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Chapter One
 

Laura didn’t need an intervention to know she had problems, which was why she was doubly surprised when she walked into her grandmother’s house and saw all the people who, for whatever reason, still loved her.

Time seemed to stand still. With one hand on the screen door and the other clutching the door frame, she contemplated turning around and leaving. At least long enough to down another pill. For one irrational moment she was thankful that she’d showered and washed her hair this morning. As if that meant they’d go easy on her. But that wasn’t going to happen; she could see from the five determined pairs of eyes that no one here was going to cut her any slack. That’s the way it worked, wasn’t it...on those television shows? Her throat went dry and she looked at her grandmother, who was seated next to her father on the couch.

“Could I get something to drink, please?” She gave a weak smile. “Diet Coke if you have any, Gran.” She started to make her way toward the kitchen but Jenna, her friend since childhood, jumped up. “I’ll get it.”

They’re probably afraid I’ll make a run for it out the back door, she thought to herself. And they may be right. The shock was beginning to wear off, and she took in the two remaining people in the group. Rachel Ellison, the head nurse from St. Mark’s and a woman she didn’t recognize.

The woman stood up and motioned for Laura to sit down in the big chair in the corner. Laura almost giggled; it reminded her of a wedding shower where the bride-to-be was the center of attention.

The woman extended her hand and Laura shook it. “My name is Myrna Hyslop. I’m an intervention specialist and I’m here to help your friends and family.”

Jenna came back into the room. Ice cubes clinked in a tall glass and she held a can of coke in the other hand. She placed both items on the table beside Laura and gave her friend a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Love you,” she murmured, then went back to the other side of the room and sat down.

Laura poured half of the coke with a trembling hand and took a deep swallow. It tasted great, but what she’d really like is another oxycodone to go with it. She tried to remember when she’d taken the last one, but her memory was fuzzy. She set the glass back down, frowning with the effort of concentration. Her memory was deserting her frequently these days, and she didn’t like it.

There were times, like right now, when she couldn’t even remember what had sent her down this path to self-destruction. But then the memories would come flooding back and she’d feel herself falling even deeper, if that was possible, into the black void that was currently her life.

She forced herself to look at the people gathered in her grandmother’s living room. Her father, divorced from her mother for ten years now. Always there for her. It was her father who’d supported her when she announced her decision to become a nurse. He was the best, and she’d been genuinely delighted for him when he told her a few weeks ago that he’d found a woman to share the rest of his life with. She couldn’t remember the woman’s name right now, but her father was happy and that’s all that mattered.

Next to her father was her Gran. As long as she could remember, a stable force in her life and a source of unconditional love. As a child, Laura had spent at least two weeks a year here at her grandmother’s house in the Shaughnessy district of Vancouver. Those had been some of the happiest times of her life.

Rachel Ellison. Head Nurse at the hospital, and her supervisor. It was only a little over a month since Laura had fallen at work and broken her arm. The cast had come off two days ago and she massaged her arm, trying once more to recall what had precipitated that fall. She hated to admit it, but she couldn’t remember that either. At least she’d done one thing right. She’d stashed away a supply of oxycodone before the accident. The doctor wouldn’t prescribe any pain meds for her after the fall, informing her that a broken arm didn’t warrant anything more than Tylenol, and besides a stronger pain killer could prove addictive. She’d almost laughed out loud at that, but had managed to nod in solemn agreement.

Jenna Harkness. Her closest friend since childhood. They’d grown up together in Quesnel, had done volunteer work at the local hospital, and had shared everything. Even after Laura had gone to Vancouver for her nurses’ training, they’d remained close. Laura had been there when Jenna and Drew got married, and had rushed to see each of her children only days after their birth. Her friend’s eyes were all shimmery with tears, and she wondered if Jenna was about to tell her that she was no longer Godmother to Hayley and Mark. The idea was insupportable, and for the first time she felt real fear.

“...which is why your family and friends are here for you today.” The intervention specialist was speaking but Laura hadn’t heard a word. What was her name again? She turned toward the other woman, hoping that her expression didn’t reveal what she was thinking. That she didn’t really need her help. Her family were wonderful to be so caring, but her current state was only temporary. She’d be back up to speed any time now.

She took another drink, playing for time. She’d come to love the sound of ice cubes recently. They signalled good times ahead. She frowned again. At least they were supposed to be good times, but in recent weeks she’d often wake up in the morning not remembering what had happened after the third or fourth drink in her favourite bar. She stared into the bottom of the glass. She’d better cut back on the drinking, or she wouldn’t be in any shape to go back to work.

She looked at the faces around the room and put on a conciliatory smile. “I’ve been drinking too much” she said, nodding as she spoke to let them know she accepted the seriousness of her problem. “And I promise to cut back right away.”

Nobody responded. They didn’t have to; it was clear that they didn’t believe a word of what she said. This was going to be tougher than she thought.

“Okay, you’re right. I won’t just ‘cut back’. I’ll stop drinking completely.” She tried another smile and held up the arm that had been broken, flexing her fingers as she spoke. “I’ll be fit for work soon and I need all my senses for that.” She looked directly at her supervisor, who was looking at her oddly. “Rachel knows what I mean, right?”

The Head Nurse looked at the intervention specialist who nodded, then turned her attention back to Laura. “You’re not coming back to work. I’m sorry, Laura, but I can’t afford to have you back on the floors.” She gave her head a little shake. “I’d planned to talk to you the day you had your accident. In retrospect, I should have realized what was going on, but it never crossed my mind that you had a substance abuse problem. You were skating on thin ice then, but now you’ve gone right over the edge.”

Laura wanted to tell her she was mixing her metaphors, but something held her back. “How can you possibly say that? I haven’t seen you since I got the cast on.” Her tone was getting desperate, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I’m much better now.”

For the first time she saw something like pity in Rachel’s eyes. “Laura, we saw each other a couple of weeks ago, at the staff picnic. You don’t remember?”

“Come on, Rachel. Stop kidding.” She glanced around at the others in the room. They were all looking at her gravely and her world seemed to tilt. She looked back at her supervisor and when she spoke her voice was little more than a whisper. “I don’t remember.”

“You were pretty high when you got there, so I’m not surprised.”

Laura didn’t intend to give up without a fight. “Come on, Rach, everybody has too much to drink once in a while; it’s how we blow off steam. You know that.”

“Your drinking is only part of your problems.  It wasn’t until I discussed the situation with Dr. Rowland that I started to put the pieces together. He told me that you’d been taking various forms of oxycodone for a couple of months before you broke your arm.”

“And you believed Stew?” Laura was incensed. “He’s the one who gave it to me in the first place.”

She closed her eyes, dropped her head. She wanted to snatch the words back, but it was too late. Her first instinct was to blame Rachel for tricking her, but that lasted only a second. It wasn’t Rachel’s fault she’d become addicted. It wasn’t even Stew’s fault, much as she’d like to share the blame. She was an RN, for God’s sake; she’d known the consequences of self-medicating with oxycodone long before he suggested that she take one to help her get through the bleak days after Mattie died.

They all spoke after that. Her father, her grandmother, and finally her friend Jenna. Ashamed and resentful at the same time, she heard very little of what they had to say. She knew they loved her and wanted to help her, but what right did they have to interfere in her life? It wasn’t until Jenna spoke of her children that she raised her head and actively listened to her friend.

“I’m not giving up on you, Laura. You’re Godmother to my children, and I need you to be in their lives. What if something should happen to Drew and me, God forbid? You promised to take care of them, and I need you to be well. Please say you’ll go.”

Go where? Laura wondered. Either they hadn’t discussed that part, or she hadn’t been listening. But did it matter? Not really. She knew what was in store for her; the location was the least of her concerns.

She knew better than to ask if she could go home. After brief but tearful goodbyes, the Hyslop woman bundled her into a large SUV and pulled out into traffic.

Laura was silent for the first half hour, watching downtown Vancouver slide by outside the window. “Where are we going?” she asked eventually, as they crossed the Lions Gate Bridge.

“Please call me Myrna”, the woman said with a thin smile. “We’re going to Vancouver Island. There’s an excellent rehab center not far from Nanaimo, so we’ll be crossing from Horseshoe Bay.” She seemed remarkably upbeat. “I always enjoy the ferry crossing.”

Laura remained silent for several moments. “What about my apartment?” she asked finally. She hoped it wasn’t too much of a mess.

“Your father’s going to take care of that for you.”

Laura absorbed this information with a silent nod. She twirled a piece of hair around her finger and rubbed it against her lips. It was a gesture she used to make to calm herself when she heard her parents arguing, or when her mother had been particularly vile toward her. She dropped the piece of hair and glanced sideways to see if Myrna had noticed, but the woman was manoeuvring through traffic, approaching Highway 1.

“What about clothes, toothbrush, stuff like that? And who’s paying for all this?” Laura hadn’t meant to sound belligerent, but the words came out that way.

Myrna narrowed her eyes.

She probably thinks I’m a spoiled bitch. Maybe she’s right. She smiled in an attempt to let the other woman know she meant well.

“Your father sent along a suitcase for you. You won’t need a huge wardrobe at Water’s Edge, but he and his new lady friend picked out some nice things for you.”

“You saw what they bought?”

The other woman nodded. “Yes, it’s part of my job. You’ll be checked again when you arrive just to make sure. As for the money, your father and your grandmother have paid for that as well.”

“I can afford to pay for it.” Laura didn’t know why she’d said that. Maybe she just needed to assert herself. Everything else seemed to have been decided for her.

“Good. But that’s between you and your father now.”

They fell silent after that. Laura scarcely noticed the sparkling blue of the Pacific as they neared the ferry terminal. She was startled when Myrna spoke as they waited in line to board the ferry.

“I’ve made this trip many times.” She glanced across at Laura. “It never fails to inspire me, knowing that people like you have the strength to turn their lives around.”

Traffic started to move. Ferry staff motioned them forward impatiently and Myrna guided the SUV up the ramp and into the gaping mouth of the ferry.

Laura felt as though she were being swallowed whole. She fought the panic that threatened to engulf her as they drove into the gloom of the parking level. Until now, she hadn’t given serious thought to what lay in store for her. She took several deep, calming breaths. Whatever was coming, it couldn’t be worse than what she’d already been through...could it?






  

Chapter Two
 

Bradley Jamieson watched the shaft of sunlight move slowly across the bed. He willed it to stop, but it moved inexorably toward him. Soon it would be in his eyes, he’d be forced to move, and the woman in bed beside him would know he was awake.

She was lovely, no doubt about that. They’d been introduced a couple of weeks ago and he’d been attracted to her, but had been hesitant to ask her out on a date. Finally he’d texted her, and she’d replied almost immediately. Last night had been wonderful; an intimate dinner sitting side by side in a booth at his favourite restaurant, followed by a leisurely walk along the waterfront. He couldn’t recall who had initiated the first kiss, but it had been long and hot; there was no doubt that they both wanted more.

The sex had been fantastic...for both of them. A small smile tilted the corner of his mouth as he recalled the number of times she’d told him what a wonderful lover he was.

She stirred in bed just as the sun hit him in the face. It was pointless to pretend any longer.

“Oh, you’re awake” she said, propping her head on a hand and looking down at him with a smile. “Did you sleep well?”

He nodded. He’d had a rare night free of nightmares. That in itself was worth celebrating. He swung his feet over the side of the bed and rubbed at the stubble on his cheeks. The woman...what was her name? Ah yes, Alexa...scooted across the bed and was snuggling up behind him, pressing her breasts into his back.

“What are you going to do today?” She asked, fingers tiptoeing across his abdomen and heading south.

He grabbed her hand to halt its progress and brought it to his lips. He must be mad not to want more sex, but the price was too high. He knew what would happen afterward; she’d want to get to know him better. It was only natural he supposed, but it was more than he could take. He’d dated a few women since coming home and they all wanted to pry into his private life, to find out why he couldn’t talk, and each one in her own unique way wanted to “fix” him.

He kissed her hand again and tenderly touched her cheek, trying to soften the refusal. He liked her, he really did. She was gorgeous to look at, and intelligent, but he didn’t want to get personal and she did. In that respect, she was no different from the others.

He grabbed his BlackBerry. Leaving town today, he typed and showed it to her. Sorry he added, Had great time last night. He didn’t have to tell her that he’d only just decided to take his friend up on his offer of a bed for the summer–in exchange for working in the vineyards.

She gave him a sad smile. “You’re not going to call me again, are you?” It was more of a statement than a question.

He smiled back, and shook his head. It was one thing he’d learned a long time ago; don’t complicate your life with lies.

“I thought not.” She kissed him lightly on the lips. “You’re a nice guy, Bradley Jamieson. If you come back to town and change your mind, I’d love to hear from you.”

And with that, she slipped into her clothes and was gone. Bradley stared at the closed door for several long minutes after she’d left and wondered if his life would ever get back to normal.

* * *

It didn’t take long for Bradley to get organized and on the road. He’d texted Matt at the winery and been assured that he was still welcome. He’d laughed at the next line: ‘Will that old beast make the trip?’

The Norton was Bradley’s favourite means of transportation. There was something freeing about being on the bike and it had been thoroughly serviced over several weeks the previous month; Bradley trusted it to make the trip.

It was noon by the time he left Comox. He planned to cross the ferry at Nanaimo and drive into the Fraser Valley tonight. Motels were plentiful in the area; hopefully he’d have a good sleep and make it to the Okanagan around noon the next day.

As he crossed the bridge from the Comox side of town to Courtenay, the Snowbirds, Canada’s aerobatic team, streaked across the sky, practicing one of their manoeuvres. The Tutors were small compared to the F-18s that Bradley had flown in Afghanistan, but he still stopped to look every time he heard a jet engine. He paused by the side of the road to watch them, marvelling at the precision flying. The aircraft dispersed and he gunned the motor, sliding smoothly into traffic. It was times like this that he felt guilty. Trained at great expense to be a fighter pilot, he was useless now. Okay, so he wasn’t to blame, but that knowledge didn’t help in the dark of the night, when he woke up to the horror of his memories, knowing that in his dream he’d been trying to scream, but unable to make a sound.

He rolled onto the five o’clock ferry with the other bikers, sent to their usual spot at the front. ‘First on, first off’ was their mantra. It was all part of the freedom of traveling by bike. He made his way to the upper deck, claiming a spot on one of the lifejacket storage containers. Here, with his back resting against the hull of the ship, he could watch not only the departure, but the eclectic mix of tourists that flocked to Vancouver Island every year. Virtually every European language was represented today, along with the ever-present, much-travelled Aussies and Asians. He sat back and closed his eyes, soaking up the sun. He hadn’t bothered to shave before leaving home, and he counted on his appearance to fend off anyone who would otherwise want to talk.

“Excuse me, is this seat taken?” He couldn’t quite place the accent. He opened one eye and shook his head. Her shoes identified her as European. There was something about their footwear that gave them away every time. That and the accent, of course. If he had to guess, he’d say she was Dutch. He made a broad gesture, indicating that she should make herself comfortable, and closed his eyes again. She pushed her backpack against the bulkhead, then sat back, resting against it. Her scent invaded his nostrils; it was something fresh, light and decidedly feminine.

Don’t even think about it, he told himself.

She raised a hand in greeting and a young man came and sat beside her. Bradley smiled to himself; he didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved.

* * *

Bradley Jamieson was one of those rare men who really loved women. At least the ones he’d been involved with told him he was a rarity, and judging by comments from the men he’d served with, they were right. The couple beside him were chattering away in a language he didn’t recognize, and he relaxed, thinking back to his younger days.

He’d grown up in Comox, home to Canadian Forces Base Comox. It was inevitable, he supposed, his desire to become a pilot. He knew every aircraft type that flew in and out of CFB Comox–American as well as Canadian. But even back then, he’d known that you just didn’t walk through the gates and sign up. As a matter of fact, you were lucky if they even considered you, and a degree or two always helped.

And so in the summer holidays, while his friends went fishing or chased girls, he worked at every job he could find, saving money for his education. The grocery store paid the best; he made himself available for work any time they called, but it wasn’t enough. In between, he mowed lawns and did yard clean-up.

It was a hot summer day when he first noticed her...really noticed her.

“Bradley” she called from behind the screen door. “Could you help me with something?”

He looked up, trying to recall her name. Oh yes, it was Mrs. Fraser. Her husband worked at the base, and according to her, had little time to spare for yard work. He’d noticed her several times that day; she seemed to be watching him through the kitchen window. He hoped she was happy with his work.

He wiped the sweat from his brow as he walked up the back steps. She opened the screen door and stood there, almost as if she were posing. She had on some sort of a top that tied under her breasts, leaving her midriff bare, and incredibly short shorts for an older woman. At least she seemed older to him. He tried not to look at her, but she had an amazing body and she wasn’t shy about showing it.

“What is it?” he said, looking around.

She walked across the kitchen and he noticed that she was wearing what the school girls called ‘wedgies’ on her feet. They made her legs go on forever. He swallowed painfully.

She bent over as if to lift a cardboard box from the floor. “This box is too heavy.” He could see the crease of skin where her legs joined her buttocks and got an instant erection.

She straightened up and turned back to him. “I was hoping to move this out to the storage shed, but it’s just too heavy.” Her gaze dropped to the level of his crotch and her lips parted. “Would you do it for me?”

“Sure.” He didn’t know how he got the word out; his tongue felt thick and clumsy in his throat. She stood back a bit and he picked up the box. “The storage shed,” he said, trying not to look at her cleavage.

“Yes, and then come back in. I’ve made some lemonade.”

He practically ran to the shed and shoved the box into the first spot he could find. It was all he could do not to race up the steps when he got back to the house.

“So,” she said, handing him a glass of lemonade. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

He swallowed half the glass in one gulp. He wasn’t quite sure where this conversation was going. “Sort of,” he said, wondering if she could tell he was stretching the truth.

“Aha.” She took a small sip from her glass, eyeing him over the rim. “And what do you do for fun?”

“I, ah, well, we...” How could he explain the fumbling and groping in the back seat of his friend’s car?

“Do you have sex?” She came closer. There was a musky smell about her. It was unfamiliar but oddly arousing. “I mean, I hear about young people these days and it all sounds so different from when I was your age.” She placed her glass on the counter then took his glass and placed it beside hers. She was so close to him now that her breasts were almost brushing against his chest. At least when she was this close she couldn’t see that he was hard again.

Or maybe she could. She ran a finger over his lips and his mouth dropped open. She slid the finger inside his mouth and then withdrew it, putting it in her own mouth. He was afraid that he was going to come right there, in her kitchen. That would be mortifying and he closed his eyes, trying to regain control.

She touched his face again with her fingertips, tracing the line of his jaw, then down his neck, resting her hand against his chest. Her fingers tweaked his nipple, and he groaned aloud.

“You’re really a very handsome young man,” she said. Her voice had changed. It was husky, and when he dared to look into her eyes they had darkened. She slid a hand lower and cupped his erection. “Would you like to make love to me?” she asked, running her hand up and down the length of him.

He could only nod.

“Then come with me,” she said, and walked up the half flight of stairs in the split-level home.

He followed her into a cool, dark bedroom. “What about your husband?” he croaked. He wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything, but he didn’t relish being beat up by an irate husband.

“He’s out of town on deployment,” she murmured, stepping out of her shorts. She was naked underneath. Her halter top soon followed, and she stood in front of him, naked. Her pubic hair had been trimmed and he stared at it. He’d never seen anything like that before, not that he had much experience with naked women.

“Know what I was doing this morning while you were working outside?” She lay back on the bed, watching him undress.

He could care less what she’d been doing. All he could think about was what was being offered and he wanted to get it before she changed her mind.

“I was watching you and wondering what it would be like to make love to you.”

He tore off his shorts and his erection sprang free.

“Oh, come to mama,” she said, reaching for him. “I don’t imagine you want to wait any longer, do you?”

He thrust into her. Once, twice, and then he exploded like nothing he’d ever experienced before. He lay there for a few moments, catching his breath, and then raised his head. “I’m sorry” he said, and meant it. “That wasn’t much good for you, was it?”

She smiled. “No, but you show great promise. Next time will be better.” She rolled out from under him and took his hand, guiding it to her innermost recesses. “In the meantime I’ll show you a sure fire way to please a woman.”

And she did. That afternoon and many more throughout that magical summer. She was an inventive teacher and he was an eager student. By the time school started again and her husband had returned from his posting, Bradley had acquired more sexual experience than most men gain in a lifetime.

* * *

The ferry shuddered as it moved away from the dock. Bradley opened his eyes, disoriented for a moment. Then he remembered where he was. He supposed he should go and get in line for some food. He didn’t mind the wait; it was something to do during the crossing. Besides, he needed some energy and his wits about him for the hectic pace of traffic on the mainland.






  

Chapter Three
 

Laura had been to Vancouver Island several times before. Most recently with Stew, a man she’d thought she might get serious about. They’d gone to Long Beach on the west coast of the island for a long weekend. Back before her world had fallen apart.

Everything looked different today as they pulled into Nanaimo. Even though it was sunny, the island appeared to hunker down, as though something bad were about to happen. Laura gave a small shudder and pulled her jacket more closely around her shoulders.

“Are you all right?” Myrna’s tone was kind. Laura knew that the other woman was watching her carefully for the first signs of withdrawal.

“I’m okay,” she replied, forcing herself to stay calm. She was starting to feel restless, but was determined not to show it. As if her actions mattered now. But for some reason, they did. She wanted to hold it together at least until she got to the rehab facility.

“What’s the name of the place we’re going?” she asked.

“Water’s Edge.”

“Sounds like a resort, or a golf course or something.”

Myrna smiled. “It does, doesn’t it?” They were on the highway now, and she was signalling to move into an exit lane. “You’ll hate it for the first few days of course, but I’m sure you’re expecting that.”

Laura twirled a piece of hair around her finger. “I wonder if I’ll ever get my job back.” She looked at the other woman. “I love nursing, especially paediatrics.”

Myrna shot her a sympathetic look. “Rachel said you were a terrific nurse. She cared enough about your future to contact your family and initiate the intervention.”

Laura stared out the window. “I was a terrific nurse. Past tense.” She was silent for a few moments. “But I only have myself to blame if they never take me back.”

“If it comes to that, there are lots of other things you can do with your skills.”

“I suppose so, but it won’t be the same.” For the first time today, tears came to her eyes. “It’ll never be the same.”

* * *

Laura’s childhood had been like no one else’s. That is, no one she knew. She’d been born beautiful; at least that’s what her mother told her...constantly. She was born and grew up in Quesnel, where her father owned a dealership selling heavy equipment. Unlike her friends, who viewed their parents as infallible and rock solid, Laura recognized at an early age that her parents didn’t belong together. Her mother complained about living “in the sticks” and bemoaned the lack of what she termed “culture” and a “social life”.

Her parents were constantly at war over how she should be brought up. “It’s not ladylike,” her mother shouted, when shortly after her twelfth birthday Laura announced she’d been riding with Jenna and helping out at the stables.

Her father, as usual, was on her side. “For God’s sake, Carolyn, the Queen rides a horse. Besides, this is ranch country. What do you expect the child to do?”

“Have you looked at your daughter recently?” Her mother stabbed him in the chest with a finger. “Really looked at her? She’s a beautiful child, Hugh, and she could have an amazing career ahead of her as a model.”

Laura cringed. Why did her mother always have to focus on her looks? She’d examined herself in the mirror, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.

The arguments raged on, but her father stood his ground. It wasn’t until Laura heard the dreaded word ‘divorce’ that she decided to take matters into her own hands.

She found her father on the sales lot, in the cab of a backhoe with a prospective buyer. He broke into a smile at the sight of her. “Hi, Sweetheart. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

Laura waited in his office, reading a book she’d taken out of the library that afternoon.

“This is a surprise,” her father said, filling the room with his presence. He looked at her carefully. “Is anything wrong?”

“No.” Laura used one of her father’s business cards for a bookmark and returned the book to her backpack. “Dad, I’ve been thinking. I could try this modeling thing. Especially if it would make Mom happy.”

Her father’s eyes narrowed and he was silent for a few moments. She sensed that he was struggling to formulate a reply. “Laura, I understand what you’re trying to do, but I’m not sure that anything would make your mother happy at this point in her life.”

She recognized the truth in what he said, but she had to try. She loved her mother...perhaps not as much as she loved her father, but if they divorced over this, it would be her fault.

“No, really Dad. I want to try it.” She gave him what she hoped was a convincing smile. “Summer’s coming up so it wouldn’t take time away from school. It could be fun.”

He looked at her long and hard. “If that’s what you want, it’s okay with me. But you have to promise me one thing. If it ever stops being fun, or if you feel you’re not being treated well, you stop. I’ll back you up one hundred percent. No questions asked.”

The change in her mother was remarkable. She planned her assault on the agencies in Vancouver like a general mapping out a campaign. It seemed that there wasn’t a thing about her daughter that couldn’t be improved by a visit to a salon. “Only the best, mind you” she said. “I know the perfect place in Vancouver. We couldn’t possibly trust your hair or brows to the local people.”

Laura tried not to notice the triumph in her mother’s voice when she announced that “her daughter” wanted to try modeling. After all, the constant bickering between her parents had died down. That was progress, wasn’t it?

She put Laura on a strict diet. “It’s only for a couple of weeks, child. You need to lose ten pounds before Kristof photographs you.”

“But Mom, I’m not fat.” Laura was sitting on her bed.

“No, of course not, but the camera has a way of making a person look heavier.” Her mother glanced at herself in the full-length mirror on the wall and frowned. “Trust me.”

Her father drove them to Vancouver and saw them settled with Gran. “You remember what I said,” he reminded her, giving her a hug before he left. “Call me anytime you want to come home.”

And so it started. Laura had to admit that it was fun; being pampered, being photographed, the endless shopping.

“How do you know so much about this?” she asked her mother. They were sitting on the outdoor patio of a downtown hotel. Laura smiled up at their server and waved away the offer of dessert.

“I dabbled in modeling when I was younger.” Her mother sat up a little straighter and Laura saw her through new eyes. Her mother must have been very attractive when she was younger.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Yes, well, it didn’t go very far.” Her smile was brittle. “I wasn’t the type they were looking for, evidently.” She gazed off into the distance for a moment, then returned her attention to her daughter. “But you’re different.” She tapped the portfolio that rested against her chair. “The camera loves you, as they say. We should see some good results next week.”

Her mother was right. Of the three agencies they visited that week, they had two immediate call-backs, resulting in two offers of representation.

“Daddy,” cried Laura over the phone. “An agency wants to represent me. They have a major client who’s launching a new line and they want me to be their new face.”

Her father laughed. “You sound like a pro already.”

“Yeah, well I don’t know about that. The contract is humongous.”

“You haven’t signed it yet, have you?”

“No, Mom’s reading it over before I sign it. She has to sign it too.”

“I want you to fax me a copy right away.” Her father’s tone had changed. “Your mom has done well to get you this far Sweetie, but contracts are serious business, and at this point we need the advice of someone who doesn’t have so much invested in this.”

She didn’t quite understand what her father meant, but when she told her mother, she went ballistic.

“No!” she cried. “Absolutely not! Who does he think he is, trying to control your career when he’s done nothing to encourage you.”

Laura opened her mouth to set her mother straight, and then thought better of it. “He’s not trying to control my career, Mom. He just wants his lawyer to read the contract.”

“No.” Her mother spit out the word.

“Then I guess I can’t sign it.” She was quaking inside, but she held her mother’s gaze. “I promised.”

Carolyn MacLeod glared at her daughter. There was malice in that glare, and in that moment Laura realized that she’d done nothing to help her parents’ marriage. As a matter of fact, this latest development might just tear it apart. But she had a lot invested in this modeling venture, and she wanted to see it through.

“All right.” Her mother tossed the contract on the table and glanced across the room toward the computer. “You know how all this computer stuff works. Can you send a fax on that machine?”

“Yes, or I can scan it and send it as an attachment.”

“Whatever.” Her mother started to leave the room but paused at the door and turned back. “I’m doing this for you, you know. I hope you appreciate that.”

Laura knew better but she smiled. “I know Mom and I do appreciate it. I really do.”

* * *

Laura became the face of a hot new designer and over the next two years appeared in print and television ads for every one of his wildly successful products. Her father had ensured that all of her earnings were deposited in a bank account in her name. Her mother was predictably furious, but she was bathing in the reflected glow of her daughter’s success and didn’t raise much of a fuss.

* * *

“I’ve missed you.” Jenna gave her a big hug, then held her at arm’s length. “You look so different in those magazines. Sometimes I think I don’t know you anymore.”

“Don’t be silly.” Laura heard a horse nickering and looked toward the barn. “Is that Ciero? How’s she doing?” Jenna’s horse had been heavily pregnant the last time she saw her.

“She had the most beautiful little foal just two days ago. I’ve been waiting till you see her so we can name her together.”

The girls ran to the stall where Ciero greeted them cautiously, maintaining a position between her foal and the two girls.

“She’s beautiful,” sighed Laura, tears pooling inexplicably in her eyes. “I’d forgotten how I love the sight of a new foal.”

Jenna’s eyebrows drew together. “Why are you crying?”

Laura brushed away the tears. “I’m not crying.” She attempted to smile. “Not really.”

They wandered out into the sunlight.

“It’s just that I miss all this.” She made a broad gesture, encompassing the ranch and the green hills that rose in the distance. “I miss home.” She glanced sideways at her friend. “Running back and forth to Vancouver was fun at first, but it’s getting to be a real drag. I’m not sure how much longer I want to do it. I guess seeing the new foal reminded me that there’s a lot more to life than posing in front of a camera.”

They leaned their arms against a rail, watching the horses in the paddock. “My contract comes up for renewal in a couple of months and my mom has already negotiated terms for another year. She didn’t even ask me. I’m supposed to sign by the end of the week.”

“Huh.” Jenna didn’t know what else to say.

“My Dad says I can quit any time I want.” She looked at her friend. “Remember a couple of years ago when we tried to volunteer at the hospital?”

Jenna grinned. “Yeah, they said we were too young.”

“Well, that’s what I’d really like to do. I want to be able to play on the basketball team, and volunteer at the hospital. Who knows, I might even get a boyfriend.”

“As long as it’s not Drew.”

“As if.” Laura nudged her friend. “So you guys are serious?”

A dreamy expression came over Jenna’s face. “Oh yeah. Don’t laugh, but I’ve already decided. I want to marry him.”

For the briefest moment Laura was jealous. “You know something? I think you will.” She gave her friend a hug. “I think I’ll go home and tell Mom what I’ve decided.”

* * *

Laura experienced the full force of her mother’s wrath. In the space of minutes, she went from being the golden girl to ‘an unappreciative slut’. When her father came home from work her mother turned on him, accusing him of sabotaging all of her hard work.

The tirade went on for days until Laura could stand it no longer. She reluctantly confided in her father, who immediately whisked her off to Vancouver for a quiet stay with her grandmother. By the time she returned home, her mother had moved out. She never returned, and two years later, Carolyn and Hugh MacLeod were divorced.

Laura didn’t spend a penny of the money she earned. Her father gave her an allowance all through high school. Once a year they’d have what he called a ‘board meeting’ where he’d take her out to dinner and they’d discuss the investments he’d made on her behalf. The totals grew every year, thanks to her father’s prudence, but the amounts didn’t seem real. She was a wealthy young woman.






  

Chapter Four
 

By the time they pulled up in front of the treatment facility, Laura was experiencing nausea along with the chills that had started earlier.

“I’m not sure I can do this.” She remained in the passenger seat, scarcely noticing the lush lawns leading down to the water. The sun had almost disappeared behind the trees on the far side of the lake, its slanting rays glowing against the natural wood finish of the main lodge.

“You’ll be fine.” Myrna got out. “You’ve done the hard part.”

“I have?” Every muscle in Laura’s body ached.

The facilitator paused. “Yes. You accepted help.” She turned toward the staff member who had come out to greet them.

* * *

Laura didn’t recognize herself when she was taken to her shared accommodations a week later. Detox had been long and gruelling...thankfully under medical supervision. She peered into the mirror. Dark circles rimmed her eyes and although her hair was clean, it hung in dull, lifeless strands. She leaned closer and touched her face. Yes, it was really her.

“Prescription drugs?” The voice startled her. She turned to see what looked like a child sitting cross-legged on the second bed, and then realized it was an extremely thin woman in her early twenties. She was remarkably pale, a fact that was enhanced by a cap of short black hair.

“I’m sorry? What did you say?”

“It’s a game we play here. We try to guess what brought you here.”

Laura blinked several times. “I think I saw that in a movie.”

“You did?” Her roommate seemed pleased. “So am I right?”

Laura nodded. “You’re right.” She spotted her favourite picture of Jenna, Drew and the kids on the nightstand beside the empty bed. “I see my things arrived.” She opened the top drawer and almost cried out with pleasure when she saw the selection of shampoos, conditioners and bath products. The next drawer held new underwear and she closed her eyes, silently thanking her father’s new lady friend.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but do you mind if I have a shower?” She opened the small closet on her side of the room and pulled out a new pair of fleece jogging pants and a T-shirt.

“Go for it.” The woman gestured toward the bathroom. “My name’s Faith, by the way.”

“And I’m Laura.”

She braced herself against the wall of the shower and let the water beat down, wondering when she’d start to feel better. She’d been afraid before, but she was terrified now. How was she going to face life without the euphoria she experienced every time she took an oxycodone? It was a question she’d asked herself over and over again the past couple of days as she was recovering from the worst of the withdrawal symptoms. She could do without the booze, but there was no substitute for that feeling of well-being when she popped a Perc.

The hot water eventually ran out and she turned off the shower, dressed, and left the bathroom, ready to face her roommate. The young woman wasn’t there, and she breathed a sigh of relief. The rest of today was free to explore the lodge and the grounds. Tomorrow she’d start on the second phase of her treatment, but she already hated it. Behaviour modification.  One-on-one sessions where they’d poke and prod and try to discover the ‘underlying issues’ that had brought her to this state. At least that’s what the brochure said. She grabbed a light jacket and left the room.

Lunch was over but she didn’t mind. She’d actually eaten breakfast this morning, something she hadn’t done for several months. She spied the coffee station and headed for it like a drowning man swimming for a raft.

A tall man approached, white teeth flashing in a dark face. “Coffee and hot water,” he said, slapping two stainless containers. “Mugs, teapots, teabags, cream, sugar and over there you’ll find paper cups if you want to take it outside.” He was dressed casually; it was hard to tell if he was patient or staff. She decided he was probably staff. “Just remember to toss the cup in one of the garbage bins if you go that route.” He smiled again and walked off.

Laura poured herself a coffee, dosed it with cream and sugar and picked up an oatmeal cookie on the way out. A murmur of voices came from a room down the hall; she assumed it was a meeting room.

A broad set of steps led down to the driveway. She paused half way, taking in the towering trees that dotted the lawn. She’d once talked to a lab tech at the hospital who was an avowed atheist. He’d said that he could see more of God when he looked up into the trees at Cathedral Grove on Vancouver Island that in any church. In this peaceful setting, she could see what he meant.

She wandered across the lawn, nibbling on the cookie as she went. Several benches were placed near the water, but to sit there might be seen as an invitation and she wanted to be alone. She checked the angle of the sun. If she sat on the grass over there, near the shadow of a cedar, she’d be in the shade in a few minutes. Perfect. She walked over and sat down.

It was peaceful here. She sipped her coffee, watching the swallows put on an aerobatic show as they swooped over the surface of the water. Surely they must be some of the best flyers in the world.

“Jeez, I wish I could fly like that.” Startled, Laura looked up to see a woman standing slightly behind her. “I’d fly outta here so fast...” She seemed to lose her train of thought and stood there, watching the swallows. Laura prayed that she’d move on, but evidently no one heard her silent plea, because the woman sank down onto the grass beside her.

“I’m Delores,” she announced a few moments later.

Laura nodded. “Laura.”

“Dontcha hate this place?” Delores looked like she’d like to punch somebody.

“I don’t know. I’ve been here a week but I just got out of detox.” Laura studied the other woman without being too obvious.

The woman was somewhere in her early fifties. She might have been attractive once, but now she just looked tired...used up. An inch or so of dark roots showed near her scalp, in sharp contrast with the rest of her hair. Brilliant red lipstick had crept up into the tiny crevices that rimmed her top lip. I can show her how to fix that, Laura thought.

Delores shifted slightly and examined Laura as though she were a new specimen she hadn’t seen before. “Prescription drugs,” she said emphatically.

Laura was getting annoyed. “Does everyone play that game around here?”

“Sure, what else is there to do?” The woman uncapped a bottle of water and took a long drink. “So am I right?”

Laura sighed. What had happened to her peaceful interlude? “Yes, you’re right.”

“Thought so. Me, I’m a lush.” The woman had lovely eyes...pale blue, rimmed with dark cobalt. “This is my third visit here.” She was quiet for a moment and when she spoke again, the belligerence was gone. “Do you believe in third time lucky?”

Laura was tempted to lie, but thought better of it. “Not really, no.”

“Me neither.” She picked at the grass, rubbed it between her fingers. “And I don’t really hate it here. They’re wonderful people.” A small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “I’m going to make it this time. I really am.”

Laura nodded. In spite of the false bluster...or maybe because of it...there was something poignant about this woman. “I hope you do.”

Delores looked at her fingers, stained with grass. “I lost my daughter five years ago. Ashley was twenty four, and engaged to a wonderful young man. She wanted to take one last trip before she got married. She and her girlfriend decided to go to the Philippines.” Tears started to roll down her cheeks. “They were on one of those overloaded ferries you’re always hearing about. It capsized, and they were drowned.” She brushed away the tears and Laura was almost blinded by the size of the diamonds on her hand. “We didn’t even have a body.” She nodded, as though talking to herself. “That was really hard.”

Laura remained silent. There was nothing she could say that would ease the other woman’s pain. She knew that from personal experience.

“Frank was so patient with me. At least at first.” She took another drink of water. “Men are better at handling grief, I think. Or maybe they just hide it better. Besides, he has a business to run. He has three real estate offices on the North Shore...that’s where we met. I was a receptionist at his main location, and it was love at first sight.” She smiled, caught up in memories of a happier time.

“Anyway...surprise, surprise...I started to drink to drown the pain and everything went downhill after that.” Her gaze drifted out over the water, then came back to Laura. “I used to be attractive, you know. Not like you, of course, but I was okay in my day.”

“I believe you. You have the most amazing eyes.” Laura’s sincerity was obvious.

“That’s what Frank used to say.” She started to pick at the label on the water bottle. “I think he’s having an affair with one of the agents right now. Every time I talk to him he tells me how much he misses me, but there’s this one young agent...” Her voice trailed off.

“Have you thought about going back to work?”

Delores’ head came up. “I have, actually. But look at me. I’m a joke.”

“No you’re not. I’ll bet you know more about the real estate business than most of the people working there.” Laura was openly inspecting the woman beside her. “Your figure’s still good. Your hair could use some work, and your makeup needs some updating, but you’re a valuable commodity, never forget that.” She leaned closer. “Frank could never find anyone who cares about his business more than you.”

The other woman thought for a moment. “What made you so smart?” she asked eventually.

“My Dad owns a business. But trust me, I’m not smart. Especially when it comes to men.”

Delores turned a bit more until she was facing Laura, who remained looking out at the water.

“Well? Are you going to tell me?”

Laura decided on an edited version of her story. It felt surprisingly good to talk.

“I’m an RN at St. Mark’s in Vancouver.”

“Really?” Delores’ eyes widened. “Sorry, go on.”

“I went through a really bad time a few months ago.” She looked into her cup, surprised to see that it was empty. “I just couldn’t seem to pull myself together.” She hesitated. “I was going out with a Doctor at the time. He suggested that I take some oxycodone based pills. He assured me that with just a little help I’d be able to get back on track, as it were. He even told me to mix up the drugs to avoid symptoms of withdrawal.” She gave her head a quick, angry shake. “It worked. Oh, boy, did it work.”

Laura fiddled with the rim of the paper cup. “Don’t get me wrong. I knew I shouldn’t be taking them, but there was such a feeling of euphoria I felt like I could run the world.”

“How did you manage to get all those drugs?” Delores held up a hand. “Silly me. You worked in a hospital.”

“You can get them everywhere, and I had money. Getting the drugs was the least of my problems. I developed a tolerance for the damned things and soon I was taking them every six hours, sometimes less. I couldn’t imagine life without them, but things seemed to be going well.” She shot a quick glance at Delores. “Really well. Stew and I were talking about moving in together. And then I walked in on him with one of the young nursing students. He had his pants around his ankles. I found out later that she was one of many. Well, you can imagine the rest. It sounds like something out of a television show, but I was devastated at the time.”

Laura started to rip her cup into tiny pieces. “After that little episode, I started going out at night...drinking.” She laughed, but there was no joy in the sound. “I went right off the rails. There were nights I couldn’t remember going home, and I honestly don’t know how I made it into work some mornings. My supervisor told me just last week that she was about to talk to me, but then I fell and broke my arm at work. I had to take time off, of course, and I continued to drink.”

They were in the shade now, and Laura zipped up her jacket. “Anyway, my family and my supervisor intervened and here I am.”

“Do you want to be here?”

“Honestly?” Laura looked up. “I don’t know.” She thought for a moment. “I have to stay off the drugs, I know that. But I’m afraid. I mean, how am I going to face the world without them?”

Delores leaned forward and laid a hand on her arm. “I know how you feel. But I think you might surprise yourself. I’m a good judge of character and something tells me you’re stronger than you think.”

“Stronger?” Laura looked into the beautiful blue eyes. Not for the first time she wondered if there was some inherent weakness in people like herself and Delores that drove them to substance abuse. “I hope you’re right, Delores. I really do.”






  

Chapter Five
 

The heat of the Okanagan Valley buffeted Bradley as he approached his destination. Dry and golden, the hills offered a completely different vista from what he’d grown up with on Vancouver Island. Ponderosa Pines were the predominant tree, blanketing the hills and scenting the air. A logging truck passed him going the other way and he automatically checked out the load. Good sized logs for this area, they would be considered small on the Island. When he was young it hadn’t been unusual to see trucks hauling one log. One log filling the truck bed with a smaller one on either side to hold it steady. These days it was rare to see a one-log load on the Island, just as the size of the Coho being taken seemed to be getting smaller. He turned right at the intersection between Penticton and Okanagan Falls and turned south.

He’d met Matt Peterson during his Phase IV Training at Cold Lake, Alberta. A fellow F-18 pilot, they’d hit if off right away and were deployed to Afghanistan at the same time. But there was one striking difference between them. Matt had always known what he’d do after his stint in the Canadian Forces. He’d married his childhood sweetheart two years previously and when he was discharged he planned to go home, have a couple of kids and run the family vineyard just south of Oliver in the Okanagan Valley. Matt was the only person who understood what Bradley had been through. He was the brother Bradley had never had.

Fruit stands dotted the sides of the highway, their signs announcing whatever fruit was in season. Bradley had been in the Okanagan roughly five years ago, before he knew Matt, but it seemed to him that there’d been more fruit trees at that time. Now grape vines crowded every available inch of space. Well, maybe not every inch, but they had definitely become the crop of choice.

“We’re on the east side of the valley,” Matt had texted. “Use any of the major cross roads and you’ll see the signs to Raptor Ridge.”

Odd name for a winery, Bradley had thought to himself, but whatever works.

Bradley had studied the brochures that Matt had carried with him and even from the pictures he could see that the main building was a magnificent structure. It was only about fifteen years old, but it looked ancient; the rough-hewn granite walls would have been at home in Europe. Matt’s father had started with a tasting room some twenty years ago, and had been wise enough to foresee the explosive interest in wine. He’d soon built the present structure, going deeply into debt to do so, but the gamble had paid off. They now had a first class restaurant with a broad terrace that overlooked the vineyards. On hot summer days, the tables were shaded by vines that grew on the overhead pergola. Separate buildings housed the wine tasting/gift shop, the maintenance shed, and the all-important fermentation room, fiercely overseen by Massimo Tartaglia, the wine maker.

Several years ago, in response to increased wine-related tourism, Matt’s family had added a long, low building containing ten guest suites. Finished in adobe, it curved into the hillside, blending in beautifully with the other public buildings. Each suite had its own patio overlooking the vineyards and Osoyoos Lake in the distance. According to Matt, it was booked almost solidly from May to October.

Bradley stopped on the highway and gazed across the valley. He could see Raptor Ridge on the far side, but it wasn’t a blight on the landscape. Rather, it blended into the hillside and Bradley found himself admiring the restraint with which it had been built.

He crossed the lush valley in a matter of minutes and drove slowly up the paved road to the winery where he ignored the arrow pointing to the parking lot and followed a dirt road to the service area. He dismounted and stretched, taking in the precisely planted rows of vines. 

“Bradley!” Matt exploded out of the workshop. “It’s great to see you.” He stuck out his hand and Matt took it, pulling him into a quick embrace. They parted, and Matt gestured toward the Norton. “So, the old beast made it, huh?”

Bradley nodded.

“I’m glad to see you, man. Candy got involved with an organization that finds positions for people who’ve been in rehab.” He rolled his eyes. “Her brother had a problem a few years back, and when he got out of rehab nobody would hire him. Ever since then, she’s been on my case to do something to ‘give back’ as she calls it.” He glanced around, as though afraid he’d be overheard. “So this year I agreed to hire people from a couple of the rehab centres who are part of the programme, and trust me, it hasn’t been good.”

Bradley raised his eyebrows.

“Yeah, no kidding. They’re okay for the first couple of weeks. I suppose it’s the novelty of it all, but then they realize that it’s not the glamorous situation they imagined when they first heard about it.”

Bradley got out his BlackBerry. Addicts? He typed. At a winery? He added several more question marks.

Matt nodded. “I hear you. But so far that hasn’t been a problem. We don’t take alcoholics. It just wouldn’t be fair...to them or to us. The ones we’ve had are mostly crack addicts. That stuff is deadly. I mean I feel sorry for them and all, but they can’t seem to keep their focus. I’ve had to send back three of them already and now I’m short staffed.” He clapped Bradley on the back. “So I hope you don’t mind working.”

Looking forward to it.

Matt gestured toward Bradley’s throat. “How’s that business coming? Any improvement?”

Bradley shook his head and shrugged. Keeps things simple, he typed.

“Yeah, I suppose it does. Well, let me show you where you’ll be bunking. It’s not much. Thank goodness Dad got permission to build some picker’s cabins. I’ve got you in with Massimo. He’s our wine maker.”

Does he know? Bradley pointed to his mouth.

“Yeah, he’s cool with it. You won’t see much of him anyway. He’s either in the fermentation rooms or out with his girlfriend. A couple of Italian families moved into the valley a few years ago and he’s taken up with one of the daughters.”

Why does Massimo live here? He typed.

Matt shrugged. “He started living here when he first arrived, and somehow he’s never bothered to find his own place. Between you and me, I think he likes not having to cook for himself.”

Bradley gave him a thumbs up.

Matt showed him the accommodations. They were clean and functional, but Spartan. A small television in the corner might come in handy in the evenings. Outside the cabin, a couple of chairs offered the same view as the tourist accommodations...the vineyards. He was glad he’d come.

“Okay, you get settled, then come back to the workshop. We’ll take a couple of the four wheelers and do a tour of the vineyards.”

The scope of the vineyards was impressive. Laid out to take advantage of the sun, they flowed over the undulating landscape until they ran up against the rocky hills. Matt roared over the trails between sections, proudly pointing out the different varieties, the irrigation system, and the specific area that had been chosen for ice wine.

“We’ll be putting up the netting in a week or so,” he shouted, speaking over the rumble of the four wheeler.

Bradley frowned.

“The nets keep the birds away from the fruit,” Matt explained. “Sometimes we don’t pick until December because we need a few nights of minus ten. By then the grapes are sweet and the birds are hungry.” He grinned and gunned the motor. “They can strip an acre in no time, but we intend to win that battle.”

Bradley smiled his understanding then got out his BlackBerry. What first job? He typed.

“We need to check that the water to each vine is flowing properly.” Matt turned off his machine, walked between two rows and pointed to the black irrigation tubing that ran down each row of vines. “We filter the water of course, but sometimes particles get into the system and block the flow. At this time of year, it’s critical that the vines are watered. I can show you the watering schedule.” He looked out over the vineyard, face glowing with pride. “It’s a big job, but I thought it would be perfect for you, since you don’t really need to communicate with anyone.” He paused. “Do you have any experience with irrigation systems?”

Bradley shook his head.

“No matter. It’s easy. I’ll give you a crash course.”

* * *

The work was physical, but mentally undemanding. For an entire week, Bradley patrolled up and down the rows, checking for the telltale patch of damp earth at the base of each vine. By mid-afternoon of the first day he’d removed his shirt and by the end of the second week his back was bronzed from the sun and his disused muscles became defined once again.

Although he didn’t tell Matt, after a while he looked forward to finding a malfunctioning tube. Not only was there the simple satisfaction of ensuring that the vine was watered, but it broke the monotony. Although he hadn’t been asked to, he made careful notes of the areas where problems occurred, reasoning that between himself and Matt, they might discover a pattern.

The few employees who lived on-site took their meals in a small but pleasant room one floor beneath the restaurant. The two recent arrivals from the rehab facility had formed a bond and sat together during meals, which suited Bradley just fine. He and Massimo were comfortable with each other and communicated easily, Massimo in a thick accent and Bradley with his BlackBerry. The cooks in charge of food prep for lunch and dinner never seemed to mind producing a meal for them, and at dinner they were offered either the special of the day, or a salad with cold meat. The rest of the employees were locals, who came into the staff room for coffee and not much more.

It was a pleasant, satisfying existence and for the first time since he’d lost his voice, some of Bradley’s former confidence returned. He even went back to the vocal exercises he’d abandoned in frustration after he was released from the government’s medical facility. Out among the endless rows of vines there was no one to hear when the only sound he could produce was a low, hoarse grunt that to his ears sounded more like a wild boar than a human.

* * *

Bradley managed to hide a smile as Massimo slapped after-shave on his cheeks and checked his appearance in the mirror. The man was pleasant and easy to get along with, but Bradley cherished his evenings alone. Especially this time of night, when the light turned golden and cast long shadows over the surrounding hills.

He acknowledged Massimo’s departure with a wave of his hand and settled down on the outside patio, turning his chair toward the west so that he could watch the vivid colours of the oncoming sunset. The surrounding hills here couldn’t really be called mountains...at least not when compared with the stunning vista that surrounded the air base at Bagram. And yet there was a haunting similarity between the dry, dun-coloured landscape of Afghanistan and the hills of the Okanagan.

He sensed it first, rather than heard it. For a split second he wondered if his imagination was playing tricks on him; a phantom sound triggered by memory. But no, the noise made by a fighter jet was indelibly seared into his brain. He still loved that sound, and he got up abruptly and stepped out from under cover, scanning the sky, searching for the contrail.

There it was; it had traversed the sky in a north-westerly direction. He hadn’t expected to see the aircraft, knowing that by the time he got a fix on it, it would be out of sight. His entire body vibrated with a combined rush of excitement and stark, mind-numbing terror. He stood, hand shading his eyes, looking into the distance until the last vestiges of sound had disappeared and his pulse returned to normal. For a moment he wondered where the aircraft had come from, then recalled that the vineyard was only a few miles from the American border; he knew that the Americans often flew in Canadian airspace.

He dropped his hand and sat down, lost in memories of another time, another country.

* * *

“Hey, man. I thought I’d find you here.” Matt clapped him on the back and looked over his shoulder. Bradley was inspecting the hodgepodge of goods on sale in the commercial area that had grown up on the Bagram Airbase. The nights were insanely cold here, and he was hoping to find something made from polar fleece. A pullover, a jacket...he didn’t care. He just wanted something different to wear, and to feel normal in the small amount of free time allotted to him. Normal and warm.

The selection was limited and Bradley turned away, disappointed. “So. We’re flying air support tonight.”

“Yeah, should be fairly easy.”

The two Canadians had been deployed to Afghanistan as part of the NATO mission. There were plenty of women around, and Bradley had dated a few, but the last thing he wanted was a romantic entanglement. Matt was safer company, and Bradley encouraged his new friend to talk about home...his wife, and his plans for the future. He contributed little to that line of conversation, having no idea what he was going to do once he was discharged.

“There’s some insurgent activity to the east,” the ground commander told them during their pre-flight briefing. The last bit of colour had been fading from the sky when they walked into the hut; by the time they were ready to take off, it would be dark. “We’ll update your target pod as information changes.” Bradley was constantly amazed at the quality of the on-board optics package. Even since his training, technology had advanced dramatically, giving them pinpoint accuracy for their airstrikes. Not only did the advances afford them the best use of the expensive Hellfire missiles, but the possibility of civilian casualties was greatly minimized.

Bradley climbed into his G-suit and walked onto the apron. Matt was moments behind. Bradley walked around his aircraft, part of his pre-flight check. His hand lingered for a moment on one of the deadly missiles and a frisson of apprehension crept up his spine. He paused and checked it again; everything was as it should be. He looked over at Matt, who was walking around his own F-18, and was re-assured by the familiar thumbs-up from his friend.

Pre-flight check completed, Bradley was cleared for take-off. “Striker One, proceed to target.” The calm, detached voice of the JTAC held a distinct southern twang. Bradley guessed that the man was from Texas.

“Roger, base.” He gained altitude and headed toward the target on the screen. In his headset, he heard Matt being given directions to another area, slightly to the south. He settled in and checked his instrumentation. He was four minutes out from the target.

“Striker One. Be advised we have eyes on a group of insurgents closing in on our ground forces.” The urgency in the voice was unmistakable. Perhaps the man wasn’t as unflappable as Bradley had previously thought.

“Roger, base.” The screen flickered and changed. From high overhead, a drone was looking down on the scene being played out below. Four armed men...no, five, were moving at a fast pace through a wadi. Infrared showed that their weapons had recently been fired.

“Do you have them?”

“Roger, target acquired.” The men had bunched up and were stopped; they appeared to be looking over the top of the wadi. Bradley was aware that his heart rate had accelerated, but he kept his voice neutral.

“They’re getting dangerously close to our people. Confirm there are no civilians in the area.”

Bradley had been watching for any signs of civilian life. There were none. He watched the scene unfolding below him, placed the TD indicator over the target and his thumb over the launch button. “Affirmative. No civilians.”

“Striker One, take them out. You are clear and hot.”

As he depressed the missile launch button the JTAC’s panicked voice shouted into his headset. “Abort, abort. Striker One, abort. Those are friendlies down there.”

Horror was a new emotion for Bradley, but it gripped him now. The trail of propellant under the left wing of his aircraft confirmed what he already knew...it was too late.

Those few seconds were the longest of his life and in that fleeting instant he knew his life had been changed forever. Blood pounded in his ears as he watched the missile strike. For a few moments a black cloud obscured the scene below. When it cleared, the grisly results were clearly visible on the screen in his cockpit. “Noooooo,” he howled, a hoarse primal scream torn from his soul in a voice he scarcely recognized.

He didn’t remember flying back to Bagram. This couldn’t be happening...but it had. Numb from shock, he pulled the F-18 onto the apron, opened the canopy and ripped off his headset. He couldn’t seem to get any oxygen into his lungs and he sat there, still strapped into his seat, gasping for air. He closed his eyes, but was immediately confronted with the sight of the missile streaking toward earth.

Unaware of the approach of the ground crew, he was startled when a head appeared beside the cockpit.

“Sir, are you all right? Do you need some help?” Bradley raised his head. It was evident from the young man’s tone of voice that news of the incident had already travelled. His expression was of pity mixed with horror. He was only the first of many people to look at Bradley in that way. The best equipment in the world would not prevent a human error...that fact had been drilled into him long before the first time he stepped into a cockpit, but it did little to help him now.

Bradley shook his head and unbuckled. He could barely move his arms and legs...every ounce of energy had been drained from his body. Moments later he found himself on the tarmac, being addressed by someone requesting that he report to the Ground Commander’s office for an immediate de-briefing. There was an empty space under the left wing of his aircraft where the missile had been. He gave his head a shake. Everything was moving in slow motion and voices seemed to come at him from a distance, drawn out and distorted.

“Sit down, Captain.” The Commander’s voice cut through the fog swirling around in his brain and Bradley opened his mouth to respond. No sound came out. He squeezed his eyes shut, opened them and tried again. Still nothing. Was he deaf? No, he’d heard the Commander clearly. He tried again, terrified, and yet knowing that the results would be the same.

* * *

The investigation into the incident was thankfully brief. Bradley’s participation was minimal. The hardest part was sitting through the review and hearing the recording of the exchange between himself and the JTAC, culminating in what he was told was his own voice howling in despair.

Five NATO forces had been killed; three Canadians and two Brits. Bradley was cleared of any wrongdoing, but that counted for little. In his mind, it would always be his fault and repeated assurances that he had been blameless did nothing to ease his conscience. 

During this time he was examined by base medical personnel, including a mental health expert who, judging by his bookshelves, specialised in PTSD. When it became evident that his inability to speak was more than temporary, he was shipped home for further evaluation.

In the month that followed, Bradley learned more about anxiety disorders that he’d ever thought possible. The worst part was accepting that he had a disorder at all, and yet he had to admit that he exhibited some of the milder symptoms, such as emotional withdrawal and insomnia. What he failed to share with his counsellors was his growing mistrust of others, and his reluctance to make decisions. There were times when he despaired of ever living a normal life again. Matt’s invitation to come to the vineyard had come at exactly the right time.

* * *

A door slammed next door, bringing him back to the present. The two young “rehab” men had arrived home and were arguing. One of them, it seemed, had obtained some crack and was loudly exhorting his friend to ‘chill out’. Matt would undoubtedly be looking for more help by the end of the day tomorrow. This was the second such incident since Bradley’s arrival, and he wondered idly how long Matt’s wife’s social experiment could last.






  

Chapter Six
 

“Are you expecting any visitors?” Faith checked her appearance in the mirror. Laura wondered what she saw...if the young woman realized how frail she looked.

“No.” Laura answered quickly, and then paused. “At least none that I know of.”

“Lucky you.” Faith’s face betrayed no emotion. “I’ll have to sit through an hour of listening to my mother telling me how much better I look.” She gave her hair one last, vicious swipe with the hairbrush. “As if I can’t see for myself.”

“Where does your mother live?”

“Kelowna.” Faith sat down on the edge of the bed. “I shouldn’t be such a bitch about it. It’s a long way to come for a visit.”

“Are you close to your mom?” 

Faith thought for a moment. “I used to be. But the drugs kinda got between us, you know?”

Laura nodded. “I can see how that would happen.”

“What about you?” Where is your mother, if you don’t mind me asking?

“Well...” Laura should have known better than to start a conversation along these lines. “I’m not really sure.”

“Wow. I can’t imagine that.”

Laura thought back to the last time she’d seen her mother. She had insisted on accompanying her father to Vancouver, knowing that he would be seeing her mother to finalize the divorce.

Her father had been surprisingly forthright regarding the details of the divorce, and had kept her informed as to what had been decided. There had never been a question of which parent she would live with after her mother’s bitter denunciation a few years previously. But somewhere deep inside, she hoped that her mother would at least ask that visitation rights be written into the divorce agreement.

She’d been anxious about the meeting; the lawyer’s plush offices did little to calm her nerves. Her mother was already seated when they walked into the small conference room. “Hello Carolyn,” her father said. Laura thought she caught a hint of sadness in his tone. After all, he’d loved this woman once.

“Hugh,” she said brusquely. Then her gaze turned to Laura. “What’s she doing here?”

“Hello, Mother.” Laura’s anger overcame her nerves. “Remember me?”

“Of course I do,” her mother snapped. “You’re the one who threw away an amazing career.” Her top lip curled ever so slightly as she looked her daughter up and down. “And for what?”

“That’s enough, Carolyn.” She’d never heard her father use that tone of voice with his wife. “Let’s just get on with it.”

That was the last time she saw her mother.

She dragged herself back to the present. “It is hard to imagine a mother not being in touch with her daughter.” The memories were unsettling, and she offered Faith a faint smile. “Especially after what I’ve seen in the meantime.”

Faith remained silent, waiting for her to continue.

“I’m a paediatric nurse and I worked on the oncology ward.” Memories came flooding back, and she tried to push them down but they were too recent, too poignant. “I saw countless mothers who never gave up on their children, no matter what. So I know what real motherly love is.”

“Wasn’t that depressing? Seeing all those sick kids?”

Laura shook her head. “Surprisingly, no.” She looked directly at her roommate. “We could all take lessons from them, believe me.”

The conversation was veering dangerously close to things she’d rather forget. She glanced at her watch. “It’s visiting time. Your mother’s probably waiting.”

Faith rose, walked to the door and then turned. “I think I’ll make more of an effort to be nice to my mother today.” She gave a wry smile. “After all, it’s not her fault I’m in here.”

“Have a good visit.” Laura checked her own appearance. She’d been taking care of her hair and it was back to its former glory. It hung down her back in soft curls, light brown shot through with streaks of gold. She twisted it up in a knot on the top of her head and pinned it in place, her movements deft from years of practice. The day was overcast, but she planned to sit down by the lake anyway; she’d become a devotee of fresh air since coming here.

* * *

“Hello, Laura.” She’d been lost in thought and didn’t recognize the voice at first. “They told me I’d find you here.”

Laura recovered in time to put a smile on her face. “Rachel!” She stood up and offered her hand. “What in the world are you doing here?” Her former supervisor was the last person she’d expected to see.

“I was at a conference in Victoria.” The other woman was looking her over, trying not to be too obvious. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot and decided to drop in. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not, it’s good to see you.” Laura gestured to the bench. “Would you like to sit down?”

Rachel sat sideways on the bench and Laura did likewise. Whatever Rachel had to say, she wanted to be able to watch her face.

The other woman didn’t waste any time. “You look good. How long has it been?”

“Three weeks all together. I was under medical supervision the first week, and I’ve been in therapy for two weeks now.” She tried to look positive. “It’s going well, I think.” Her thoughts raced. Was it too early to ask about going back to work?

“How’s everything at the hospital?” She watched the other woman closely.

Rachel shrugged. “About the same.” She picked at non-existent lint on her slacks. “Do you want me to tell anyone I saw you?”

The question took Laura by surprise. It wasn’t something she’d thought about. “I don’t think so, no.” She hesitated. “They know I’m in here?”

“Yes, they do.”

“Then no, I’d rather you didn’t mention it to them.” She took the plunge. “Listen, I hate to put you on the spot, and maybe it’s too soon, but do you think they’ll ever consider taking me back?”

Rachel let her gaze drift out over the lake then took a deep breath. “I don’t think so, Laura.”

She had to know. “Is that an ‘I don’t think so’ or is it a ‘no’?”

The Head Nurse didn’t hesitate. “It’s a no. I won’t go into the reasons; you know those well enough.”

Laura nodded. “Is that why you came up? To tell me?”

“Yes. I know how much you loved your job at St. Mark’s and I didn’t want you to hold out hope and then be told by some drone in Human Resources.” She looked down. “No, that’s not fair to the HR people. They have their job to do like everyone else. I just wanted to tell you personally.”

Tears burned the back of Laura’s eyes but she fought them back. “Thank you for that, Rachel. It may not look like it at the moment, but I appreciate it, I really do.”

“I know.” The other woman placed a hand over Rachel’s. “I’m sorry.”

They sat quietly for a few moments while swallows dived around them, picking bugs out of the air.

“You haven’t asked about Stew,” said Rachel eventually.

“I don’t care about Stew.” Laura shrugged. “What about him?”

“He was quietly let go. I heard he went to a hospital on the prairies somewhere.”

It was Laura’s turn to look out over the lake. “I don’t blame him, you know. About the drugs, I mean. When it comes to our relationship...well that was another story.” She gave a dry, mirthless laugh. “I refuse to spend my energy thinking about him.”

“Sounds like you’ve been listening to your counsellor.” Rachel smiled and looked discreetly at her watch.

“I suppose I have.” Laura took the hint and stood up. “Thanks so much for coming.”

Her former supervisor stood up and gave her a lingering hug. “You’re going to be fine, Laura. Look me up sometime when you’re back in town.”

“I’ll do that.” The two women walked toward the parking lot. “Take care now.”

She stood watching until Rachel had pulled out. They both knew that it was unlikely they would ever see one another again.

The sun peeked out from behind a cloud and Laura looked up. The world wasn’t coming to an end after all. She walked into the lobby of the main building, went directly to the coffee machine and poured herself a large take-out cup. On the way back outside she noticed Faith with a tall, slender woman. They were chatting together like teenagers, and Laura smiled to herself. Coffee in hand, she sauntered back down to the bench, which was still vacant. Hopefully it would remain that way. A chapter in her life had just closed and she needed to bid it a formal farewell. She’d learned in counselling that repressing bad memories only lent them more power. It was time to take hers out and confront them.

* * *

Many of the girls in her nursing class had approached the four years of training required to become an RN with more than a little trepidation. Laura, on the other hand, revelled in every moment. She had dreamed of this most of her life. Tasks which the others found repugnant or distasteful she handled with aplomb; she’d seen as much and worse while volunteering at the hospital with Jenna. After all, it was all part of her chosen profession; she wouldn’t be changing bedpans and performing bodily cleanups forever.

It soon became evident that she excelled in the paediatric ward. The sight of the tiny patients was difficult to bear, but the ones who were able to communicate were unfailingly bright and hopeful. Laura determined early on that paediatrics would be her specialty. After that, the training years flew by. She soaked up knowledge on a daily basis and graduated near the top of her class.

With Rachel as her supervisor and mentor, she thrived on the oncology ward. Toward the end of her training she met Stew Roland. Tall and blonde, he was from a family with serious money. Rachel sometimes wondered why he’d subjected himself to the long, arduous hours it took to become a doctor, but he was a skilled surgeon, and well respected.

They were soon accepted as a couple in hospital circles, and Laura was content with her life. Well paid, she rented an apartment in the West End, overlooking English Bay. Her father had turned over control of her investments some years ago, but she’d never touched the money. It seemed somehow tainted, and she was thrilled to be supporting herself on her RN’s salary.

And then, in her third year of nursing, she met Mattie Schroeder.

The moment Laura laid eyes on the young boy, she’d lost her heart. His bed was positioned by a window and he was asleep the first time she saw him. His breathing was ragged, and dark smudges underlined his eyes. She had checked his chart and noted that he had ALL, but she would have been able to tell that even without the confirmation. His arms lay outside the bright quilt on his bed, and she noted the bruising so common to leukemia. She laid a hand on his forehead and was surprised when the child opened his eyes.

“Hello, Mattie,” she said, startled by the intense blue of his eyes.

“Who are you?” he asked, looking at her with an odd expression. “Are you an angel?”

“No” she said, “afraid not.”

“Oh,” he said with a heartbreaking smile. “I thought you were.” He held up a hand to shield his eyes and she realized that the sun was coming in the window behind her. Haloed by the sun, she probably did look like an angel.

“How are you feeling?” she asked. She’d come back to work on the afternoon shift after a week off. Mattie had undergone a lumbar puncture that morning, and would likely be sore.

He shifted in the bed. “I hurt a bit but the doctor said I’m very brave.” He glanced around the ward at the other children, most of whom had visitors. “I wish my Mommy would come to visit me.”

“She’s probably busy.” Laura had no idea what the story was. “But I tell you what. I’ll come back and visit you later, if you like. I have a break in a couple of hours.”

The child’s eyes lit up. “I’d like that.”

“Good.” Laura touched his forehead again. A simple gesture, it seemed to calm the ones who were in pain. She went to the nurses’ station, where Rachel was getting ready to leave.

“What’s the story on little Mattie?” She pulled his binder out of the slot and checked for family information. “Does his mother come to visit?”

Rachel frowned and lowered her voice. “Not as often as she should. It’s hard to watch, actually.”

“Where does she live?”

“They’re from North Van, so she doesn’t have far to come.”

Laura was incensed. “So what’s the problem?”

“I don’t know.” The Head Nurse paused. “She comes in a sits with him for a few minutes and then leaves. All of the nurses have noticed it. It’s as though she’s abandoned him. We rarely see any sign of affection.”

Laura turned away. She knew well enough what it was like to grow up without motherly affection.

“But he’s so cute!”

Rachel smiled. “He is, isn’t he? Some parents just can’t handle it, I suppose. He has ataxia telangiectasia, which as you know is inherited. Maybe she feels responsible in some way for giving him leukemia.”

“Or maybe she just doesn’t care about him.” Laura hadn’t meant to speak so harshly. She held up a hand. “Sorry. That was way off the mark.”

“It’s okay to care, Laura. That’s what makes you such a good paediatric nurse. But don’t let anyone hear you talking like that.”

“You’re right, of course. I’ll keep it to myself.”

For the next several weeks, she spent as much time as possible with Mattie. She generally waited for visiting hours, when the other patients were occupied with family members, so that her time spent with Mattie wouldn’t be so obvious. She brought books from the hospital library and read to him, soon discovering that he loved a series of books about Geronimo Stilton, a delightful mouse character who was also a journalist.

Rachel watched her growing affection for the six-year-old. “Careful,” she cautioned over a cup of coffee in the cafeteria. “Remember what you learned in school.”

“I know.” Laura stirred sweetener into her coffee. “Guard your heart. But really, Rach, he’s so sweet!”

“Those are the worst kind.”

The warning was well-meant, but Laura bristled. “True, but he’s dying.”

Rachel stiffened. “We don’t know that. Look on the bright side. Think of the statistics.”

“Rachel.” Laura spoke slowly. “He’s going in for another spinal tap tomorrow. That’s not the best news.”

“Yeah, I know.” The starch went out of the Head Nurse. “But be careful, okay? You’re getting awfully close to this one.”

Laura made time to sit with Mattie when he came back from his procedure the next day. “How are you doing, buddy?” she asked, taking his hand.

The child closed his eyes and shifted uncomfortably. “I’m okay.” The words were little more than a whisper and she had to lean close. The brilliance of his eyes had dimmed a little. Not surprising, considering what he’d been through. “Am I going to die?” he asked, watching her closely.

She held his small hand in both of hers and gave it a kiss. She didn’t care who saw the gesture, the child needed affection now more than ever. “No,” she said simply. “You’re not.”

He looked at her, and for a moment it was as though he could see inside her mind. “Will you be there when I go to heaven?”

“My goodness, that’s a long time from now.”

“But you’re my angel. I want you to be there.”

She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “Then I’ll be there.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

He turned his head toward the entrance to the ward. “My Mommy’s here,” he said, then looked back at her. “Will you read to me tonight?”

“Sure will.” Laura stepped away from the bed. “See you later.”

Mattie’s mother glared at her when she walked by and Laura forced what she hoped was a friendly smile in return. What was the matter with the woman? She went back to the nurses’ station.

“Did you see Mattie’s mother?” Rachel murmured.

“Yeah, she’s not a happy camper.”

“Don’t let her get to you.” The supervisor looked at her watch. “You’re late for your break. Go grab a cup of coffee.”

Laura nodded. “Thanks, I will.”

She blew on her coffee, lost in thought. She had broken one of the cardinal rules of nursing and become too attached to one of her patients. It was especially true on the oncology ward, but Mattie was the sweetest, most undemanding child she’d ever met. All he wanted was to be loved, and for some reason his mother couldn’t...or wouldn’t...meet that need. Laura’s heart broke every time she saw them together.

* * *

“Laura, over here.” Rachel beckoned her when she walked back on the floor. The Head Nurse moved into the consultation room, indicating that she should follow. She stepped inside and Rachel motioned for her to close the door.

“Mattie’s mother just stopped by.” Rachel dropped into a chair and let out an audible sigh. “Did you tell Mattie he’s not going to die?”

Laura pulled back. “Yes, I did.” Where was this going?

“Well, she’s enraged. She says you shouldn’t be talking to Mattie about things like that.”

“But Rachel, he asked. What was I supposed to say?”

“You’re supposed to say what you were trained to say. You talk around the subject.”

Laura scooted forward on her chair. “I couldn’t.” She looked down at her clenched hands. “He didn’t believe me, anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

Laura composed herself. “He asked me if I’d be in heaven when he gets there.” She gave a weak smile. “That’s when I did some tap-dancing.”

“Well, I’m sorry Laura, but she doesn’t want you to have any contact with him other than what’s absolutely necessary. You’re not to spend any extra time with him.”

“But I promised to read to him tonight. I’ll do it on my dinner break.”

“No.” Rachel shook her head. “She says she’ll raise a fuss.”

Laura slumped back in her chair. Facing difficult situations was part of the job, but she’d never imagined she’d be tested in this way. “All right,” she said reluctantly. “But I want you to know that this is the hardest thing I’ve ever been asked to do.”

“I know, but I wouldn’t put it past her to come back tonight. She said something about meeting a friend downtown for dinner.” The Head Nurse looked at her closely. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

Laura sighed. “Okay. But only because I like my job too much to put it in jeopardy.”

“Good.” Rachel smiled. “I don’t want to lose you.”

After the patients had been served dinner, Laura asked one of the LPNs to pull the curtain beside Mattie’s bed. “Just close it part way,” she said.

“But he won’t be able to see what’s going on,” she said, obviously puzzled by the request. She paused for a moment. “Although he’s pretty groggy from the pain meds.” 

Laura didn’t want to explain her reasoning. She couldn’t bear for Mattie to see her on the ward. It was bad enough that he was probably waiting for the promised story.

It was one of the longest shifts of her life. Shortly before she left, she stood just inside the door and looked toward the last bed on the right. Mattie always slept with a night light, and she could see the bottom half of his frail form, still and quiet underneath the bedclothes. Then she turned and left, eyes burning with unshed tears.






  

Chapter Seven
 

The phone rang around eight the next morning. Laura grabbed it, groggy with sleep.

“Hello?” She couldn’t imagine who would be bothering her. All of her friends knew her schedule.

“Laura, it’s Rachel.” Something in the Head Nurse’s tone alarmed her and she swung her feet out of bed, immediately alert. “I thought you’d want to know, but Mattie died early this morning.”

Laura’s heart plummeted. It was a good thing she was sitting down, as her head started to spin. Mattie? Dead? She held the phone to her ear, not saying anything. In the background, she could hear the hospital PA system, the words vague and unformed like the thoughts in her mind.

Rachel spoke again. “I’m sorry, kiddo. If you want me to find someone else to fill in for you this afternoon, I can.”

The last thing Laura wanted to do was be alone. “No, I’ll be okay, but thanks for the offer.”

“Are you sure?” She could hear the concern in her supervisor’s voice.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she lied. How could she be fine when a child was taken like that? It made no sense. “I’ll be in for my usual shift.”

* * *

“Laura, you look terrible.”

She looked up. Stew was pulling out the chair on the other side of the table and sitting down. She didn’t remember coming down to the cafeteria. She had to pull herself together before she made a serious mistake.

“I heard about your patient. Sorry.”

She looked up. “Mattie.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

At that moment, she hated him. It was one thing not to become too involved with your patients, but indifference was another thing entirely.

“Why should you care? He’s just another statistic, right?” She wasn’t being fair and she knew it.

“Laura.” He reached out and briefly touched her hand. “You’re losing your perspective here.”

He was right, but knowing that didn’t help. “I was supposed to read to him last night, but his mother resented the fact that I spent time with him.” She felt tears running down her face but did nothing to stop them. “I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself for not going to him anyway.”

“Laura.” He was talking to her as if she were a child. “Pull yourself together.”

She stared down into her coffee. “I can’t, Stew. Nothing seems to make sense anymore.”

He stood up abruptly. “Come with me.”

She frowned. “Wha...?”

“Just come with me.” He took her arm and propelled her down the hall and into a deserted alcove by the Imaging Department. “Listen, I’m going to give you something to help you get through your shift.” He reached into his pocket and came up with a small silver vial. She’d never seen it before. He shook out a pink oval pill. “Can you swallow without water?”

She nodded.

“Then take this.”

She did and he tipped out several more. “You may need to take them for a few days; at least until you’re feeling more stable. You’ll know when you need one.”

He gave her a quick hug. “You’re going to be fine, sweetheart.” His pager vibrated and he checked the message. “Gotta run. See you later.”

And that was how it started. Looking back now, sitting here on the edge of the lake, it was easy to see how her addiction had progressed. Of course she’d been a prime target. She wasn’t like those street people, she’d told herself. The ones brought into the ER by the paramedics, gaunt, filthy and near death. She was only taking the drugs to get her over a rough spot. Soon she wouldn’t need them anymore.

They made her feel amazing, like she could conquer anything. With a little help from those magical, pastel-coloured pills, she was able to forget how she had failed Mattie, how she had left him alone on the last night of his life, waiting for her. When the pain came creeping back, all it took was another pill to smooth out the rough edges and she was invincible once again.

She took a variety of drugs, depending on what she could score. The names of the drugs didn’t matter as long as they blissed her out. Even back then, she’d considered herself an equal opportunity abuser...a phrase that had seemed amusing at the time.

Then she’d walked in on Stew with the student nurse and had added alcohol to the mix, after which her life spiralled out of control. Was it any wonder she’d ended up here, in a rehab center on Vancouver Island?

Her hand closed around the coffee cup. It was cold now, and she poured it out, watching the liquid soak into the lawn. Maybe one day her memories would disappear like that. Somehow, she doubted it.

* * *

“Laura, I’d like you to meet my husband.”

She recognized Delores’ voice and stood up. The older woman was with a man who appeared to be in his sixties. Frank was shorter than she’d imagined he would be, and barrel-chested, but he had a warm, genuine smile. Laura noticed that he was holding his wife’s hand.

“I’m pleased to meet you.” He extended his free hand and Laura took it. His handshake was firm, but brief. “I understand you and my wife have become friends.”

Laura smiled at Delores. Together, they had coloured the older woman’s hair, changing it to a soft, ash blonde, streaked with highlights. Her makeup had been toned down as well, changing her appearance from harsh and brassy to poised and professional.

Delores spoke. “We’ve been talking about what we’ll do when I get out of here. Frank thinks we should take a cruise.” She looked into her husband’s eyes. “I had no idea he’s always wanted to see the Panama Canal.”

“Sounds great.” Laura didn’t need to fake her enthusiasm.

“And when we get back, I’m going to work in the office with Frank. He hates the paperwork involved with listings, and I’m good at that.”

Frank spoke proudly. “It’ll be great to have someone I know I can rely on.” He missed the quick, conspiratorial look between the two women. “I can hardly wait until she comes home.”

The couple sauntered toward the parking lot, still arm in arm and Laura watched them go. She may not be the best judge of character where her love life was involved, but even a blind man could see that Frank loved his wife.

Only a few visitors remained by the time she went back to her room. She walked slowly, surprised that she wasn’t more upset by Rachel’s visit. That was a positive sign, and she opened the door to her shared bedroom with a smile on her lips.

“Hi.” Faith sat cross-legged on the bed. “I was hoping you’d get to visit my mom, but I couldn’t find you when she was leaving.”

“I was down by the lake.” She was thankful that her roommate hadn’t seen her with Rachel.  “Did you have a good visit?”

“Yes, I did.” She looked up, suddenly shy. “Thanks to you.”

“No, no. You’re the one who talked to her.”

“Yeah, well that’s just it. We actually talked this time. It was great.” Faith ripped a stick of gum in half and offered part to Laura. “You know how they warn us not to go back to the same environment where we got into trouble?” She popped the gum into her mouth.

Laura nodded.

“Well, Mom has been in touch with a place where they take people fresh out of rehab. It’s a winery in the Okanagan, and they employ people who need a little extra time to straighten out.”

“A winery?” Laura unwrapped the gum. “Isn’t that a bit dangerous? Addicts around alcohol?”

Faith raised her shoulders. “I see what you mean, but it sounds perfect for me. Booze was never my problem. I don’t even like it.”

The idea was intriguing. “So what would you be doing?”

“Apparently they have a variety of positions. They operate a restaurant, and they have a wine and souvenir shop.” She paused. “I don’t think I’d be very good at that, but they also have guest accommodations, which need to be cleaned every day, and there’s all the outside work as well.”

“Sounds interesting.” Laura hadn’t given much thought to what she would do after rehab, holding on to the hope that she could go back to the hospital. It was clear now...that wasn’t going to happen.

“Do you have any information?”

Faith’s face mirrored her dismay. “Sorry, I don’t. Just what Mom told me.” She brightened. “Tell you what, though. I’ll call her in the next couple of days and find out. I won’t be leaving here for a couple of weeks. When will you be checking out?”

“Right about then.” The more she thought about it, the more Laura liked the idea of working at a winery...no matter how hard the work. Besides, it was closer to Jenna. “When you hear from your mom I hope you don’t mind if I make inquiries too.”

“Are you kidding?” Faith gave a little bounce on the bed. “It would be awesome.”

* * *

“I checked out that winery place.” Laura’s counsellor sat back in his chair. “It sounds like a great place, but you’re on your own there. They’ll have nothing to do with your ongoing recovery.”

Laura tried not to show her relief. Since coming here, she’d been reminded every day that she was an intensely private person. Digging into her life had been excruciating. “So what’s the deal?”

“The winery is owned by a fairly young couple. Early thirties, I’d say.”

“Any kids?” Laura wasn’t ready to be around children. Not yet.

“No, I don’t believe so. The story is that the woman’s brother was in rehab and no-one would give him a job when he got out. I suppose you could say it’s her way of paying it forward.” The counsellor looked down at his notes. “They have several positions you might like to consider, but they’re all far below your skills level.” He sat back, toyed with a pen. “Having said that, I think it might be good for you. You’ve indicated that you don’t want to go back to your place in Vancouver.”

Laura nodded. “Not yet, anyway. Maybe never. And as for the work, I can’t think of any job they might have that I wouldn’t do.” She reminded herself that she wasn’t asking his permission – just sounding him out.

He seemed to read her thoughts. “Then I think you’ve made a good choice.” He stood up and held out his hand. “Good luck with it.”

They shook hands and he walked her to the door. “I understand that you and Faith are going together.”

“Yes. She’s the one who told me about it. We’re going to stay on site and share a room.”

He nodded. “Well, good luck to both of you.”

“Thanks.” Laura headed for the dining room, picked up a bowl of soup and was waved over by Delores.

“I hear you’re leaving tomorrow. I’ll be sorry to see you go.”

“Thanks.” Laura smiled at the older woman who was barely recognizable as the woman she’d first met. “But you’ll be leaving yourself in a few days.” She took a spoonful of soup. “You look great, by the way.”

“Thanks, so do you.” She lowered her voice. “I recognized you right away, you know. You used to model, didn’t you?”

Laura nodded.

The spark in Delores’ eyes dimmed for a moment, and then brightened again. “My daughter Ashley used to love that clothing line; that’s why I knew it was you.” She glanced around the room. “No one else seemed to recognize you, but I wanted to tell you that I did, and thank you again for everything you did for me.”

“You’re welcome.” Laura tore a chunk from a crusty roll and dunked in it her soup. “I can’t believe I’m eating like this, but everything tastes so good these days.”

Delores eyed her critically. “You were so thin when you got here, but at least you have a few curves now. You’ll have men falling all over you.”

“No thanks.” Laura couldn’t imagine anything less appealing. “That’s the last thing I’m interested in right now.”

Delores smiled a knowing smile. “Good luck with that.”

* * *

Bradley had been right, but it didn’t give him any satisfaction. Only one of the young men from rehab remained, leaving them short-staffed.

“I don’t know,” Matt said. “This idea of Candy’s just isn’t working. I’m not looking forward to telling her that.”

Tough when you can’t rely on them Bradley typed into his BlackBerry.

“Yeah, it is, but somehow Candy doesn’t see that.” He glanced up toward the large building. “In fairness to her, she’s busy doing her thing at the restaurant and taking care of the guest accommodations.” He looked off into the distance. “There are two more people coming today from a place on Vancouver Island. She’s all excited.”

Bradley typed. Like V.I. has a better class of addicts?

Matt laughed at that. “I don’t know, but this is going to be interesting. They’re women.”

Bradley frowned. Of course women got addicted too, but he hadn’t considered them coming here to work.

“Yeah, tell me about it. But Candy’s been having trouble keeping chambermaids. One of them quit yesterday and she had to do the rooms herself today along with one of the girls who temps at the restaurant. They all want more glamorous jobs these days.” He shrugged. “So that’s good for her, but it doesn’t help us very much. Are you up for working a couple of extra hours a day until I get some more help?”

Bradley nodded. Lots of daylight, he typed, referring to the longer hours of daylight in the summer.

“Just don’t go getting involved,” said Matt, trying to look serious. “They’ll be in the picker’s cabin on the opposite end from yours and you might have trouble getting away from them once they get a taste of the old Jamieson charm.”

Women... typed Bradley...last thing on my mind.






  

Chapter Eight
 

Laura went ahead to Vancouver, picked up her car and was waiting for Faith when she walked off the ferry the next morning. It was odd, being out in public again and neither felt the need to talk as they drove through Manning Park and down into Princeton.

“I’d forgotten how beautiful it is here,” Laura said as they felt the first blast of heat in the Okanagan Valley. She looked across the lake at the deep sand deposits lining the shore, furrowed by years of weathering. “It’s like a geology lesson but without the books.”

“It feels good to be home again.” Faith had opened her window and was breathing in the sage-scented air.

“That’s right, your Mom just lives about an hour north of here. Will she come to visit you, do you think?”

“No.” Faith closed the window and turned to Laura. “She says she has faith in me, if you’ll pardon the pun, and she’s going to leave it up to me to go and visit her when I’m ready.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s excellent.”

They continued in silence for a while, content to admire the scenery. On the outskirts of Oliver, wine country started in earnest.

“My gosh,” said Laura, grateful that the traffic had slowed. “The vines go on forever.” On a hill to their right, stumps of fruit trees were being torn out while bundles of green-tinted poles waited alongside the fields, confirmation that the land would soon be planted with grapes. The valley was blanketed with vineyards, and to Laura’s eye the distant hills appeared to be covered in green corduroy. “It’s an eco-friendly industry,” she said, lowering her window. “I like that. I think I’m going to enjoy this.”

* * *

Candy Peterson greeted them warmly. “I’m so glad to see you,” she enthused, shaking their hands. “Laura, you can park your car over there, beside the maintenance shed and then I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.”

“It isn’t fancy or anything,” she said, opening the door to the picker’s cabin. “But it’s clean and comfortable.”

The two women looked around. “It’s fine,” they said at the same time.

“Besides,” continued Laura. “It’s only until fall, right?”

“Well, things certainly do slow down after Labour Day.” Candy checked the bathroom. “But the restaurant and the guest suites are open year round. Come on” she said, “I’ll show you where you get your meals.”

Laura took in the staff room below the restaurant. Someone had stuck wildflowers in a couple of inexpensive bud vases, lending it a homey air. In one corner a laptop sat on a small table. It was open, the screensaver swirling hypnotically.

“How many people actually live on site?” Laura asked.

Candy paused to think. “Five, including you two. There’s Massimo, our wine maker, Jason, who works with my husband, and a friend of my husband’s from Vancouver Island.”

“We just came from there,” said Faith. “These other guys, are they from rehab too?”

Laura was glad that Faith had asked the question; she was curious herself.

Candy hesitated. “I suppose I can tell you. You’re going to find out anyway. Only Jason. He came from a rehab centre on the lower mainland.”

“Well it’s good of you to give us a place to stay. What sort of work would you like us to do?” Laura indicated both herself and Faith.

“There’s a lot to do, but right now I need chambermaids and general cleanup help.” Candy frowned. “Not very exciting, I’m afraid.”

“I don’t mind either job” volunteered Laura. “What about you, Faith? Which would you prefer?”

“I’m good with either one. I worked as a chambermaid one summer up in Kelowna, but I have an idea. Maybe we should do one job for a week until we learn what’s needed and then switch. That way we’d be able to help each other out.” Faith shot a quick glance at Candy. “If that’s okay with you, that is.”

“It sounds wonderful. You ladies have shown more initiative in the five minutes you’ve been here than anyone else has all year.”

Faith beamed her pleasure. “I’ll start with chambermaid, then.”

Laura nodded. “And I’ll do cleanup if you show me what to do.” They had wandered outside and she looked out over the vineyards. “And if you need help outside, I don’t mind trying that.” She turned back to Candy. “I don’t mind working long hours.”

“That’s good to know. We’ll start in tomorrow morning around eight. Right now I’ll leave you to unpack and get settled. You had a long drive today.”

Faith looked startled. “What about evening service on the rooms? Do you want me to do that?”

Candy sighed. “That would be great. I was going to do it myself, but we have a busy night in the restaurant tonight and I can really use the help. Come on, I’ll show you where the supplies are.”

Laura unpacked slowly, glad she hadn’t brought many clothes. There wasn’t much space in the closet, which combined an area for hanging clothes with a set of shelves. Bringing her hiking boots had probably been a mistake; she tucked them into the back of the closet and closed the door. She looked around the cabin, unsure what to do next. She wasn’t hungry, but a cup of coffee would go down well, and she decided to go to the staff room and grab a coffee, an apple and one of the great-looking muffins she’d noticed earlier under a glass dome.

Back at the cabin, she settled into a plastic chair on the small patio. The heat of the day had dissipated and long shadows crept across the landscape. The chair was surprisingly comfortable and she leaned back, content to overlook the vineyard in the golden evening light.

She nibbled on the muffin and allowed herself to think for the first time today. She’d done the right thing by coming here, she was confident of it. In this environment she didn’t need to prove anything...to anyone. In this peaceful setting, her years at the hospital seemed to belong to a different life. Perhaps it was best that way; forget the hospital and the person she’d once been. Here is where her real healing would begin...from the inside out.

An ATV came roaring around from behind the cabins, coming to a halt in front of the maintenance shed. A second vehicle was close behind, the driver obviously annoyed by the cloud of dust thrown up by the first machine.

“Hey, old man!” The blonde on the first machine was probably in his mid-twenties. Wiry and energetic, he vaulted off the ATV. “What’s the matter? Can’t keep up?”

Laura switched her attention to the second man. He was shirtless, and when he stepped down from the ATV, muscles rippled under tanned skin. He grabbed a dark green T-shirt and wiped at the dust which had stuck to his torso. Laura swallowed. Broad shoulders tapered down to a narrow waist. She watched as he offered the energetic youngster a wry smile. He carried himself with authority, as though he were used to being in charge. She held her breath, wondering what he would say in response, but he walked past the younger man and disappeared into the maintenance shed. Was he the one from rehab? Somehow she doubted that, considering his amazing physique. No, he would be the friend of the owner.  

She leaned forward, eager to catch another glimpse of him, then pulled back when the young blonde ran up the slight incline toward the cabins. Rows of vines separated the cabins and she lost sight of him but heard him enter the cabin next door. Moments later, the shower turned on and she was serenaded by a slightly off-key version of the new Keith Urban song.

Movement caught her eye as she took a sip of coffee. The man had come out of the maintenance shed and was walking up the incline toward the cabins. Sitting quietly in the shade of the overhang, she didn’t think he’d spotted her, and studied him openly. His hair was dark and short, and stubble covered his cheeks. She shivered, thinking that he looked dangerous somehow. As if sensing her thoughts, his head came up, and he looked right at her. For a moment their eyes held and then he looked away dismissively and disappeared into the cabin at the far end. Laura didn’t know whether to be relieved or angry.

“Hi!” Laura was startled when Faith appeared from the side of the building. “That was just like old times.” The younger woman flopped down in the other chair, bright spots of colour in her cheeks. “You should see the guest accommodations.” She raised her eyebrows. “Very nice.”

“Are they full?”

“All except one, and there’s a check-in tomorrow.” Faith looked at her sandals. “I’m going to need some proper shoes, though. Something with a bit more support.” Her head came up. “Oh, hello.”

Laura hadn’t heard the cabin door next door open. She looked up to see the young blonde leaning against the support pole at the end of the row of vines.

“Hi, ladies.” He looked from one to the other. “I’m Jason. Welcome to Raptor Ridge.”

Faith blushed. “Hi. I’m Faith and this is Laura.”

“Have you eaten yet?” Jason included them both in his question, but he clearly had eyes for Faith. “I’m on my way over there now, and the old man just left. Makes it easier for the cooks if we all show up at once.”

“The old man?” Laura wondered who he was talking about.

“He’s not really an old man. I just call him that.” Jason grinned and tilted his head. “He’s staying in the last cabin. I heard him leave a minute ago.”

“I didn’t see anyone go by.” Laura couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice.

Jason shrugged. “Must have gone around the back.” He looked at Faith. “Are you coming?”

“Sure.” She got up. “What about you, Laura?”

“I’m not too hungry tonight.” She gestured to the coffee and the remains of the muffin. “You two better get going.”

They left, chatting happily, Faith scurrying alongside in order to keep up with Jason’s long strides.

The muffin tasted dry in Laura’s mouth now and the coffee bitter. She stood up and walked around to the back of the cabin. There was no path here. The only reason he would have gone this way was to avoid her. She walked slowly back to the front, turning over this information in her mind. Was he avoiding her because she’d come from a rehab centre? That didn’t make sense...she was no threat to him, and he seemed at ease with Jason.

Why am I even thinking about this? she asked herself. He means nothing to me. And yet she couldn’t shake the image of him standing there in the golden afternoon light. Okay, admit it, said the voice in her head. You wanted to touch him. You wanted to place your hand flat on his chest, to feel his heart beat in response.

“Enough” she said aloud, not caring if anyone heard. The last thing she needed at this stage in her recovery was a man. She sank back down into her chair and looked up at the sky. It was the colour of ripe peaches, the clouds backlit with shimmering light. Overcome by the beauty, she felt tears well up in her eyes and made no effort to wipe them away.

* * *

Bradley looked up as Jason and Faith came into the staff room. They were laughing at something Jason had said.

“Hey, there he is.” Jason pulled out a chair for Faith and made a great show of seating her. “You don’t mind if we sit with you, do you?”

He shrugged. 

“Bradley, this is Faith. She’s here to work, same as me.” Jason went to the drinks counter.

“Hi, Bradley.” She was a cute little thing. “Have you been here long?”

He got out his BlackBerry. Six weeks, he typed.

Faith looked at the words, then back at him.

“I forgot to tell you.” Jason placed glasses of water on the table. “Bradley here can’t speak.”

“Why not?” Faith looked puzzled.

Long story, Bradley typed, then turned off his BlackBerry and put it in his pocket, signalling an end to that line of conversation.

“Oh.” Faith recovered quickly and turned to Jason. “That’s okay, ‘cause I have a feeling this guy can talk enough for two people.”

Bradley made a face and nodded his head in agreement. They all laughed and relaxed.

Their food arrived and Bradley ate silently, listening to the friendly banter between the two youngsters. Odd that he should consider them youngsters; they were only about five years younger than him, but life experience separated them by light years.

He finished quickly and stood up, gathered his plate and utensils and placed them in a tray. Jason and Faith scarcely noticed him leave, and he went out into the still night air. There was another hour or so of twilight left and he stood still, watching the nighthawks overhead, their white wing patches flashing as they swooped through the air in pursuit of bugs.

Was she still sitting there...outside? His feet started moving. He’d take the back way again, so he didn’t have to see her. He’d only caught a glimpse of her earlier, but that was enough. He did not, repeat not want to be attracted to any woman right now. Especially one who looked like that. 

Somewhere between his brain and his feet the message got lost. He couldn’t avoid her forever, right? He walked along the dusty service road and started up the slight incline that led to the cabins.

He sensed her presence before he saw her. She sat very still, in the same chair she’d occupied previously, but now she had a light jacket around her shoulders. She didn’t look away, but regarded him steadily, tears shimmering in her eyes. His heart slammed into his throat but he turned away abruptly and went to his own cabin.

Damn the woman! Why did she have to come here? He threw himself angrily down on his bed. A woman who looked like that had no business becoming an addict. From all outward appearances, she had everything going for her. How dare she mess herself up with drugs?

Since when did you become so judgmental? asked the voice in his head. You know perfectly well that drugs are equal opportunity destroyers. He looked up at the cabin ceiling, but saw only her face, tears glowing in the dim light. Even now, he ached to go to her and comfort her, despite not knowing her, despite his abhorrence of drug use. But no. He ran the back of his fingers over the stubble on his cheeks. She’d be here for only a month and then move on. He’d simply avoid her as much as possible.  He nodded to himself. He could do that...couldn’t he?

* * *

Laura heard Faith and Jason before she saw them. She stood up quickly and went inside the cabin. It was one thing for Faith to witness her tears, but she didn’t feel like explaining herself to Jason. She turned on the television and stared at the screen without registering what was on.

“Hi!” Faith burst through the door. “You missed a great dinner.” She kicked off her shoes and took her normal cross-legged position on the opposite bed. “What did you think of Jason?”

Laura had herself under control now. “He seemed awfully energetic.” She smiled. “But nice.”

“I think so, too.” She paused. “There was another guy at dinner, too.”

“Oh?” Laura tried to sound casual.

“Weird, though. His name is Bradley.”

“Bradley.” Laura tried the name out on her tongue. It suited him. “What’s weird about him?”

Faith frowned. “He doesn’t talk. Uses a BlackBerry to communicate.”

“Hmmm.” Laura thought for a moment. “Is that can’t talk, or won’t talk?”

Faith considered the question for several moments. “Can’t, I think. There were a couple of times he looked as though he’d like to say something, then realized he couldn’t.”

“I think I saw him. Dark hair, with that stubble thing going on?” She touched her own cheek.

“Yeah, that’s him.” Faith fluttered a hand at her chest. “Hot, hot, hot. Didn’t you think so?”

“I only saw him for a few seconds, but I got the impression that he doesn’t approve of me.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s because of rehab.”

Faith mulled this over. “I don’t think so. He seems to get along with Jason, and he was perfectly polite to me.”

“Maybe I’m wrong.” But she wasn’t. He’d turned away from her deliberately and now that she thought about it, she was surprised by how much she’d been hurt by his actions. “But it doesn’t matter. This is about recovery, not romance.”

“I know, I know...we’re not supposed to get involved. But really, Laura, what better high is there than falling in love?” Her eyes sparkled.

Images flashed in front of Laura’s eyes. Her mother, rigid with fury, berating her. Stew, locked in an embrace with the student nurse. Mattie, looking up at her, eyes knowing. And Bradley, giving her a look of disdain. Whoa! How had he wormed his way into her memory?

She turned to Faith and her tone softened. “You’re probably right, but in my experience, love has been painful. Be careful, okay?”

“I will. And you, too.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “Especially with that tall silent one.”

“Don’t worry about that.” And yet, as she fell asleep that night she found herself wondering what colour his eyes were. In spite of everything, she was eager to find out.






  

Chapter Nine
 

It didn’t take long to be assimilated into the routine of the winery. Faith was in her element with the rooms, and had soon taken over the operation of the on-site laundry facilities. She re-organized the linens of the restaurant and the guest accommodations and within the first week had become a favourite of both the employees and the guests.

Laura spent her first day following Candy around, learning what needed to be done. With plenty of public areas to clean, and meals being served in the dining room three times a day, there was no shortage of work and as the week progressed she fell into a comfortable routine. She saw Bradley in the distance several times and once she thought she saw him looking at her, but he’d roared off on the ATV, obscured by a cloud of dust. He worked into the evenings, and was usually in the staff room having his dinner when she was cleaning the dining room, one floor above. She wondered if he was intentionally avoiding her, but to think that inferred that he was thinking of her at all.

* * *

“I’m really enjoying this,” said Faith at the end of the first week. They were sitting outside on their small patio, drinking a cold soda before dinner. They had learned not to go to the staff room until after the first rush at the restaurant.

Laura had a feeling she knew where this conversation was headed. “Would you rather continue on as we are?” she said. “I like what I’m doing, too. I was going to ask Candy if I could add another chore to my workload.”

“Oh?” Faith looked surprised. “What?”

“I see the vineyard help watering all the planters that are scattered around. I was thinking I’d enjoy doing that. Candy mentioned that Matt’s short-handed; it seems like a waste of labour for them to be doing the watering. I could do it during the evening, before I clean up the restaurant.”

“They’ll probably appreciate that. So is that okay with you then, if I ask Candy about keeping our same chores?”

“Sounds good.” Laura tried to sound nonchalant. “Have you seen Bradley lately?”

Faith gave her a knowing look. “I thought you weren’t interested.”

Laura shrugged. “Just curious.”

Faith laughed. “You’re such a bad liar. As a matter of fact he asked about you at dinner last night.”

Laura had been taking a sip of her soda and almost choked. “He did?” She waited for a further explanation, but Faith was having too much fun watching her squirm. “Okay, what did he say?”

“He just wanted to know how you were.” She jiggled her soda can, tipped it up and drank the last few drops. “Jason teased him and he went all red in the face.”

“I’m surprised you could tell under all that stubble.”

“Aha!” Faith wagged a finger at her. “You have been checking him out, haven’t you?”

Laura raised her shoulders. “Maybe.”

Faith sobered. “Can’t say I blame you.” She thought for a moment. “He asked how you liked being here.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said I thought you were enjoying the work. I didn’t want to volunteer any information.”

“That’s good. So how are things going with Jason?”

Faith smiled. “He’s fun to be around, but it’s too soon to get serious.”

Laura nodded. “You’re right, of course, but how does he feel about that?”

Faith laughed. “What do you think? He’s a guy. But he’ll just have to wait ‘til I’m ready.”

* * *

Candy readily agreed with Laura’s suggestion that she water the plants. “I mentioned it to Matt” she said the next day, “and he was delighted. Massimo says it’s time to test the brix.”

“I beg your pardon?” Laura thought she hadn’t heard properly. “The bricks?”

“B-r-i-x,” spelled Candy. “It’s a term that references the sweetness of the grapes. They gather small amounts of grapes from all over the vineyard, and then crush them together to get an average, and test for sweetness.”

Laura was fascinated. “How do they do that?”

“They have a device called a refractometer.” She gave a wry smile. “And that’s about the extent of my knowledge. But it’s time consuming, so he’s grateful that you’re willing to take over the watering.”

“I know this is none of my business, but why don’t you have the flowerpots on a drip system?” Laura looked out over the vineyard, where overhead watering was supplementing the drip system. The chuk-chuk-chuk sound of the system was somehow comforting, and the fine mist cast rainbows in the air. “Everything else here is on automated watering.”

“That’s my fault.” Candy didn’t exactly look torn up. “The pots were my idea and by then the automatic irrigation system was all set up.” She sighed. “It’s one of the few things Matt and I disagree about, but they really do add something to the public areas, don’t you think?”

“Without a doubt.” Laura had a sudden idea. “I could trim the dead flowers while I’m at it. I think I could manage that without doing too much damage.”

Candy gave her an odd look. “Are you two for real? I wasn’t sure what to expect when I agreed to take on two women, but I’m so glad I did. Both you and Faith have been life savers this summer.”

Laura blushed at the compliment. “Thanks, but you don’t know how much it means to work at a peaceful spot like this.”

“Did you have a stressful job before?” Now it was Candy’s turn to blush. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

Laura smiled a sad smile. “Stressful? Yes, in a way, but I loved it.” For the first time in days, tears pooled in her eyes. “But that life is over now.”

Candy touched her briefly on the arm. “I’m sorry, Laura, but I’m glad you’re here.”

* * *

Laura bounced out of bed the next morning, eager to do her chores so that she could work on the planters. It would take a few days to get them in shape before she started a watering routine. She piled her hair on top of her head in a loose knot and headed for the staff room. It was going to be a hot day, and she wore a short-sleeved blouse, a pair of khaki shorts and sturdy running shoes. It was many years since she had helped her grandmother in her gardens, but she recalled the simple pleasure of pulling weeds and deadheading. Here in this arid climate, grasses formed the base of the plantings, with hardy annuals adding splashes of colour. She didn’t think she could go too far wrong.

She was humming to herself when she entered the staff room, but the sound died when she opened the door and three heads turned in her direction.

“Laura, grab a coffee and come and join us!” Faith motioned her over. “Jason and Bradley were just explaining how they test the grapes for sweetness.”

Laura took an extra moment to stir cream into her coffee. There was no way she could avoid sitting with the threesome. To do otherwise would be rude.

“Candy was telling me,” she said, taking the empty chair. She looked briefly at Bradley and then turned to Jason. “It’s called the brix, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Jason’s enthusiasm bubbled over. “Brad and I are going to collect the samples today.”

Bradley winced at the shortening of his name but Laura didn’t think the other two noticed.

“Hey, wait a minute.” Jason looked from Laura to Bradley. “Have you guys been introduced?”

Laura turned her gaze on Bradley. “Not formally, no.”

“Bradley, meet Laura. Laura, meet Bradley.” Jason sat back, pleased with himself.

Laura extended a hand. “Laura MacLeod,” she said softly. He took her hand in a brief handshake and something flared in his eyes. Bradley Jamieson, he typed on his BlackBerry. Glad to finally meet you. The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile and Laura clutched her coffee mug tightly to prevent herself from reaching out and touching him. His eyes remained fixed on hers, and she wondered if he were reading her thoughts.

“You know, I can show you how to abbreviate some of those words if you like.” Faith gestured to the BlackBerry.

Bradley continued to look at Laura for several beats before turning to Faith. Thanks, but I don’t say much, he typed.

“Okay, old man. Enough of this idle chit chat.” Jason laughed at his own remark. “Time to get to work.”

Bradley acknowledged him with a raised eyebrow, then gathered his dishes, nodded to the two women, and was gone.

Laura watched the door close behind the two men. Something had just happened, but she wasn’t quite sure what. Unless she was mistaken, that look in Bradley’s eyes had been desire. It had reached out and ignited her body in places she’d forgotten existed.

“Hello! Earth to Laura.” Faith’s voice broke through the fog. She licked her finger, placed it on the table and made a sizzling sound. “You guys need to get a room.”

“So I didn’t imagine that?” Laura looked at Faith.

“Are you kidding?” Faith placed a hand over her heart. “I’d die if a man looked at me like that. Absolutely die.” She grinned. “I’ll bet he’s got a hot body.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Laura managed to keep a straight face. How many times had she wondered about what lay south of his belt? If it matched the top half, it would be hot indeed.

* * *

Trellises separated the patios of the guest accommodation, anchored by large terracotta planters. Laura decided to start there. The colourful annuals in these planters required extra care, but she was pleased with the results of her work, and planned to water after her day’s work was done. It was a waste of a precious resource to water in the heat of the day.

The sun had disappeared behind the hills by the time she was finished in the dining room, but it would be light for another hour. She had discovered a hose in the maintenance shed and was attaching it to the hose bib at the side of the building when a small body came hurtling out of the suite.

“What’s your name?” She looked up, dropped the hose and backed off. The young boy was the same age and size as Mattie, and had the same blue eyes. She opened her mouth to speak but no sound came out. She took a few more steps backwards, turned, and ran to the maintenance shed, tears streaming down her face. It wasn’t Mattie, she knew that, and yet the shock of seeing the young boy had dislodged the memories she’d suppressed for so long.

A hand grabbed her arm and she lifted her head, recognizing Bradley through the tears. Gently but firmly he guided her towards the ATV, which was idling nearby. She hadn’t heard him drive up. He indicated that she should sit on the back and she obeyed without thinking, and grabbed onto his waist as he accelerated. 

She scarcely noticed the rows of vines as they sped past. She only knew they were climbing, as she had to hold him firmly so she didn’t slide backwards.

Dark rock greeted them at the edge of the vineyard and she looked up, wondering what they were doing there. He motioned for her to dismount, and indicated that she should follow.

The climb was brief, and when they stopped to sit, they were overlooking the valley. Far to the left, Osoyoos Lake glinted like grey slate in the dimming light.

Bradley handed her a neatly folded cotton handkerchief and sat quietly, looking off into the distance while her tears played out. His silence was exactly what she needed. She dabbed at her eyes and expelled a long breath of air. “Thanks,” she said simply.

He turned to look at her, eyes sympathetic. Saw you with the kid, he typed.

“Yeah.” Tears started to flow again and she touched the handkerchief to her eyes. “He reminded me of a kid I knew once.” She looked away. “He died,” she murmured. “I thought I’d gotten over it, but I guess not.” She offered him a wan smile.

Tough, he typed.

She looked into his eyes. This man understood. He had known sadness and it still lingered...back there, behind the confident front he presented to the world.

For a moment Laura wondered if damaged souls could recognize each other, then dismissed the thought as nonsense.

They sat silently for several minutes while the light faded from the sky. He stood up and offered her his hand. She took it and stood, wavering for a moment on the uneven rock. Energy crackled between them and for a moment she thought he was going to lean forward and kiss her, but he raised a hand to her cheek. The touch was whisper soft and she ached to lean her head into his hand, but he turned away abruptly, his body tense.

He looked up and she followed his line of sight. He was looking at a jet trail, a streak of silver high in the sky. A moment later she registered the sound, and she realized that he must have heard it a full two seconds before she did.

“You like airplanes?” she asked.

He nodded and pantomimed two hands on a steering wheel.

It took her a moment. “You’re a pilot?” She looked up again at the fading contrail. “What kind of a pilot?”

Something moved behind his eyes. He took our his BlackBerry. A good one, I hope, he typed.

Laura laughed. “No, I meant what type of airplanes do you fly?”

F-18s, plus a few others.

“That doesn’t mean anything to me. What’s an F-18?”

He tensed, as though deciding whether to continue the conversation. I’m a fighter pilot, he typed. And they’re called aircraft, not airplanes.

Laura stepped back. “Have I said something wrong?”

He shook his head, his eyes softened and he touched her cheek once more. Then he motioned to his watch and pointed to the sky. Darkness had fallen while they were talking.

They made their way down the rock and to the ATV. The return trip was slower, although the headlight eased their way. Laura slid forward, her breasts crushed against his back. He must have showered after work because he smelled of soap, mingled with that heady aroma of healthy male. She closed her eyes and hung on, her cheek pressed into his back.

The trip was too short and she came to with a start in front of her cabin. He left the motor idling, jumped off and offered her a hand.

Okay? he mouthed, searching her face.

She could only nod, knowing that if she spoke her voice would crack. Thank you, she mouthed back and looked down at their hands, still clasped.

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and then released it and climbed back on the ATV. He turned the machine around and paused, giving her one last look before he headed back toward the maintenance shed.

Laura climbed the incline to the cabins, her mind a jumble of thoughts. Bradley Jamieson had turned out to be a very complicated individual. Complicated and incredibly appealing. But she’d sensed something beneath that cool exterior, and she didn’t know if she was ready to take on someone else’s demons in addition to her own. Because he was troubled...there was no doubt about that. She’d seen enough tormented souls...at the hospital, at rehab and in the mirror to recognize the signs.

And yet...she sighed. Faith had been right. From the moment they touched, something sizzled between them. But was it an attraction that would flare and burn out, or would it smoulder and burn for years? She wasn’t sure if she was strong enough to find out.

* * *

Bradley flopped down on his bed, thankful that Massimo was out again. What was he thinking, dragging her away like that?

The answer wasn’t hard. He’d seen the pain on her face and had reacted instinctively. Pain mixed with grief, and he’d recognized a kindred spirit.

Of course there’d been that encounter this morning. When she walked into the staff room wearing shorts, with those long tanned legs that went on forever it had taken every ounce of control he possessed not to become aroused and embarrass himself. And when she’d offered her hand, the connection had been immediate and powerful. She’d felt it too...he recognized the flare in her eyes.

He’d been observing her around the property, and had been surprised that someone with her looks was doing the most mundane jobs. She was gorgeous, no doubt about it, in spite of what appeared to be an effort to hide her beauty. She wore her long tawny hair up in some sort of a twist, and she never seemed to mind when tendrils escaped and curled around her face. From what he could tell, she was completely without pretence, and committed to whatever type of recovery programme she’d mapped out for herself. Perhaps he’d judged her too soon.

He thought back to the evening he’d seen her on her patio, tears in her eyes. She’d looked directly at him and in that moment she’d captured a piece of his heart. But his heart wasn’t available. He’d do well to remind himself of that.






  

Chapter Ten
 

Laura rarely saw Bradley at meals these days. She told herself she didn’t mind, that it was better this way, but she didn’t believe that for a minute. On the positive side, her strength was returning and she began to eye her hiking boots tucked in the back of the closet.

The hills surrounding the valley called out to be climbed and she consulted the computer in the staff room, studying Google Earth. Beyond the tops of the hills, tucked into remote valleys, a surprising number of small lakes awaited discovery. She studied the surrounding topography, confident that with some preliminary training, she could make the hike.

In her free evenings after the watering was completed, she walked from her cabin to the spot where Bradley had taken her. It was a steady uphill climb and as far as she could go before losing the light completely. After several trips she smiled to herself, knowing that she would be ready on her next day off.

Laura’s excitement mounted as Saturday rolled around. The temperature in the valley was forecast to reach 33 degrees Celsius today, which would translate to the high 90s for their American guests. Tomorrow...her day off...was projected to be the same. After breakfast, she checked the computer one last time, using the cursor to trace the route she planned to take. She nodded to herself, confident in her abilities.

In spite of her building anticipation the day passed quickly. She watered the plants while the guests were eating dinner and waited impatiently for the restaurant to empty so she could start the evening cleanup. One group of men remained at an outside table, swapping golf stories. They were sunburned, and judging by the decibel level of their conversation and the glasses on the table, they’d consumed a fair amount of alcohol.

“You can go ahead and get started if you like.” Klaus the restaurant manager had expressed his pleasure with her work on various occasions. “They won’t even notice you.”

“Okay, thanks.” She moved her bucket and mop into the ladies restroom and gave it a quick and thorough cleaning.

She stepped outside and almost ran into Bradley. He was carrying two flats of bottled water from the downstairs storage area. Their gazes met and the outside world ceased to exist. The canned music, the chatter of the men on the balcony, the murmur of the remaining wait staff all faded into the background.

His eyes darkened. Hello, he mouthed.

A curl of desire unwound in the pit of her stomach at that simple word. Oh God, I want this man, said the voice in her head. “Hi,” she said breathlessly, fingers tightening around the mop.

A glass shattered on the floor, a foreign sound that broke the spell. Bradley’s gaze went instantly to the table of men and Laura turned at the same time. Every sense she possessed told her that something bad was happening.

She abandoned the bucket and mop and sprinted across the now empty dining room. Bradley strode quickly to the bar and deposited the water, then followed.

Laura took a deep breath, willing herself to be calm while assessing the situation. One of the men was leaning sideways in his chair, an odd grimace on his face.

“Gentlemen,” she said, smiling to mask her concern. “Is everything all right?” She was aware of Bradley standing behind her.

“It’s nothing.” A red-faced man on the far side of the table waved her away. “Jeez, it’s just a glass. We’ll pay for the damage.” He looked at his companions. “Too much sun today, eh fellas?”

Laura took in the situation at a glance. “Sir,” she said to the man with the grimace. “I’d like you to lie down on the floor.” She indicated an area away from the glass.

“What is this? Some sort of kinky punishment?” The red-raced man leered at her. “Listen to that, Ken. She wants you on your back. I wouldn’t mind some of that myself.”

Laura heard Bradley’s sharp intake of breath and gave her head a quick shake. He was restraining himself, and managed to convey with his eyes that he understood.

“We need to get him lying down” she said, taking the man by one arm. Bradley took the other arm and they manoeuvred him to the floor of the patio.

Laura looked up and spotted two cell phones on the table. “Call 9-1-1,” she said, her hand on the man’s pulse.

“Nah, he’s fine.” The red-faced man was becoming belligerent now. “He’s just had too much to drink.”

“Call 9-1-1” she repeated, her tone fierce. “This man is having a stroke.”

Bradley picked up one of the phones and shoved it at the man sitting beside Ken. His gesture seemed to break through their drunken stupor and he dialled. She glanced around and saw Bradley headed for the restaurant entrance, preparing to direct the ambulance attendants.

She loosened the man’s collar and looked around, searching for something to support his head. A stack of table cloths sat on the bar; she grabbed a couple and elevated the man’s head.

The man called Ken looked up at her, eyes wide with fear.

“You’re going to be fine,” she reassured him, stroking his forehead. “I promise.”

In the back of her mind she heard herself saying those exact words to Mattie, but she pushed down the memory. This was different. With clot-busting t-PA, this man could very well recover fully.

He grasped her hand and she held it, listening for the wail of the ambulance. Moments later she thought she heard it in the distance, and turned to look for Bradley. He was still by the front door, positioned where he could see her, and he nodded, confirming that he heard it too.

The ambulance attendants would not let her accompany the man to the hospital, so she followed in her car. His friends had insisted on following the ambulance but they were worse than useless, and she wanted to be available to answer any questions.

“It’s a stroke,” she told the attending ER doctor. She glanced at her watch. “It happened forty seven minutes ago. I was there.”

“Then he’s well within the window for tPA but we have time for an MRI, just to be sure.” He motioned to the head nurse who wheeled the patient away, then glanced past Laura to the middle-aged golfers milling about near the ER entrance. “Are those his friends?”

She didn’t turn around. “Yes.”

He looked away dismissively. “That fat one tried to tell me he was having heat stroke. He’s lucky you were there. You’re a nurse, right?”

Laura pulled back, surprised. “Yes that’s right but I specialized in paediatrics.”

“Never mind. You probably saved his life.” He looked at her kindly. “I have to go along to imaging now, but thanks again.” He paused. “I don’t suppose you want to be the one to call his wife?”

“And you’d be right.” She grinned at him. “Let those guys do it.”

He chuckled and walked away.

She stopped at a fast food restaurant on the way home and sat outside with a decaf coffee, trying to calm her racing pulse. She hadn’t experienced an adrenalin rush like that since she did her obligatory training in the ER. Back then, she’d thrived on it, but now she simply felt drained. When she got the second mosquito bite she stood, tossed her coffee cup into the trash bin and drove back to the winery.

Faith was sitting up watching television when she got back to the cabin. She muted the sound and looked up expectantly. “How did it go?” she asked.

Laura sat down, suddenly tired. “He’ll be all right, I think.” She could see the fear in her roommate’s eyes and gave her what she hoped was a comforting smile. “There are some amazing clot-busting drugs now, and if a stroke victim is seen within the first three to four and a half hours, they often recover fully.”

The tension drained out of Faith’s shoulders. “So he got there in plenty of time, right?”

“Yeah.” Laura lay down. “When I was talking to the doctor it was forty seven minutes since the stroke happened, so chances are good.” She had a sudden flashback to the scene in the restaurant and sat up abruptly. “I forgot all about the restaurant. I didn’t do the clean-up in there.”

“Not to worry.” Faith brightened. “Jason and I were taking a walk in the vineyard when we heard the ambulance. By the time we got back, you’d driven off. I did the cleanup with Jason and the two wait staff who were setting up tables for the morning. So that’s all cool. Matt and Candy came home just as we were finishing up and we filled them in on everything that happened.”

“That’s a relief.” Laura glanced at her hiking boots which she’d set out by her locker earlier in the day. For a moment she thought she’d have to forego her hike. “Thank you for doing that.”

“Are you kidding? You’re a real hero. Everybody’s talking about it.”

“Everybody?” Laura gave her a sharp look.

Faith knew what she was asking. “Well, everybody except Bradley.” She paused. “He was there when this whole thing was going down, wasn’t he?”

Laura nodded. “Yes, he was very helpful.”

“Huh. Well, he managed to disappear.” Faith turned off the television and pulled up the blanket. “You have the day off tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Well, I’m getting up early to do inventory of housekeeping supplies, so I’ll be quiet.” She rolled over. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Faith.”

* * *

Laura set her internal alarm clock for five a.m. It was a skill she had mastered years ago and it sometimes puzzled her that others needed an alarm clock to wake up. Faith snored softly while she got dressed, then pulled her backpack from the closet. She’d already packed it with three bottles of water, a muffin, two pieces of fruit and a can of bear spray, just in case.

She closed the cabin door behind her and stood for a moment, admiring the geometric patterns created by the rows of vines. It would be an hour before the sun crested the eastern hills, and by that time she planned to be half way to her destination.

* * *

Bradley entered the staff room shortly after six, surprised to see Faith and Jason already there. After last night’s excitement, he’d walked up to his lookout point, not wanting to be part of the inevitable discussion that would follow. It was hard enough to be in a ‘conversation’ with one person, let alone a whole group.

He’d sat there a long time as the light faded, replaying every second of his encounter with Laura before the emergency out on the restaurant patio. When he closed his eyes he could see her face, luminous with a slight sheen of perspiration and framed by curls that had escaped from the confines of the bun on the top of her head. But it was the look in her eyes that made his heart thud every time he thought about it. There was no doubt that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. The idea frightened and excited him at the same time.

While he was sitting above the vineyard, he’d seen her come back and enter her cabin. Even from that distance, he could tell by the way she walked that the earlier events had taken a lot out of her. If she hadn’t looked so exhausted he might have gone down and talked to her about her remarkable poise in handling the stroke victim. But that could wait until morning.

He left his lookout and walked back down, thankful that he’d remembered to bring a flashlight. In spite of the fact that thoughts of Laura filled his mind, he managed a few hours of solid sleep between two a.m. and six.

“Hi Bradley.” He didn’t know why Jason had decided to call him by his name, instead of “Old Man’ but he didn’t question the change. “That was quite a scene last night, huh?” Jason waved a piece of toast as he spoke and Bradley smiled. Some things never change.

He grabbed a coffee and sat down with them.

“So you were there when the guy almost croaked?” Jason was almost vibrating with excitement. “What was it like?”

Bradley typed one word. Gruesome.

Jason’s gaze darted to Faith and then back. “Faith says Laura told her there’s a good chance he’ll make a full recovery.”

Faith nodded. “I wish I’d been there to see her in action. Jason and I talked to the two waiters while we were helping to clean up, and they said Laura was amazing.”

Bradley nodded. She was, he typed.

“That guy’s so lucky there was a nurse on hand.”

Bradley wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. She’s a nurse? he typed.

“Oh, yeah.” Faith frowned. “She doesn’t talk a lot about it, but she was a paediatric nurse in Vancouver.”

The pieces were starting to fall into place. Bradley looked around. Where is she? His BlackBerry was getting quite a workout.

Faith’s brow furrowed. “That’s what’s so weird. She has the day off today but when I got up at five thirty she was already gone.”

Bradley absorbed this information. He typed one word, showed it to Faith. Where?

She gave him a knowing look. “Sorry, but I don’t know.”

The door opened and they all turned. Candy stood in the doorway, backlit by the sun. “Oh. I was hoping to find Laura.”

Faith spoke up. “We were just talking about her. I thought she’d be sleeping in on her day off but she was gone by the time I woke up.”

“Oh.” Candy looked around, as though she might find Laura hiding under one of the tables. “Her car is still here.”

“Sorry.” There was an uncomfortable silence while Candy stood in the doorway. Faith finally spoke. “Is there a problem?”

“No.” Candy seemed flustered. “Well, yes. Two of the wait staff just called in and we’re already booked solid for dinner tonight. I was going to ask her if she would bus tables.” She looked at Faith. “I know you’d help if you could, but the way you’ve been servicing the rooms during that time has worked out so well...” Her voice trailed off.

“I could start early and come over as soon as I’m finished,” Faith volunteered. “If you think that would help.” She paused. “You said Laura’s car is still here?”

Candy nodded.

“I just thought of something. She had her hiking boots out last night, which is unusual.” She gave a little laugh. “She’s so tidy, makes me look like a slob. Anyway, they were gone this morning. I think maybe she’s gone for a hike.”

“Oh, great.” Candy’s face fell.

Bradley listened to the exchange with interest. He got up and moved to the computer in the corner of the room. Google Earth had been left up on the computer a few days ago, and now he had an idea who’d been checking it out. Laura had been planning a hike. He called up the history. Sure enough, she’d zeroed in on one particular lake directly east of the vineyard.

I know where she is, he typed, and showed the message to Candy. He fingered his watch, calculating rapidly. Could have her back in time for dinner, he typed.

Candy’s relief was palpable. “That would be wonderful,” she said, then turned to Faith. “If you could possibly cover for lunch, Bradley says he knows where she is and could have her back in time for tonight’s dinner rush.”

Faith gave him a sly look, but said nothing. He felt himself blush, but he was beyond caring.

“Okay, then.” Faith gathered up all the cups and placed them in the dishwashing tray. “It looks like a busy day ahead. Might as well get started.”






  

Chapter Eleven
 

Laura hiked steadily for the first half hour. The route she had chosen was still in shade so she decided to take advantage of that fact. Once the sun crested the hill, the temperature would rise precipitously.

She paused and looked back down. From this vantage point, Raptor Ridge was just one of many vineyards carpeting the valley bottom. It didn’t take a horticulture graduate to see the effect of irrigation on this arid valley. The contrast between the lush green of the vineyards and the dun-coloured hills was readily visible from this height. She had reached the treed area now and she stopped under a Ponderosa pine, brushed the pinecones aside and sat down. The tree scented the still morning air and she breathed in deeply, relishing her newly regained health. She saw the faces of the men from last night, flushed and irresponsible from drink. She shuddered to think what might have happened if she hadn’t been there and they’d continued to treat their friend’s condition as nothing serious. And yet just a few months ago she’d been little better...who was she to judge them now?

She took a long drink of water and stood up, eager to get on and leave her negative thoughts behind. Setting out again, she recalled the route as she’d mapped it out on the computer. To her right, an old creek bed had scoured the hillside and she planned to stay parallel to it on her climb. It was easy to spot; she reasoned that there must still be some residual moisture there, supporting the growth of deciduous trees. She walked steadily, disturbing grasshoppers and the odd magpie, but little else.

Head down, she was unaware that she was approaching the huge rock formation she’d spotted on Google Earth. On the computer screen she’d studied it from various angles, and had decided to skirt it on the left. It loomed ahead now, a dark, lichen-covered mass. Beyond it, if she was correct, the climb became fairly simple, with several levelled-off areas. She paused to take another drink and the sun came bursting over the hills, heralding another beautiful day.

Reinvigorated, she moved ahead. Loose rock lay around the base of the huge obstacle and she kept her distance, mindful that rattlesnakes were in the area they would have sought the warmth of the rocks for the night. She had no fear of snakes, but caution was better than anti-venom any day.

Her instincts had been right. Once past the rocks, the climb eased considerably. Grateful for the respite, she was aware of the heat of the sun. At this higher altitude the temperatures might be cooler, but it was also possible to get sunburned in no time.

She climbed over a small rise and gasped with delight. Tucked into a narrow valley, a small lake shimmered like a gem. The far shore was rocky and studded with pines, but the side closest to her sloped gently down from her present position. At water’s edge, erosion had left a narrow sandy beach. Off to the left, sparse reeds grew up from a sandy bottom. As she watched, a spotted sandpiper searched for food along the shore, tail teetering up and down as though it was trying to keep its balance. It looked up, saw her and scurried back the way it had come.

A few feet to the right of where she had come down the sand was free of reeds and she wondered idly if someone had cleared it for swimming. The water was incredibly clear and no doubt cold, but it was tempting. She wandered down, navigating her way past the few shoulder-high bushes that lined the shore. An old fire pit announced that she wasn’t the only one to have ventured this way, but there was no sign of recent activity.

“Perfect,” she said aloud. “This is exactly what I was hoping to find.”

She eased off the backpack and sat down in the shade of one of the bushes. She was hungry now, but there was no rush. She nibbled at the muffin and drank from the half-full bottle. Behind her, somewhere in the trees, a squirrel chattered and she smiled. At least she wasn’t alone.

What was Bradley doing right now? She looked around as though he might appear; she almost wished he would. But if he did, she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to control the desire that had been building ever since the first time she’d laid eyes on him. That had been how long ago? Two weeks? She lay back on the sand, closed her eyes and relived that moment last night when she’d come out of the restroom and almost bumped into him. The look in his eyes had taken her breath away and she groaned softly with frustration, wondering what might have happened if they hadn’t been disturbed. The possibilities were arousing and she sat up, alarmed at the direction of her thoughts. The lake sparkled just a few feet away and she chided herself for not bringing her bikini.

* * *

Bradley packed a few items into his backpack and set out almost immediately. The sun was well up in the sky by now, but he was well used to working in the heat. He rode the ATV to the base of the mountain and set out on the familiar route to his lookout spot. Once there, he took a swig of water as he eyed the climb ahead. He’d noticed the creek bed on Google Earth and decided that she’d probably use that to keep herself oriented.

His instincts paid off when he came to the spot where she’d stopped under the tree. Pine cones had been brushed aside, and he could see the indents in the earth where she’d sat with her heels dug in. His pulse rate kicked up a notch and it wasn’t from the effort of the walk. He continued on, watching for signs of her passing. Tracking wasn’t as easy as they made it look on television but he was confident that he was going in the right direction.

He came up over the last hill and caught a flash of sunlight bouncing off the water below. For a moment he stood there, taking in the beauty of the scene below. Not a breath of air moved in this secluded valley, and the lake lay as still as a mirror, reflecting the trees on the far side. Across the lake, a large dark bird launched out of a dead tree and he recognized an Osprey. He scanned the surrounding forest for a few moments before spotting the nest, a large, sprawling mass of branches and twigs woven into the top branches of a tree. Probably a lightning strike lopped the top off, he told himself. A perfect nest site beside a lake...no doubt full of fish, otherwise the bird wouldn’t have bothered. As he watched it soar overhead it called, and its mate answered with a high-pitched ‘skree’. He shaded his eyes and spotted the mate perched in a tree close to the nest. At that sound, a couple of heads poked out of the nest. He considered Ospreys to be some of the finest fliers in the avian world and this sighting filled him with wonder. Even if I don’t find her, the Ospreys made the trip worthwhile, he told himself as he made his way down the hill.

Where was she? He took off his back pack, dug out a bottle of water and looked around as he drank. There was no sign of her. How could she not be here? He was positive that this was her destination; Candy would be disappointed if he failed to find her.

The sun beat down relentlessly and he took off his shirt. There were no cooling breezes in this sheltered valley and he poured the remains of the water over his head, then dug out an old beach towel he’d borrowed from Matt. He dried himself off thoughtfully, wondering where he’d gone wrong.

Not much I can do about that now, he thought. Might as well go in for a swim and cool off. He removed his shoes and socks while scanning the waterfront and spotted a perfect access point beyond some low bushes on his right. Towel in hand, he wandered in that direction, enjoying the feel of sand between his toes. It was a long time since he’d been on a beach.

A splashing sound came from his right, beyond a small point of land. It was probably the Osprey, diving for fish. He backed up and stood partly obscured beside a bush, hoping to spot it as it rose into the air with a fish in its talons.

And then he saw her. She was swimming lazily, obviously enjoying herself. The hair at the base of her neck was damp, but she’d somehow managed to pile the rest up on the top of her head.  There was something voyeuristic about watching her this way, without her knowledge, but he couldn’t call out, and the truth was he didn’t know if he even wanted to. Unaware of his presence, she swam closer to shore until her feet touched bottom.

She stood up and he drew in a sharp breath. Water streamed from her nude body and a desperate groan caught in his throat as she lifted her arms to release her hair. Caught in the sun, her breasts shimmered with moisture, her nipples tight and hard from the cold water. Desire raged through his body like liquid fire, and he was instantly aroused, his erection urgent and painful inside his jeans.

He couldn’t stop looking at her. Long, lean legs led his gaze upwards to the bush of tawny curls at the apex of her thighs. His hands flexed instinctively and the beach towel dropped to the ground.

* * *

Laura shook off thoughts of Bradley and walked to the water’s edge. So what if she didn’t have a bathing suit...it didn’t really matter, did it? She removed her clothes and placed them in a tidy pile. Once when she and Jenna were fifteen they’d gone skinny dipping in a lake at home. They’d dashed in and out in the space of a couple of minutes, feeling wildly daring. Even now she could remember the silky feeling of the water against her bare skin. She pulled out a couple of pins and re-arranged her hair on top of her head. This opportunity was too good to miss and she stepped into the cool water with a sigh. The only thing that could improve this idyllic setting was Bradley, and it was too late to invite him. She smiled to herself and set out to swim down beyond the point of land.

Overhead, a large bird soared on the thermals; she floated on her back for few moments, watching it aimlessly then turned to swim back. She hadn’t brought a towel, but in this heat she’d dry off in no time. Her feet touched bottom and she stood up, grateful for the warmth of the sun. She loosened her hair and tossed back her head, letting her hair fall down her back.

A movement on shore caught her attention and she paused in mid-step, senses heightened. Bradley stood there, what looked like a towel on the ground beside him. For a moment she thought she was imagining him. Had she conjured him up out of her dreams? Warmth unfurled deep inside her, pulsing insistently at the core of her womanhood. She closed her eyes for a moment, praying that he’d still be there when she opened them

He was, and the intensity in his gaze sent her heartbeat into overdrive. 

He stepped into the sunshine and stood there for a moment. He’d removed his shirt, and she studied him openly. Dark hair grew on his chest then narrowed into a thin line that disappeared in the waistband of his jeans. His feet were bare, as though he’d been about to step into the lake. As she watched him he bent over the picked up the towel and she swallowed hard at the sight of muscles rippling across his shoulders. He radiated masculinity like no one she’d ever met before and her feet began to move toward him as he held out the towel.

She stopped inches away from him. His gaze held hers for several long moments, his eyes dark and hooded. The towel dropped again and he raised his hand to her face and brushed his fingertips across her bottom lip. A slow, sexy smile transformed his face and she closed the gap between them, eager to feel his body against hers.

Strong arms wrapped around her and they stood there for a moment, her head against his chest, swaying in the sunshine. Finally she lifted her head and his mouth captured hers in a deep kiss that seemed to draw every bit of air from her lungs. His tongue traced the outline of her lips and she opened to him, her body in chaos as his mouth plundered hers. During the kiss she became aware of his erection, and after several delicious minutes he pulled back and looked into her eyes again, the question clear.

She placed a hand flat against his chest. His heart was thundering and her lips curled in a knowing smile. They didn’t need words to communicate; she slid her hand lower and tugged at the fastening on his jeans. As if by magic, the jeans disappeared. He wore no shorts, and she was treated to the sight of him at the ready.

They somehow managed to spread out and beach towel and fell upon it with all the pent up desire that had been building for too long now. He caressed her intimately, giving her pleasure in ways she didn’t know were possible, bringing her to the brink of orgasm several times before finally plunging into her, joining her in a release that left them both limp and breathless.

She lay on her back, eyes closed, trying to steady her breathing. Beside her, Bradley was doing the same and when she finally opened her eyes she found him looking at her with tenderness that had been missing before. He obviously was waiting for her to speak, but she didn’t know what to say, afraid to break the magical spell that hung between them like a fragile bubble.  He’d been everything she’d dreamed of...and more. She stood up on wobbly legs and went around to the other side of the bush where she’d left her clothes and backpack. She needed time to think about this. Her clothes went on quickly, and she slipped on her hiking boots without socks.

* * *

Bradley frowned when he saw her and scrambled to his feet. He wasn’t sure if he was surprised or angry, but he was ill at ease to be unclothed while she was fully dressed. Her face was flushed with that glow women get when they’re well loved. She walked up to him and gave him a lingering kiss on the lips. “Thank you,” she said, then walked away, up over the rise, and disappeared from sight.

Stunned, he watched her go. What had happened to the after-sex chatter? Women always wanted that. If anyone was supposed to leave, it should be him. Too late, he realized that he’d forgotten to tell her that Candy wanted her to work tonight. But then there hadn’t been much conversation going on.

He wandered into the lake and got rid of the sand. It was everywhere, but the most painful had ground into his knees. It had been worth it, though. He pushed away from the sandy bottom and took several long, relaxing strokes out into the deeper water, thinking about what had just happened. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anything so beautiful, or so erotic, as the sight of Laura emerging from the lake. Even now, in the cool mountain water, his skin sizzled at the thought of her. The way she’d walked up to him...when she’d placed a hand on his chest...he’d better stop, he was getting aroused again.

* * *

Laura didn’t notice much on the way down the hill. Her body felt heavy and sated with lovemaking, but her heart was light. So this was what it felt like to be completely satisfied. It shocked her to realize that she’d never come across a man who knew a woman’s body so intimately. Or perhaps they just didn’t care enough to learn. Either way, Bradley had lived up to every one of her fantasies. Looking back, her former life seemed bleak by comparison.

* * *

“Hey!” Jason brought the ATV to a halt as she walked past the maintenance shed. “I see Bradley found you.”

Laura looked up, startled. “Yes, he did.”

“Terrific.” His right hand played with the handle, gunning the motor. “I thought Candy was going to have a cow this morning when she learned that two of her girls wouldn’t make it in tonight for dinner.”

Laura smiled at his choice of words and opened her mouth to ask a question but she was too late. Jason waved and tore off in a cloud of dust. She pulled her watch out of the backpack and checked the time. It was just past twelve. The restaurant would probably be full, as it usually was on these hot summer days. She went to her cabin, tossed the backpack onto her bed, then went back outside. She’d been foolish to walk back down from the lake without socks and by the time she realized her feet were blistering, it was too late. Part way down the mountain she’d come to her senses and put on her socks, but now they were stuck to the blisters, and she winced as she pulled them off. Small price to pay, she told herself, her body still humming with pleasure.

So he’d come looking for her, had he? The idea was somehow exciting, and she smiled to herself. How had a man like that remained single? What woman wouldn’t want more of a man who made love with such consummate skill. Back there by the lake it was as if he was making every second count...as though he was making love for the last time. She looked up the hill, wondering if she’d see him coming down, but couldn’t spot him. Please, she said to herself in silent prayer. Don’t let this be the last time. And then she went into her cabin and changed into work clothes.

* * *

“Laura, you’re back.” Candy greeted her breathlessly, menus in hand. She turned her back to the busy restaurant. “It’s super busy in here today, but so far lunch is going smoothly.” She paused, gave Laura a piercing look. “You look different somehow.” Then the door opened, and a party of four entered. “Be right back,” she whispered, and turned to greet the customers.

“I see Bradley found you,” she said when she returned. “Sorry to interrupt your day off.” She studied the other woman. “You got some sun. Your skin is glowing.”

Laura smiled. “It’s probably just as well I came back down. I might have got sunburned.” She looked around the restaurant. “I could make myself useful if you like. I could clear tables, or fill up water glasses, or do coffee refills.” She lifted her shoulders. “Whatever you’d like.”

“Great. See Roger, then. He’s in charge of the wait staff during lunch.” Candy clutched her arm. “Come and find me when things slow down, would you? I’d like to talk to you about last night.”

Laura had forgotten about the incident last night. She thought about it as she worked, hoping that the man had recovered. No doubt Candy had an update from the hospital and would fill her in.

* * *

As it turned out, Candy was the one who found her when the lunch rush was over. “Let’s sit out on the terrace,” she suggested. “I’m going to have a glass of wine. Would you like one?”

Laura shook her head. “I’d love some club soda, though.”

“Sorry, thoughtless of me.” Candy pointed to an empty table in the corner. “I’ll bring the drinks over there in a minute.” She went to the bar and Laura sank down in one of the comfortable chairs.

“I wanted to thank you for last night and to bring you up to date.” Candy wasted no time when she got to the table. “That man...Ken, I think his name is...is doing fine. They’re going to keep him in the hospital overnight again tonight and he’ll be able to go back to the coast tomorrow.”

“That’s great.” Laura took a sip of club soda.

“I guess that group had played eighteen holes in that heat yesterday morning and they were drinking along the way.” Candy shook her head. “Sometimes you think you’ve seen it all, and then something like this happens. Both Matt and I wanted you to know how grateful we are.”

“I’m glad I was here.” Laura paused, took another sip. “Bradley was a great help.” She smiled at the memory. “Those men with Ken didn’t want to call 9-1-1, but Bradley shoved the cell phone at one of them so hard I think he scared them.”

Candy nodded. “I didn’t know Bradley before, but Matt thinks the world of him.” She took a sip of wine and looked beyond the railing, her eyes distant. “They flew together in Afghanistan.”

Laura tried not to appear too interested. “I knew he was a fighter pilot, but I didn’t know he’d been in Afghanistan.”

“Oh yes. They were there with the NATO forces. That’s where Bradley lost his voice.” She turned to Laura. “That doesn’t sound right, does it? Makes it sound like he lost a set of keys or something.”

Laura knew she’d never get a better opportunity. “What happened?” she asked.

Candy twisted the stem of her wine glass. “I’ve said too much.” She wouldn’t meet Laura’s eyes. “Bradley is so private.” She stared into the wine for a few moments. “But I suppose since I’ve said this much, it wouldn’t be fair to leave you hanging.” She raised her eyes. “Besides, I think he likes you.”

Laura’s heart pounded, but she managed a casual shrug.

Candy’s voice lowered, and her eyes took on a faraway look. “He was flying a support mission for NATO ground troops and was given the order to take out some enemy soldiers. Matt was in the air at the same time and heard it all.” Tears filled her eyes. “Bradley fired, and at the same moment the ground control people yelled ‘Abort’ but it was too late.” She shook her head slowly. “Five NATO troops were killed.”

Laura sat silently for a moment, trying to imagine Bradley’s horror. “And that’s when he lost his voice,” she said, almost to herself.

Candy was watching her closely. “You care about him, don’t you?”

Laura looked at the woman who had been so kind to her. “Yes,” she said simply. “I do.”

Candy took a deep breath, and her face softened. “Then good luck. I don’t know what else to say.”

Laura nodded. She had a feeling she’d need every ounce of that good luck in the coming days.






  

Chapter Twelve
 

Laura helped to set up for dinner then went down to the staff room, thankful to find it empty. The kitchen staff had made her a small salad and she ate it slowly, pondering what she’d learned from Candy. The inability to speak wasn’t commonly associated with anxiety disorders, but it was possible. She couldn’t begin to imagine the trauma caused by what Bradley had undergone. The feeling of helplessness, the shock of what had happened...it was a wonder he’d been able to hold on to his sanity.

She pushed the salad plate away and her gaze went to the computer in the corner. Would there be anything online about the tragic accident? She felt as though she was going behind his back, but she had to find out.

The news articles were surprisingly easy to find.

“The Canadian pilot, as yet unnamed, fired his Hellfire missile moments before ground command issued an ‘Abort’ order,” read the report. “The pilot, who suffered stress-related injuries in the incident, was subsequently cleared of all responsibility.”

She stared at the screen; her own problems suddenly seemed small by comparison.

* * *

Laura worked in the restaurant over the dinner hour and was joined part way through by Faith. They managed to take the pressure off the servers and everything went surprisingly well.

Candy was delighted. “I’ve told the chef to make you anything you like for dinner. You guys have saved my bacon again.” She looked at them with affection. “I’ll be sorry when you two leave.”

They both chose salmon, and headed to the staff room on weary feet. Laura paused at the door, heart in her throat. Would Bradley be there, waiting for her? She entered and was disappointed to see only Jason.

“You’re here late,” she said. It was past ten o’clock. “Haven’t you eaten yet?”

“Oh yeah. Bradley and I ate a long time ago and then he took off.” He grinned at Faith. “Thought I’d hang around and wait for my girl, here.”

“Jason, stop that!” Faith blushed, but she looked pleased. “I told you we’re not going to get involved.”

Jason raised both eyebrows. “A guy can hope, can’t he?” He turned to Laura. “So what’s it like up there, where Bradley found you?”

Faith looked up from her meal. “That’s right, I’d forgotten. He took off like a rocket this morning.” She paused and studied Laura’s reaction. “I guess he found you, huh?”

“Yes, he did.” She wasn’t ready to answer questions so she turned the conversation back to Jason. “It’s nice up there, but it’s quite a hike.”

“Sounds like work.” He lounged back in his chair. “I think I’ll pass.”

She smiled to hide her relief. The last thing she wanted was Jason stumbling upon her and Bradley. That is if they ever went there again...

“So did Bradley say where he was going?”

Jason shook his head. “Nah, but he was his usual cranky self. He just ate and took off.”

Faith shot her a sideways glance and she knew she’d pushed far enough. “Well, that was delicious.” She’d eaten everything on her plate. “I think I’ll go back to the cabin. See you guys later.”

It was completely dark now. Lamp standards lit the road leading to the guest accommodations, and landscape lighting lit the paths leading to the outbuildings. Laura walked slowly, daring to hope that Bradley would be waiting for her on her patio. She came around the corner, heart in her mouth, but he was nowhere in sight. The only discernible movement was a couple of moths battering their wings against the light outside the maintenance shed. She stood for a moment, looking out over the vineyard. 

What she and Bradley had experienced this morning had been mutual, but even that knowledge didn’t make her immune from the fear of rejection. After all, she’d been confident of Stew’s affection and look how that had ended. Perhaps she’d been wrong to leave the lake so abruptly, but she’d been selfish...she’d wanted to hold on to the glow of contentment as long as possible. Her gaze drifted over the rows of vines, their leaves silvered in the light from the half moon. What was Bradley feeling right now?  She wished she could reach out and touch him again, to feel the beat of his heart and the touch of his lips on hers. It was all so confusing! She sighed softly, turned and went in.

* * *

Laura came around the corner of her cabin and Bradley’s heart thundered so loud he was sure she could hear it. He stood perfectly still at the end of a row of vines and watched as she stood on her patio, a slender silhouette against the soft light of the cabin’s interior. This was the second time today he’d acted the part of voyeur and he didn’t like the role. It wasn’t in his nature to spy on women, and he didn’t want to start now, but he tonight couldn’t help himself.

She’d been in his thoughts all day...from the time he’d set out to climb the hill until this very minute. Had it really been only this morning that she’d stepped out of the lake and into his arms? His world had shifted several times in the interim, and he was definitely confused. Confused because she’d walked away and confused because he wanted her so badly. And yet what did he have to offer? A former fighter jock with no job, no prospects, and no voice? The idea that she’d want to be with him was beyond ridiculous. And yet there was something there...some incandescent spark that flared every time they were together. He’d been with enough women to know pure lust, and this was more than that. He watched her turn and walk into her cabin. Maybe tomorrow things would make more sense.

* * *

Laura was busy over the next few days. She worked outside as much as possible, hoping to run into Bradley, but she only managed to catch sight of him in the distance, as he worked in the vineyard. The local girls who had been sick over the weekend were off for several days, and Candy called on her to work in the restaurant more frequently. Time passed quickly...too quickly perhaps. This weekend made three weeks since she’d arrived, and the offer had been for one month. She’d be leaving in little more than a week unless Candy asked her to stay. It was clear by now that Bradley was avoiding her, but the idea of staying on appealed to her. She’d talk to Candy tomorrow.

Faith and Jason were spending more time together every day. Laura didn’t inquire about the details of the relationship, figuring it was none of her business, but it left her free in the evenings to do her own thing. She wandered along the path, wondering as she usually did at this time of night, what Bradley was doing.

Head down, she turned onto her patio and was instantly aware of another presence. Startled, she looked up and saw him. He was standing there, arms at his side, looking as though he was trying to make up his mind whether to stay or run.

“Hi,” she said softly, and took a step forward. She heard the longing in her voice but didn’t care. The days since last weekend fell away, forgotten, and she knew that she wanted him more than ever.

He closed the distance between them in two strides and gathered her into his arms. A guttural groan rose in his throat as he kissed her. It was a primal, possessive sound and Laura responded by tugging his shirt out of his jeans and running her hands over his broad back.

He pulled away and looked deeply into her eyes for a moment before re-launching his attack on her senses. His kisses turned from wild and fierce to slow and sensuous. Laura staggered backward, knees buckling as desire raged through her body.

“Bradley?” she said, and looked to the door of her cabin. “Faith could be back any minute.”

His eyes glittered in the ambient light. He took her hand and led her down to the cabin he shared with Massimo. They entered and he typed on his BlackBerry. Massimo comes home around midnight.

She looked around the cabin. He had prepared for this. Lit candles flickered softly and music played somewhere in the background. Missed you, he typed. She looked. Every day, he added, with a wry smile.

“Me, too,” she said, and went into his arms.

He led her in a few lazy dance steps around the room and then he was kissing her again. Laura’s senses reeled and she pulled back. “Make love to me, Bradley” she whispered, unbuttoning his shirt and leaving a trail of kisses across his chest. “It’s been too long since you were inside me.”

He undressed her reverently and guided her to the bed, kissing every inch of skin as it was exposed. And then he shed his own clothes and loomed over her, possessing her with his eyes before he entered her. She threw back her head and moved with him in the timeless rhythm of love, reaching the peak of satisfaction moments before he did, then they slid slowly down the other side together, replete in each other’s arms.

“This is frustrating” she sighed, snuggled in the crook of his arm.

He pulled back, looked at her with a puzzled expression.

“No,” she laughed. “I don’t mean frustrating in that way.” She pulled his head down for a quick kiss. “I meant about Massimo coming back at any time.” She glanced toward the door, which he had locked. “I’d like a repeat performance, but I don’t think we have time.”

He groaned and rolled his eyes on mock horror. How about Sunday at the lake? he typed. We could spend the day.

“That’s perfect,” she said. “Can you get away?”

Pretty sure, he typed. I’ll talk to Matt.

* * *

He found his friend near the ice wine grapes the next day. “Of course you can take the day off. You work harder than I do around here.” Matt paused. “Going anywhere special?”

The lake. Bradley pointed up the hill.

“What is it about that lake?” Matt said, eyeing Bradley curiously. “Isn’t that where you went to find the nurse...the one who took care of the guy with the stroke?”

Bradley nodded.

“How did you get up there, by the way?”

Hiked.

“That way?” Matt shaded his eyes and looked up the hill. “There’s a much easier way, you know.” He pointed south. “About half a mile down the road there’s a riding stable. We used to rent horses and ride up there.”

Bradley raised his eyebrows and grabbed his BlackBerry. Sounds interesting.

“Do you want me to set it up for you? I could call and see if they have a horse for Sunday.” He paused. “You ride, right?”

Bradley nodded. It had been a few years, but he could manage.

* * *

“Has it been three weeks already?” Candy and Laura were sitting on the terrace with a coffee before the lunchtime rush. She studied Laura over the rim of her cup. “Has this been a good experience for you?”

If only she knew. But Laura knew what Candy was asking. “It’s been great. One of the things they pounded into us at rehab was not to go back into the environment where we got into trouble in the first place.” She looked around. “This is about as far removed from my past as I could imagine.”

“Matt was against bringing in people fresh out of rehab, and then some of the younger kids went off the rails, so he wasn’t too thrilled when you and Faith showed up, but it’s all worked out.” She eased forward on her chair. “I’ve already asked Faith if she wants to stay beyond the end of next week, but she says her mother’s anxious to have her home for a while. She might come back next year, though. I’ve offered her a position.”

Laura smiled. “She really took to the place, didn’t she?”

“What about you? We could use you until the end of October.”

With the offer out there on the table Laura found that it wasn’t such an easy decision. “Can I let you know after the weekend? I love it here, but I can’t stay forever. I worry that if I stay I’ll just be avoiding making a decision.”

“Sure, but let me know, okay? I’ll have to find someone to replace you if you leave.”

* * *

“Laura.” Faith came looking for her on Saturday. “Candy has a message for you.”

Laura’s thoughts went to her grandmother. “I hope it isn’t anything bad.”

“It didn’t sound like it. She says you can find her in her office for the next half hour.”

The door was wide open and Candy looked up. “Oh, Hi Laura.” She reached across her desk for a spiral bound message book. It contained three messages to a page and a copy that remained in the book. She tore carefully along the perforations and handed it over. “Your friend would like you to call. She sounds nice.”

It was from Jenna. Laura relaxed. “It’s my best friend. I wonder what she wants.”

“You’re welcome to use our phone if you like.”

“No, I have my cell. I just had it turned off while I’m here. I gave my family your number in case of emergency.”

“Well it didn’t sound like an emergency, so I wouldn’t worry.”

“Thanks, Candy. I’ll take a few minutes off and call her now if you don’t mind.”

She went back to her cabin and waited impatiently as the phone rang at the other end.

“Hi Laura.”

“How did you know it was me?”

“Call display, you goof. How are you? How’s it going?”

“Wonderful. Coming here was the best thing I could have done.”

“You certainly sound happy.”

“I am. I’ve met a guy, Jen. He’s working here for the summer.”

There was a pause at the other end. “Is he from rehab?”

“Excuse me, Jenna Andersen. I’m from rehab, remember?”

“Don’t get all touchy. You know what I mean.”

“Yes, and thank you for caring. He’s actually a former fighter pilot. I’m hoping you get to meet him.”

“Wow, this sounds serious.” Raised voices could be heard in the background. “Listen, kiddo. Things are hectic around here as usual. Why don’t you tell me about him when you come here?”

“Ah...I didn’t know I was going there.”

“Well, that’s what I called about. Drew’s going to Alberta in a couple of weeks to attend a livestock auction and he wants me to go with him. Since you’re due to finish up there at the end of next week I thought maybe you could come and stay with the kids for a couple of days while we’re gone.”

“And how are my Godchildren?”

“They’re monsters.” She held the phone away. “Mark, take it easy on your sister.”

Butterflies took up residence in Laura’s stomach. She hadn’t done very well with the last child she’d encountered, but these were Jenna’s children…her Godchildren. She couldn’t avoid small people for the rest of her life.

“A couple of days?” She was thinking of Bradley, but she couldn’t refuse her friend. “Okay, when do you want me there?”

“A week from next Thursday. Is that okay? We’ll leave on Friday and be gone over the weekend. After that, you can either go back to this hunk you’ve found, or stay here. Your choice.”

By then she hoped to know where things stood between herself and Bradley. “I’ll let you know when I get there.” She smiled into the phone. “Love you, Jenna.”

“Love you, too. See you soon.”

* * *

“You’re not coming with me?” Laura and Bradley were sitting on his patio, watching the colours fade from the sky.

He shook his head, but there was mischief in his eyes. He reached out and took her hand.

“You are coming, aren’t you?”

Wouldn’t miss it, he typed. See you at the top around ten.






  

Chapter Thirteen
 

Laughter burbled up in Laura’s throat as she tucked her bikini into the backpack. “Don’t know why I’m bothering,” she said aloud. She still didn’t know what Bradley had up his sleeve for today, but she liked surprises. It was good to know he had a playful side, although she had to admit that she knew very little about the man...something she hoped to change during the coming days.

She arrived at the lake shortly before ten. It was familiar now, and she climbed up onto the rock outcropping and sat overlooking the calm water. If she was to contemplate a future with Bradley, she had to tell him about her past. A light breeze came up suddenly, rippling the surface of the water and she shuddered. Things had been perfect between them so far...much like the still lake waters, but how would he react when she told him about her drug use?

Movement caught her eye and she looked up to see him making his way toward her. Just the sight of him sent her heart racing, and she stood up with a smile. “Hi,” she said softly, and went into his arms. They stood together, content to breathe in the scent of each other, knowing that they had the whole day ahead of them.

Bradley reached up and unpinned her hair, his movements slow and sure. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders and down her back. He ran his fingers through it and then cupped her head in his hands and pulled her forward. Just before he kissed her she heard a low hum of approval deep in his throat. She wrapped her arms around his neck and lost herself in the pleasure of his kiss.

High overhead, an Osprey called. They came apart slowly and looked up. The two young birds were sitting on branches near the nest while the adult Ospreys were circling together, trying to get the young ones to fly. Wow, mouthed Bradley, obviously delighted.

One of the young birds pushed off. It seemed surprised to learn that its wings would support it, and after a few tentative flaps landed somewhat shakily in a tree farther down the lake. The second one followed and they watched for several minutes, along with the anxious parents.

“Just think,” said Laura. “We saw them take their very first solo flight.” He was standing behind her, arms encircling her loosely. She turned to face him. “Do you remember your first solo flight?”

Something moved behind his eyes, but then he smiled and nodded. Why did I bring that up? she asked herself. I so don’t want to spoil this day.

She gestured toward the lake. “What do you say? Suits or no suits?” It was then she realized that he hadn’t brought a backpack, but he answered with his actions. Within moments, he’d stripped off his clothes and plunged into the cool water. She spread out her beach blanket and towel then undressed slowly, aware that he was watching her every movement. As she stepped out of her lacy thong she heard a sharp intake of breath and he came charging out of the water, picked her up and carried her back to the blanket. 

“You’re wet,” she protested laughingly as he explored her body with hands and mouth. “And guess what” she murmured, as he loomed above her, blotting out the sunlight. “I don’t care a bit.”

Much later she pinned up her dishevelled hair and they walked hand in hand into the water and swam together, limbs languid from lovemaking. They dried each other off and she looked around again. “Where’s your backpack?” she asked.

He slipped into his shoes, picked up the blanket and crooked a finger at her. Puzzled, she did as he asked and followed him up and over the small rise above the lake. He led her to a flat area and gestured to a shaded area under a Ponderosa. Several blankets had been laid out, anchored by a cooler and a picnic basket. Music played softly from a portable radio.

“Bradley!” Laura took it all in and turned to him. “This is perfect.”

He pulled her once again into his arms and brushed his lips against hers. The gesture brought tears to her eyes. He fumbled for his BlackBerry. You OK?

“No. Yes.” She gave her head a small shake and looked around. “It’s just that you did all this for me and I don’t deserve it.”

Yes you do.

“No, I really don’t.” She looked around again. “Can we sit down?”

He got her settled, opened the picnic basket and pulled out a thermos. Coffee? He mouthed.

“I’d love some.”

He poured coffee into two enamel mugs and they sat there for a moment, looking out over the valley.

“I guess you know I came here directly out of rehab.”

He nodded.

She took a sip from her mug. “I was a nurse.”

He nodded.

“You knew?”

He nodded again.

She gave a shaky laugh. “Can’t stop people from talking, I suppose.”

He shrugged, but the look in his eyes encouraged her to keep going.

“I loved my job.” She pressed her fingertips against her chest and took in a deep breath. “I worked on a paediatric oncology ward and there was this one patient...”

The story came tumbling out. Mattie, his absent mother, the child’s failing health, the affection she felt for the young boy and that final night when she’d been forced to walk away without the promised story. Tears ran down her face and onto her bikini top, but she scarcely noticed.

“And as if that wasn’t bad enough, I started taking oxycodone at the suggestion of a friend.” She glanced at him quickly. “Some friend. He was a doctor in the hospital. I was going out with him.”

A steely look turned his eyes cold.

“Don’t get me wrong. He didn’t force me to take them. That was my own fault.” She looked off into the distance, reliving that time. “In the beginning, when the pain of Mattie’s death was so sharp I thought my heart would break the drugs made me feel that I could handle anything. They make you feel invincible, you know?”

He shook his head.

She grimaced. “No, I guess you don’t. Poor choice of words. Anyway, I went into a self-destructive spiral and it only got worse when I realized that Stew was busy trying to see how many nurses he could have sex with.” She spread her hands. “And so my supervisor at the hospital contacted my family about the problem, I went to rehab and here I am.”

She sounds like a good person. He showed her the BlackBerry.

“Who, my supervisor? Yeah, she is. She even came to see me on the Island. I asked her about going back to work eventually and she said that’s not likely.”

What about your family?

She looked at the message and smiled. “Ah, well, now that’s the good news. My family is fabulous.” She told him about her father and grandmother. “My mother’s another story, though. When I didn’t want to follow along in the path she’d set out for me, she turned on me and my parents were divorced not long after that.”

Don’t tell me you blame yourself.

“I suppose I did for a while, but my father explained to me once that no matter what he or I did, my mother was unlikely to be happy. It was a hard lesson.” She touched his hand. “But I don’t use that as an excuse for what happened to me. Sometimes I think she simply wasn’t cut out to be a parent.”

He looked sceptical, but made no comment.

“Now if you want an example of good parents, you should meet my friend Jenna. I’m Godmother to her kids and when she came to the intervention, I was so afraid she was going to tell me I couldn’t be their Godmother anymore.” She stared into her coffee mug. “But she just gave me a hug and told me she loves me.”

Where does she live?

“Jen and Drew live on a small ranch up near Williams Lake.” She turned pensive. “They were both orphaned when they were young. I think that’s why they’ve worked so hard to make a happy home for the kids. They have two, Hayley and Mark.”

His face softened. Sounds nice.


“It is.” She turned to face him. “I promised to go up next week and stay with the kids for a couple of days. Drew wants to go to a cattle auction in Alberta.”

Are you coming back?

She felt a blush creep into her face. “Do you want me to?”

Yes, he mouthed. He pointed to his chest and then to her. I want you. He reached for her and she went joyfully into his arms. He made love to her slowly, with an intensity that made her forget to breathe. When they finally pulled apart, she lay back and looked up through the branches of the tree to the blue sky beyond. A pinecone tumbled through the branches and landed beside her. She picked it up and pricked her finger on a sharp spike. Is today is like this pinecone? she asked herself. Perfect, but with sharp edges? A shiver of apprehension marched down her spine and she tossed the pinecone away, suddenly afraid of what it might portend.

Bradley unpacked the picnic hamper. The kitchen had prepared a selection of fruit, cheese and bread, along with two servings of their special crème brulée tucked into a small cooler.

“This is absolutely decadent” said Laura, breaking through the crust of the crème brulée with a spoon. She couldn’t remember when she’d enjoyed a picnic this much.

Bradley rinsed their coffee mugs with bottled water and poured the remaining coffee into their cups. He handed her a cup and picked up the BlackBerry. I want you to read something, he typed.

“Okay.” She drew the word out. “What?”

He called up something on the BlackBerry, looked at it for a moment, then handed it to her. He’d prepared it ahead of time.

I think you’ll agree that we’re compatible... she read. She looked up and nodded, smiling into his eyes. ...and I’d like the chance to get to know you better. Would you consider staying at the winery until the end of October? The harvest should be over by that time and it will give us time to get to know one another.

She looked up again. “I’d like that,” she said simply.

He reached out and scrolled to the next page.

I’m not sure what’s in my future. I know you’ve been in rehab and I have a few issues myself that need to be cleared up, but I’m working on them. What do you say? Shall we see where this leads?

He sat very still, waiting for a reaction.

She looked at him, then back to the message. “I know about the friendly fire incident, Bradley.”

She couldn’t tell from his expression if he was angry or relieved. She reached out and touched his hand. “Candy let it slip, and I looked it up on the internet.”

He stared into his coffee mug and the tension in his shoulders slowly dissipated.

“I won’t tell you that I understand what you’ve been through, because that would be a lie, but I’d like to stick around. This may sound corny, but I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.” She crawled across the blanket and into his arms. “I’d love to get to know you better.”

They lay back on the blanket and fell into an easy sleep. When they woke, the pine trees were releasing their sweet scent onto the summer air. They swam and made love once more and then Bradley started to gather up their belongings. Got to get the horse back, he typed.

“Horse? What horse?”

Just down there, he typed. He’s like me; he’s the silent type. He pointed over the next rise and Laura went to look. A horse was standing in the shade of a tree, half-heartedly grazing on the sparse grasses that grew on the hillside.

“You rode up?” she asked.

He nodded and gestured that they would both ride down.

“Just as well,” she said with a smile. “You’ve worn me out.”

* * *

It was mid-afternoon when they returned to the winery in Matt’s borrowed pickup truck.

“This has been such a wonderful day. I hate to see it end.”

He retrieved her backpack from the truck bed and handed it to her, then pulled out his BlackBerry. Still day off, he typed. I’ll check with Matt and see you at dinner. Six o’clock.

“It’s a date.” She gave his hand a quick squeeze then sauntered up the rise to her cabin. She didn’t deserve to be this happy, but she was determined to look forward, not back.

She opened the cabin door and saw it right away. A large sheet of paper with a note scrawled across it: See Candy right away.

She ran to the restaurant, heart in her mouth. “There’s a note,” she said breathlessly, before she realized that the other woman was on the phone, taking a reservation.

“We’ll see you at seven, then. Thank you for calling.” Candy hung up and handed her a piece of paper. It had perforated edges, and was clearly from the message book in her office. “He says it’s urgent,” she said, handing over the paper without meeting Laura’s eyes.

“Do you know what it’s about?” Laura grabbed the reservation desk for support.

“Just that it’s urgent. You know you’re welcome to use the phone in my office.” Candy smiled graciously at a group of departing guests.

“No thanks, I’ll go back to the cabin and used my cell.” Laura’s steps dragged as she went back. She should be hurrying...she knew that, but she wanted to delay hearing, even for a few moments, what she knew in her heart would be bad news.

She didn’t recognize the number. Her hands were shaking and she had to cancel the call and try again before she got it right.

The phone was answered on the first ring. “Mitch Barton here.”

Laura frowned. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?”

“Mitch Barton. Is this Laura MacLeod?”

He sounded pleasant enough. “Yes.”

“Miss MacLeod, I’m the lawyer for Jenna and Andrew Harkness. I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

Laura’s knees buckled and she sat down on the bed. “What is it?”

“Miss MacLeod, I’m sorry to tell you like this over the phone, but Jenna and Drew were killed Friday night in an accident.”

Laura couldn’t focus. “Killed? Friday?”

“Yes, I’m sorry but we only located you today.”

“How...” Her mind wasn’t working; she couldn’t think what to ask.

“They were driving home from town and their vehicle was hit by a logging truck.”

“The kids? Hayley and Mark?” She said a silent prayer.

“They’re fine. They were at home with a babysitter.” He paused. “They’re the reason I’m calling you, actually. You’re listed in Andrew and Jenna’s wills as their guardian.”

“Yes, I’m their Godmother. Where are they now?”

“They’re staying with their neighbour, Fran Shaw. Mrs. Shaw was babysitting them when the accident happened.”

Laura’s mind raced. “If I leave here right away, I can be there late tonight. Do you think that would be all right?”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say.” She could hear the relief in his voice. “Mrs. Shaw’s mother had a stroke a couple of weeks ago and she’s in the hospital. She’s been stretched pretty thin, but she was determined to take care of the children until you could be reached.”

Laura thought quickly. “Do you think she would mind taking the kids back to the farm tonight? They’ll probably sleep better in their own beds, and she can go back to her own place when I get there.”

“Good thinking. How long will it take you to get here?”

Laura looked around the cabin. She didn’t have much to pack; she could be on the road in half an hour. “I can be there before midnight.”

“Great. I’ll tell Mrs. Shaw.” He paused. “I helped Andrew and Jenna to plan their estate and they were very specific. There’s nothing urgent, but I would like to see you some time during the week.”

How could she possibly think that far ahead? “All right” she said, tucking the message slip into her purse. “I’ll call you as soon as I get the kids settled.” She had a sudden thought. “What about the funeral?”

“I can help you with that if you like. You’re their executor, but of course you know that.” He paused again. “It will be a few days until the accident investigation is completed.”

Laura vaguely remembered agreeing to be their executor when they’d discussed the guardianship. It had all seemed so distant...so unlikely, that she hadn’t thought about it since. “Right,” she said. “I’ll call you on Tuesday at the latest.”

“Thank you, Miss MacLeod, and I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” She disconnected and started to pack. Ten minutes later she was dragging her suitcase across the parking lot to her car. It hadn’t been used for a few weeks and was dusty. She tossed everything into the back seat and looked around. The restaurant parking lot was still full with tourists and locals enjoying a late Sunday afternoon lunch. She had to tell someone she was leaving, leave a message for Bradley somehow.

Jason went by on an ATV and she flagged him down. “Have you seen Bradley?”

“No, he took the day off.” He looked at her curiously. “Are you okay?” He revved the motor.

“Yeah, fine.” She had to pull herself together. “Would you please tell him that I had to leave?”

She opened the door, climbed in, and started the car. He continued to rev the motor and she was tempted to get out and smack him. “Tell him I’ll call as soon as I can,” she yelled above the noise.

He nodded and waved.

“Damn stupid kid,” she said to herself as she pulled out. “It’s a wonder he’s not deaf.”

Laura stopped twice on the way north, fortifying herself with coffee at each stop. She knew she should eat, but somehow the thought of food made her nauseous. It stayed light until around nine o’clock at this time of year, and she was making good time.

As the miles passed, she allowed herself to think back to all the happy times she’d shared with her best friend. There were too many to count...their hopes and dreams had been woven together to form the fabric of her life. And now, hard as it was to believe, her friend was gone. Laura drove on into the gathering darkness and an uncertain future.






  

Chapter Fourteen
 

“Hey, how did it go up at the lake?” Matt looked up as Bradley approached. There was a sparkle in his friend’s eyes and Bradley realized that Matt must have heard about the picnic hamper.

He nodded and smiled.

“I had a feeling you couldn’t stay away from that nurse, or was it the other way around?” Matt raised his eyebrows.

A little of both. Bradley grinned as he typed; he couldn’t seem to stop. Need any help?

“As a matter of fact, I do. One of the end poles has broken up there on the southern slope and I could use some help winching it back into place.” Matt looked around. “I can’t find that damned kid. Sometimes I think he spends more time hiding than he does working.”

Bradley shrugged. Let’s go, he typed.

It took several hours to re-set the pole and regain the critical tension on the wires. By the time they were finished, they were sweaty and dirty.

“Thanks, man.” Matt clapped him on the back. “You’ve been a lifesaver this summer. You’ll be here this week, won’t you?”

Bradley nodded.

“Good. I told Massimo to call on you if he needs any help. Candy and I are going to the coast for a few days. We’re leaving tonight right after the restaurant closes and we’ll be back on Thursday night.”

Bradley gave him a blank look.

“I told you about it when you first got here. That Vintners Conference, remember?”

Bradley rolled his eyes and smacked himself on the forehead.

“No wonder you’re distracted. You’re probably eager to get back to your new lady.”

Roger that. Bradley laughed and walked off. It was true...he was eager to see Laura again, but he was badly in need of a shower first. He checked his watch. He’d be a few minutes late, but he was confident Laura would wait for him.

Standing under the pounding water he let his thoughts drift back to the first time he had seen her. He’d wanted to dislike her for taking drugs but even then he’d seen something in her that drew him in like a moth to a flame. He chuckled at the over-used expression, but in this case it was true. Now they just needed more days like today. Of course it would be much better if he could regain his speech, but they’d managed to communicate well so far. The doctors had told him not to push it, that it was quite possible that his voice would come back one day when he least expected it. That day couldn’t come soon enough.

He walked into the staff room and stopped. It was empty. He looked at his watch. Six twenty. Where was Laura? He grabbed a bottle of water and sat down to wait. It was better this way anyway, they could order their food at the same time and eat together. He smiled to think that this would be their routine from now on.

At around seven he began to worry. She could have fallen asleep but that was unlikely. The skin on the back of his neck began to crawl and he got up and walked briskly back to the row of cabins. He hesitated for a moment at the door and then knocked. No reply. He tried the door handle and found it open. No sign of her. He closed the door, walked down to his own cabin and sat down in one of the plastic chairs on the small patio. Where was she?

The sound of an ATV jarred him out of his reverie. Jason stopped on the dirt path that ran across the bottom of the slope. “Hey, man!” he called. “Laura asked me to give you a message.” He revved the motor. “She said to tell you she had to leave.” He started forward but Bradley held up a hand and ran down the slope. Anything else? He typed.

Jason appeared to think. “No,” he said. “But she looked funny. Upset, kinda.”

You’re sure there was nothing else?

Jason managed to look offended. “No, man. I told you.” He roared off.

Bradley walked back to the cabin on wooden legs and slumped down into the chair. Why had she left? Had he pushed her too far today by suggesting that they see where this was going? He didn’t think so. But right now nothing else made sense.

He caught Faith as she came back to her cabin after dinner. He had a message ready to show her. Did you see Laura this afternoon?

Faith thought for a moment. “I saw her in the restaurant talking to Candy, but we were super busy today and I didn’t get a chance to talk to her myself. Why? Is there something wrong?”

She told Jason she had to leave.

“And that’s all?”

He shook his head.

She went into the cabin and looked around. “All of her stuff is gone.” She looked puzzled. “Sorry, but if I hear anything else I’ll let you know, and if you hear anything, come find me, okay? It’s going to be a busy week with Candy and Matt gone. Thank goodness we have a good restaurant manager.”

* * *

Bradley’s mood darkened as the days passed with no word from Laura. He hated to admit it, but there was no other explanation...she’d simply walked out on him. And why not? he asked himself over and over again. No job, no prospects, and no voice. What a catch.

And yet he didn’t want to believe that she could do that to him. He tried to ask himself the hard questions. Was it his ego talking? Was it wishful thinking? No, he didn’t think so. He’d seen something in her eyes when they made love that first time that had prompted him to lay himself bare for her. There had been a spark, a connection unlike anything he’d ever experienced with a woman. Surely he hadn’t been wrong about that. But as the days passed, a band tightened around his heart and he stopped believing in happily-ever-after.

* * *

It was eleven thirty when Laura turned into the long driveway leading to the ranch house. A full moon bathed the landscape in a silvery glow, blocking out all but the most determined stars. As the car rattled over the cattle guard her shoulders relaxed. She always felt this way when she came to visit Jenna. The ranch was a busy, sometimes frantic place, but more importantly, there was love here. You could see it in the eyes of the children and in the way Drew held Jenna’s hand as they took their nightly walk along the creek that ran through the property. For the first time since she’d spoken to the lawyer, tears came to her eyes. She brushed them away impatiently. The time for crying had passed.

Light from the television set flickered through the windows as Laura walked up the front steps. She knocked softly, but there was no response. After several moments she opened the screen door and was about to knock again when the door opened.

“Sorry, I guess I fell asleep.” Mrs. Shaw motioned her to come in. She looked exhausted, and Laura’s heart went out to her.

“Thank you so much for everything you’ve done.” Laura tried to smile. “How are the kids?”

“They’re asleep, but as to their mental state, I don’t really know.” She hesitated. “My husband and I never had children of our own, so I’m not all that experienced, you know? They seem awfully quiet.”

Laura nodded. “Do they know what happened?”

“I don’t know if they’ve grasped it yet, but I heard Mark telling his little sister that Mommy and Daddy weren’t coming back.”

Tears burned the back of Laura’s eyes. “Did anyone tell them I was coming?”

“I did. Mitch told me it would help them to know you were on your way. It seemed to perk them up a bit, but they seem so lost. He was great, you know. By rights they should have been in foster care, but he fought to keep them here until you arrived.” She started to gather her things. “I’ll get back home now, but if you need anything...anything at all, I’ve left my number by the phone in the kitchen. Oh, I dug through the linen closet and put fresh sheets on the bed in the guest room. You must be tired after that long drive.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Shaw. For everything.”

“Call me Fran.” The older woman gave her a sad smile and left.

Laura turned off the television and wandered into the kitchen. Everywhere she looked she saw evidence of the happy family that had inhabited this house. From the childrens’ artwork on the refrigerator to the row of herbs in the windowsill, it was all so familiar. She had spent many happy hours in this kitchen with Jenna and Drew. Hours that she would cherish forever. She walked around, re-acquainting herself with familiar objects; the small tin box where Jenna kept her recipes on cards, the cat-shaped cookie jar...empty now, the jackets hanging on a hook by the door. And then her eyes fell on Drew’s work boots, side by side with Jenna’s crocs. They wore them every night on what they called their walkabout.

Laura knew about loss, but this was different. It came at her from so many different directions, she doubted her ability to cope. She stood for a moment, thoughts of inadequacy swirling around in her head. Then she marched down the hall, through Jenna and Drew’s bedroom and into their ensuite bathroom. She opened the medicine cabinet, removed every pill bottle she could find and flushed the contents down the toilet.

She raised her head and stared at her reflection in the mirror. “This isn’t about you,” she said aloud. “This is about keeping your promise to Jenna and Drew. It’s as simple as that.”

* * *

“Aunty Laura.” She opened her eyes the next morning to see Mark standing in the open doorway of the guest bedroom. His eyes were dark green like his father’s and regarded her warily.

She swung her feet out of bed and opened her arms. He came hurtling across the room and climbed up beside her. At seven years old he was remarkably like his father; short and wiry. He snuggled into her side.

“Mommy and Daddy have gone to heaven” he said, raising his head to look at her for confirmation.

“Yes, I know,” she said.

He sighed, and tried to worm his way closer. “Are you going to stay here with us?”

“Yes, I am.” She hadn’t thought that far ahead, but the child needed reassurance.

“Good. I think Hayley wet the bed.”

And so it started. She managed to get the children up, dressed and fed. They shadowed every move she made, silent wraiths with large, questioning eyes. At five years old, Hayley followed her brother’s lead, but she was a quieter, more thoughtful child. By mid-afternoon they were starting to droop, and Laura suggested that they put the cushions from the couch on the floor and have story time. The ruse worked, and within a few minutes both children were asleep on the floor. Laura covered them with light throws and watched them sleep.

It didn’t take a child psychologist to see that the best future for these children would be to remain here, in a familiar environment. She stood and went to the window. The lawn sloped gently toward the creek. “Short grass” Drew had described it to her once, as he drove the lawn mower around. “It’s nothing fancy” he’d said, “but it’s a place for the kids to play.”

The creek was vital to the property. After all, it was a working cattle ranch. Drew owned four hundred acres and leased a two thousand more on Crown land. They had told her laughingly that they would never get rich, but they made a comfortable living from the sale of their cattle, and with the price of beef climbing steadily, had started college funds for the children. Drew had done small engine repairs on the side. Where he got the time she had no idea, but there was always equipment scattered about awaiting his attention.

The hopelessness of the situation struck Laura. She didn’t have the slightest idea how to run a cattle ranch.

A knock at the bar door interrupted her thoughts. Through the screen, she saw a man in his thirties, sweat-stained hat in his hands. He wore a long-sleeved shirt, jeans and cowboy boots.

“Ma’am” he said, “my name is Will Chambers. I worked for Mr. Harkness.”

Laura wondered at the past tense but remained silent.

“I’m sorry Ma’am, but with Mr. Harkness gone, I’m going to be moving on.”

“Why?” This was all she needed. “Is there something wrong?”

He looked at her oddly. “Well, Ma’am, I’m thinking you’ll either sell the ranch or sell the cattle.” He smiled sheepishly. “So I decided I’d better find myself another job before winter sets in.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “I’ll be working a spread down at Hundred Mile, but I’ll stay today and tomorrow. I’ll be leaving on Wednesday.”

She looked past him, toward the stables. “Do you live here on the property?”

He gave her another look. “Yes, Ma’am. Drew, I mean Mr. Harkness, he built a nice little place off the far end of the stable. It’s got power and water, everything a man could want.”

Laura was tempted to ask him to stay but what could she offer him? She had no idea what the future held.

“Will you leave me your number before you go?” She put out a hand. “Wait. What about wages? You must be owed something.”

“Mrs. Harkness does that direct deposit stuff.” He held up an iPhone. “She pays me by the month, that’s why I’m leaving on Wednesday.”

Laura almost laughed out loud. He might be a cowboy, but he was connected. “Well all right, Mr. Chambers. You’re right, I have no idea what I’m going to do. I wish I could be more decisive, but the kids are my first priority right now. Good luck.”

“Thank you Ma’am.” He put his hat back on and walked down the steps.

She watched him go, then turned back into the house and dug through her purse. “I’d better get in touch with that lawyer,” she muttered. “I’m definitely in over my head.”

* * *

The lawyer’s receptionist greeted her warmly. “You children will be fine right here while you go over things with Mitch.” She got them settled in the reception area. Except for the time they’d slept, they’d stayed within sight of her. Especially Hayley, who often clung to her leg, comforted by the touch.

“I’ll keep an eye on them.” Mitch’s receptionist gave her a reassuring smile. She opened her drawer and pointed to a candy dish, asking Laura’s permission. Laura nodded, and she brought it out where the children could see it.

“Well, hello.” Mitch stood up and offered his hand. “Thank you for coming so promptly.” He gestured for her to sit down.

The meeting took much longer than she had anticipated. Jenna and Drew had left specific instructions about their wishes, their finances, and the future of their children.

“It’s unusual for a young couple to go into this much detail” Mitch said, “but I think the fact that they were both orphaned when they were young had something to do with that.” He shook his head in admiration. “You’re not legally bound to follow their wishes of course, but how do you feel about what you’re heard so far?”

Laura looked down at the papers in her hand but didn’t see the words. “My takeaway is that they’d like me to continue with the ranch and let the kids grow up here.” She looked up to find him watching her. “It’s a big ask, and I don’t know anything about ranching. They knew that.”

“We discussed that, but they seemed confident that you could do anything you set your mind to.”

She flipped through the papers and stopped at the last page. “These appear to be recent,” she said.

“Yes, Jenna and Drew came to me within the last month and added the specific request that you keep the children here and attempt to run the ranch.”

Laura forced herself to meet his eyes. “I’ve only been out of rehab a little over three weeks. I’m overwhelmed that they had this much faith in me.”

“I know about that, and you’re right about one thing. They believed in you.”

She nodded to herself. “At this point I’m inclined to say that I’ll try it for a year but I already have a problem. Drew had a ranch hand who gave his notice because of the uncertainty. If I’m going to keep this ranch going, I’ll definitely need some help. I don’t even know how to feed the horses, let alone take care of the cattle.”

The lawyer fiddled with his pen for a moment. “Do you think you could talk the ranch hand into staying?”

“I don’t think so. He said he has another job.”

“That’s unfortunate. Ask him to recommend someone; those fellas usually know each other. If he can’t give you a name, then give me a call...we’ll find someone.”

“Okay. So I guess that just leaves the funeral.”

“We can have it on Friday.” He motioned toward the receptionist’s area. “Pamela has volunteered to handle everything for you. She knows how busy you must be.” He looked at his watch. “We can get the announcement in Thursday’s paper if we call right away, and she’s already touched base with the funeral director. I expect you’ll be relieved to have that out of the way.”

“Thank you again. I’d better go get the kids.” She stood up and accepted the envelope of paperwork he handed her. “Know something?” she asked, smiling for the first time today. “I think I can do this.”

“I know you can. And by the way, school registration is this week.” He walked with her to the front and the children came running. “Come on kids,” she said, tucking the envelope under her arm and taking a child in each hand. “Let’s go get some ice cream.”

* * *

Laura was taking a walk with the children that evening when the ranch hand found them. The children had always accompanied Jenna and Drew on their nightly walk, and they seemed to take comfort from this familiar ritual.

“Hello, Ma’am.” He moved from one leg to the other, clearly uncomfortable. “I’ll be leaving in the morning, but I wanted to tell you about a fella who came by this morning looking for work. You’ll need somebody until you decide what you’re going to do.”

Laura didn’t tell him about her decision. “You know what’s expected better than I do, Will. Do you think he’s qualified?”

He hesitated for a moment before he spoke. “Yes, Ma’am, I think so. He said he’s been working up in the Peace for the past couple of years.”

Laura frowned. “Did he say why he left?”

He looked uncomfortable. “No, Ma’am. I didn’t think it was my place to ask.”

“No, I suppose not. What’s his name?”

“Toby Black. He promised to come by first thing in the morning and see you.”

“Okay. Thanks, Will.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.” He tipped his hat and sauntered off. He seemed like a nice man, and Laura was sorry to see him go.

Mark pushed Hayley on a tire swing while Laura watched from an old Adirondack chair. Was it really only two days ago that she’d left the winery? She hadn’t had a moment to spare since she arrived, and the rest of the week looked just as busy.

Her thoughts drifted to Bradley. How would he react when he heard what she had undertaken? She wished she could phone him and talk to him about the dramatic changes in her life. Would he understand? She honestly didn’t know.

“There’s one way to find out,” she said aloud and stood up. “I’m going into the house to make a phone call,” she called to the children.

Hayley looked startled and Laura thought perhaps she’d follow, but Mark kept on pushing the swing and Hayley settled down. It was the first time they’d been on their own since she arrived and Laura smiled to herself. The road ahead would be long, but this was a first step.

“Trellis Restaurant, Klaus speaking. May I help you?”

Laura checked her watch and frowned. Why was Klaus answering the phone at this time of day? “May I speak with Candy please?”

“I’m sorry, Candy is out of town. Is there something I can do for you?”

“Klaus, this is Laura.”

“Oh Laura. I thought I hadn’t seen you around. Candy and Matt have gone to the coast for a few days. They’ll be back on Thursday evening.”

“Oh.” She thought quickly. “Is Faith around?”

“No, but I expect her in about half an hour. Shall I leave a message?” He turned away and spoke to some customers.

“No. Thanks, Klaus. I won’t bother you. I can hear you’re busy.”

“As always. Goodbye, Laura.” He disconnected.

She stared at the phone in her hand. The vineyard seemed a world away...as though it belonged to another time. She walked slowly back outside and sat down on the steps overlooking the back yard. Had Jenna and Drew realized the enormity of what they asked?

Happy shrieks caught her attention. Mark had managed to climb up the rope and stood above Hayley, his feet braced on the tire. Her instinct was to call him down, but he slowed the swing and jumped down, obviously proud of his athletic prowess. They both came running. “Did you see us, Aunty Laura? Did you see?”

She gathered them into her arms. “You were amazing!” she said, and meant it. For now these children needed her. Her own life would have to wait.






  

Chapter Fifteen
 

Laura looked up from the stove at the sound of footsteps on the back porch. She had remembered that the children liked spaghetti, and was cooking a big batch of sauce and planned to freeze the extra.

“Hello,” she said through the screen door. “Can I help you?”

The man didn’t remove his hat. He seemed to be sizing her up. “I was thinkin’ I could help you.”

She wiped her hands on Jenna’s apron and opened the screen door. “You must be the fellow Will told me about.” 

He nodded. “Toby Black’s my name. I heard you might need some help.”

She walked out onto the porch. “Yes, I do, but I have to be honest with you. I can’t promise you anything beyond one year.”

“Sounds okay.” He looked at her then looked away. He didn’t smile and his eyes were too close together, but he looked capable enough. “Will said the job includes a place to stay.”

“That’s right.” She removed the apron and hung it over the railing. “Come on, it’s this way.” She walked with him to the far side of the stable. She’d heard Will’s truck leaving before she got out of bed. “I haven’t had a chance to check it out since Will left.”

The accommodation consisted of one good sized room containing kitchen, table, two easy chairs and a bed, plus a bathroom. It was surprisingly tidy. Sheets and blankets were folded on the bed.

“I’ll bring you some fresh sheets later on,” she said, gathering up the used ones. She glanced at the kitchen shelves. “I see Will left you some canned goods.”

He didn’t look. “I’ll be fine, thanks.” She was being dismissed.

He wouldn’t have been her first choice, but he was here, and willing to take on the job. As she was walking slowly back toward the house Mark appeared at her side.

“Who’s that?” he asked, his tone surprisingly belligerent for a seven year old.

“That’s the new hand. He’s going to help us out now that Will’s moved on.”

“I liked Will.” He picked up a small stone and threw it. “I don’t like him.”

Laura was inclined to agree. “Why not, Mark?”

“Dunno.” The small shoulders shrugged. “I just don’t.”

“Well, he’s new. I suppose we have to get to know him.”

Mark didn’t seem convinced, but he remained silent. Laura glanced back and saw Toby walking into the stable. She could only hope that the child’s instincts were wrong.

* * *

Puffy clouds hugged the western horizon on the day of the funeral, but overhead the skies were brilliant blue. Laura had agonized over whether or not to take the children to the church. In the end, she had decided to take them. She was sure that there were convincing arguments for both points of view, but decided that later in life Mark would thank her for allowing him to be present. She drew the line at taking them to the gravesite ceremony. There would be time for that later.

The church was crowded for the short ceremony. There wasn’t enough space for everyone and people stood along the sides and in the back, paying their respects to Jenna and Drew who had been well liked in the community. Laura stared straight ahead, cradling one child on each side. She had no idea what was said; it was all she could do to hold herself together. The townsfolk eyed her curiously as the trio walked out holding hands. Her pride in the children had never been greater as all three stepped dry-eyed into the brilliant sunshine.

She took them to the city park to pass time during the gravesite ceremony. Anticipating a big crowd, Pamela Jackson from the lawyer’s office had arranged for a reception in the Community Centre. The Women’s Auxiliary of the church was taking care of refreshments, and Laura made a mental note to offer her thanks and support when she was more settled.

After an hour at the reception, the children were becoming restless and Laura was having trouble remembering her own name, let alone the names of the hundreds of people who’d showed up at the Community Centre. She had greeted every one of them, and was relieved to see no new faces coming through the door. Before she left, she thanked Pamela and then slipped out the side door with the children.

* * *

Bradley was sitting in the dark when he saw headlights coming up the long drive. He’d been thinking about Laura. Deep in his heart he knew that the spark between them had not gone out.

Massimo had already come home and was snoring loudly in the cabin behind him, and he’d heard Jason enter his cabin a couple of hours ago. The vehicle pulled up to the residence, and he recognized Candy and Matt’s SUV.

He didn’t waste any time. They were still hauling their suitcases out of the back when he caught up with them.

“Bradley! You startled me.” Candy turned to him. “Is everything all right?”

He had his message ready. Did you talk to Laura before she left? He moved into the light and showed her.

“Laura’s gone?” She frowned in an effort to remember. “Let’s see. We left on Sunday night after the restaurant closed. Yes, that’s right. There was an urgent call for her on Sunday morning.” She looked up at him. “That was the day you two went on a picnic, right?”

Bradley nodded impatiently.

“Okay...let me think...yes, there was an urgent message. She came over to the restaurant in the afternoon and I gave it to her. After that I didn’t see her again. She’s gone, you say?”

He nodded again, frustrated. He hadn’t learned anything new. He typed. Do you remember what the message was about?

Candy shook her head. “It wasn’t a real message. Just a man’s name and a phone number. I think he said he was calling from Williams Lake.”

Williams Lake was where Laura’s friend lived. Any doubts he might have had about Laura vanished on the night air, but were replaced by a new fear. He typed rapidly. Do you remember his name...number?

Candy smiled. “I can do you one better. I have copies of all my phone messages.” She looked into his eyes. “Do you want me to get it now?”

His smile was her answer.

He stared at the piece of paper. Call Mitch Barton 250-555-4250. He looked at Candy.

“I suppose you want me to call for you?” She looked at her watch. “It’s after eleven, you know.”

Don’t care, he typed.

“Okay.” She watched him pace as the phone rang. “Hello? Is this Mitch Barton?” She paused for a moment. “I’m sorry to be calling so late. This is Candy Peterson. You called here last Sunday and left an urgent message for Laura MacLeod.” Another pause. “I’ve been out of town since then and I’ve just learned that she left. Is she up there by any chance?”

The reply seemed to be taking forever. Bradley took a deep, calming breath.

“Oh My God.”

His head snapped around.

“And the funeral’s tomorrow?” She darted a look at Bradley. “Listen, do you mind telling me where the ranch is? There’s someone here who was very close to her and I have a feeling he wants to see her.” She jotted down an address. “Okay, and thanks a lot. Sorry to have bothered you.”

She hung up the phone. “Her best friend and her husband were killed last Friday.”

Bradley’s fingers flew over the keypad. Laura is Godmother to their children.

“Yes, that’s what he said.” She set down the phone. “What a turn of events.” She looked at him again. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”

His pulse accelerated. Yes, he nodded.

“Then I guess you’ll be leaving us.” She put out a hand, touched him on the arm. “Please do me one last favour though. Wait until morning. These highways are full of trucks at night, and we don’t need any more disasters.”

Okay, he mouthed. What about the harvest? he typed.

She waved a hand in front of her face. “Don’t worry about that. We’ve already hired one of the crews that come up specifically to pick grapes.” She gave him a gentle smile. “Matt has really enjoyed having you here, but he knew you wouldn’t be staying long.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Good luck, Bradley Jamieson, and give Laura my love.”

* * *

Laura’s tension disappeared as she drove over the cattle gate. It was good to be home. Odd, she thought, looking at the children. I’m already thinking of the ranch as home.

Mark and Hayley piled out of the car and ran into the house, eager to get back into their regular clothes. She smiled. No matter what the cost to her personal life, she’d made the right decision by keeping them here, in familiar surroundings. She followed them inside and put on what was quickly becoming her favourite outfit...faded, form-fitting jeans and a scoop-neck T-shirt. She loosened her hair and let it tumble down her back. An image of Bradley flashed across her mind...taking the pins out of her hair and pulling her into a passionate embrace. She inhaled sharply, rocked by a surge of desire.

The screen door slammed and she heard one of the children racing through the house. They didn’t normally run indoors, and she hurried out into the hall.

“Aunty Laura. Come quick. Mark is having a fight with that man!” Hayley motioned with one hand. “Hurry! He’s in the stable.”

Laura followed her down the stairs and paused at the door to the stable.

“What’s going on here?” The light was dim inside, and it took a few moments for her eyes to adjust.

The new hand turned, his gaze moving slowly up her body. Prickles of fear set her nerves on edge. She spotted Mark cowering in a corner, one arm shielding his head. Toby stood over him, a lunge line folded in his hand. He was about to strike the child.

“The boy needs to be taught a lesson,” he growled.

Laura walked purposefully into the gloom. “Don’t you dare touch my child,” she said, surprised at the vehemence in her voice. She put herself between Toby and Mark.

“Oh, so you want to play, do you?” He leered at her and took a step forward. “Well that can be arranged. I like a woman with a little spunk.”

Laura looked around and spotted a pitchfork. She picked it up and pointed at him.

He took another step forward and let the loose part of the lunge line fall to the floor. It was now several feet long, and he moved his arm back and forth, swishing it across the floor.

“Don’t you dare,” she growled.

“Or what?” The line twitched.

“I suggest you listen to the lady.”

Laura stilled. She’d never heard his voice, but she’d know it anywhere. Her heart did a little tap dance in her chest.

Toby whirled around and his bravado fell away. “We were just having some fun.”

Bradley stood backlit in the doorway, broad shoulders encased in a leather jacket. He raised an eyebrow. “Not the way I see it.”

“Now listen here.” The ranch hand started to bluster, but the fight had gone out of him.

“No, you listen.” Laura took Mark by the hand. “You threaten my children, you threaten me. Get your things and leave.” Toby scuttled out the door, muttering to himself.

Hayley stood beside Bradley, looking up at him with adoration. He squatted down and smiled at her. “Hi, he said. My name is Bradley and I’m a friend of your Aunt’s.”

“I’m Hayley.” She turned. “This is my brother Mark.”

Mark came forward slowly and Bradley held out a hand. “Hello, Mark, I’d pleased to meet you.”

The child beamed, and shook hands. “Me too, I guess. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, honest. It was him. He was being mean to the horses.”

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?”

Mark shook his head. “No, sir.” He looked back at Laura. “Can we go now?”

She tore her gaze away from Bradley. “Yes, but don’t go too far.”

“Okay.” The children ran toward the house.

Bradley rose and looked at her. Dust motes danced in a shaft of sunlight and the horses snuffled softly, but she had eyes only for him. He walked toward her and she knew she’d never wanted anything more.

“I’m sorry about Jenna and Drew,” he said, bending his knees and looking into her eyes. “I would have been here earlier but I just found out last night where you’d gone.”

Jenna drew back. “But I made a point of telling Jason before I left.” She made a face. “I should have realized he didn’t hear everything I said. He was gunning that ATV as usual.”

He shook his head and gave her a wry smile. “He’s just a kid, but I think one day he’ll straighten out and fly right.”

Laura looked into the face she’d come to love. “I hope so.” She laid a hand on his chest. The gesture brought back memories of their first encounter at the lake and it was a moment before she could speak. “When did you get your voice back?”

“Just now, when I saw that character threaten you. The doctors said it might happen that way.” He brushed a lock of hair away from her face. “I missed you, Laura.” She went into his arms and he held her against his chest. “I missed you so much.”

“Me too,” she murmured. “Especially when I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again.”

“That’s not going to happen.” She could feel his heart beating wildly.

“Good.” She raised her lips for a kiss.

They broke apart several minutes later and wandered hand in hand out of the barn and into the late afternoon sunshine.

He glanced toward the house. “Should we be checking on the kids?”

Laura smiled to herself, pleased at his concern. “I think they’re fine; I don’t hear any noise. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve crashed, even if it isn’t bedtime yet. They were both tired when we got home.”

Laura pulled him toward the creek. “Let’s walk along here for a minute.” Memories crowded in and she blinked back tears. “Jenna and Drew used to walk here every evening, even in the winter if the snow wasn’t too deep.”

Something broke the surface the Bradley peered into the depths. “Trout” he said thoughtfully. “Did Drew feed them by any chance?”

Laura frowned. “I don’t really know. He never mentioned it.”

Bradley tossed some vegetation into the water and a fish rose instantly, belly flashing as it turned over. “Judging from that reaction, I think maybe he did. We should look into what’s the proper thing to feed them. It would be a fun thing to do with the kids, if nothing else.”

Laura stopped and turned to face him, wondering if her voice betrayed her nervousness. “How long do you plan to stay?” she asked softly.

He looked directly into her eyes. “As long as you want me.”

Laura realized she’d been holding her breath, and exhaled slowly. “I think that’s going to be for a very long time.”

His gaze dropped to her lips and he leaned over and kissed her. “Good,” he said simply. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

It was Laura’s turn to look at the house. “Maybe you’re right. We should go and check on the kids.”

As she suspected, the children had crawled into bed. “They’re not even undressed,” she said quietly, covering each of them with a light blanket. “But it won’t hurt them for one night.”

Downstairs, Laura led him out onto the back steps. The flower beds on either side of the steps were a riot of colour and Laura picked a zinnia, twirling it between her fingers. “Let’s sit down” she said. “I do my best thinking here.”

They sat down, shoulders touching.

Laura stroked the petals of the flower. “The kids need to be here, so I’m thinking we should try to keep the place going as a functioning ranch.”

Bradley turned to her. “I hear you’ll be needing a new hand.”

Laura tried to be serious but knew that her grin gave her away. “Are you applying for the job?”

He raised his shoulders. “I’d like to, but I don’t know a thing about ranching.” He looked into the distance, deep in thought. “That guy that just left?” He hiked his head toward the road. “Who was here before him?”

“A fellow named Will.” Laura thought for a moment. “Tall, shy. I’m confident that he liked it here but I wasn’t sure where I stood at that point and he had to look out for himself.”

“I wonder if we could get him back?” He gave her a sideways glance. “He could teach us the ropes. If Drew needed him here, then we definitely need him. What do you think?”

“It’s worth a try. He had a room on the other side of the stables, but it seems to me that if we built a separate cabin just for him it would be an enticement.”

“I like the way you think.”

He turned silent for several moments. “I have some savings and my pension, if we need money.” He made a sweeping gesture around the ranch. “I mean, this all belongs to the kids. I’d like us to be independent when it comes to money.”

Laura nodded “I have money too.” She paused. “A lot. And Jenna and Drew were making a living, so unless we really mess things up we’ll be fine financially.”

Bradley laughed. “I can’t believe we’re talking about money, but it has to be done.” He put an arm around her shoulder. “Right now I can think of a lot of other things I’d rather talk about.”

“Oh?” She wiggled her eyebrows. “What?”

“It’s about the sleeping accommodations.” He glanced in the direction of the stables. “If you think I’m sleeping out there, forget it.”

They stood up and walked hand in hand into the house. “I wouldn’t hear of it” she said.






  

Epilogue
 

Ten months later.

“Do I have to wear this?” Mark tugged at the bow tie.

“Yes.” Bradley straightened it for the third time.

“But why?”

“Because your mother wants you to.” He checked his own reflection. “See...we match.”

Mark gave him a look that made it clear what he thought of that.

“Come on, we’re supposed to be out there first.”

They walked out into the sunlight. All of their friends and family were there, plus Candy and Matt, Faith and Jason, Fran Shaw and her husband, everyone from the law office, and Will and his new lady friend. Laura’s grandmother had tears in her eyes when Bradley walked down the aisle with his best man, Mark.

As they stepped under the white tent a jet flew overhead and Bradley shielded his eyes.

“What is it?” asked Mark. It was a game they played all the time.

“It’s a private job. A Citation. Nice ride.”

“Yeah, nice ride. Can you fly it?”

“Oh, I think so.” Bradley grinned.

“Would you teach me how to fly some day?” His hand crept into Bradley’s.

“Yes, I will.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Laura and Hayley appeared on the steps. Laura in a simple white sheath that touched the grass and Hayley in a pale pink chiffon dress that she had picked out herself. They both wore baby’s breath in their hair. They walked together up the aisle and Bradley bent over to pick up his daughter.

“Hey, Mom.” Mark tugged at her dress, and she looked at her son. “Dad says he’s going to teach me to fly! Can you believe it?”

“Sure can,” she said, looking at Bradley with love in her eyes. “He teaches me to fly every day.”
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