nothing I can’t handle with a few weeks of work and hopefully a good plumber to help me out?” Rowan raised his eyes to Marcus’s. They had worked on more than one renovation together, including their current job at a local inn, and aside from being his best friend, Marcus did impeccable work.

“Absolutely, man. You know that. What do you have in there now, a full and a half bath?”

“Yeah. There’s a decent sized half bath off the kitchen and then the master bath off the main bedroom. There’s only the two bedrooms upstairs, no bathrooms, so I’m going to need a tub installed in the half bath downstairs so the kid’s not always in my room.”

Marcus nodded. “What are you looking at for the master bath? A whirlpool tub with enough room for a guest?” His face never moved but behind the glasses Rowan knew Marcus was needling him.

“You too?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.” Marcus’s lip quirked up before he schooled it back to neutral.

“God, how much time did you spend talking with my mother? She’s got you trying to hook me up with some female now, too?” Rowan said. “I’ll tell you what I told her, I am all set with women right now. Once Maisie is grown up and out of the house, I’ll revisit my plans. But right now, single life is my life.”

Marcus shrugged one shoulder. “Dude, swear to God, I was just thinking about resale value. Issues much?” He grinned. “But seriously, what about Erica over there? She’s easy to look at and she clearly wants you.”

“Sin-gle,” Rowan said slowly, for emphasis. “I want. To stay. Single.” His phone rang in his pocket, and he was glad for the distraction from the uncomfortable topic of the woman who kept staring at him. “Hey, Ma, what’s up?” he said, answering the call. “Maisie and I are at the playground.”

She didn’t even say hello but jumped into the conversation with both feet. “Honey, I just got off the phone with Sarah. You know, Nick’s daughter?”

“Cool. Is the house finally hitting the market?” Rowan’s heart lifted. He’d been patient for the past three years and now it was down to the formalities. “I just have to put the call in to my real estate agent and we should be good to go.”

His mother hesitated, took a quick breath before she spit out, “Honey, the house is already sold.”

The phone slipped from his hand, but he fumbled to catch it before it hit the ground. He held it back to his ear as his mother finished saying, “…too good to pass up.”

Marcus stepped toward him. “Everything OK?” he asked.

Rowan shook his head to Marcus then, not believing what he heard, said to his mother, “Wait. Say that again.”

“Sarah said that someone really wanted the place, and they offered her way above asking price. Now that she is taking care of her dad, the extra money will really be helpful for them.” Delores sighed. “Rowan, honey, I am so sorry. But don’t worry. We’ll figure something out.”

He ended the call with his mother and looked at Marcus. “They sold the house,” he said, his heart dropping into his shoes. “They sold the fucking house to someone else.” The feeling of hurt and betrayal was worse than the disappointment at not getting the place. Years of daydreaming and planning and working and saving just flew out the window and there wasn’t a single thing he could do about it. His stomach physically ached from a metaphorical sucker punch.

“Shit,” Marcus said. “I’m sorry, man. What happened?”

As he repeated the little information he had gotten from his mother, the words tasted like poison in his mouth. “Someone bought my house right out from under me,” he said. “I’m gonna be stuck living at my mother’s house forever. How the fuck did that even happen?”

“Daddy!” Maisie’s voice broke into the conversation. “That’s a swear word. Gramma says you can’t say that word. It’s not nice.”

Rowan reached down and scooped his daughter into his arms. “You’re right, Zee. That is a bad word. I’ll put some dollars in the jar, and I won’t say it again.”

With her requisite flair, Maisie rolled her eyes and said, “Yeah, right,” and broke into giggles when Rowan tickled her ribs.

“All done playing?” he asked her.

“Yup. I’m hungry and Noah was being mean to me,” she said.

“Who’s Noah?” Rowan asked.

Marcus nudged his arm, quietly said, “Erica’s kid,” and nodded in her general direction.

“Oh, Christ.”

“Daddy!”

“Sorry, sorry. I’ll put an extra dollar in the jar.”

Scrubbing a hand over his face to try to wipe away the shock of the phone call without letting on that he was upset, Rowan looked from Maisie to Marcus, who smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Let me know if you need anything, alright?” Marcus said. “You’ll figure it out, man. Don’t stress.” Rowan nodded as Marcus reached over to tap Maisie on the nose. “Good job today, kiddo. You’re a natural out there.”

“Thanks, Uncle Marcus,” she said, and rested her head on Rowan’s shoulder. The weight of her in his arms grounded Rowan in the moment. Relief washed over him as he realized that since he’d never told her about wanting the house, she couldn’t be disappointed about not getting it.

Probably the only saving grace of the day.








  
  
Sage




Sage Lowery stood in the god-awful living room of her new vacation home. Her best friend and real estate agent extraordinaire, Julia, had come out to help her get settled and after a weekend of wine, takeout pizza, driving around town, and sleeping on blow up mattresses, Julia had gone back to Boston with a promise to follow Sage’s social updates and another promise to come back for a visit in a few weeks. 

Tackling the renovations of the little gingerbread cottage in the Berkshires was Sage’s way of stepping out of, and hopefully hitting the reset button on, her life. Leaving her apartment and temporarily relocating to Hazelton would be completely new and unfamiliar enough to keep her mind occupied with thoughts other than her dead-end love life.

Her original vision of being married, and maybe even having a child, was nowhere on the horizon, and showed no promise of being there anytime soon. Certainly not with the string of ‘bums,’ as her grandfather used to call anyone who didn’t meet his standards, she’d been dating.

Julia’s grand plan was for Sage, as a professional photographer, to document her adventure on her popular social media accounts, thereby keeping her name in front of potential clients while she spent the next several months in the beautifully scenic western end of Massachusetts.

She and Julia had come up with a master to-do list and Sage was determined to make even minimal progress on her first full day alone. The inside of the house needed the most work, but the early June morning was already warm, so once Julia pulled out of the driveway, Sage grabbed her camera and tripod and headed out to tackle the first step of her renovations: the before pictures.

The small flower beds along the front porch were full of color. There were white and yellow flowers and purple ones that added a nice pop of color to the yard, though aside from the daisies, she had no idea what they were called. Looking from her new garden up to the porch, she knew the first thing to do would be to get a chair and a small table so she could sit out there and read with a glass of water, or wine, after a hard day’s work. She pulled out her phone and typed ‘table and chair—front porch’ into her already sizable list.

After looking back at the unknown flowers, she quickly added ‘research flowers in front yard.’

“Good morning,” said a soft female voice from behind her.

Sage’s new home sat halfway down Orchard Street, an adorable neighborhood of smaller homes with deep green grass and brightly colored gardens similar to her own. Looking up, she saw an older woman smiling at her from the sidewalk. The woman stood beside a little girl, with a gigantic pink helmet, sitting astride a pink bicycle with white, plastic training wheels.

She hadn’t heard them approach, but it was still nice that they stopped to say hello. “Morning,” Sage responded, assuming they would keep going on their walk. When they didn’t move, she stepped closer to them, stuck her hand out to shake. “My name’s Sage,” she said. “I just moved here.”

“Delores,” the woman said. “And this is my granddaughter, Maisie.”

“I’m five,” the little cyclist said with a grin and held up her hand with all her fingers splayed. “I’m learning to ride my bike,” she added.

“That’s exciting,” Sage said. “It’s a lovely bike. It matches your helmet.”

“And my shoes,” she said, kicking one foot up in the air.

Delores smiled down on her granddaughter, her affection for the girl obvious.

“Do you both live around here?” Sage asked.

“We do,” Delores said, pointing over her shoulder to a large white house on the opposite side of the street, a few houses away.

Sage had noticed the house while she and Julia were exploring the new neighborhood because it was larger and of a different style than the rest.

“We live over there. We were friends with Nick,” Delores said, looking at Sage, clearly expecting that she would know who Nick was. “The man who used to own this house,” Delores finally said when Sage didn’t respond.

“Oh,” she said. “Sorry. I dealt with a woman named Sarah. I didn’t realize someone else lived here.”

“Sarah is Nick’s daughter. He is getting up there in age and Sarah thought it would be better for him to live with her and her husband,” Delores explained.

“Mr. Nick was my friend,” Maisie added. “I helped him plant flowers.”

“Well, that was very nice of you,” Sage said. “Mr. Nick was lucky to have such a nice friend to help him. I’ll bet he misses you.”

“He does,” Maisie said in such a matter-of-fact tone that Sage and Delores both chuckled at her confidence. “Are you taking pictures?” Maisie asked, pointing to the camera hung around Sage’s neck.

“I am, yes,” Sage said. “I’m a photographer and I’m going to be taking pictures of the house and the yard the way it all looks today. Then I’ll be taking more pictures as I fix things up and then I’ll take some more when the work is all done.” She looked at Delores. “I sort of bought the house on a whim and figured I’d have a little fun with it while I fix it up.”

Delores smiled at her, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “That sounds fun,” she said. “Do you plan to keep it once it’s done or are you going to flip it?”

“Haven’t really planned that far out to be honest with you. I’ve given myself until Labor Day to make that decision. I’ve never lived outside of Boston before and I’m not sure if I can do it.” She laughed. “But I needed a change of scenery and—” she raised her arms out to her sides, encompassing her new home and yard, “this part of the state is so beautiful. Besides, if home ownership doesn’t work out for me, I can flip the house, like you said, and go back to Boston.”

“Very sensible,” Delores said.

The desire to get back to her task conflicted with the pressure to keep making small talk with her new neighbors. Just as she was about to thank them for stopping by, Maisie said, “I like those flowers.” She looked up at Sage, her round eyes full of expectation. “They’re really pretty.”

The bright flowers brought life to the front of her new house. Was she ready to let this little girl have them, to take the few bits of color from her garden? The bigger question was whether she was willing to let herself become part of the life of this new town, or should she let them go on their way and stay closed off in her own little world?

“Would you like to take some home with you?” Sage finally asked.

Stopping long enough to get the nod of approval from her grandmother, the little girl hopped off her bike and ran full speed into Sage’s yard.

Sage made eye contact with Delores then held up her camera. “Do you mind if I take a few while she picks? I can send them to you if you give me your info.”

Delores smiled, this time the gesture felt much more genuine. “Why not?”

Maisie stood stock still in front of the flowers, her hands clasped together behind her back, staring at them as if they were made of glass. Quickly focusing, Sage snapped a few shots of her, still wearing her giant bike helmet, which gave the skinny girl the appearance of a quilting pin.

“Why don’t you pick out your five favorite flowers,” Sage suggested. “I just have to run inside and grab a few things.” A couple minutes later she returned with a stack of wet paper towels, a square of aluminum foil and a pair of scissors. “Did you pick the ones you want?”

Maisie nodded. “Uh huh. I want these,” she said, pointing to a section of all yellow flowers.

“You like yellow?” Sage asked.

“It’s my favorite color,” Maisie said, then frowned. “I want to paint my room yellow, but my dad won’t let me.”

Sage looked to Delores who crinkled her nose as she smiled, an endearing gesture. “My son isn’t exactly a morning person and Maisie’s room faces due east.”

Sage smiled at Maisie, “Maybe someday,” she said. “OK, what do you say we get this bouquet put together?”

Maisie nodded.

Carefully, Sage handed her the scissors. “You cut the flowers you want, and I’ll hold them until you’re done.”

Maisie’s eyes went wide as she held the big scissors in her hand, then her brows drew in, her expression turned serious. She cut each flower, handing them to Sage in turn. When she was done, Sage had her cut a few pieces of greenery from some nearby plants to fill out the bouquet.

While Sage held the bundle in her hand, she said to Maisie, “Now you want to wrap up these stems with the paper towels.” Maisie did. “And now wrap the foil around the bottom and up the stems to keep the towels from dripping water until you get home and can put them in a vase, OK?”

Maisie’s face beamed as she raced with her flowers back to her grandmother’s side. “Look what I made for Daddy!”

“He’s going to love it,” Delores said, taking the bouquet from Maisie so she could hop back onto her bike. “Should we go home and put these in some water?”

“Yup!”

“All right,” Delores said, “But what do you say to Miss Sage first?”

Maisie jumped off her bike again and sprinted toward Sage, threw her arms around her midsection. “Thank you for helping me make the flowers, Miss Sage.”

Sage’s interactions with small children were few and far between and the little girl’s easy affection was sweet but still awkward. She patted Maisie’s back. “You’re very welcome.”

Maisie raced back and climbed onto her bike. “Can I come over to your house again?”

Was there some kind of etiquette rule about letting neighborhood children into your home? This wasn’t something Sage had ever dealt with in the city. She didn’t know whether to say yes and have Delores think she was some kind of creep or say no and have her think she was some kind of jerk with no social skills.

Delores came to her rescue when she said, “Maisie, it’s not polite to invite yourself over to someone else’s house, sweetheart.” She looked back at Sage. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t invite Miss Sage over to our house.”

“Yay! Do you want to come to our house?” Maisie said.

“Well, I can’t today, but some other time would be lovely. Thank you for asking.”

“I don’t know if you’ve been down Main Street at all yet,” Delores said. “But if you’d ever like to come in for a cup of coffee and the best blueberry muffins around, I work the ten to two shift at The Daily Grind during the week while Maisie’s in school. Of course, you’re always welcome to come by the house too. It was nice to meet you, Miss Sage.”

As Delores and Maisie slowly made their way toward their house, sunlight glinting off the spokes of Maisie’s tires, Sage turned her attention back to her photos. Half an hour later she had dozens of shots of her house from all angles, along with the landscaping, and several more of the neighborhood in general.

Satisfied with what she had to work with, she clicked the lens cap back in place and went up the front steps to sit on the porch and relax before going inside to start taking photos in there. Leaning back on her hands with her legs outstretched, she sank into the peace of the late morning.

Bright sunshine bathed her skin as a black pickup truck rolled down the street. It slowed noticeably as it neared her house but then picked up speed again as she squinted to get a better look at the driver.

Unnerved by that bit of weirdness, Sage hauled herself to her feet and went inside.









